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Women in African Colonial
Histories: An Introduction

Jean Allman, Susan Geiger, and Nakanyike Musisi

The essays assembled here explore African women’s encounters with European
colonialisms. They focus on the ways in which women negotiated that range of
political, economic, and social forces embraced by the term “colonial”’—from
European rule, missions, taxation, and cash cropping to biomedicine, labor mi-
gration, white settlement, and racialized discourses of power. While ever cog-
nizant of the inherent violence of these encounters, be it the brutality of racist
discourse or the coercive force which comes through the barrel of a gun, all
of the chapters undermine any image of African women as hapless victims.
Through their daily lives, through their families and their communities, in ritual
and belief, in their travels, their struggles, and their travails, African women, as
historical subjects, were active agents in the making of the colonial world. By
considering the lives of farmers, queen mothers, urban dwellers, migrants, and
political leaders in the context of particular colonial conditions at specific pe-
riods of time, the contributions to this volume challenge the notion of a homo-
geneous “African women’s experience.” They do so by drawing on a wide variety
of methodologies and sources, including life histories, oral narratives, court
cases, newspapers, colonial archives, and material objects.

The approaches to women’s lives taken in these essays complicate the binaries
and disrupt the chronologies that have tended to frame African colonial history
more broadly. In these prevailing binaries—rural/urban, private/public, peasant/
proletarian, production/reproduction, formal/informal, resistance/collabora-
tion, citizen/subject—either women occupy half of the “dichotomy” or their
experiences are erased altogether. They are pictured in rural areas, for example,
reproducing the labor force, while men are shown migrating to productive,
wage-paying jobs in urban areas. They are relegated to a fixed domestic sphere,
while only men are shown to have access to the public. Their economic activity
is deemed informal—marginal to the colonial economy. But women’s diverse
historical experiences defy such static representations. Boundaries between, for
example, the male urban worker and the female rural reproducer shift and blur.

Women’s colonial histories, moreover, challenge the chronological bound-
aries that have framed African colonial history generally, boundaries based
largely on formal political markers, such as a decisive military defeat, a treaty
of “protection,” or the hoisting of the flag of independence. For the most part,



such markers are not gender-neutral, but rather signify definitive moments
in the colonial histories of male political elites. The essays collected here are
grounded in gendered chronologies of colonialism which, depending on the
place and time, begin well before or well after the formal onset of European
political rule, and of which many extend into the present.

Historiographies of Women and Colonialism

This anthology benefits enormously from being situated in and engaged
with a burgeoning historiography which, for well over two decades, has persis-
tently fought to write women into the history of the African continent. We are
particularly indebted to trail-blazing collections like Women in Africa (1976),
Women and Work in Africa (1982), African Women and the Law (1982), Women
and Slavery in Africa (1983), Women and Class in Africa (1986), and Women and
the State in Africa (1989)." Since the 1970 publication of Ester Boserup’s impor-
tant work Woman’s Role in Economic Development,” much of this collected his-
toriography on African women, though certainly not all of it, has been centered
on the impact of European contact on African women,” and these anthologies
provide few exceptions. However, none of the collections to date has taken co-
lonialism and women’s modes of adjustment, negotiation, and resistance as its
central problematic.

Yet since the publication of the foundational historical anthologies on Afri-
can women over a decade ago our knowledge of women’s colonial pasts has ex-
ploded, and we are now at a point where we can begin to explore trans-national
or trans-colonial processes and to draw meaningful comparative insights into
the ways women shaped and were shaped by the colonial world as they struggled
to secure and defend their autonomy. In 1988, Jean Hay bemoaned the paucity
of historical monographs on African women and the fact that only a handful of
articles on women or gender had appeared in the leading journals of the pro-
fession.* The latest research in women’s history increasingly appears in main-
stream journals, and the number of monographs has multiplied dramatically
since Hay listed the lone five which had appeared between 1971 and 1986.° This
rich and dynamic historical literature has begun to bring elusive pasts into
sharper focus, particularly around certain sets of questions.

As Ifi Amadiume has recently written in her important theoretical contribu-
tion to women’s studies, Re-inventing Africa: Matriarchy, Religion, and Culture,
“African women have . . . been concerned with the fundamental social issues of
self-organization and the economy.”® In many ways, that concern has been re-
flected in the sets of questions posed by much of the historical literature of
the past decades. There is now an extensive scholarship on women and rural
(re)production that places women at the center of agricultural and social trans-
formations in the countryside,” as well as a rich and varied body of scholar-
ship on women’s organizations and strategies of protest and resistance.® That
scholarship effectively challenges the collaboration/resistance paradigms of the
broader colonial historiography, as it explores the ways in which women struggled
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against a reconfigured patriarchy rooted in both indigenous and colonial ide-
ologies.

More recently, women’s experiences in cities—in politics, churches, and
schools, and in a range of cash-generating activities like petty trading, prosti-
tution, and beer brewing—have been the focus of studies which have remapped
our understanding of the urban colonial landscape, a landscape gendered male
in much of the earlier historiography.” Other scholars have devoted considerable
attention to the ways in which Victorian notions of domesticity were trans-
planted to the African continent in order to mold “better” mothers and wives,
and how African women encountered and remade those strategies on their own
terms. Others, like Carol Summers, have explored “intimate colonialisms” in an
effort to grapple with the often violent sexual politics of colonial rule.'® While
much of this research has appeared in the form of articles or chapters in edited
collections,'" we are beginning to see more book-length monographs, which af-
ford the author the space to engage simultaneously with multiple themes in
complex and shifting settings.'? That the first comprehensive textbook on Afti-
can women’s history, Hay and Stichter’s African Women South of the Sahara, was
recently updated and republished (1995; orig. 1984) and has been joined by
two other systematic overviews of the field—Berger and White’s edited vol-
ume Women in Sub-Saharan Africa: Restoring Women to History and Coquery-
Vidrovitch’s African Women: A Modern History—is a testament both to the
strides made in the field of African women’s history and to its expanding audi-
ences."

While engaged with this flourishing historiography on African women, the
collection also speaks to some of the more pressing questions raised in broader,
interdisciplinary scholarship, especially recent work on gender and colonial rep-
resentation."* In important ways, it departs from the thrust of much of this lit-
erature, which has argued for a move away from women’s history to gender his-
tory or to gender analyses, whereby men, as well as women, become “subjects
and authors of gendered histories.””” While the essays in this volume share as
a primary objective the engendering of mainstream African history, they also
reflect Ayesha Imam’s concern that the term “gender analysis” can be—indeed
often is—deployed to “neutralise and soften the challenge posed by the direct
accusation of bias against women and the demand for the recognition and
rights of women posed by feminist theory”'® Women in African Colonial Histo-
ries is aimed at foregrounding women’s colonial histories and women as histori-
cal subjects in gendered colonial worlds."”

A quick glance at recent publications in the broader field of African colonial
history underscores the ongoing necessity of foregrounding women as historical
actors. Despite the fact that feminist scholars have been writing women into
African colonial histories for three decades, it is still very much the case that
unless “women” or “gender” appears in the title, women do not have to be pres-
ent in the text at all.'"® While women’s history is now recognized by the profes-
sion as a legitimate field of inquiry and several books in women’s history and
gender history have won the coveted Herskovits Prize in North America for the
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best monograph in African studies,”” the impact of women’s history and gender
studies on mainstream colonial historiography remains alarmingly minimal.”’
It is thus clear that feminist historians must continue to “work on both fronts
simultaneously;” as Zeleza has recently asserted. “Gender history cannot go far
without the continuous retrieval of women’s history, while women’s history
cannot transform the fundamentally flawed paradigmatic bases of ‘mainstream’

history without gender history.”*'

The Architecture

The anthology includes thirteen chapters grouped in three thematic
parts: “Encounters and Engagements,” “Perceptions and Representations,” and
“Power Reconfigured/Power Contested.” In terms of regional coverage, five of
the contributions are from western Africa, five from southern Africa, two from
eastern Africa and one from central Africa. A range of colonizers appear on the
stage—Portuguese, Belgian, French, and British—although British colonial rule
forms the backdrop in nine of the chapters. Yet from the very beginning, we, as
editors, were more concerned with thematic coverage than with equity in the
representation of regions or colonizing powers. Far more important for African
women’s lives than their regional location or the particular form of colonial rule
imposed by a specific European power were the trans-metropole colonial meth-
ods of extraction, taxation, and exploitation of the continent’s human and ma-
terial resources. Indeed, one colonial power, like Great Britain, could develop
very different methods depending upon the specific configuration of resources
in a particular setting. A quick comparison of British colonial rule in Southern
Rhodesia and the Gold Coast (see the chapters here by Jackson and by Tashjian
and Allman) underscores the difficulty of conceptualizing coverage in terms of
region or of European colonizing power. Useful bases for synthesis and com-
parison, we would argue, are not necessarily regional or derived from differing
colonial metropoles. They concern such critical factors as the presence or ab-
sence of European settlers, access to land, cash-cropping and subsistence agri-
culture, mineral wealth, gendered labor migrancy, urban and rural differentia-
tion, and the social organization of power in the precolonial past.

Our twofold intent as editors, then, was to attain this kind of coverage and
to do so by including contributions that could move from the specific—the
life story of a midwife, the Women’s War in southeastern Nigeria, or women
travelers in southern Africa—to the more broadly synthetic and thematic. We
wanted readers to be able to grapple with the lives of real women in a range of
colonial histories and with the complexities and ambiguities of evidence for
those histories. Toward that end, each contributor has located her or his chapter
in the broader literature in African women’s history, so that the specific topic
of a chapter becomes the door through which the reader encounters an over-
arching theme in the literature, such as women’s mobility in colonial Africa. In
addition, each author has included a short primary source in her or his chapter,
in order to provide readers with a concrete example of the kind of evidence
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upon which she or he relied. In most cases this text is set at the end of the chap-
ter, though in three instances (the chapters by Gengenbach, Mianda, and Ly-
ons) the source is fully integrated into the text. The range of primary sources
foregrounded in this collection—personal narratives, court testimony, photo-
graphs, autobiographies, colonial reports—attests to the innovative methodolo-
gies women’s historians have developed in order not only to render women
visible, but to capture their diverse roles as active agents in the making of co-
lonial histories.

On the basis of initial abstracts, we first envisioned a four-part anthology.
Of our original thematic part titles, only “Perceptions and Representations” re-
mains. Yet the story of how we got from our first conceptualization to the vol-
ume’s present architecture offers insight into the ways in which this volume
both complicates and disrupts standard assumptions about African history.
The first part, “Encounters and Engagements,” was originally called “African
Women on the Eve of Formal Colonial Rule.” This title “worked” for the chap-
ters we tentatively placed there, and it had the advantage of a suitably momen-
tous (and, of course, chronologically specific) ring. To present an anthology
about women during the colonial period, we reasoned, we needed to begin with
chapters that depicted African women “before” and “after” “colonial contact.”
As draft chapters came in, however, it became clear that the title, but more im-
portantly this chronological conceptualization, was not satisfactory and ob-
scured more than it revealed.

First, the idea that there was a “moment of colonial contact” for the peoples
of the African continent is extremely problematic, as is the notion that such a
moment is best equated with the establishment of “formal” colonialism (i.e.,
political overrule). The infamous Berlin Conference of 1885, at which European
powers divided up the continent amongst themselves, marks the beginning of
“formal” colonial rule through the European political metropoles, on paper
and by treaty. But it goes without saying that no Africans—male or female—
attended the conference, and most Africans had no knowledge of it. In fact,
from the perspective of Africans rather than colonial rulers, there were as many
moments of contact or encounter on the African continent as there were and
are African societies. Moreover, colonial “contact” was seldom one defining ex-
perience. Rather, it was a series of experiences and interactions over time, some-
times cumulative, sometimes changing.

Although African men usually encountered and engaged the agents of colo-
nial rule—soldiers, travelers, missionaries, explorers, officials—in relations of
one kind or another before African women met them, the diversity and reflex-
ivity of early contacts was apparent for both genders. It is this diversity, and the
conscious way in which African women sought to achieve their own objectives
through engagements with colonial agents and institutions, that the chapters in
the reconstituted part reveal. This is not to argue that African women, any more
than African men, necessarily controlled the context in which encounters and
engagements with Europeans occurred, or that they necessarily controlled the
terms and consequences of relations established. African women were, however,
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motivated by their own agendas—agendas that were frequently at odds with
those of the Europeans, and sometimes completely incomprehensible to them.

Our second part, “Perceptions and Representations,” is the only one that sur-
vived the metamorphosis from prospectus to book, and that is perhaps because
it was the only part we initially conceived without reference to chronological
parameters. Like many Africanist historians, we understand that, from the very
beginning, colonial perceptions and representations of African women pro-
foundly affected the ways in which women lived their lives and negotiated social
relationships. Such perceptions and representations—born of Western ideologi-
cal assumptions and arrogance, fears, ignorance, and, always, the need to exer-
cise control—often circumscribed or negated women’s economic activities, mo-
bility, political power and institutions, and status in their respective societies.

For example, it is well documented that in many parts of the continent, co-
lonial administrators perceived African women as alarmingly diseased and, in
particular, worried about whether they would give birth to a sufficient number
of healthy children to reproduce the colonial workforce. The introduction of
Western biomedicine was frequently a product of such perceptions, as was the
colonial obsession with African women’s bodies, which were both clinically rep-
resented and frequently invaded in the name of colonial “science” and control.”

Similarly, colonial court systems imposed throughout the continent reflected
perceptions and representations of African girls and women as willful and prop-
erly subordinate to men—to chiefs, fathers, brothers, and husbands. African re-
lational concepts such as “daughter,” “wife,” and “mother” were redefined, often
through court cases and disputes, to better conform to Western ideological no-
tions of these female social positions. Such redefinitions were undertaken with
the full support of African (male) authorities, fathers and husbands, who often
welcomed the opportunity to exercise greater control over the females in their
households and societies.”

Colonial perceptions and representations of status and class difference were
also affixed to African women through Western educational systems that fos-
tered concepts of marital and household relations mirroring the nuclear family
and the functions of the “civilized” wife and mother. A “civilized” African wife
knew about tables and chairs, doilies and crockery, curtains and bedspreads,
books and polite conversation. In order to be successful in the “modern” sector
of any colonial urban area, an African man needed a wife to keep his home and
children up to the “civilized” (i.e., Western) standard of housekeeping and
childrearing. Perceptions and representations of many kinds were thus adopted
and manipulated by African women and men who aspired to elite status within
diverse colonial settings.”

To point out that this second part of the anthology survived the collection’s
many recastings is not to say that it is, therefore, the least disruptive of conven-
tional paradigms. During the decades of colonial overrule, African women in
many parts of the continent were increasingly characterized as limited in their
economic activities, mobility, political interests and associations, and, indeed,
character and mental capacity. As colonial regulations circumscribed their
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movements and opportunities, the African woman as “rural subsistence farmer”
became a stereotype that historians themselves adopted as “the norm.” In this
part, however, the normative female subsistence farmer emerges as nuanced,
multifaceted, and complicated. She is not defined solely by, or understood only
in terms of, her labor as an agricultural producer.

We originally conceived of the final part, “Power Reconfigured/Power Con-
tested,” as two parts: “Differentiation and Change, Adjustments and Resistance”
and “Struggling for Freedom.” But as arguments and themes began to develop,
we became increasingly dissatisfied with the first of the two part titles because
the concepts seemed vague and overgeneralized—common buzzwords that did
not do justice to the content of the essays placed in that part. Moreover, the
divvying up of chapters between the two parts seemed increasingly random, as
we tried unsuccessfully to read substantive differences into concepts like “resis-
tance” and “struggling for freedom.”

During the colonial period, African women “struggled” in many ways that
have expanded our understanding of the term “political” far beyond direct or-
ganized action against the colonial state and its functionaries. Nor has their
quest for greater “freedom” or autonomy been limited to what has tradition-
ally been considered the political (i.e., public, formal) sphere. The title “Power
Reconfigured/Power Contested” allows us to include essays that not only address
examples of women’s loss of political power as a result of colonial overrule, and
their action and participation in a range of organizations, but also consider
shifts in other forms of power, from the economic to the familial.

Chapter by Chapter
Part One. Encounters and Engagements

The three chapters in the first part focus on the complex, changing, and
frequently ill-understood ways in which African women encountered and en-
gaged colonialism in diverse regions of the continent. They also foreground
critical discussion of sources in reconstructing African women’s historical sub-
jectivity. In ““What My Heart Wanted’: Gendered Stories of Early Colonial
Encounters in Southern Mozambique,” Heidi Gengenbach explores women’s
actions vis-a-vis “the colonizer,” as recounted not only in available European
written sources but in women’s own accounts as well. She demonstrates how
African women’s explanations of historical change and their narrative con-
structions of their own lives reveal both the ambiguities of colonial encounters
and the nature and range of women’s strategic engagements with the colonial
order. Wendy Urban-Mead’s “Dynastic Daughters: Three Royal Kwena Women
and E. L. Price of the London Missionary Society, 1853-1881” uses the journals
of a European woman missionary to analyze the ways in which individual sub-
jectivity and larger-scale political, cultural, and economic forces combined to
shape the options of three royal African women in the decade before the formal
onset of colonial rule in southern Africa. The chapter considers the problems
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and opportunities for historical writing when reconstructions of European and
African women’s nineteenth-century encounters are largely limited to sources
produced by European women. In “Colonial Midwives and Modernizing Child-
birth in French West Africa,” Jane Turrittin draws on a relatively rare historical
source for African women’s history, the autobiography. Focusing on the fasci-
nating life of Aoua Kéita, as recounted in Kéita’s own words, Turrittin examines
how a colonially-trained midwife’s resistance to her Eurocentric training con-
tributed to a reevaluation of her cultural tradition and to her social and political
radicalization.

Part Two. Perceptions and Representations

The chapters in this part subject colonial and postcolonial perceptions
and representations of African women to thorough critical analysis. Nakanyike
Musisi’s “The Politics of Perception or Perception as Politics? Colonial and Mis-
sionary Representations of Baganda Women, 1900-1945” takes on a colonial ar-
chive filled with European representations of Baganda women—an archive, she
argues, that is part and parcel of a larger story of domination and control. By
exploring both women’s rejection of colonial biomedical practices and their se-
lective use of them, Musisi demystifies that documentary archive and demon-
strates how Baganda women struggled to maintain control over their lives and
bodies. In “‘“The Woman in Question’: Marriage and Identity in the Colonial
Courts of Northern Ghana, 1907-1954,” Sean Hawkins uses a different genre
of colonial archive, court records, to explore how colonial courts sought to
define women’s social identities. He argues that although courts largely margi-
nalized LoDagaa women, their records nonetheless reveal that the greatest chal-
lenge to British control was the relative autonomy women enjoyed outside the
courts. Gertrude Mianda’s chapter, “Colonialism, Education, and Gender Rela-
tions in the Belgian Congo: The Evolué Case,” extends the discussion of colonial
perceptions by exploring how they were internalized by African elites. Mianda
uncovers the attitudes of évolués (self-styled African advocates of modernity)
toward women’s issues, such as marriage, family, work, mobility, and sexuality,
and concludes that colonial representations and perceptions served the strategic
purposes of African male elites by consolidating their position and subordinat-
ing women.

The last two chapters of this part, “Virgin Territory? Travel and Migration
by African Women in Twentieth-Century Southern Africa,” by Teresa Barnes,
and Lynette Jackson’s “ “‘When in the White Man’s Town’: Zimbabwean Women
Remember Chibeura,” challenge the androcentric framing of migration and
travel in colonial Africa and reveal how collective memories of suffering among
women urban migrants are articulated and remembered. Barnes demonstrates
the ways in which contemporary literature has perpetuated the myth that mo-
bility, travel, and migration are a male preserve, thus consigning women to mass
immobility. She argues that such misconceptions drive women off of the cen-
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ter stage, freezing them in a perpetual economic powerlessness as “passive ru-
ral widows.” Jackson explores how colonial fears of “unattached” and mobile
women led to the development of chibeura—the coercive practice which com-
pelled women to open their legs to be “inspected” by agents of colonial authority
when they sought access to towns—and how women remember these painful
experiences of violation.

Part Three. Power Reconfigured/Power Contested

The anthology’s final part explores two closely intertwined themes: the
multiple ways in which gendered systems of power and authority were recast
during the colonial period, and the ways in which African women contested,
individually and collectively, reconfigurations of patriarchal power. Holly Han-
son’s “Queen Mothers and Good Government in Buganda: The Loss of Wom-
en’s Political Power in Nineteenth-Century East Africa” analyzes the system of
gendered political power in Buganda in which the queen mother had autono-
mous authority, grounded in land ownership, which she used to check the ex-
cesses of the king and safeguard the interests of the nation. Hanson demon-
strates how, even before formal colonization, the position of the queen mother
was gradually undermined by long-distance trade, including an escalation in the
trade in slaves, which enriched and empowered provincial chiefs while weaken-
ing centralized authority. Victoria Tashjian and Jean Allman’s “Marrying and
Marriage on a Shifting Terrain: Reconfigurations of Power and Authority in
Early Colonial Asante” demonstrates that it was not only women of high rank
and status whose positions were undermined by colonial rule and the dra-
matic economic changes which often preceded it. Shifting the focus from queen
mothers to commoner women, from the arena of formal politics to the realm
of domestic economies, the authors explore how the introduction of cash crop-
ping in Asante and the increasing monetization of the economy recast conjugal
relations, afforded husbands greater rights to wives’ labor, and ultimately in-
creased the labor burdens of most women. Misty Bastian’s ““Vultures of the
Marketplace’: Southeastern Nigerian Women and Discourses of the Ogu Umun-
waanyi (Women’s War) of 1929” moves our focus from the ways in which wom-
en’s economic and political positions were undermined during the colonial pe-
riod to women’s collective action against the forces and symbols of colonial rule,
as Bastian revisits one of the better-known events in African women’s history.
She is concerned here with highlighting the continuities between women’s pre-
war forms of collective action, especially song and dance, and their verbal rheto-
ric and nonverbal displays during the war. Elizabeth Schmidt’s “ ‘Emancipate
Your Husbands!” Women and Nationalism in Guinea, 1953-1958” is similarly
concerned with the ways in which women made use of preexisting “cultural
systems” in mobilizing support for the nationalist struggle in Guinea. Schmidt
explores how some of those efforts violated entrenched gender norms, yet did
not result in women’s emancipation in the post-independence period. The ques-
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tions of nationalist struggle and the prospects for women’s emancipation posed
by Schmidt are revisited in the anthology’s final chapter. In “Guerrilla Girls and
Women in the Zimbabwean National Liberation Struggle,” Tanya Lyons looks
at the experiences of women combatants. She argues that women’s roles in the
armed struggle for independence were extensively glorified during the war in
order to garner international support, and that a close examination of women’s
lived experiences as combatants reveals how patriarchal power was reconfigured
both during the war of liberation and after independence.
e o o

The end of colonial rule—even when brought about through protracted lib-
eration struggles that violated gender norms—did not, in the final analysis, re-
sult in women’s emancipation in Zimbabwe, Guinea, or elsewhere. The essays
collected here provide ample historical evidence of, and reasons for, the resil-
ience of colonial patriarchies. But at the same time we hope that these chapters,
by foregrounding African women as active agents in the making of colonial his-
tories, have implications for how we think about women’s emancipation, and
for how we weigh the prospects for autonomy and security in a postcolonial
world.
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Part One. Encounters
and Engagements

The chapters in this first part challenge the salience and gener-
alizability of the images of African women frequently invoked by
historians of the “colonial encounter”: helpless victims, passive
objects, collaborators, resisters, or mindless vessels of “tradition.”
They remind us that there was no single moment, much less
form of contact, that marks a common starting point for the co-
lonial epoch throughout the continent. Rather, historical chro-
nologies, the actors involved, and the consequences of women’s
engagement with the colonizers and those associated with Euro-
pean rule depended upon numerous factors, not the least of
which were the needs, wishes, and understandings of the women
in question. In approaching the women who are the subjects of
their essays, the authors share an interest in the use of women’s
personal narratives—life stories, a journal, an autobiography—
in the historical reconstruction of women’s relationships to the
agents and institutions associated with the European colonial
presence. Yet each scholar understands that the documents they
bring to the fore—whether oral or written—constitute repre-
sentations of women’s colonial experience that must be contextu-
alized and interpreted.






1  “What My Heart Wanted”:
Gendered Stories of Early
Colonial Encounters in
Southern Mozambique

Heidi Gengenbach

When in mid-1995 I first moved onto the grounds of the former Swiss mission
station at Antioka, in the locality of Facazisse (Magude District) in southern
Mozambique, I was received by the community as a harbinger of the return of
valungu (whites) to the area for the first time since the end of the war between
Renamo and the Mozambican government, which laid waste to the country be-
tween 1976 and 1992."' Many people believed I was a missionary, some thought
a doctor, and one woman suspected I was an arms trader from “America” come
to reignite the conflict. Yet whoever they thought I was, everyone expected me
to behave in a particular way toward local authorities, beginning with visiting
them and explaining the reasons for my presence. I dutifully made the rounds
and what I thought were the necessary introductions, meeting with represen-
tatives of the governing party, Frelimo;® with locality officials; and with male
leaders in the “traditional” chiefly system.’ It was only after several months
had passed that I learned I had made some critical omissions. What finally
alerted me was the regular occurrence of incidents that, on their own, seemed
unremarkable: troops of giggling young women knocking on my door at all
hours of the day and night; elderly women repeatedly stopping by my hut to
discuss their health problems; murmurs from my translators that certain pow-
erful women—spirit mediums—were wondering when “the little white person”
was planning to visit them. There were, I belatedly realized, female as well as
male authorities, with their own views of the meaning of my presence in their
midst, and their own constituencies watching to see how I positioned myself
within a field of social relations crisscrossed by multiple networks of status and
power.

Trying to understand these gendered responses has helped me to think about
some intriguing fragments of written evidence from the Magude area between
the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, all composed by Europeans
and all narrating their initial or early encounters with African women. These



written sources only began to make sense to me as I conducted life history in-
terviews with women in Magude and explored other forms of women’s history-
telling, such as pottery, tattooing, spirit possession, and land-use practices.*
These bodies of feminine evidence also “speak,” in their own ways, about early
colonial interactions; most importantly, they tell us that African women’s be-
havior in this context defies analysis through the categories—such as “resis-
tance” and “collaboration”—that dominated the historiography of early colo-
nial Africa from the 1960s to the late 1980s. Simply put, this scholarship focuses
on the period of European military and political conquest of Africa (c. 1880-
1900) and argues that Africans responded to colonial aggression either by strug-
gling actively against it or by cooperating with European colonizers.” While
many historians in the past decade have recognized that such analytic binaries
fail to capture the multivalent, negotiated, and kaleidoscopic character of Afri-
can relationships with Europeans,® work on gender and women’s history in
particular has forced scholars to reconsider the theoretical constructs through
which colonial encounters in Africa have been narrated and explained.” The
gendered trajectory of African historiography on this subject is obviously linked
to the gendered narratives embedded in colonial written sources. The Magude
area, for instance, was one of the first places in southern Mozambique to expe-
rience the conversion efforts of the Swiss Mission, and one of the last to be
subdued politically by the Portuguese. According to documentary evidence,
Magude’s history for the first several decades after Europeans’ arrival contains
numerous personalities that do seem to fit one pole or the other of the “resis-
tance” paradigm: political rebels, clandestine labor migrants, and tax evaders on
the side of resistance; colonial chiefs, soldiers and police, and African evangelists
on that of collaboration. Yet even if we provisionally grant the adequacy of these
categories, it is significant that most of the individuals inscribed within them
are men. Colonizers themselves often perceived African women’s actions during
this period as too ambivalent, too changeable, and too contradictory to be clas-
sified so neatly along these lines.

Yet women’s conduct did not lack reason or coherence, and patterns in their
behavior in—and their representations of—early interactions with Europeans
suggest an alternative to the “resistance” framework. I propose that in early co-
lonial Magude, and perhaps in rural southern Mozambique more broadly, we
might conceptualize women’s actions in relation to colonizers as strategic en-
gagement, the terms, objectives, and meanings of which not only were gendered
and negotiated, but also changed over time. Most studies of the gendered terrain
of colonial encounters in Africa have concerned themselves primarily with the
extent to which European agents sought to establish “control” over African
women. Yet “control” is itself a colonial construct, and tells us very little about
women’s understanding of the meaning or stakes of these encounters. This
chapter, then, reexamines African women’s experiences of early colonial con-
tact in southern Mozambique by reading European written sources in light of
women’s accounts of this historical moment—in particular, women’s memories
of their early relationships with Europeans. Even the scant references to African
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women in the reports of European travelers and officials in the Magude area
indicate that these interactions were far more complex than historians have por-
trayed them. Early mission records from the Antioka station furnish an espe-
cially provocative glimpse of gendered struggles over the spiritual and material
meaning of the Swiss presence. In these struggles, African women were clearly
motivated by their own agendas, engaging things European with the aim of
buttressing feminine forms of knowledge, power, and authority in local com-
munities.

The alternative vision of “colonial encounter” that these sources suggest,
which I discuss in the first part of this chapter, stands out even more vividly
when we turn to the narrative portraits in women’s life stories, perhaps most
dramatically of all in the case of one woman, Rosalina Malungana, who tells
the history of her involvement with the Portuguese colonial order principally
through recollections of interracial sexual relationships. Like the other women
I interviewed who were born before 1930, Rosalina remembers the early years
of colonialism as not a period of European “control” so much as a time when a
new cast of characters—with novel ideas, behaviors, and material trappings—
began to appear on the rural landscape and to acquire meaning for African
women through subjective, narrated experience. While they did not always de-
termine the conditions under which colonial encounters took place, Rosalina
and her peers interpreted these encounters largely in terms of cultural mappings
that were shaped by the life stories of their mothers and grandmothers, whose
own memories predated the beginning of European rule. As the excerpt from
Rosalina’s life story at the end of this chapter illustrates, even in as power-laden
a field of “contact” as interracial marriage African women constructed their
actions according to a worldview that did not ascribe supreme authority to
Europeans—and within which women were able to exercise considerable au-
tonomy and influence by claiming to follow the uncontrollable impulses of their
“hearts.”

e o o

In the centuries prior to formal colonization, the area now known as Magude
District was a place of population movement, cultural flux, and sociopolitical
change. Traversed by the Nkomati River, it lay along one of the major trade
and travel routes between the Indian Ocean coast and the lands west of the
Lebombo hills, which straddle the present-day border between southern Mo-
zambique and South Africa. Oral traditions and clan genealogies narrate a com-
plex history of migrations, invasions, and political conquests and the emer-
gence of new ethnic identities in this area through the end of the nineteenth
century, with local small-scale societies regularly confronting, accommodating,
or otherwise reconciling themselves to newcomers.® Although the imposition of
rule by immigrants of the Khosa clan (from present-day Natal) in the early
eighteenth century and the region’s incorporation into the Gaza Nguni king-
dom in the nineteenth century’ enlarged the territorial scope of local political
authority, nominally subject chiefdoms in the Magude area seem to have re-
tained a measure of cultural and political independence in their dealings with

“What My Heart Wanted” 21



outsiders—a category that by mid-century included European traders, hunters,
and explorers.'® Thus in 1860, when the Portuguese hunter-trader Diocleciano
Fernandes das Neves reached what he believed was “the town of the great chief
Magudzu [Khosa],”"" he was shown great hospitality by the local subchief and
the community despite Magudzu’s absence.'> Das Neves’ narrative of this jour-
ney includes the first published description of contact between Europeans and
African women in this area, and in his account of his first night at “Magud’s”
he draws a vivid portrait of women’s manners and motives in what was evi-

dently their first encounter with a mulungu stranger:

As soon as it grew dark, and I lit a candle, a perfect legion of native women ap-
peared at the door of my hut. This troop of African beauties was headed by four
lovely matrons, who entered first, and then all the rest followed, until my hut was
full. . . . They commenced to question me very minutely, examining my hair,
which they thought very smooth, and at last they asked me for [beads]. I gave
each of the wives of the chief a bunch of beads, and four rows to every girl. They
thanked me in a graceful manner, and went away clapping their hands and laugh-
ing, in what I thought derisive uproar."

The following day, according to das Neves, after he had disposed of a giant
hippo that had been menacing farmers along the riverbanks, an old woman
went out of her way to thank him, on behalf of the community, for finally rid-
ding them of the “sorcerer” that had been devouring their crops."* Frederick
Elton, a British explorer who passed through a nearby village about a decade
later, recorded a similar impression of female assertiveness: “At Magud’s,” he
wrote, “we were besieged and annoyed by women, who came down to our camp
after the men had retired for the night”'®

These depictions of African women actively courting contact with Europe-
ans, and interpreting the visitors’ presence to their advantage, merely hint at the
gendered quality of early colonial encounters in this area. We might be tempted
to dismiss them, except that the same pattern is echoed and amplified in the
writings of the first Christian missionaries to the area in the 1880s and 1890s.
The foundations of the Swiss Presbyterian Mission in the land the missionaries
called “Khocene” were formally laid by Yosefa Mhalamhala, who had fled with
his parents from their home north of the Nkomati as refugees from the Gaza
succession war (1858-61) and resettled in the Transvaal, where Yosefa attended
the Swiss Mission school at Valdezia and converted to Christianity. In 1882,
Yosefa returned to the land of his birth and, with Magudzu’s permission, began
a successful evangelizing campaign in the chief’s territory.'® Like the other Af-
rican missionaries who succeeded him, Yosefa depended heavily on the female
members of his household to woo audiences and win converts, principally
through the women’s daily conversations with neighbors and visitors."” More
importantly, the new Christian community that Yosefa and his family fostered
was initially composed almost entirely of women. While local men, especially
chiefs and other male authorities, were wary of the political implications of
cooperating with this European agent (and Magudzu himself abruptly ended
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his relationship with Yosefa in 1884), women of all ages and political ranks—
including the wives and daughters not only of Chief Magudzu but of the Gaza
kings Muzila and Ngungunyana as well—came from near and far to “listen to
the Word,” often risking social “persecution” and defying explicit orders from
their husbands." Some of these women, according to Yosefa’s letters, sought
consolation in the wake of personal tragedy; others claimed that curiosity, spiri-
tual “thirst,” or a “voice” calling them to “pray” brought them to Yosefa’s door.
The vast majority of Yosefa’s first converts, though, were young women, about
whom a visiting Swiss missionary wrote in 1886 that

for [them], faith is not an affair of the intelligence, for their ignorance is great even
on a number of [essential] doctrines. It is truly their heart that has been captured.
All of them . . . have recognized first of all their state of sin, their fear of condem-
nation, their often poignant agonies, and finally the peace that they have found in
thinking of . . . Jesus."

The fervor of these young women proved instrumental to Yosefa’s evangeliz-
ing campaign, for they channeled it directly into pressuring men in their com-
munities—including their chiefs—to renounce such customs as beer drinking,
polygyny, and, above all, anything related to what the missionaries called “sor-
cery.”?

This trend continued after the Antioka mission station was built in 1889-90.
However, the Swiss personnel who replaced Yosefa viewed women’s behavior
in relation to Christianity as rife with contradiction. Throughout the 1890s,
women consistently outnumbered men at Antioka’s prayer and worship ser-
vices, a pattern the Swiss attributed in part to male labor migrancy and in part
to the fact that men were often preoccupied with “political matters.” Girls and
women also continued to form the majority in catechism classes and on the lists
of African converts and baptized church members.” Yet, according to the Swiss,
women were also generally less “interested and attentive” in worship than men,
“seizing any pretext for making noise” and “amusing themselves, laughing and
doing one another’s hair” during the sermon.”” And while a handful of women
were the missionaries’ most ardent converts, most women in the area confronted
the Swiss with open “mockery,” “hardened” resistance to schooling, and stub-
born opposition to efforts to eliminate drinking, belief in witchcraft, and so-
called “pagan” rituals concerned with ancestor spirits and death.” Indeed, the
lack of fear of or respect for the white missionaries among some women had
been plain from the moment of their arrival in Khocene, for although the Swiss
negotiated with local chiefs to obtain a site for the station, they were prevented
from occupying it until they had paid one pound sterling and several bolts of
cloth in “compensation” to the women who were cultivating the land the mis-
sionaries wanted.”* Perhaps most telling of all, although women were at first
skeptical of Swiss claims to knowledge in the realms of rainmaking and bio-
medicine, it was also women who displayed the most interest in these branches
of the missionaries’ “power” and who more often decided to convert after being
cured of illness (or helped through a dangerous childbirth) in Swiss hands.”
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Patterns in the incidence and character of early female conversions, which
can be traced through mission records from the mid-1890s on, suggest that it
was precisely in matters of doctoring that Christianity’s appeal to women was
most powerful, ambivalent, and contentious. Like Yosefa, the first Swiss mis-
sionaries at Antioka quickly attracted a community of followers composed pre-
dominantly of young women.*® However, the Swiss reported drawing two addi-
tional categories of women whose zealous embrace of the new religion was just
as striking: elderly women, and women suffering from physical or mental health
problems. In 1893 and 1894, missionaries’ writings included brief references to
a “women’s asylum” at Antioka—a building they had given over to the individu-
als who, at the time, constituted nearly their entire congregation. Residents of
the “asylum” included a woman with leprosy, a young blind woman, an adoles-
cent girl “fleeing the temptations of town,” and an older woman who had come
to Antioka afflicted by what the Swiss called “madness” and then undergone a
“miraculous transformation,” received baptism, and stayed on at Antioka to
further her Christian education.”’” In 1895, and again in 1897, the outbreak
of war between the Portuguese and Gaza armies drove many elderly and inva-
lid women to seek refuge on the mission grounds; a number of them quickly
announced their desire to embrace the Christian faith, on the grounds that
their “heart was suffering” and they had heard “voices” telling them to “follow
Jesus”—by whom they often meant the missionaries themselves.*® By 1904, An-
tioka had a special catechism class for elderly women; around the same time,
the Swiss began to intensify their requests to the Mission Council that funds be
provided to build a hospital at Antioka, for they had realized that their “medical
mission” did “far more for the progress of their work” than proselytizing on
its own.” As one missionary doctor wrote, “hospitalization presents especially
great advantages for evangelization among the sick. . .. Trust [in our medical
work] already exists, in many places to an astonishing degree. Our influence can
be extended still more, the path is open ... [if] we permit the sick to benefit
from the spiritual resources of the station.”*’

Clearly, one reason the missionaries were able to tout the compelling power
of their medicine may have been the well-documented ravaging of the Magude
area by waves of famine, cattle epidemics, and human illness around the turn
of the century. At this moment of ecological crisis, as malnourished rural com-
munities battled familiar scourges such as malaria and diarrhea along with the
new, migrancy-linked afflictions of tuberculosis and venereal disease, the Swiss
offered treatments whose novelty alone may have convinced desperate families
to try them.” However, increased recourse to missionary doctoring did not
necessarily mean that more people in Khocene were opening themselves to
Christianity. In fact, burgeoning demand for European medical intervention co-
incided with another trend at Antioka: from about 1900 on, even as their annual
reports noted an increasing number of conversions, improved attendance at
worship services, and a more “receptive” attitude to the “Gospel,” the Swiss be-
came more and more concerned about the “lack of fervor” and apparent shal-
lowness of faith among their converts—above all, their enduring susceptibility
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to “pagan superstitions” and their reluctance to abandon local herbal and spirit
healers.” These worries were deeply gendered, for missionaries blamed spiritual
backsliding among converts mainly on the influence of non-Christian women,
whose “terrible” outspokenness and “immorality” were most shockingly mani-
fest in all-night “orgies” of drinking and dancing—activities in which many fe-
male converts were also taking part.”’ Although they avoided writing explicitly
about such matters, the missionaries’ frequent references to “sorcery” in this
context imply that these “orgies” often involved spirit possession and spirit-
medium divination ceremonies, the most powerful (and, to the Swiss, “satanic”)
form of local healing. In other words, if the mission doctors at Antioka were
experiencing heightened demand for their medical services at this time, so were
Khocene’s local doctors; and the constant fussing in mission reports over the
“spiritual torpor” and furtive, nocturnal sinning of Antioka Christians suggests
that the Swiss were concerned not only about African souls, but about a mount-
ing contest to determine who had superior powers of healing.

The missionaries recognized soon after their arrival in Khocene that medi-
cal doctoring was not only a strategy but also a major battleground in their
campaign for spiritual and social hegemony. As one wrote confidently in 1890,
“people look like they’ve had enough of their doctors, and they have great faith
in ours.”* It took over a decade, though, for the Swiss to realize that local doc-
tors were just as keen to augment their own powers as the Swiss were to establish
their authority as healers; yet, in fact, the signs were there from the beginning,
in the identities of the women who were the missionaries’ first and most eager
customers. Old women, known as masungukati,”® possess special healing abili-
ties in Tsonga-Shangaan® society: besides having an extensive knowledge of
herbal remedies for physical ailments ranging from flu to infertility, they are
reputed to be the masters of a certain kind of supernatural power, which en-
ables them to combat the malignant work of witches and to bewitch people
themselves. They are also responsible for ritual leadership and practical guid-
ance in matters related to birth, sexuality, marriage, and death, and for ceremo-
nies to protect the land from crop pests and drought.” Young women (roughly
between the ages of fourteen and twenty-five), on the other hand, along with
women suffering from chronic physical or nervous disorders, have been the
people most susceptible to spirit possession since at least the late nineteenth
century, when Swiss doctors began documenting this phenomenon in Magude
and elsewhere in southern Mozambique.”® There is no space in this chapter
to explore the complex character or causes of spirit possession in this region;
what is important here is that the most common treatment for possession was
training and initiation into a community of spirit mediums (vanyamusoro),
after which initiates would pursue potentially lifelong careers as healers—not
only of possession, but of a wide range of illnesses, psychological problems,
and witchcraft. Between these two groups of female doctors, masungukati and
vanyamusoro, women dominated the everyday practice of medicine in late-
nineteenth-century Khocene, using their considerable powers to mend bodies,
spirits, crops, and the land; to counsel the suffering and the outcast; and to guide
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relationships between men and women, old and young, rich and poor, the living
and the dead.

Female healers did not stand by passively as the Swiss intruded with their
own notions of how doctoring should be done. Mission sources document in-
creasingly public tensions between them and the Swiss between 1890 and 1910,
with missionaries on more than one occasion waging “oratory combat” to per-
suade ailing Christians that European healing methods were superior to African
ones.” One particularly dramatic incident in 1899 illustrates that women doc-
tors took advantage of the Swiss medical presence to claim greater supernatural
and social power for themselves, vis-a-vis both European healers and local po-
litical authorities. The following passage was written by a missionary’s wife at
the height of an epidemic of bubonic plague in Magude, when the Swiss and
Portuguese officials were finding their efforts to control the disease thwarted by
very different local methods of explaining and handling it:

The Khosa seemed grateful that the [missionary] had discovered the illness that
was killing their people and had denounced this thing to the government, but now
they forget, and what are they doing? They are listening to an old sorceress who
utters lies and nonsense; she says she is their savior, she recounts that she met one
night with the baloi (evil spirits), fought with them, conquered them and made
them promise to keep their hands off the Khosa. “Kill,” she supposedly said to
them, “all that you want in Ntimane, but watch out for the Khosa, I have taken
them under my protection!” And now she says to whoever wants to listen that it
was she who saved people, and everyone applauds her speeches . . . adoring every
word. One day, she asked the young chief to get her feathers of the nkulukulu bird
[Purplecrested Lourie] . . . in order to make herself a royal head-dress; immedi-
ately the young people threw themselves into a campaign to satisfy her desire. The
poor people do not see that she is simply stealing their money, . . . getting herself
invited to their orgies around pots of beer and called by the pompous title of
“queen of the desert” (nkosi ya mananga)! . . . These Khosa . . . do not believe any
less in their superstitions, even while they say yes and amen to everything. Alas!
We are powerless. Only God can change their hearts.*

Of course, in her last comment, the writer hits the most critical issue on the
head: neither the missionaries then, nor we now, can know with certainty what
motivated certain women at this time to seek a relationship with the Swiss; what
exactly these women did with this relationship in their private lives or in spheres
of local public life to which the missionaries had no access; or why, and with
what consequences, other women shunned such interaction and openly posi-
tioned themselves as the missionaries’ rivals and antagonists. What, for instance,
do we make of the repeated claims that young women’s adoption of Christianity
was not “intelligent” but a matter of the “heart,” sometimes so intense (accord-
ing to European reports) as to border on hysteria—especially when Swiss doc-
tors characterized female victims of spirit possession (i.e., future spirit medi-
ums) in exactly the same manner? How do we explain some women’s zealous
use of their new faith to modify the behavior of husbands and chiefs, or to es-
cape from, supplement, or even challenge the doctoring powers of older gen-
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erations of women? How, on the other hand, are we to understand those women
who courted contact with the Swiss through more casual interaction on their
own terms, by participating in prayers and worship without formally convert-
ing, by consulting both African and missionary doctors, or by staying for a time
in the “women’s asylum” and then returning home? Women were clearly selec-
tive and pragmatic in their approach to the Swiss in other respects, flocking to
prayers during periods of drought, filling the sewing classes offered by mission-
aries’ wives, and sending their children to work or live at Antioka when times
were lean."" In a symbolic sense, these feminine forms of strategic engagement
are not unlike the visit das Neves received back in 1860: women arrive at the
Europeans’ door, study their hair, ask for beads (for reasons unknown to the
white men), and then go away laughing when their request has been fulfilled.

Swiss stories of the gendered ambivalence in African conduct offer a number
of tantalizing hints that women not only chose what they wanted of Christian
teachings and medical techniques and ignored the rest, but turned around and
used what they acquired from Europeans to enhance the very kinds of authority
that Europeans were trying to appropriate, eliminate, or transform. Early Euro-
pean traders in the area, like das Neves, often found that the only goods Africans
would accept from them were particular colors of imported cloth and beads—
almost exclusively identical to the ones that spirit mediums, then and now, re-
quire for their costumes and ceremonies. In like manner, Swiss missionaries in-
troduced novel material objects (such as crocheted hats and medicine bottles),
theological constructs (such as “savior”), and forms of religious expression
(such as hymns) that female healers did not hesitate to borrow; and other mem-
bers of the community seem to have interpreted the meaning of these borrow-
ings as they interpreted the practices of the missionaries themselves, in terms
of their power to “doctor” along local rather than European lines. Moreover,
missionary writings make it clear that what African women most often sought
from the Swiss tended to be precisely what indigenous female doctors also of-
fered: rituals to call rain, “medicines” to ward off supernatural dangers, assis-
tance in childbirth, cures for bodily illness, family and marriage counseling,
and—perhaps most importantly—an affective community defined by its con-
cern with social health, broadly defined as physical, spiritual, and moral well-
being. Thus what the missionaries read as signs of their deepening influence we
might also interpret as women’s selective appropriation of resources that colo-
nizers made available, with the aim of reinforcing gendered constructions of
local authority according to which a woman’s capacity to “heal” conferred enor-
mous social power, potentially rivaling even the power of chiefs.

If Swiss records often provide no more than fleeting glimpses of early en-
counters between Europeans and African women in the Magude area, interac-
tions between women and Portuguese actors are considerably more difficult to
“see” in archival sources. Portuguese material on early colonial Magude is lim-
ited in quantity, and such documents as do exist rarely acknowledge the pres-
ence of African women. Moreover, conceptualizing these encounters presents a
different kind of challenge: “strategic engagement” seems less suitable for de-
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scribing African women’s behavior in relation to colonizers who were (notori-
ously) willing to use a good deal more coercion than the Swiss in their dealings
with Africans, and who made fewer pretensions to be exercising power in Afri-
can interests. In fact, official sources suggest that the first representatives of Por-
tuguese colonialism in Magude were generally too concerned with their lack of
authority to pay much attention to the ordinary activities of local women. Al-
though a Portuguese envoy tried to persuade Chief Magudzu to pay tribute as
early as 1883," no Portuguese personnel were stationed in the area until 1891.
For the next twenty years, the fledgling colonial government in what was then
Magude Circumscription was preoccupied with a series of overt political chal-
lenges. Portuguese documents from this period reflect officials’ overriding con-
cern with the uncertainty of their administrative presence, in terms of both the
instability of their “rule” and how little they knew about the “natives” that they
were supposed to be governing."”” Women occasionally appear in these sources
in, again, curiously ambivalent ways, as when the mother of Magudzu’s succes-
sor (a young boy named Xongela) is said to have pleaded with Portuguese of-
ficials in 1892 for protection against Ngungunyana; and as in 1896 when female
prisoners in the makeshift jail allegedly informed on two male prisoners who
had escaped, for no apparent reason except to help the Portuguese track the men
down.* Other than these fragments, written sources tell us virtually nothing
about women’s actions in this period, creating the impression that while men
evaded and “resisted” Portuguese power in whatever ways they could, women
simply sat by and allowed (or even encouraged) colonization to happen.
Women’s oral accounts and life stories, however, represent this process in a
rather different way. The first challenge they pose to the implied narrative of
Portuguese documents is one of chronology, for the colonizers’ claims to rule—
carefully recorded in the 1890s in so-called “treaties of vassalage” with local
chiefs—are belied by women’s memories of colonization as a much later, much
more incremental, and much less dramatic and disruptive event than official
sources contend. And while I recognize that my identity and the circumstances
of interviewing may have had some effect on the content of women’s recollec-
tions, certain patterns were so pronounced that it is difficult to dismiss them as
fictions of my ethnographic imagination.*” Women as a group acknowledged
that the Portuguese monopolized a certain kind of power from the moment of
their arrival: they were the new “chiefs,” after all, and backed their authority
and demands with the threat of violence, imprisonment, or punishments such
as forced labor; and they were always making unreasonable laws, such as the one
compelling all African schoolchildren to learn Portuguese. They also, women
asserted, often treated African men abominably, throwing them into jail or beat-
ing them at the slightest hint of disobedience. Yet when women recalled their
own and their foremothers’ early interactions with valungu—a category that,
for them, embraced all non-African actors, including South Asian (“Banyan”)
merchants and shopkeepers*—they highlighted, not abuse and exploitation,
but two other, contrasting patterns. First, women emphasized the ways in which
early colonizers “helped” them, through such diverse measures as introducing
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new fashions of dress, building hospitals and maternity clinics, freely dispensing
a kind of “tea” (a soupy mix of bread, sugar, and water) to customers at their
shops, extending seeds or food on credit in times of drought, and providing
transport so that women could go visiting and trading over longer distances.
Second, women all over Magude narrated similar stories about early encounters
between African women and valungu that occurred within feminine spaces in
the most ordinary fields of everyday life. According to these accounts, which
refer roughly to the period between 1890 and the 1930s, African women of all
ages drank, danced, visited, and negotiated sexual unions and fictive kinship
with valungu men from every conceivable sector of colonial society: merchants,
farmers, settlers, bureaucrats—even, in some cases, local administrators.

Perhaps the most neglected face of the colonial encounter in African histo-
riography, interracial relationships—typically involving European or Asian men
and African women—are an especially delicate topic for scholars of former Por-
tuguese colonies, where the myth of lusotropicalismo has indelibly stamped
“miscegenation” as a branch of Portuguese imperial policy.”” Yet studies of co-
lonial intermarriage in the Americas and Asia have demonstrated that such
unions were a crucial site for the construction of new race, class, and gender
identities; for the negotiation of ties of economic and political cooperation be-
tween colonizers and indigenous communities; and for everyday struggles over
the boundaries and meaning of colonial rule.” In a context such as Magude,
intimate relationships between valungu men and African women could play a
pivotal role in constituting the “frontier” of colonial contact, as the new arrivals
(either bachelors or men whose wives were still overseas) found that politi-
cal and commercial influence could be fostered through the creation of kin-
ship with local families, and as local populations sought to demystify—in a
sense, domesticate—the lighter-skinned strangers by integrating them into their
own cultural and social universe. The balance of power in these relationships
depended to a great extent on the circumstances in which sexual encounters
took place, and obviously could vary a great deal between genuinely consensual
unions and “arranged” coupling negotiated by a woman’s father or male guard-
ian for purposes of his own. However, women’s perceptions of how and why
they entered such relationships, embedded in their understanding of the range
of marital options available to them and the consequences of their actions
whichever path they decided to follow, were an equally important ingredient in
the power dynamics of interracial unions. Where women had little experiential
evidence of European political or social hegemony, yet saw certain advantages
in marriage to a mulungu, there was no reason for them to view this alternative
as innately more oppressive or exploitative (or less desirable) than marriage to
an African man. Indeed, under these conditions, a temporary interracial rela-
tionship or informal marriage could serve as a woman’s first “strategic engage-
ment” with the world of the colonizers, even when it occurred many years after
the formal imposition of European rule. As many older women’s oral accounts
suggest, it was often the moment of this “encounter” more than anything else
that established, for them, the subjective foundation of colonial society.
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By way of illustration, I would like to share a passage from the life stories®
of one woman, Rosalina Malungana, whose memories offer a particularly dra-
matic and challenging example of women’s “strategic engagement” with colo-
nialism in southern Mozambique. When I first met Rosalina in 1995, she was
an eighty-one-year-old woman living alone in one of the abandoned infirmary
huts on the Antioka church grounds, less than twenty feet from the hut I would
occupy for the duration of my time in Magude. She woke every morning before
dawn to kindle a fire for what she called, in Portuguese, her “breakfast”—a rou-
tine that on its own marked her as a person with an educated, urban past. Yet
soon after sipping the last of her tea, Rosalina would set off barefoot down the
path toward her fields, teetering slightly under the weight of the hoe slung over
one shoulder. She never returned until almost dusk, long after most younger
women had left off farming and gone home; and she rarely returned without
an additional burden of some kind—firewood, fresh corn, manioc dug from the
ground of her late mother’s homestead, an interesting insect to show her new
mulungu neighbor. As Rosalina and I were first getting to know each other, she
was fond of repeating three observations about me: first, that I reminded her of
“Miss Randin,” her favorite teacher at the Swiss Mission girls” school in the co-
lonial capital, Lourengo Marques, which Rosalina attended from 1928 to 1932;
second, that my mother must have beaten me a lot when I was young, since I
was “not afraid of hard work”; and third, that my husband’s quiet manner re-
minded her of her own late husband, a Portuguese truck driver named Agosto
Capela.

Rosalina’s comments were overtures to me, but they also reveal the principal
motifs of a life whose complexities and contradictions force us to confront the
ambiguities of colonialism as it is enacted through one woman’s subjective por-
trayal of her negotiations with European society.” She was born in 1914 into a
prominent family in rural Guija connected to the Swiss Mission, and her earliest
recollections include traveling on foot with her mother to visit her maternal
uncle’s homestead in Mazimhlopes (near present-day Chokwe). Here she had
her first encounter with the Portuguese colonial order, in the form of settlers
who used to come to buy leopard and kudu skins from her uncle, Patapata
Tivane. One of Rosalina’s most vivid memories from this period is of a mulungu
man who used to wink lecherously at her when she accompanied her aunt to
the local shop—the incident with which she opens the narrative below. As a
teenager, Rosalina defied the strict Christian discipline of the paternal uncle,
Dane Malungana (an evangelist for the Swiss), in whose Canicado homestead
she lived after her father’s death in 1918; but she did so in what might appear
to be contrary ways: by, on the one hand, sneaking out with her girlfriends to
“pull” (i.e., elongate) her labia (kukoka mitsingi), a rite of adolescence her non-
Christian mother and grandmother insisted she undergo; and, on the other
hand, by tacitly accepting the romantic overtures of young Portuguese and
mestico men during her years as a student at the Swiss Mission girls’ school in
Louren¢o Marques. It was during this time that Rosalina met Agosto Capela,
the man with whom she had her first and most serious sexual relationship. Nei-
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ther colonial law nor Rosalina’s uncle would permit the couple to marry for-
mally; yet Rosalina remembers Agosto as her only “husband” (nuna), describing
him as an ideal mate for reasons that draw on both Christian norms and those
that men and women of Rosalina’s generation identify as “traditional”: he was
an “Adam” to her “Eve,” because he was kind and never beat her; and he was
a model son-in-law (mukon’wana) because he regularly visited and “helped”
Rosalina’s maternal kin.

Rosalina’s fond memories of Agosto have not erased the reality of what for
her was clearly an agonizing and life-marking experience of interracial court-
ship, when the young woman’s determination to steer her own course through
the many different worlds of colonial southern Mozambique—countryside and
town, xilandin (“black”/Shangaan) and xilungu (European) ways, indigenous
spiritualism and mission Christianity—ran up against a wall of often contra-
dictory social expectations about the shape her life should take. The following
passage, which recounts this story, was prompted by my asking Rosalina to tell
me more about the “husband” she was always mentioning in our conversations.
This question in turn arose in the context of a prolonged discussion about the
practice of labia elongation, and Rosalina’s mother’s determined effort to make
sure that her daughter did not neglect this “duty” despite the risk of a severe
beating from her uncle if he found out. I have selected this particular narra-
tive out of the many hours of Rosalina’s recorded testimony because it repre-
sents, through one woman’s eyes, a colonial encounter of the most intimate
and “ordinary” kind; yet it is an extraordinary story, and it illustrates just how
multifaceted, contested, and profoundly gendered the meanings and outcomes
of such encounters could be.

I’ve never sat down with you to tell you my whole life, to tell you every-
thing. Never. And if sometimes you meet up with other people who—who
else can tell you my life? Because am I not the only one who knows my
life? My life, to tell it—I haven’t yet told everything. I—I don’t know what
I had, my star. [ can say that, it’s been my luck’ that only white men
wanted me, since I was a child. Mmm. I don’t know, if God when I was
born had already—well, I don’t know! He’'d already given me this luck,
that my whole life would be the life of the whites. It happened this way.
When I was about ten or eleven years old, sometimes I went to Mazim-
hlopes, to the house of my uncle, Patapata. And there, sometimes I stayed
with my mother’s oldest sister, Xintomanyana. Mmm. Sometimes we
would go to the shop, with . . . Carolina, Sofia, Domeyana—we were all in
the same family. We used to go to the shop to sell piri piri [hot peppers],
so we could buy salt. And there, a Portuguese man named Cartaxana used
to come to that shop. Albino Cartaxana, that was his name. . . . And then,
there was one day, when I went to the shop with those sisters of my
mother. Tenda, the one who had spirits. And Mapfuxana. . . . Later, when I
went into the shop [raises her voice], there was that white man, always go-
ing around and spying on me, because he wanted to buy me! So that when
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I grew up, I could be his wife. Because there were some [whites] who
bought girls, so that when they grew up they could be their wives. [HG:
When you say “buy;” what do you mean?] Buy, I mean give bridewealth
for them [kulovola]. Later, another day when I went there, with my aunts,
my mother’s sisters, that one, Tenda, and Mapfuxana, there he was, sitting
there and writing his business, and when I went in with my aunts, he be-
gan to look at me! And he did this, with his eye [winks]! He did that! And
I didn’t understand! I said, “Heh! So that mulungu, he’s doing that, he’s
insulting me!” Because since I was a small child, sometimes when you
were annoyed with another child, you would do that, “eee” [winks]. That
thing, that’s an insult [ kurhuketela®]. Eee!! . . . Ah! He’s insulting me! And
me, Ull say “eee” to him! [she winks back]. . . . That mulungu, when he
did that, closed his eye, it was to tell me that he liked me! And I said,
“Hmm! Mm! Mm-mm! Eh! Hah, he’s insulting me! Mama, mama,” I said
to Tenda. “Do you see him? Do you see that mulungu, how he’s insulting
me? He says ‘eee’ [winks], so I'm saying ‘eee’ right back to him!” [winks
both eyes, squeezes them tight]. . . . Because I wanted to show him, “I'm
insulting you too!” [laughs] Ah! And then, my aunts, they began to laugh,
saying “Heh! You, Cartaxana! You're insulting our daughter, what are you
insulting her for?” “I'm not insulting her at all!” But then, “Mmm!” [he
winks at her] So I said, “Mmm!!” [furiously winks both eyes back] Tenda
said, “Eh, Buxeni!® Truly, that mulungu, he wants you, that’s why he’s
doing that” “He wants me, what does he want? He’s insulting me! So 'm
doing it back to him!” And she began to laugh, because she knew that I,
poor thing, I didn’t know that he was courting me!

Well! T went home, because I had to go to school. I started going to
school when I was only eleven! . . . Later, I was about twelve years old. And
sometimes I went to my mother’s home, to visit my mother’s brother. . . .
Later, I went back to the shop with Xintomanyana. And when he saw me,
he said, “Heh! That girl has already grown big! Isn’t that Patapata’s grand-
daughter [ntukulu]?* It was him, that Cartaxana. . . . So he said, “Mmm.
I'm going to talk to Patapata, to see if he’ll let me marry [kulovola] her”
Another day, Patapata went to the shop, to drink wine, because he always
used to go there, to sell animal skins. Mmm. . . . So he said, “Heh, Pata-
pata! I saw your niece—she’s already big, and so pretty! Eh! Won’t you let
me buy her? I really want that girl, she’s beautiful!” And Patapata said,
“Eh! I don’t have a daughter for you to buy, to give bridewealth for.
Because that girl is my sister’s child. Only if you speak to her uncle, her
father’s brother, the one who is the pastor. Me, no. If you want her, you
can speak to her uncle” . ..

Well, that passed. When I was already fourteen or fifteen—I was four-
teen when I started at the Internato [Girls’ School, Lourenco Marques]. I
was at the Internato in 1928, °29, ’30. That’s when it started with Eduardo
Capela. . . . That Eduardo, he was Agosto’s boss. He had a shop, up there in
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Chibuto. And later he called his cousins to come work with him, in the
shop—he was the first one [in his family] to come here from Portugal.
And his truck, Eduardo’s truck, it was that truck that always picked us up
from home [Guijd], to drop us off at Xinavane, so we could catch the
train to Lourengo Marques. This was in ’28, ’29, ’30. That’s when he began
to talk with my uncle, to tell him he wanted me. Listen well, Heidi! This is
what he said to Dane [her uncle]. “Eh, mufundhisi [pastor]. I want your
niece, the one who is at the Internato.” . . . [HG: He spoke Shangaan?]
Mmm! He spoke Shangaan. That whole family spoke Shangaan, perfectly!
If he was speaking outside [and you couldn’t see him], youw'd think it was
an African speaking! And then the pastor, that Dane, said, “Eh, Capela!
You're married. Yet you still want my niece!” . . . >> He was the first one to
ask my uncle, to tell my uncle he loved me. Agosto already wanted me, but
he was still afraid, because I was the daughter of the mufundhisi. . . .
Meanwhile Eduardo had already spoken to my uncle. But my uncle said,
“Eh, Capela. You have Sofia at the shop. In Lourengo Marques, you have
Lucia, and Maluissia. And now you want my niece? Why? Eh! No. I don’t
want to have a white man in my house, taking my daughters. I want them
to marry men of their own race. That’s what I want.” . ..

Later, we were coming home for the vacation. That Agosto, he was very
quiet, very shy. It was hard for him even to tell me, “Look Rosalina, I want
you.” [drops her voice] All he did, he sent me a little letter. He gave it to
his assistant. . . . “Go to the home of the Malunganas, but in secret, you
know? I don’t want the pastor to see you. He’ll want to know what you
want there at his house. . . . You must hide, do you understand?” And he
came, in the dark, with his bicycle. . . . He came from Chibuto, in Capela’s
truck. Because, when Eduardo married Sofia, then her brother Agosto
came [to Mozambique], to be his driver. . . . So that Agosto and Capela
could always go to Xinavane, to pick up magayisa [migrant workers] com-
ing home from South Africa. . . . And at that time, Agosto, he wasn’t well,
because of Eduardo. He went around wondering, “How will I ever get that
girl? I love that girl, I don’t know what I'm going to do!” And on the holi-
days, when we got off [the train] at Xinavane, we met Agosto, who was
there with his truck, waiting for magayisa, because we always went home
on Saturdays. And on the thirty-first of July, we took the train home, it
was the school holidays. If it was in November, the thirty-first [sic] of
November, we had to go home, because they closed the schools, for the
holidays. Eeh. . . . We always met him there, in his car, it was the car that
we always rode in! Well. Capela [Eduardo] was already going around to
my father.”® And later, Agosto also began to come after me. Sending letters.
[HG: What did he say in his letters?] In his letters he said that he wanted
to take me to be with him, because he loved me. . . . And me, when I
found those letters, I had to send them back, saying, “Look. I don’t want
to go around with a white man. Because I want to get married, I want to
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put the veil over my head, to see many people behind me singing. No, I
won’t marry you, you're a mulungu, and I'm black, I'll find a black man to
marry.”

Well. It was *30, when he started to insist, and began to write me letters.
Thirty, ’31, he kept it up. ’32, that’s when I left the Internato. And he was
already, you know, with my uncle, because he had already said, “I want
Rosalina.” And my uncle said, “Eh! What will I do?! Capela also is begin-
ning to threaten me about Rosalina! Now you too!” Look, there at home,

I had that Patricio, . . . the brother of Jodo Ledo, who has a shop in
Canicado. . . . And he too was coming after me, so I'd be with him! And
Raul Emilio, who was coming after me, he was a misto [i.e., of mixed
race]. And there was Ishmael Panishandi. He was a misto, his father was
Indian, from India. He had a black wife, who had six children with him! . . .
And my uncle was going around like this, eh! I don’t know, he was so
upset. But what am I going to do? Sometimes he called me, “Call Rosalina,
to come to me!” And I went into the house. “Sit down. Rosalina.” Or,
sometimes he called me Buxeni, or Racelina.” “Uncle?” “What am I going
to do with you? So many valungu are coming to threaten me—one of
these days I'll get shot! What am I going to do with you? I mean, here at
home there are many girls, but you—I'm not very pleased with you!
Because there are all these white men and mistos who want you!” And I
said, “Eh! Uncle. I don’t know, uncle. There was that man, Jaime Massin-
gue, who wanted to marry me. You didn’t accept him. He was black. You
said you didn’t like him because he belonged to that race of people from
Beira. Then came Jeremia. He wanted to marry me. You said, ‘I don’t want
him, he’s a heathen, he just joined the church a short time ago, and cer-
tainly he came into the church because he wanted you! Because as soon as
he started coming to church, he sent me a letter asking to marry you!” And
then came Silva Mohambe. He wanted to marry me. And you said that he
was no good because his mother is a heathen, his father is a heathen. He
was black. That’s already four! Because there was another, called Jodo
Mabunda. From over near Cani¢ado. But it’s always the same thing! Now

I too, I don’t know what my uncle wants! Because those men, for sure,
among those four, I could have married one of them, I could have loved
one of them! But you, you didn’t let me. Now, if these white men are com-
ing, threatening you that they want to lovola me, whatever they want—I'm
not to blame for that!” And he said, “Yes. I see, for sure, I see that one of
these days I'll be shot to death. 'm afraid of these Portuguese men! . . .
They’ll kill me. I don’t know, but one day you’re going to disappear from
here, from my home, so that I can live in peace! Just because you're the
prettiest one in the house!” And I said, “Look, I don’t know, that is my
luck.” He said, “Ah! [disgusted] One day soon, I'll decide what I'm going
to do with you”

Later, I went to tell my mother. “Mama. Uncle called me, to tell me that
one of these days, 'm going to disappear from this house, because he’s
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unhappy with me, because all the time—first it was Capela. And now it’s
Agosto. Now it’s Patricio, and Raul, and Ishmael Panishandi. All of them,
they’re all white, or misto. But it wasn’t me who invited them! They’re the
ones who want me. . . . Now he’s saying that I'm going to disappear one of
these days!” And then my mother, she said thus. “All right. This is what I
see. One of these days, for sure, I know that you’ll go to get firewood, and
he’ll go and kill you himself, so that he can be at peace, and he won’t have
to see those valungu in his home. It’s better for you to go to Mazimhlopes,
to my brother’s house. There’s a church there, you can go to church, and
for sure you will find some boys who will want to marry you. . .. ” I said,
“All right. I see that I must do as you say.” But there was a girl, the niece
of my uncle’s wife, called Virginia. She heard everything, and then she
went to complain to my uncle. She said, “Rosalina said this and this and
this. . .. ” And later, Dane came to make trouble with my mother. “If you
want to disappear, disappear—I don’t care. Because my brother, when he
died, I took you in to live with me, to look after you and your children.
And now, I see that you want to take your daughter away.” Mama said to
him, “No, that’s not what I said. She is suffering! And those four boys, why
don’t you let her choose one of them, to marry him? What fault does she
have? She’s a girl here in your home! And with her luck, she’s pretty—it
wasn’t she who invited those men!” . ..

And later, there was one day, I got up in the morning and I packed my
things. So that I could get the boat, Anténio’s boat, that crossed [the river]
to go to the shop, so I could catch the train to Mazimhlopes. And later, I
don’t know who told him . . . he got on his bicycle and came after me.
Dane. He found me in the street. I was just about to reach the boat, to
cross the river. He took what I was carrying on my head. Mmm. And he
said, “Look. I know that you're going to those Capelas, or somewhere. In
my house, you will never again enter my house.” And he took the clothing
that I had on my head. . .. And I was already near the house of Ishmael
Rigonanti, who was with my cousin, Joana. He had two wives, Rosana and
Joana, who was my cousin. . . . When my uncle took my clothing, he went
home. I was left with just the clothing that I was wearing. . . . I went to
Joana’s house, crying. . . . Joana and Rosana, they told me, “It would be
better, since you weren’t able to get away, and he took all your clothing, we
have to go and tell Agosto.” Luck, Heidi! That day, Agosto was leaving
from Chibuto, from the Capelas’ place. With his truck full of sacks of
corn, to distribute to the shops at Xibabela, and Javanyani, and Ngomane.
And when he heard what had happened, eee! That “the mufundhisi went
by, carrying all of Rosalina’s things, saying that Rosalina was going to your
house. That [Dane] ran after her because of you.” And he said, “Ah, I see.
But I just came from there, I didn’t see her.” Later, there was another boy;,
who was in the shop, buying things. He said, “Eh, it’s true. I know that
she’s at Ishmael’s house now. Without her clothing! She has only the cloth-
ing she is wearing, he even took the scarf from her head!” Eh! This story!
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But God exists in this world—God exists in this world, in the heavens!
God saw everything that my uncle had done.

Well. . . . Later, Agosto said, “All right. She’s at her cousin’s house. He
[Dane] ran after her because of me. All right. That’s fine, that he did so. I
wanted that girl, so much, and now he’s done this! Well. The clothing
that he took, I don’t care about that.” And I was [at Joana’s house], crying.
But my cousin Joana said, “Look. If Agosto knew that [Dane] had done
this, taken your clothing, because of him, and said that you were Agosto’s
wife. . . . If this were Patricio, no. But Agosto, that’s a different matter!
Because . . . Agosto Capela, ’30, ’31, even ’32 he’s still coming after you!”
And later, when [Agosto] returned from Ngomane, he came to Ishmael
Rigonanti’s house. On that same day, when he had finished distributing
the corn. . . . We saw the truck, pulling in. Everyone said, “Sheee! Here
comes Capela’s truck! Did someone already tell Capela, or what’s going
on?” ... Agosto came in, he met the owner of the house, Ishmael Rigo-
nanti. They greeted each other [in Shangaan], “Hey, ho, mulungu!” “Heh,
welcome, Capela! Welcome, Capela!” Well! . . . “When I passed through
Javanyani, I heard about this. In Ngomane too, I heard it. That that Dane
ran after Rosalina, because of me. There was a boy, he said, ‘Yes, I saw that
girl, she was even crying, she went into Ishmael Rigonanti’s house, crying.
He took all the clothing that she had.” . . . Well. [Agosto said,] “What 'm
going to do—it’s already been many years that I've wanted that girl, now
she can’t be with any other man. Not white, not black. Because everyone
knows now that she’s my wife. Her uncle abandoned her—he ran after her
because of me. Not because of the others. I have been pleading since ’30
until now, ’32, going after that girl, because she’s the one I want.” And
later, I said, “No. I'm going to my uncle’s house [i.e., Patapata].” He said,
“No. I know that if you go to Patapata’s house, I'll never be able to be with
you, and I love you. Don’t you love me?” I said, “Mmm! Even though I
love you, I'm preparing to marry, to find someone of my race to marry. It’s
not because I don’t want you! What I'm worried about, the thing that
bothers me, is that you could leave me!” And he said, “Look. I promised
you that I wouldn’t leave you. I want you to be my wife! It’s already been
four years that I've come after you, Rosalina! So many years! And do I
have a wife at home? No! There you are. It’s because long ago I promised
that you would be my wife. Many Portuguese men here have black girls
living with them, but not me. But you think that you, Rosalina, you can
run to your uncle’s house, and I'll see you with another man?! No, better
I kill myself! Because he [Dane], he insulted me too! Saying that you’re
already my wife, when you’re not my wife, not yet. No, it can’t be. You
are here, you're coming to my house.” And Rigonanti, Ishmael, he said
“Yes, for sure. Rosalina, there’s no alternative, except for you to go with
Agosto.” . .. And so he took me there, to his house. And I was crying,
Heidi. Because what I wanted was to marry in the church. Like I'd seen
other girls marry, that way. I wanted that. But I had to go with him. And I
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was afraid, ah! . . . Because I knew he would want [to have sexual inter-

course with me], and I had never been with a man before. And they say

that it hurts, the first time! [HG: But how did you feel about him then?

Did you love him?] Mmm, eee. I loved him. But I was afraid, I was afraid

that he would leave me. But I loved him, I loved him. Much more than any

of the others. . .. And so, I went to live with Agosto. Ah! Heidi. This story!
e o o

Rosalina and Agosto lived together for less than five years, until Agosto died
suddenly of an asthma attack in 1937. After his death, Rosalina says, she vowed
never to “marry” again and risk harnessing herself to a man who might not
love her or treat her as well as Agosto. Here she was consciously following her
mother’s advice; yet like her mother, who was widowed early after a formal
lovola marriage to a man who (according to Rosalina) “really, really loved her,”
Rosalina did periodically enter relationships with other men—although, in her
case, all of these men were Portuguese, and she distinguishes them from Agosto
in her memory by referring to them, always in Portuguese, as “lovers” (amantes,
sing. amante). And while Rosalina recalls them in affectionate terms, she nar-
rates the history of these relationships with little of the romantic nostalgia that
suffuses her tale of Agosto’s courtship. She “accepted” the others, she says, be-
cause they offered her housing, nice clothing, an urban network of “family” and
friends, and the means to pursue economic activities of her choice: marketing,
beer brewing, needlework, hospital midwifery, and farming on land Rosalina
acquired through carefully wrought webs of real and fictive (often interracial)
kinship.

Significantly, these interracial relationships also offered Rosalina a wider ar-
ray of spiritual resources than she grew up with in her uncle Dane’s household
in Canigado. Over the years she developed an eclectic repertoire of beliefs and
divination methods combining Christianity, spirit mediumship, dream inter-
pretation, and a Portuguese dice-throwing game called “Napoleon Bonaparte.”
This spiritual patchwork not only helped Rosalina to weave herself more tightly
into a diverse range of affective communities, but multiplied the frameworks
of explanation—and kinds of “luck”—she increasingly needed to make sense
of her life choices, which have not been without personal cost. Rosalina’s lack
of socially recognized in-laws, for instance, and most especially her childless-
ness,” means that she has had to struggle harder than most other women her
age to maintain kinship-based support networks into the present, networks
which today encompass Facazisse—where she moved in the early 1970s to look
after her dying mother—as well as urban and peri-urban neighborhoods in
Chokwe, Chibuto, and the capital city. Moreover, Rosalina’s status as never for-
mally “married,” and her reputation as a woman who “wanted only white men,”
encourages some of her neighbors in Facazisse to refer to her as a “prostitute”
or (worse) a “witch,” most predictably when Rosalina’s well-known diligence
with her hoe pays off in abundant harvests. Yet Rosalina does not view herself
in these terms, nor appear to regret any of the turns she took in the course of
navigating her way through Mozambique’s colonial society. On the contrary, she
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insists that she always did “what [her] heart wanted”—a formulation many
women used in interviews when they wanted simultaneously to assert, deny, and
justify their agency in shaping the content of their life, even under what histo-
rians have portrayed as the most brutal colonial circumstances. Even today, liv-
ing alone and almost entirely dependent on farming for her survival, Rosalina
declares that she has “never suffered”—that, indeed, she has been able to look
after not only herself but her late mother and her late brother’s family—because
she has been blessed with a kind of “luck” that, in fact, she earned on her own.
“I never liked to just sit,” Rosalina explains, “without working to take care of
myself, like my mother taught me. Ah, I know how to work. And because I work,
my daughter, I have luck in my life.”

More telling still, Rosalina’s evocation of “heart” echoes the discursive con-
struct the Swiss recorded the women of Khocene using to explain their interest
in Christianity back in the 1890s. Its formulaic repetition in Rosalina’s and other
women’s life stories, in southern Mozambique and elsewhere in Africa,” sug-
gests a way for us to think about gendered agency and “strategic engagement”
in the context of early encounters between African women and European colo-
nizers. What Rosalina’s heart wanted changed in the course of her lifetime, as
she weighed what her mother, aunts, and grandmothers told her of family his-
tory and the “ways of long ago” (ntumbuluko ya khale), what she learned in mis-
sion schools and towns, and what she discovered through personal experience
in colonial society against her own creative and dynamic understanding of what
she herself needed to be happy. Yet there is also continuity in the history of
Rosalina’s heart’s longings, whether we privilege her self-conscious narrative
portrayal of that history or the patterns in narrated events of which she might
not be consciously aware. “Heart,” in other words, is as much an individual as
a social construction, as much a deliberate assertion of self as an admission that
there are influences, external to the self, that dictate how a person should live.
In the same way that elderly women courted contact with the first missionaries
and spirit mediums appropriated Christian trappings to enhance their doctor-
ing powers, Rosalina’s self-narrated patterns of engagement with the colonial
order—illustrated in the turbulent romantic history presented above—reveal
her preoccupation with, and deference to, gendered fields of moral authority
that defined themselves neither in opposition to nor in collaboration with Euro-
pean “control.” Albino Cartaxana’s lewd advances, in Rosalina’s memory, are not
intimidating but “insulting,” in the same way that elderly women’s kurhuketela
ceremonies “insult” threats to the harvest: because they flout conventions of
sexual propriety and customary rules of courtship. Rosalina’s acquiescence to
Agosto is similarly told as a decision precipitated by the actions of her legal
guardian, the paternal uncle responsible for negotiating her marriage in any
case; but Dane, according to the story, is driven to his furious rejection of
Rosalina by the traitorous revelations of his niece and the subversive interven-
tion of Rosalina’s mother—who risks her position in Dane’s household in order
to save her daughter from further emotional suffering and physical danger.
Agosto, too, emerges through the narrative as worthy of Rosalina’s love because
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he meets a set of recognizably local and feminine standards: he respects his own
kinship obligations (e.g., following his sister and cousin to Mozambique); he
performs services considered vital to the welfare of agrarian communities (e.g.,
returning migrant workers to their homes, delivering food to rural shops); he
too follows his “heart” despite years of rejection and the wrath of Rosalina’s
uncle; and his final proposal is inspired in part by Dane’s “insult” to his own
masculine honor and code of romantic conduct.

Indeed, Rosalina’s narrative demonstrates how women’s memories enact
what may be the most potent form of “strategic engagement” of all—the act
of historical interpretation. Listening to the life stories of Rosalina and other
women of her generation, whose inherited and experiential knowledge of the
past straddles those ambiguous decades of early European presence, it is not
difficult to imagine the Antioka missionaries’ first “converts” returning home
from worship or medical treatment with similar tales of “accepting” xilungu
prescriptions for reasons that had little to do with Christianity or “civilized”
notions of healing, and that construed acceptance not in terms of submission
to European colonizers but as a positive, “heart”-led ethic of individual and
collective survival under continuing forms of feminine authority and control.*
Preserving and passing on such tales of “colonial encounters” enabled these
women to add valungu to the already crowded field of social actors among and
against whom they had to maneuver in order to go on living as, in their eyes,
they had always done: tilling the land, tending families, and safeguarding the
health of agrarian society.

NOTES

Earlier versions of this essay were presented at the 1997 annual meeting of the
African Studies Association (Columbus, Ohio, 14 November 1997) and to the “Social
History of African Women” seminar at the University of Minnesota in May 1998. My
thanks to the participants at both sessions, and particularly to Jean Allman, Bill
Bravman, John M. Collins, Susan Geiger, and Alda Satte for their helpful comments
and suggestions.

1. “Renamo” is the acronymic name of the Mozambique National Resistance,
originally a South African-backed guerrilla army created to destabilize the
Mozambican government after independence and today the largest opposition
party in Mozambique’s multiparty democracy. Recent studies of the Mozam-
bican war include William Finnegan, A Complicated War: The Harrowing of
Mozambique (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992); and Alex Vines,
Renamo: Terrorism in Mozambique (London: University of York, Centre for
Southern African Studies, in association with James Currey, 1991). On
Renamo’s transformation from guerrilla army to political party, see Carrie
Manning, “Constructing Opposition in Mozambique: Renamo as Political
Party,” Journal of Southern African Studies 24, no. 1 (1998): 161-90.

2. Frelimo (Front for the Liberation of Mozambique) was formed in 1962, initi-
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ated an armed struggle against Portuguese colonialism in 1964, and took over
the government of independent Mozambique in 1975. See Thomas Henrik-
son, Revolution and Counter-revolution: Mozambique’s War of Independence,
1964-1974 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1983); Allen Isaacman and Barbara
Isaacman, Mozambique: From Colonialism to Revolution, 1900-1982 (Boulder,
Colo.: Westview, 1983); Eduardo Mondlane, The Struggle for Mozambique
(London: Zed, 1983); and Barry Munslow, Mozambique: The Revolution and
Its Origins (London: Longman, 1983).

The present-day locality and former regulado (chieftaincy) of Facazisse was
created by the Portuguese colonial administration in 1900, as part of an ef-
fort to strengthen their hold on this area—the site, in 1897, of the last anti-
colonial uprising in southern Mozambique. The Portuguese carved up the
powerful chiefdom of Magudzu Khosa into nineteen small regulados (includ-
ing Facazisse) and appointed one of Magudzu’s male descendants to rule over
each one. Because chiefly political power remained within the royal Khosa
lineage, and because the Portuguese interfered relatively little in the internal
workings of chiefly government in Facazisse, most local residents view (and
explicitly refer to) this system and its authorities as part of the “traditional”
order.
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Other Gendered Accounts of Community and Change in Magude District,
Mozambique, c. 1800 to the Present” (Ph.D. diss., University of Minnesota,
1998). I lived and conducted field research in Magude District for a total of
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made possible by funding from the Social Science Research Council, the
Graduate School of the University of Minnesota, and the Norwegian Refugee
Council.
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Frederick Cooper and Ann Stoler were among the first to argue that the resis-
tance paradigm treats power reductively, neglects evidence of interaction
among colonial actors, and falsely homogenizes “Europeans” and “Africans.”
See Frederick Cooper and Ann Stoler, “Tensions of Empire: Colonial Control
and Visions of Rule,” American Ethnologist 16, no. 4 (1989): 609-21. For a
review of research trends and debates on this topic, see Frederick Cooper,
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the Congo (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1999).

See Gerhard Liesegang, “Lourenco Marques antes de 1895: Aspectos da
Histéria dos Estados Vizinhos, da Interac¢ao entre a Povoacao e Aqueles
Estados e do Comércio na Baia e na Povoagdo,” Arquivo 2 (1987): 19-75;
Pedro de Mesquita Pimental, “4a Circumscrip¢do: Magude,” in E X. Ferrao de
Castelo Branco, Circumscripgoes de Lourengo Marques: Respostas aos Quesitos
(Lourengo Marques: Imprensa Nacional, 1909); Anténio Rita-Ferreira, Pre-
senga Luso-Asidtica e Mutagdes Culturais no Sul de Mogambique (até c. 1900)
(Lisbon: Instituto de Investigacao Cientifica Tropical do Ultramar, 1982);
Alan K. Smith, “The Peoples of Southern Mozambique: An Historical Sur-
vey,” Journal of African History 14, no. 4 (1973): 565-80; Francisco Toscano,
“Ragas, Tribos, e Familias Indigenas na Provincia do Sul do Save,” Boletim da
Sociedade de Estudos da Colénia de Mocambique 37 (1938): 201-13.

In the early 1820s, during the turbulent period of state-building, war, and mi-
gration in southeastern Africa that is known as the mfecane, the Ndwandwe
(one of the northern Nguni chieftaincies at the eye of the political storm) dis-
persed into a number of breakaway war bands. One Ndwandwe group, under
Nxaba Maseko, moved northward into Mozambique, recruiting soldiers from
the local population and conquering smaller chieftaincies en route to Sofala.
In the 1830s, another Ndwandwe leader, known as Soshangane, broke away to
establish his own authority in southern Mozambique. The Gaza kingdom, as
Soshangane’s state came to be known, endured until the capture of its last
ruler, Ngungunyana, by the Portuguese in 1895; at the height of its power, it
included much of the land south of the Zambezi River. The Magude area
occupies the southwestern fringe of the territory subjected to Gaza raids and
tribute-taking in the nineteenth century. See Gerhard Liesegang, “Nguni
Migrations between Delagoa Bay and the Zambezi, 1821-1839,” African His-
torical Studies 3, no. 2 (1970): 317-37; Malyn Newitt, A History of Mozam-
bique (Johannesburg: Witwatersrand University Press, 1994), chapter 11. On
the mfecane itself, see Carolyn Hamilton, ed., The Mfecane Aftermath: Recon-
structive Debates in Southern African History (Bloomington: Indiana Univer-
sity Press, 1996).

The first European known to have crossed this area was Louis Trigardt, who
led a party of trekboers on an extension of the Afrikaner “Great Trek” from
the Transvaal to the Portuguese coastal settlement at Lourengo Marques in
1837-38. Trigardt’s travel diary is published in Claude Fuller, Louis Trigardt’s
Trek across the Drakensberg, 1837-1838 (Cape Town: Van Riebeeck Society,
1932).

According to most oral and written sources from this period, Magudzu was
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BM 4, no. 45 (1882): 41; BM 7, no. 81 (1888): 171; BM 7, no. 87 (1889): 343.
BM 7, no. 87 (1889): 342; BM 8, no. 92 (1890): 155, 157; Swiss Mission
Archive (hereafter SMA) 872F, A. Grandjean, “Rapport sur la Marche de la
Station d’Antioka pendant ’Année 1891, p. 3; SMA 4721, A. Eberhardt, “Rap-
port sur la Marche de la Station d’Antioka pendant I’Année 1897 (Statistique
de la Station).”

BM 7, no. 87 (1889): 342; BM 8, no. 92 (1890): 157.
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no. 104 (1891): 361; Grandjean, “Rapport . .. 1891”; SMA 82F, Dr. G.
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BM 11, no. 132 (1897): 242. The first recorded occasion of a struggle of this
kind is noted in Liengme, “Rapport . .. 1892”

BM 12, no. 164 (1899): 539-40 (my emphasis on “saviour”).
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in order to win their attention” (BM 8, no. 94 [1891]: 205). On the relation-
ship between church attendance or conversion and drought (along with other
crises, such as illness, war, and, in at least one case, donkeys devouring a
woman’s crops), see BM 11, no. 126 (1895): 57-58; SMA 472G, N. Jaques,
“Rapport de la Station d’Antioka pendant ’Année 1896”; Eberhardt, “Rap-
port . .. 1897”; Eberhardt, “Rapport . . . 1898”; SMA 479B, A. Eberhardt,
“Rapport sur la Station d’Antioka pour 1899”; Sechehaye, “Rapport . . .
1904”; Sechehaye, “Rapport . .. 1905”; SMA 106E, F. Paillard, “Rapport sur la
Station d’Antioka en 1911-1912”; SMA 106F, E. Paillard, “Rapport sur la Sta-
tion d’Antioka, 1913.

BM 4, no. 50 (1883): 218.

See, for example, the correspondence between officials in Cossine/Magude
Circumscription and the governor of Lourengo Marques districts, from 1891
to 1900, in Fundo do Século 19, Governo do Distrito de Lourengo Marques
(GDLM), Arquivo Histérico de Mogambique, (AHM), Caixas 105 and 106;
and between officials at the Uanetzi Military Post and the governor of Gaza
Military District, from 1898 to 1900, in Fundo do Século 19, Governo do
Distrito Militar de Gaza, AHM, Cota 8-4, M1. See also Manuel José da Costa
Couto, “Governo de Lourengo Marques: Secgao Militar,” Boletim Oficial do
Governo Geral da Provincia de Mogambique 43 (1895): 409-10; Secgdo Espe-
cial, AHM, Direc¢do dos Servicos de Administra¢ao Civil, Processo No. 342,
“Tentativa de Rebelido dos Indigenas no Distrito Militar de Gaza,” 1904;
Alfredo Freire d’Andrade, Relatérios sobre Mogambique, vol. 1 (Lourenco
Marques, 1907), pp. 258 ff; de Mesquita Pimental, “4a Circumscripgdo.”

On Xongela’s mother, see GDLM, Caixa 105, doc. 2, 25 May 1892; on the jail-
break, see GDLM, Caixa 105, doc. 116, 23 September 1896.

I tape-recorded over two hundred interviews with eighty-one women

from various parts of Magude District. Although my fluency in Shangaan
improved during the course of field research, I continued to conduct inter-
views with the assistance of interpreters—two local women, Ruti Nkuna and
Aida Dzamba—whom I hired to translate between Shangaan and Portuguese.
Interview tapes are in my possession; copies of key interviews will be depos-
ited at the Arquivo Histérico de Mogambique in Maputo.
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The earliest written reference to “Banyans” in the Magude area is in BM 6,
no. 64 (1886): 6.

First articulated in the 1950s by the Brazilian sociologist Gilberto Freyre, and
developed in a series of studies published by the Portuguese government, the
theory of lusotropicalismo (“lusotropicology”) asserts that Portuguese colo-
nial expansion in the tropics from the fifteenth century onward resulted in
the creation of a new, racially integrated civilization, in which European and
non-European peoples were harmoniously fused in large part through the bio-
logical “interpenetration of cultures”—that is, through intermarriage, misce-
genation, and the emergence of a mixed-race population in colonized territo-
ries. See, for example, Freyre’s Portuguese Integration in the Tropics (Lisbon:
Realizagdo Gréfica da Tipografia Silvas, 1961). Freyre’s thesis sparked much
debate among Portuguese, Brazilian, and African scholars in the 1950s and
1960s, and was denounced as a myth particularly because of its characteri-
zation of Portuguese “assimilation” policies in Africa as benevolent rather
than racially segregationist and exclusionary in intent.

On native women in the North American fur trade, see Sylvia van Kirk, Many
Tender Ties: Women in Fur-Trade Society, 16701870 (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1980). For a Latin American example, see Verena Martinez-
Alier, Marriage, Class, and Colour in Nineteenth-Century Cuba (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1987). Ann L. Stoler’s work on this topic has
been especially provocative; see, for instance, her “Sexual Affronts and Racial
Frontiers: European Identities and the Cultural Politics of Exclusion in South-
east Asia,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 34, no. 3 (1992): 514-
51. For a rare example from Africa, see George E. Brooks, Jr., “The Signares
of Saint-Louis and Gorée: Women Entrepreneurs in Eighteenth-Century
Senegal,” in Women in Africa: Studies in Social and Economic Change, ed.
Nancy J. Hafkin and Edna G. Bay (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press,
1976), pp. 19-44.

I began my fieldwork expecting that I would interview a small group of eld-
erly women and from those interviews produce a “life history” for each. How-
ever, I quickly ran into a number of problems. It is not possible to translate
the term “life history” into Shangaan; moreover, my ideas about what a “life
history” should consist of were quite different from the ways women talked
about their pasts. For instance, rather than producing seamless, linear ac-
counts of the unfolding of their lives, women told anecdotal, episodic stories
about their experiences. These stories ranged widely across time and space;
relied on common themes, language, images, and plots which often echoed
features of women’s “fictional” narratives (minkaringana, sing. nkaringana);
and rarely isolated the speaker as the central actor in remembered events.
Moreover, through telling life stories women expressed subjectivities and
identities that were not only insistently multiple (a quality reflected in each
woman’s possession of several personal names) but inextricably intertwined
with those of other women. By labeling women’s recollections “life stories”
rather than “life history” I am deliberately emphasizing this ontological
plurality, rather than trying to write it away.

I lived for a total of thirteen months as Rosalina’s neighbor, student, and ulti-
mately “daughter.” I tape-recorded twelve formal interviews with her (total-
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ing over forty hours), and spent innumerable hours in informal conversation
and listening to Rosalina tell impromptu stories about her life. The following
discussion draws on both taped interviews and my field notes. The interview
tapes and transcripts are in my possession; copies will be deposited at the
Arquivo Histérico de Mocambique in Maputo.

Here Rosalina was speaking Portuguese and used the word sorte, which can
mean good luck, fate, destiny, fortune, chance (but not bad luck). At other
times she used dyombo, a Shangaan word that seems principally to mean
good fortune, rather than fate or destiny (which imply that the speaker is a
passive victim of something she would rather not have happen to her). “Fate”
in Shangaan is expressed either as makumu (end, conclusion) or khombo,
although the latter is more commonly used to refer to misfortune (e.g., a
death in the family).

Although Rosalina told the bulk of this story in Portuguese, at critical points
such as this one she reverted to Shangaan. The kind of “insult” she is refer-
ring to has a very rich (and gendered) cultural meaning. Elderly women, for
instance, perform an elaborate ceremony known as kurhuketela whenever
crops are suffering from drought or a pest of some kind. This “insulting”
involves dancing naked through the fields, hurling obscenities at any men
whose paths the women cross, and mockingly pantomiming sexual inter-
course. It is a demonstration of the powerful relationship between women’s
sexuality and fertility and the “health” of the land—and to be the target of
such “insults” is considered very dangerous to one’s health.

Like all older women in the area, Rosalina had several personal names, some
given to her by various female relatives when she was born and others given
to or chosen by her later in life. “Buxeni” is one of Rosalina’s birth names,
given to her by one of her father’s sisters. See Heidi Gengenbach, “Naming
the Past in a ‘Scattered’ Land: Memory and the Powers of Women’s Naming
Practices in Southern Mozambique,” International Journal of African Histori-
cal Studies, forthcoming.

In Shangaan, a man’s sister’s child is his ntukulu, a term normally translated
into English as “grandchild”

As often happened in interviews with women, Rosalina interrupted this narra-
tive of her own life to tell a “life story” about one of the characters in her
account. This story explained how Eduardo, who had two African “wives” in
Chibuto, had to marry his Portuguese cousin—Agosto’s sister Sofia—because
she was pregnant with his child. Sofia then accompanied Eduardo back to
Mozambique.

Bava, referring to Rosalina’s uncle Dane.

Racelina is the name Rosalina received when she was baptized, in 1927.
Agosto renamed her Rosalina.

Rosalina became pregnant three times during her years with Agosto, but she
lost all three babies through either miscarriage or stillbirth.

Although the discursive power of “heart” to direct and justify women’s life
choices is evident in women’s personal narratives from other parts of Africa,
there has been no attempt to theorize the meaning of “heart” as trope in
feminine historical memory or experience. See, for example, Marjorie
Shostak, Nisa: The Story of a IKung Woman (New York: Vintage, 1981); and
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Jean Davison with the women of Mutira, Voices from Mutira: Lives of Rural
Gikuyu Women (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 1989).

Recent scholarship on African women and European missionary endeavors
paints a similar picture of women’s selective, constructive engagement with
colonial Christianity and its medical and educational offerings. See, for
example, Jean M. Allman, “Making Mothers: Missionaries, Medical Officers,
and Women’s Work in Colonial Asante, 1924-1945,” History Workshop 38
(1994): 23-47; and Hunt, Colonial Lexicon.
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2 Dynastic Daughters: Three Royal
Kwena Women and E. L. Price of
the London Missionary Society,
1853-1881

Wendy Urban-Mead

In August of 1866, at Molepolole, the capital of an African kingdom in what
today is known as Botswana, a Tswana woman named Bantsang asked the wife
of the local missionary, Elizabeth “Bessie” Price, to teach her English. When
Bessie declined, saying that her domestic duties were too overwhelming to per-
mit time for English instruction, Bantsang persisted:

why cannot you find time to teach & to apply yourself to me?—what have you to
do?—you have a cook—a sewer—a washer—a nurse for [your infant son]—you
don’t pick (cultivate) your ground nor sew [your] corn—nor harvest it—nor build
your house nor smear it as we do—What do you do? . . . Well, even tho’ you thus
refuse to teach me, I shall never cease worrying you to do so!"

In this passage we hear Bantsang’s voice as mediated by Bessie Price, whose
written words constitute evidence of a personal relationship between them.

This chapter explores how individual African women responded to the teach-
ings of Christian missionaries. The African women in question are three daugh-
ters of the Tswana chief Sechele: Ope, Kuanteng, and Bantsang. Since our knowl-
edge of Sechele’s daughters is mediated by the writings of Bessie Price, the
daughter and wife of missionaries, she figures centrally as well. The chapter
considers how the Christian identity of all four women shaped their life choices
and informed their interactions with others in their families, particularly their
fathers and husbands.

All four had as a common link and determining condition their status as
daughters of regionally prominent Christian men. Bessie Price’s father was
Robert Moffat, an agent of the London Missionary Society (LMS) and head of
Kuruman Mission from 1825 to 1870. Under Moffat’s leadership, Kuruman
Mission became an important center of Christianizing efforts throughout the
area. For his part, Sechele was the Christian king of an independent African
kingdom. As chief of the Kwena branch of the Tswana people from 1831 to



1892, Sechele enjoyed wide-ranging contacts with the other Tswana chiefdoms,
the Cape Colony, the Boer Republics,” and other independent African polities.

Bantsang’s interest in learning the English language, and her forthright man-
ner in challenging Bessie Price’s refusal to teach her, represent one of a variety
of attitudes that women in nineteenth-century southern Africa could bring to
the process of Christian conversion. Bantsang’s sisters, Ope and Kuanteng,
made very different choices in their approach to the multilayered package of
faith, literacy, and cultural practices offered by agents of the LMS. The choices
they made included a vigorous pursuit of book-learning, all-out rejection of the
entire package, and a struggle to maintain Christian piety while living with a
non-Christian spouse.

Bessie Price’s responses were also complex, combining a continued commit-
ment to her parents’ vision of Christianizing the Tswana people with a deeper
understanding of, and appreciation for, Tswana culture than her parents had.
Thus Bessie Price cannot fairly be essentialized as representing the British-
imperial, female, Christian point of view’ any more than Bantsang, Ope, or
Kuanteng can be said to represent the “essential” African woman.

In examining the stories of these four women, we must consider important
questions of historiography and methodology. Africanist scholars have shown
increasing interest in reassessing the encounter between Africans and European
missionaries in the years before and during colonial rule.* Historians have long
since given up writing heroic mission histories about European men such as
David Livingstone, who entered the “Dark Continent” for the sake of sharing
with its natives the “benefits” of commerce and Christianity. In recent decades,
scholars have frequently depicted the missionary project as a largely one-sided
affair, with European missionaries as cultural imperialists imposing an alien and
even destructive system of thought and practice as part of a collective effort to
“subdue Africans to European domination.” In such a depiction, those Afri-
cans who took on mission Christian teachings must be seen as little more than
unwitting victims of colonialism.®

Among the significant contributors to this ongoing discussion are Jean and
John Comaroff and Paul Landau.” Their studies focus on the history of Chris-
tianity among the Batswana® and directly engage the question of African agency
in the making of Christian mission history in Africa. As cultural anthropolo-
gists with a strong interest in history, the Comaroffs use an approach to the past
which emphasizes continuities over time.” While the Comaroffs have viewed
“agency” as always compromised by forces such as colonialism and modernity,
Landau, who is a historian, insists that the Batswana “have to be recognized as
generating their own conflicts, and so their own history.”'’ Landau’s Realm of
the Word highlights how the Ngwato leader, Khama, successfully appropriated
LMS Christianity to enhance his own authority.

Among the many aspects of Tswana Christianity not yet addressed by histo-
rians, however, are women’s responses to conversion in the earliest years of
Tswana-missionary contact.'" Bessie Price’s letters to her sister and children—
letters Price referred to as her “journals”'>—offer an unparalleled opportunity
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to explore African women’s engagements with Christianity in this early pe-
riod." Since Price wrote to her family members almost daily, the letters indeed
have a journal-like, up-to-the-minute quality and allow us to explore how the
mission’s Christian message resonated both in her own life and in the lives of
Sechele’s daughters.

Of course, relying on Bessie Price’s journals raises the contested issue of rep-
resentation. There is an inherent problem when the only words in the documen-
tary record are those of Bessie Price, or Bessie Price’s versions of the words spo-
ken by Bantsang or Ope."* However, legitimate concerns about representation
should not lead us to assume that Bessie Price’s position during her years at
Sechele’s capital was unambiguously powerful. Granted, she had more power
than those she wrote about, in the sense that it was her pen that recorded her
interactions with Sechele’s daughters, and in the sense that she was British, be-
longing to the group that was the colonial authority at the Cape Colony. But it
is also true that Sechele ruled an independent African kingdom, where the Af-
rican elites (i.e., members of the Kwena royal family) were free to take or reject
aspects of the Christian message. We shall see, however, that friendship with
the Prices could be advantageous, given their influence with Sechele. Sources
such as Bessie Price’s letters are invaluable for what they can reveal about the
lives of African women from a time beyond the reach of the present. By paying
attention to the context of the journals, and situating the writings in time and
place,” I hope to demonstrate that limitations on the claims that can be made
regarding the lives of Sechele’s daughters need not prevent us from making
fruitful use of the material.

The Kwena kingdom under Sechele has been largely ignored in recent schol-
arship.'® Yet during the years focused on in this chapter, 1854-83, the Kwena
were the dominant Tswana group. During the height of his power, Sechele was a
major player in regional politics, having a close relationship with Robert Moffat
and the LMS, diplomatic and military interactions with both the Cape Colony
to the south and the Boer Republics to the east, and wide-ranging influence and
contacts with the Tswana chiefdoms, as well as other African polities from
Mzilikazi’s Ndebele kingdom on the Zimbabwe plateau to Moshoeshoe’s Sotho
kingdom in the southeast."”

Bessie Price’s father, Robert Moffat, was well positioned in the Tswana-
speaking region at roughly the same time as Sechele. Respected by African lead-
ers and Boers alike, Moffat was sought after as an intermediary and adviser by
many, including Sechele. The LMS mission station he presided over, Kuruman,
was an oasis of foliage, fruit trees, and irrigated crop cultivation in an otherwise
quite arid region.'® The last outpost of European “civilization” for traders head-
ing north as well as an important center for the education and evangelization
of Tswana-speaking people, Kuruman became the parent station of a series of
smaller LMS establishments to the north and east. Moffat was also the founder
of something of a “missionary dynasty”: three of his daughters married mis-
sionaries and one of his sons became a missionary, all based in southern Af-
rica."”
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As the daughter of Robert and Mary Moffat, Bessie was raised to embrace
certain views of the Africans among whom her parents worked and of herself
as the future wife of a missionary, for this was the role envisioned for her by her
parents. Mary and Robert’s opinions as to how to conduct themselves in their
work among Africans were negatively influenced by the (in their view) repre-
hensible example set by an earlier LMS missionary in the Cape Colony, Johannes
van der Kemp. Van der Kemp had married an indigenous woman and adopted
local dress and eating patterns.” The Moffats felt it was crucial that a European
missionary have a European wife, and that their home serve as an example of
how to live according to “civilized” (European) Christian domestic values.

Bessie was raised on the mission station, spent six years being educated in
England, and returned home to teach in the Kuruman mission school in 1854,
when she was fifteen. Her sister Jane (Jeanie) similarly was schooled in England
and began to teach four years after Bessie. The girls backed each other up in
their conflicts with their mother, chafing against the isolation of life at the
mission station and the sometimes unruly students—Sechele’s children among
them—in their charge.” Bessie married Roger Price, an LMS agent, in 1861, and
since he was the missionary to Sechele from the 1860s to the 1880s, her contact
with Sechele and his children continued over the next several decades.

Bessie’s ideas of how to conduct herself as the wife of a missionary were
largely informed by her mother’s example. Mary Moffat had originally imagined
missionary life as a partnership, in which she would accompany her husband
on his visits to scattered African villages. Indeed, she saw herself as not only
providing domestic comforts but also sharing in the preaching and teaching.
She also dreamt of running a school for African girls.”> As much as Robert, then,
Mary felt called to Africa for the sake of the gospel. However, before the 1880s,
“missionary” denoted a male evangelist,” and technically only Robert was the
LMS agent. And in any case, within a year of her 1819 arrival in southern Africa,
Mary found that maintaining “a civilized standard of living” on the frontier
while bearing and rearing children demanded a reassessment of her dreams.”*
Her role, she determined, was to be Robert’s “help-meet”; her ministry, to pro-
vide a “civilized” home where Robert could be restored and renewed, both spiri-
tually and physically. In this capacity, Mary would share his trials and pray with
him, and raise their children with the aim and the hope that they might follow
in their parents’ work.

Like her mother, Bessie regarded her husband’s teaching and preaching as the
“real” work of the mission, and her own work as supportive of his. Nonetheless,
she never quite reconciled herself to remaining perpetually in the domestic
sphere. After bearing twelve children (of a total of fourteen) and serving for
twenty years solely as Roger’s “help-meet,” she acquired the help of a governess.
With the governess there to look after her youngest children, Bessie resumed
some of the teaching work which she had come to enjoy despite her earlier rest-
lessness as a young woman at Kuruman.”

Bessie’s assessment of Tswana people changed over time, as she came to see
them in a more favorable light than her parents ever did. Not long after her
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mother’s death in 1871, Bessie and Roger and their children took a four-year
furlough to England. They returned to Sechele’s capital at Molepolole in 1879,
where Bessie immediately found that the people there were more to her liking,
less materialistic and rushed than those she had met in England. From this time
on she referred to herself as an African, and she came to disdain what she re-
garded as excessive attention to the niceties and superfluities of civilization. For
example, she reveled in the freedom not to style her hair, boasting in a letter
to her older children at school in England that she and the younger children
had cut their hair short and were free to dunk their heads in a barrel of water
to cool off during the hot season.” Such a practice would have met with severe
disapproval from the more rigidly conventional Mary Moffat.

Ope, Kuanteng, and Bantsang

Embracing a Christian identity entailed acceptance not only of the spe-
cific beliefs which were professed prior to baptism—such as the divinity of
Christ and the rejection of polygynous in favor of monogamous marriages—but
also the adoption of certain elements of European civilization, such as wearing
European-style clothing. Literacy was also a primary marker of those who were
associated with the new religion.” For Africans in Sechele’s kingdom, as well
as for the European missionaries and their wives, the idea of becoming Chris-
tian without also, to some extent, “Europeanizing” was inconceivable. Sechele’s
home reflected this: it boasted a wide range of European furnishings, and meals
offered to guests included tea and cakes served at a table spread with a linen
cloth. The Christian members of Sechele’s royal family were the first to wear
European clothing.

In 1853, Sechele brought his wife, Ma-Sebele,”® and several of his children to
Kuruman for schooling, as Robert Moffat had agreed.”” Among the children
were Sechele’s elder daughters, born of the wives whom he “put away” upon
being baptized.” The eldest was Ope, a second daughter of Kereboletswe; the
next was Kuanteng, the daughter of a lesser wife or concubine. The younger
children included Sechele’s son and heir Sebele (about age ten) and daughter
Bantsang. Sebele and Bantsang returned to Kuruman for further education in
1857. All of the females, including Ma-Sebele, learned domestic skills such as
dressmaking, sewing, and cooking. The primary texts used in the Kuruman
mission school, and at LMS stations throughout the Setswana-speaking region
during the mid- to late nineteenth century, were the Setswana grammars, Bible,
hymn books, and catechism translated and written by Robert Moffat. English
was not the language of instruction.

Ope makes herself known to us in Bessie’s letters as the dignified royal
daughter who as a girl kept herself aloof from Mary Moffat’s instruction, but
as an adult sought Bessie’s support in her attempt to practice Christian piety in
the home she shared with a non-Christian husband. Ope was born no later than
1835, probably earlier;” her mother, Kebalepile, was Sechele’s cousin. By marry-
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ing her cousin (son of her father’s brother), Kebalepile became Sechele’s wife of
honor, since cousin marriage was a preferred Tswana custom.” “Marry me,
cousin, and retain the bogadi [bridewealth] cattle in the family fold.””’ As the
oldest child of the chief’s (former) wife of honor, Ope was considered the leader
of her siblings. This perhaps explains why the Moffats characterized her behav-
ior at Kuruman as haughty. In Bessie’s view, Ope was “a very handsome girl,

quite queenly in appearance and manners . . . clever & courteous . . ., but al-
ways with a certain degree of hauteur, rather resenting rebuke or correction of
any kind.”**

An incident that occurred after Ope’s return from Kuruman in 1854 indicates
that she was not afraid to defy her father. This episode was not recorded by Bes-
sie, since at that time she was still in England; rather, it appears in her father’s
journals, which provide a crucial supplement to our knowledge of Ope’s char-
acter at this time.” Robert Moffat visited the Kwena capital in both June and
November of 1854.% During his June visit, he sought to influence Sechele’s de-
cisions about Ope’s participation in Kwena initiation rites and her marriage.

At this time, Ope and her sisters were rebelling against Sechele, who had or-
dered them not to participate in the bojale, or girls’ initiation rites. Bojale en-
tailed a month-long period of seclusion and instruction for an age-set of girls
who had reached puberty. Older women taught the girls the importance of
wifely submission and gave explicit information about how to be sexually pleas-
ing to their husbands. Both boys’ and girls’ initiations included a requirement
to bear excruciating pain stoically.” For both sexes, completion of initiation
brought adult status; in Tswana society only initiated adults were permitted to
marry.

Ope led her sisters in their insistence that they join the bojale despite
Sechele’s explicit command that they not participate.”® Their defiance suggests
that they did not want to isolate themselves from the rest of Kwena womanhood
by failing to participate in ceremonies which would bind their generation into
a common age-grade association which, as royal daughters, they could expect
to lead.”

Ope had been betrothed to her father’s brother, Khosilintsi, since before
1848. Moffat, however, strongly disapproved of this “unnatural and unscrip-
tural” betrothal of Ope to her uncle.” In the end, Sechele acceded to Moffat’s
arguments, and Khosilintsi, out of loyalty to his brother, agreed to let Ope be
married to someone else. We know that by the 1880s Sechele’s zeal for many of
the missionary-imposed prohibitions of customs such as polygyny, rainmaking,
and initiation rites had waned. However, in the 1840s and 1850s Sechele had
divorced all of his wives but one, was attempting to do without rainmaking,
and tried to keep his own children out of initiation ceremonies.*

While Ope’s “queenly” demeanor as a girl at Kuruman and insistence on par-
ticipating in bojale indicate a resistance to the Christianizing project, three de-
cades later she sought Bessie Price’s support in her struggles against her “hea-
then” husband, who objected to her desire to pray aloud at home and attend
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church services. What had happened in the intervening years to bring about
such a change? Although the record is incomplete and we cannot know for cer-
tain, we have enough details about her life to make conjecture possible.

After Moffat succeeded in blocking Ope’s betrothal to Khosilintsi in 1854,
she was married to Sefunelo, the Christian son of the chief of the Rolong,” a
Tswana polity to the east in the Boer Transvaal republic. She was married to him
with the promise that she would be his only wife. When Sefunelo died not long
afterward, Ope returned with her small son to Sechele,” whereupon Khosilintsi
renewed his request to marry her. This time Sechele agreed to their union, and
because of her high status Ope became Khosilintsi’s chief wife, though she was
not his first. According to Bessie, Ope was as “beloved of [Khosilintsi] as Rachel
of old by Jacob”** Ope never bore another child, and her son by the Rolong
prince died after he had reached maturity and returned to his father’s people.
This would have been a significant source of grief for Ope, since a woman’s
honor grew with her capacity to bear children.*

In 1880, when she was at least forty-five years old and certainly five years
older than Bessie, Ope sought out Bessie’s company.*® Bessie wrote,

Well—Ope has just been to see me, poor thing, & has been telling me about this
[the death of her son] & other troubles. . . . She undergoes a sort of persecution fr.
her doating husband for her efforts after the truth. He watches her closely, and for-
bids her any freedom in religious matters beyond going to church and reading her
Bible, w. he would fain also forbid if he did not feel it would be going too far—as
the Bakwena go [to] church and read the Bible & hymn book printed in their lan-
guage as a matter of course, whether they are Christians or no.*

Thus the proud girl who resisted correction by Mary Moffat and rebelled (we
presume successfully) against her father’s ruling that she not participate in
bojale had become the devoutly Christian wife of Khosilintsi.

Khosilintsi himself had led a powerful faction within the Kwena polity that
opposed Sechele’s moves toward Christianity. Sechele had ceded the job of super-
vising initiation rites to Khosilintsi, which gave the king’s brother a significant
amount of power among the Bakwena.* Although he had learned to read along
with Sechele when Livingstone was their missionary, he mistrusted all Europe-
ans and particularly hated the Boers. Like Sechele, he had valued the link with
Livingstone because of the access to firearms that it provided.” He claimed to
respect the person and teachings of Jesus, but found Jesus’ adherents among the
Europeans a very sorry representation of Christian teaching, and therefore had
no use for the religion.

In the 1860s, when Bessie and Roger Price first arrived at Sechele’s capital of
Molepolole, Khosilintsi and Ope brought their children to the Prices with an
official request that they be schooled by Roger. Yet Khosilintsi and his followers
also reminded Sechele of his duties as rainmaker and pressured him to fulfill
them. By the 1880s, Khosilintsi’s opposition to Christianity and all things Euro-
pean had hardened into hostility, even while he remained loyal to Sechele
throughout their lives.
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Ope’s distress over Khosilintsi’s attempts to limit her Christian practice
should not necessarily be interpreted along the lines Bessie presented. Bessie de-
scribed Ope as undergoing some “sort of persecution,” calling her “poor thing.”
However, Ope’s position as Sechele’s daughter enabled her to differ, to a certain
degree, from Khosilintsi on matters of religion.

In the early 1880s, Ope also used her status as one of the most “civilized”
women of the ruling family—and friend of the missionaries—to undermine her
father’s marriage to a young woman, Kholoma, from Mzilikazi’s Ndebele king-
dom (in what is today Zimbabwe), after the death of Ma-Sebele. Kholoma ar-
rived wearing skins rather than European-style clothes, did not know the table
manners practiced in Kwena Christian homes, and was not a Christian. Ac-
cording to Bessie Price, Ope led the Kwena women in ridiculing and harassing
Kholoma:

Today we had a visit from Khosilintsi and his wife. . . . She came quite with the
object of seeing if your Father [Roger Price] could not use his influence to make
Sechele put away this raw Matebele woman with whom they are all more or less
disgusted.”'

Also according to Bessie Price, Kholoma suffered from scorn at the hands of the
Kwena royal women, and when she finally died shortly after her arrival amongst
the Kwena, these same women were relieved.”

We can never know what Ope’s motivations were for these actions. What we
can see, however, is that Ope used Christian teachings very differently at various
points of her life. In each case she was clearly unafraid to pursue actions which
led her into conflict with powerful male relatives. As a very young woman, Ope
set herself in opposition to LMS Christian teachings regarding initiation rites.
Early in her life the male authority Ope resisted was her father’s, while thirty
years later she defied, not Christian and “civilizing” practices, but her husband’s
refusal to allow her to pray and attend church. She also used her good stand-
ing with Bessie Price and her husband in invoking Christian teaching against
marrying “heathens” to justify opposing her father’s marriage to Kholoma.

In a path nearly the opposite of Ope’s, Kuanteng proved herself Mary Mof-
fat’s most receptive pupil while she was at Kuruman; yet, as an adult, Kuanteng
resoundingly rejected the LMS message. Kuanteng, the lower-status daughter
of one of Sechele’s concubines, had been Ope’s “maid of honor.”> While at
Kuruman, Kuanteng’s “gentle manners” and receptivity to teaching had won
her special affection from Mary Moffat. Bessie wrote that her mother remem-
bered Kuanteng as “comely & of a perfectly sweet & humble disposition, wh.
made her a great favorite of my Mother’s especially as she was, thro’ her humil-
ity, a delightful pupil who progressed well.”** Yet as a mature woman Kuanteng
rejected all contact with Europeans, and with the Moffat family in particular.
She refused to attend Christian worship services and put away her European-
style dresses, preferring to wear skins. Kuanteng’s story contrasts sharply with
that of her half-sisters Bantsang and Ope, whose Christian identities and links
with Bessie only strengthened with time.
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After their return from Kuruman to Sechele’s capital of Dithubarubain 1854,
Sechele had hoped that Kuanteng, Ope, and their sister Kereboletswe would
teach others to read and write. Instead, he found that his daughters were dis-
inclined to teach and his people were disinclined to learn. Although his children
and Ma-Sebele gathered regularly to read among themselves, they did little to
share their new knowledge with others.

Kuanteng supported Ope when she insisted on undergoing the bojale and
said that if Ope did so, she and Kereboletswe would go also.” By the time Moffat
returned to Dithubaruba in November 1854, he found that Kuanteng was now
“Madame Wilson,” having married British trader and explorer J. H. Wilson,
with Sechele as matchmaker.* After four years together, Wilson returned to En-
gland without Kuanteng. Available sources are unclear as to whether Wilson in-
vited Kuanteng to go with him and she refused, or whether she asked her father
for permission to accompany Wilson and Sechele refused. Bessie herself wrote
two somewhat conflicting accounts of what happened: one in 1863, the other
much later, possibly around 1900. In the latter, Bessie suggests that Kuanteng
had wanted to go to England, but had been refused permission by Sechele. Yet
the 1863 version states that “she shrunk from the offer” to go to England and
returned to Sechele on her own.”

Mr. Wilson . . . travelled with her as far as [Lake Ngami], and intended to take her
on to England with him by Walwich Bay, but she shrunk fr. the offer, & remained
at Lake Ngami with her little half-caste boy, until an opportunity occurring back
to her father’s (an express conveyance, I think) she returned to him. Thence again
she was taken & married by a respectable man of this place,” but a thorough &
naked heathen. Gradually she gave up her European style of dress—her books &
her church going habits (Mr. Schulenbourg’s church®®)—and became in fact a
pure heathen in manners dress & tastes. Khame [Khama] & Khamane [Khama’s
brother Kgamane] were just then commencing their civilized & Christian life
under Mr. Schulenbourg and they sought her up & requested of her to teach them
& help them on in reading &ec. &c.—but she refused, and kept aloof in every way
fr. them & their instructors. I have never seen her even. She evidently avoids me,
for I have made repeated enquiries & can never see her.”

Other contemporary accounts support this version.'

We do not know how Kuanteng felt about her Ngwato husband, nor do we
know what became of her child by Wilson. Like Ope’s, perhaps Kuanteng’s new
husband refused to allow her any connection with her former life as a “civilized”
Christian. On the other hand, it is possible that Kuanteng herself felt betrayed
in her contact with Europeans and wanted nothing more to do with the Moffat
family. If this is the case, we could read Kuanteng’s lifestyle choices and silence
toward Bessie as a strategy of resistance against the Europeanizing changes
implied by Christian identity.”” Kuanteng’s Christian identity was, in Bessie’s
view—as well as in Kuanteng’s own, I suspect—synonymous with her “civilized”
identity as a wearer of dresses and reader of books. Church attendance, dresses,
and literacy were all of a package. Refusing to wear European dress went to-

56 Wendy Urban-Mead



gether naturally with her refusal to speak with Bessie, attend church, or teach
at the school in Shoshong after her remarriage to the Ngwato man.

Of all of Sechele’s daughters, Bessie Price clearly felt the warmest rapport
with Bantsang, whom she appreciated for her willingness to be blunt and pene-
trating in their discussions of family, faith, and politics. Both women were in-
tellectually curious; in their forties they even collaborated in teaching a class
to elite Kwena women. Unlike Ope and Kuanteng, Bantsang separated from
her non-Christian husband. The youngest of Sechele’s daughters educated at
Kuruman, Bantsang was at least ten years Ope’s junior, born about 1849.%° Her
mother was Mokgokong, known as Ma-Bantsang, daughter of the Ngwato chief
Kgari. Ma-Bantsang was a “clever sensible” woman to whom the Ngwato elite,
Sechele, and other male leaders looked for advice on important political mat-
ters.**

Bantsang lived at Kuruman along with Ope, Kereboletswe, Kuanteng, Sebele,
and Ma-Sebele in 1853-54, and later returned with Sebele for an additional year
in 1857. During the latter stay, Bessie and Bantsang became acquainted. Bessie,
now eighteen years old, was teaching in the Kuruman school. Bantsang was
probably between ten and twelve. By all accounts, Bantsang was an intelligent
and lively girl. Moffat referred to her “fine, mild, intelligent countenance.”® Of
Bantsang and her brother Sebele, Bessie wrote in 1857, “They are very clever &
possess really beautiful disposition[s]. The girl goes on pretty well—& her only
fault is an almost uncontrollable merriment which makes her sometimes keep
up a constant shaking & tittering till I send her away.”*

Robert and Mary Moffat took a more negative view of Bantsang’s character.
In Mary’s opinion, Bantsang became an increasingly burdensome charge, with
her mischief spilling over into disobedience. For their part, Bantsang and Sebele
accused Mary of starving them because she sent them to bed without their sup-
pers on a few occasions.”’

During the bojale episode of 1854, Bantsang, despite her mischievous streak
and conflicts with Mary Moffat while at Kuruman, did not follow her elder half-
sisters in revolt against Sechele’s authority. After her half-brother Sebele stated
that he would not be initiated, Bantsang came out boldly with ““Nor do I wish
to go to the circumcision. ”* Sebele eventually changed his mind and agreed to
be initiated, and Ope was as well. However, it is not clear from the available
written sources whether Bantsang held to her refusal.”’

If Bantsang was not initiated, this does not seem to have posed a barrier to
her marriage to one of the first sons of the “heathen” faction amongst the
Kwena. Sometime between 1857 and 1866, she was married to Khosilintsi’s son,
Bakwena. Perhaps Bantsang’s high status, as a daughter of Sechele and a de-
scendent of both the Kwena and the Ngwato royal lines, compensated for any
lack of womanhood by the usual Tswana standards. By 1866, Bantsang had
borne two children, but was dissatisfied with the marriage, ostensibly because
Bakwena wanted to take a second wife. She came to Roger Price in 1866 to ask
for his support in appealing to Sechele for permission to leave her husband and
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live at home again as Sechele’s child.”” Her appeal was apparently successful, for
in early 1867, she separated from her husband.”!

Around this time, when Roger and Bessie were newly established at Sechele’s
new capital of Logagen,”” Bantsang visited Bessie frequently, and they had a se-
ries of spirited conversations which Bessie put in writing. From these we learn
that Bantsang was very eager to learn English. The conversations continued, al-
though Bessie tried to explain that she was busy from morning till night and
that Bantsang herself had small children who would prevent her from concen-
trating on a properly rigorous course of English instruction. Bessie’s reasoning
prompted a burst of laughter from Bantsang:

My children! Besi! do I know them?—do you suppose I nurse & follow them about
as you do yours? Not I!—I never see them—this one & that one nurses them.

Bessie also insisted that teaching Setswana and Bible stories was more pertinent
to the missionary’s job than teaching English. Even if she had time to devote to
teaching, these would take precedence. As it was, Bessie explained that she didn’t
have time anyway:

my work as the Muruti’s [missionary’s] wife is not so much to teach with him as
to keep him comfortable & his home civilized and Christian-like—& to train my

children and servants likewise. I must teach you by setting an example in my home
life.””

But Bantsang did not give up when Bessie refused to teach her English. The fol-
lowing month, she became the only female worshiper at the English-language
service offered by Roger.”*

Fourteen years later, when Bessie and Bantsang were in their forties, Bantsang
was still as inquisitive, unbowed, and devoted to book-learning as ever. By this
time Bessie had acquired the help of a governess, and was free to teach as she
had not been in 1866. She chose to establish a class for the “ladies,” high-status
churchgoing women attached to the Kwena royal family. They would study the
Setswana translation of The Pilgrim’s Progress. Bantsang was a regular partici-
pant and helped Bessie as leader and expositor whenever Bessie’s faulty Sets-
wana failed.” Bantsang also complained to Bessie that her children’s father and
grandfather (Bakwena and Khosilintsi) would not permit her to have them at-
tend church or school.”®

Bantsang’s commitment to literacy, church attendance, and friendship with
the missionaries did not cloud her prescient insights into the political realities
facing the Kwena kingdom. Increased pressure from the neighboring colonial
state and economy, evident by 1880, had created a more hostile environment for
the missionaries than had existed in the 1860s. Men who had worked as migrant
laborers in the diamond mines had returned changed by their experiences.” The
Anglo-Zulu war of 1879 was proof of Britain’s capacity for military aggres-
sion against African kingdoms. Bantsang responded strongly to pictures of the
Anglo-Zulu war that Bessie showed to her and Ope one day:
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Yes! and you white people are coming upon us directly to conquer and kill us—and
you know we have nothing but a handful of powder to defend ourselves with.

To Bessie’s credit, she sought and appreciated Bantsang’s pressing questions
and forthright commentary: “I always like to get [Bantsang] in my talks with
the women, because she is not shy of me at all and asks all sorts of questions
and makes remarks wh. enable the other women to join too.” In response to
Bantsang’s accusation against “you white people,” Bessie admitted that she knew
“full well we [missionaries] must always appear to be the ones who open the
door of your country to the conquering English.””®

Conclusion

Robert Moffat held that Christian conversion of the Tswana people had
to entail radical rejection of much of Tswana culture and religion and adop-
tion of European-style dress and customs, as well as of the LMS’s particular
brand of Protestant Christianity. His wife, Mary Smith Moffat, shared his views.
When she found herself required to come to terms with domesticity, she re-
signed herself to letting her daughters become her surrogates in the schoolroom
that she had once dreamed would be her sphere of mission work. Instead, she
devoted herself to keeping a home in the European manner, offering hospitality
to all visitors, and training her daughters and servants in the domestic arts.

Bessie Price blended loyalty to her father’s vision of Christianizing and “civi-
lizing” the “poor Bechuanas” and acceptance of her mother’s vision of the do-
mestic role with a more appreciative view of Tswana culture. She took advantage
of her isolation on the frontier to eschew the dictates of European fashion and,
in time, came to recognize missionaries’ apparent complicity in the colonizing
process, which accelerated in her later years. Bessie also permitted herself more
intellectual freedom than her mother ever had. Her readings of Tolstoy and
Martineau led her to develop unorthodox religious views.”” As an old woman,
inspired by Tolstoy, she even became a vegetarian, arguing that hunting and kill-
ing animals was as “uncivilised” as any African custom the missionaries had
tried to stamp out.”

It was Bessie Price’s own reading of Christian scripture that goaded her to be
more tolerant than her parents even while she remained essentially condescend-
ing in her attitude toward Africans. She felt responsible for their well-being,
comparing her work to that of the Good Samaritan who succored the injured
traveler.” Advocating greater tolerance, patience, and gentleness of approach,
she still sought to “raise up” the Tswana into a Europeanized Christianity.

Ope, Kuanteng, and Bantsang were all deeply affected by their father
Sechele’s checkered path toward Christianization. Ope and Bantsang were
daughters of Sechele’s discarded wives. All three of them were sent to Kuruman
to learn reading and writing, European domestic skills, and Christian beliefs
from the Moffats. Each of them had her own responses to this experience.
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Ope began by resisting: remaining distant and unresponsive at Kuruman, in-
sisting on her right to be initiated as a Tswana woman in the traditional bojale
ceremony. Yet later in life she emerged as the wife of a “heathen” husband—
Khosilintsi—determined to practice the Christian faith and use European-
derived manners and dress. When, in his old age, Sechele married a fully “hea-
then” Matabele woman, Kholoma, it was Ope who led the cadre of royal Kwena
women in harassing her literally to death for her lack of “civilization.” These
efforts suggest that African women had different kinds of influence and spheres
for action depending on whether they moved in their capacity as sister, daugh-
ter, or wife. Clearly Ope as well as Bantsang found it most advantageous to act
as Sechele’s daughter, not as a wife.*

Kuanteng, initially the most receptive and pliant of Mary Moffat’s Kwena
daughter-pupils, in the end made the most thorough rejection of all things
European, Christian, or “civilized.” Perhaps Kuanteng’s position as the daughter
of a concubine, not a proper wife of Sechele, influenced the direction she took.
Had she been able to stay near her father’s home like Ope and Bantsang, perhaps
she might also have balanced marriage to a “nonbeliever” with the Christian
and “civilized” ways she had learned at Kuruman.

In the end, Bantsang proved the most consistently loyal to her father’s priori-
ties. As a child, at least initially, she sided with her father against Ope’s defiance
of his prohibition of bojale. She parlayed her position as Sechele’s daughter and
friend of the missionaries into an opportunity to reject her husband once he
became a polygynist. Finally, she assertively pursued book-learning and the En-
glish language.

In this chapter, I have sought to consider the worldviews of both European
and African protagonists in a “single analytical field”® by directing attention to
the personal experiences and interactions of four women, all daughters of for-
midable men. Three were daughters of Sechele, the Kwena ruler from 1831 to
1892, and the fourth, a daughter of Robert Moffat, the preeminent missionary
to the Batswana from 1822 to 1875. Bessie, Ope, Kuanteng, and Bantsang shared
a formative period as girls at the LMS station at Kuruman, and their varied
responses to the teachings they received in that time are brought to light by
Bessie’s letters to her sister and children.

The idea that women act—are agents—if not always under circumstances of
their own choosing, is central to the stories we have explored here. Bessie Price’s
writings vividly illustrate the interplay between the power of societal and cul-
tural trends and the agency exercised within these constraints in individual
lives, both her own and those she observed. She makes judgments that reinforce
prevailing missionary views of African women, even while she offers descrip-
tions of individual women that undermine them.

These four “notable women” were daughters of regional “big men.” Although
we cannot know Sechele’s daughters through their own words, Bessie’s words
provide important insight into their lives, and therefore into the processes of
Christian conversion in the years immediately preceding colonial rule in south-
ern Africa. Our lens permits us to move beyond casting Bessie as a white im-
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perialist missionary and Sechele’s daughters as African victims of hegemonic
forces. All four women developed their own responses to the Christianizing
projects of their parents. In each case, Christian teaching took a different place
in individual strategies for negotiating a way through domestic, marital, and
familial situations.

Primary Document

Elizabeth Lees Price, The Journals of Elizabeth Lees Price: Written in Bechuana-
land, Southern Africa, 1854-1883, with an Epilogue, 1889 and 1900, ed. Una Long
(London: Edward Arnold, 1956), p. 426.

[The following is excerpted from a letter written by Bessie Price to her children,
who were in Britain for schooling, on 18 October 1880, at Molepolole. The
original letters are in the Cory Library for Historical Research at Rhodes Uni-
versity, Grahamstown, South Africa. The excerpt is from document number
5919A.]

Well—Ope has just been to see me, poor thing, & has been telling me
about this & other troubles, not that those of wh. I have told have just
happened. No! her son died while we were in England. I have always
thought Ope so shy & reserved & was glad to see her the other day com-
ing of her own accord to see me, & still more glad when I found she was
thirsting & longing after the one thing needful. She undergoes a sort of
persecution fr. her doating husband for her efforts after the truth. He
watches her closely, and forbids her any freedom in religious matters
beyond going to church and reading her bible, wh. he would fain also for-
bid her if he did not feel it would be going too far—as the Bakwena go
[to] church and read the Bible & hymn book printed in their language as a
matter of course, whether they are Christians or not. “Yet” she remarked
“when I come fr. church I sit down in my home, and just tremble when I
hear my husband coming—altho’ I know I have done nothing wrong &
nothing new—but just because I know he feels so angry at my going.”
Then she told me what at first I could not understand—that he would not
allow her to pray—that for a long while he held out sternly and refused—
but wearied I suppose by her supplications he at last yielded—& now she
prayed. Now we would think it much easier for any tyrant to prevent

our reading or church going than our praying but it is not so with them.
Shall I tell you why?—because they are like little children, and cannot pray
easily without doing it audibly—that is, so that they can hear themselves
speak & then believe that God hears them too. Poor things! My heart just
yearned compassionately over Ope, as I caught the idea—after looking
awhile wonderingly at her, not understanding what she meant by not
being allowed to pray. You may wonder too that Mama, after living all
these long & many years in Bechwana land, never discovered or under-
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stood this before. I, too, feel rebuked & sad to think it should be so—but
one excuse for me is this, that I have so many little folks to look after &
care for all alone; & I had not always our dear good Miss Wallace to take
half, or more than half my work, off me as she does now—leaving me free
to help & cheer & care for my poor Bechwana friends.

NOTES

This passage appears in a letter written by Bessie Price to her sister Jeanie
Moffat, dated 22 August 1866, in which she paraphrases Bantsang’s words.
Elizabeth Lees Price, The Journals of Elizabeth Lees Price: Written in Bechuana-
land, Southern Africa, 1854-1883, with an Epilogue, 1889 and 1900, ed. Una
Long (London: Edward Arnold, 1956), pp. 215-16.

“Boer” means “farmer” in Dutch. The term was used in southern Africa in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by both English settlers and the
“Boers” themselves to refer to rural settlers of European ancestry who spoke a
language derived from Dutch and were affiliated with the Dutch Reformed
Church. In the 1830s several thousand Boers left the Cape Colony to establish
their own polities, independent of British control, beyond the Orange and
Vaal Rivers. These two republics became known as the Orange Free State and
the Transvaal (or South African Republic), respectively.

See Margaret Strobel, European Women and the Second British Empire (Bloom-
ington: Indiana University Press, 1991); and Nupur Chaudhuri and Margaret
Strobel, eds., Western Women and Imperialism: Complicity and Resistance
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992).

Some works in this vein are Richard Elphick, “Writing Religion into History,”
in Missions and Christianity in South African History, ed. Henry Bredekamp
and Robert Ross (Johannesburg: University of Witwatersrand Press, 1995);
Richard Gray, Black Christians and White Missionaries (New Haven, Conn.:
Yale University Press, 1990); Robert Hefner, ed., Conversion to Christianity
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); Lamin Sanneh, Translating
the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis,
1989); and numerous works by Terence Ranger, most recently Are We Not
Also Men? The Samkange Family and African Politics in Zimbabwe, 1920-64
(Portsmouth, N.H.: Heinemann, 1995). See also Jean Comaroff and John
Comaroff, Of Revelation and Revolution, vol. 1, Christianity, Colonialism, and
Consciousness in South Africa, and vol. 2, The Dialectics of Modernity on a
South African Frontier (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991-97); and
Paul Landau, The Realm of the Word: Language, Gender, and Christianity in a
Southern African Kingdom (Portsmouth, N.H.: Heinemann, 1995).

Quoted from “Toward the History of African Christianity,” a talk given by
Thomas Spear at the University of Minnesota, 2 May 1997. Examples of such
works might include T. O. Beidelman, Colonial Evangelism: A Socio-historical
Study of an East African Mission at the Grassroots (Bloomington: Indiana Uni-
versity Press, 1982); Elizabeth Schmidt, Peasants, Traders, and Wives: Shona
Women in the History of Zimbabwe, 1870-1939 (Portsmouth, N.H.: Heine-
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10.

11.

12.

mann, 1992); Charles van Onselen, Chibaro: African Mine Labour in Southern
Rhodesia, 1900-1933 (London: Pluto, 1976), pp. 182-86.
Both the heroic mission history and that of cultural imperialism have been
criticized for their Eurocentrism, for ignoring the possibility that Africans
were not merely passive recipients of dynamic forces, whether beneficial or
oppressive, emanating from Europe. The wish to acknowledge African
“agency,” to explore how Africans were active makers of their own history,
has changed the way scholars write about the history of Christian missions in
Africa. For an approach which recognizes both African and missionary input
into the Christianizing process and is also concerned with the LMS as a mis-
sionizing agent, see Pier M. Larson, “‘Capacities and Modes of Thinking’:
Intellectual Engagements and Subaltern Hegemony in the Early History of
Malagasy Christianity,” American Historical Review 102, no. 4 (1997): 969-
1002.
See Comaroff and Comaroff, Of Revelation and Revolution, and Landau,
Realm of the Word.
A word about terminology. “Batswana” is a plural noun referring to the
Tswana people. “Botswana” is the name of an independent African nation
where the majority of the people speak the Setswana language. Before gaining
independence in 1966, what is now Botswana was known as the Protectorate
of Bechuanaland. Not all Batswana live in Botswana. Many Setswana speakers
live in the Republic of South Africa in what was successively called British
Bechuanaland, the Cape Province, and (under apartheid) the “homeland” of
Bophuthatswana.
Comaroff and Comaroff, Of Revelation and Revolution, vol. 2, p. 52.
Landau, Realm of the Word, p. xxii. The Comaroffs’ introduction to the sec-
ond volume of Of Revelation and Revolution addresses Landau’s concerns.
They also respond to similar criticism from Terence Ranger and other histori-
ans. See vol. 2, pp. 44ff.
Janet Hodgson’s Princess Emma (Craighall, South Africa: A.D. Donker,
1987) is one of the few offerings which explores in depth a southern African
woman’s responses to Christian conversion and mission education in the mid-
nineteenth century. Emma, the daughter of the Xhosa king Sandile, was edu-
cated in an Anglican school—Zonnebloem College—in Cape Town in the
1850s.
Price, Journals. The original letters of Elizabeth Price are held at the Cory
Library for Historical Research at Rhodes University in Grahamstown, South
Africa. Una Long, who edited them for publication, was a white South Afri-
can academic; she is strongly identified with the Cory Library. Her father was
a journalist and a politician, her grandfather a Church of England clergyman
in Norwich, U. K. Long was a Field-Worker in History at Rhodes University,
where she was charged with the task of locating, and securing for the Cory
Library, privately owned unofficial manuscripts relating to the history of
South Africa. Included among these are the letters of Elizabeth Lees Price.
Sandy Rowoldst, librarian at the Cory Library, personal communication, 9 July
1998.

After extensive research in Botswana (then known as the Bechuanaland
Protectorate) and the United Kingdom, Long edited, annotated, and intro-
duced the Price letters. Elizabeth Price’s daughter, Christian Wallace Price,
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13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

had produced typescript copies of her mother’s letters. Both the originals and
the typescript copies were at Long’s disposal. For several of the key passages
used in this chapter I was able to check Long’s published version of the text
against photocopies of the original hand-written letters. These copies were
kindly provided by the staff of the Cory Library.

Although the Comaroffs, Landau, and others have made use of the Price jour-
nals, they are not interested in Price as an individual. The Comaroffs mine
Price’s letters for references to evidence of domesticity-as-imperialism.
Landau and others have used her detailed accounts of the contemporary
scene to reconstruct the political history of the region. This is particularly
true of Frederick Jeffress Ramsay, Jr., “The Rise and Fall of the Bakwena
Dynasty of South-Central Botswana, 1820-1940” (Ph.D. diss., Boston Univer-
sity, 1991). Edwin Smith drew heavily on Price’s journals in his Great Lion of
Bechuanaland: The Life and Times of Roger Price, Missionary (London: Inde-
pendent Press for the London Missionary Society, 1957).

Kuanteng’s words do not appear in these stories, only her actions. But these
also can “speak.”

Personal Narratives Group, Interpreting Women’s Lives: Feminist Theory and
Personal Narratives (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1989), p. 13.
Women scholars from the formerly colonized world, as well as others, have
pointed out the ways that Western feminist scholars gloss over painfully real
differences in power, values, and life circumstance when they claim to repre-
sent women from other parts of the world on the strength of a shared female
identity. For example, see Trinh T. Minh-Ha, Woman, Native, Other: Writing
Postcoloniality and Feminism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1989).
One of the more scathing indictments of the efforts of Western female schol-
ars’ work in African women’s history is Kirk Hoppe, “ ‘Whose Life Is It, Any-
way?’: Issues of Representation in Life Narrative Texts of African Women,”
International Journal of African Historical Studies 26, no. 3 (1993): 623-36. See
also Heidi Gengenbach’s rebuttal to Hoppe, “Truth-Telling and the Politics of
Women’s Life History Research in Africa: A Reply to Kirk Hoppe,” Interna-
tional Journal of African Historical Studies 27, no. 3 (1994): 619-27.

An exception to this is Ramsay, “Rise and Fall of the Bakwena Dynasty.”

The last major published work on Sechele in English was Anthony Sillery’s
Sechele: The Story of an African Chief (Oxford: George Ronald, 1954).
Wolfgang Proske’s recent study, in German, of the Hermannsburg missionar-
ies in Tswana country devotes considerable attention to Sechele without sub-
stantively changing the perspectives offered by Sillery. See Wolfgang Proske,
Botswana und die Anfaenge der Hermannsburger Mission (Frankfurt-am-
Main: Peter Lang, 1989). William Duggan, An Economic Analysis of Southern
African Agriculture (New York: Sage, 1986), and Gary Okihiro, “Hunters,
Herders, Cultivators, and Traders: Interaction and Change in the Kgalagadi,
Nineteenth Century” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, Los Angeles,
1976) treat Molepolole and its environs, but they do not put principal focus
on Sechele’s kingdom.

Sechele’s leadership of the Kwena is a compelling example of an attempt at
Christian African kingship, earlier, though less famous, than that of Khama
IIT’s rule of the Ngwato kingdom, highlighted by Landau in Realm of the
Word. The Ngwato kingdom did not gain ascendancy until late in the nine-
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19.

20.

21.

22.
23.

24.
25.

26.
27.

teenth century. In addition, Landau’s period of study begins in earnest with
the declaration of the British Protectorate over Bechuanaland (1895), while
the Comaroffs’ lack of emphasis on “event history” means that they pay little
attention to the period 1850-80.

For more on the symbolic importance of irrigation to missionaries in general
and those located at the springs of Kuruman in particular, see Nancy Jacobs,
“The Flowing Eye: Water Management in the Upper Kuruman Valley, South
Africa, c. 1800-1962, Journal of African History 37, no. 2 (1996): 237-60,
especially pp. 239-44.

Bessie married LMS missionary Roger Price and her eldest sister, Mary, mar-
ried David Livingstone. Their sister Ann married Paris Evangelical Mission
Society agent Jean Fredoux, and Jane “Jeanie” Moffat remained unmarried,
serving at Kuruman as a teacher until her father’s retirement. The Moffats’
youngest son, John Smith Moffat, served as an independent missionary and
later joined the LMS, serving at the LMS station at Inyati in Matabeleland
(now in Zimbabwe) from 1859 to 1865. He then took over at Kuruman when
his father retired, and in the end left mission work altogether to work for the
British colonial service in South Africa and Rhodesia (Zimbabwe).

See Elizabeth Elbourne, “Concerning Missionaries: The Case of Van der
Kemp,” Journal of Southern African Studies 17, no. 1 (1991): 153-64; and Janet
Hodgson, “Do We Hear You, Nyengana? Dr. J. T. Vanderkemp and the First
Mission to the Xhosa,” Religion in Southern Africa 5, no. 1 (1984): 3-47.

By 1860 Mary despaired of her daughters’ staying at the station, and was
preparing to send them to live “in the Colony” at Capetown. Mora Dickson,
Beloved Partner: Mary Moffat of Kuruman: A Biography Based on Her Letters
(1974; reprint, Kuruman and Gaborone: Kuruman Moffat Mission Trust/
Botswana Book Centre, 1989), p. 158.

See Dickson, Beloved Partner.

Valentine Cunningham, “‘God and Nature Intended You for a Missionary’s
Wife’: Mary Hill, Jane Eyre, and Other Missionary Women in the 1840s,” in
Women and Missions: Past and Present: Anthropological and Historical Percep-
tions, ed. Fiona Bowie, Deborah Kirkwood, and Shirley Ardener (Providence,
R.L: Berg, 1993), p. 89. See also Cecillie Swaisland, “Wanted—Earnest, Self-
Sacrificing Women for Service in South Africa: Nineteenth-Century Recruit-
ment of Single Women to Protestant Missions,” ibid., pp. 70-83. LMS policy
on admitting single or married women to the mission field as missionaries in
their own right was reflected in the policies of other Protestant mission socie-
ties as well: women did not, in general, officially act as missionaries until the
last two decades of the nineteenth century. See also Jane Hunter, The Gospel
of Gentility: American Women Missionaries in Turn-of-the-Century China
(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1984).

Dickson, Beloved Partner, p. 62.

For more on how Bessie and her sister Jeanie changed from resisting to em-
bracing their teaching job at Kuruman, see Dickson, Beloved Partner, p. 198.
Price, Journals, p. 433.

The extent to which literacy, the rejection of certain “traditional” African
customs, and the adoption of certain European cultural practices became
bound up with the process of Christian conversion has been addressed in
scores of articles and books. The lines drawn on these issues varied from one
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29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.
35.
36.

37.

mission society to another and changed in broadly uniform ways over the
course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Relevant scholarship
includes Landau, Realm of the Word, especially p. 17; and Hodgson, “Do We
Hear You, Nyengana?”. An extensive literature treats the question of female
circumcision among the Kikuyu in the 1920s; see, for example, Susan Peder-
son, “National Bodies, Unspeakable Acts: The Sexual Politics of Colonial
Policy-Making,” Journal of Modern History 63, no. 4 (1991): 647-80. For a
useful anthology, see Torben Christensen and William R. Hutchison, eds.,
Missionary Ideologies in the Imperialist Era: 1880-1920 (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard Theological Review, and Aarhus, Denmark: Aros, 1982).

Sechele’s wife’s name was Selemeng. She was referred to, however, as “Ma-
Sebele,” or “mother of Sebele.” Mary Moffat was similarly called “Ma-Mary”
by the Batswana, since her first-born child was also named Mary.

While Sechele was traveling from his capital, at that time located at
Dithubaruba, to Cape Town, he left the members of his family at Kuruman.
He went to Cape Town to protest against the terms of the 1850 Sand River
Convention, which ruled that Europeans in the Cape would no longer sell
arms to Africans, while continuing to sell arms to the Boers living beyond the
Cape’s borders. The Boers had recently attacked Dithubaruba. Sechele spoke
with Governor George Cathcart, who dismissed his concerns as beyond the
responsibility of the colonial government. Robert Moffat pointed out, in a
letter of 1852, that Sechele brought his family to Kuruman in part for reasons
of security: “[T have been given] the charge of Sechele’s children whom he
sent to my care for their education. . . . after the attack of the Boers, [he sent]
his wife and little ones, with a considerable retinue for safety.” Robert Moffat,
The Matabele Journals of Robert Moffat, 1829-1860, ed. J. P. R. Wallis (Salis-
bury: National Archives of Rhodesia, 1976), vol. 1, p. 278.

In response to Sechele’s persistent requests that the LMS assign a missionary
to live at the Kwena capital, Moffat sent his son-in-law, David Livingstone
(married to his eldest child, Mary), to be Sechele’s missionary in the 1840s.
From Livingstone Sechele learned to read and write, and was baptized in 1848.
Bessie Price wrote that Ope, at about age twelve, had been betrothed to
Khosilintsi before Sechele’s baptism by David Livingstone in 1848. Price,
Journals, p. 424.

Bessie termed Ope’s mother Sechele’s “Chief Wife” (Price, Journals, p. 67). In
spite of Kebalepile’s status, Sechele retained Selemeng (Ma-Sebele) as his sole
wife when he converted to Christianity, since Selemeng was the mother of his
male heir, Sebele.

Solomon T. Plaatje, Sechuana Proverbs with Literal Translations and the Euro-
pean Equivalents (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, and Trubner, 1916), p. 74.
Price, Journals, pp. 67-68.

Moftat, Matabele Journals, vol. 1, pp. 164-78.

Moffat was on his way from Kuruman on one of his many journeys to
Matabeleland, the Ndebele kingdom led by Mzilikazi in what is now
Zimbabwe. He stopped at Sechele’s capital on his way both to and from
Matabeleland.

Boys were circumcised, while girls had a hot rod pressed against the inside of
the thighs. For both sexes, the ability to bear pain was an ingredient of adult
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45.
46.

47.
48.
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status. See Margaret Kinsman, “‘Beasts of Burden’: The Subordination of
Southern Tswana Women, ca. 1800-1840,” Journal of Southern African Studies
10, no. 1 (1983): 39-54; and Jean Comaroff, Body of Power, Spirit of Resistance
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), pp. 114-15.

Smith, Great Lion of Bechuanaland, p. 162.

See Thomas Tlou, “The Batawana of Northwestern Botswana and Christian
Missionaries: 1877-1906,” Transafrican Journal of History 3, nos. 1-2 (1973):
112-28, for more on age-grade associations among the Tswana. This was not
the first recorded instance in which a Tswana woman defied Sechele and the
missionaries to participate in her age-grade’s bojale. David Livingstone, the
first missionary to Sechele, wrote in 1846 of a woman who feared her daugh-
ter, a Christian, would not be accepted by the people at Chonwane since she
had not been “boyalified” (David Livingstone, Family Letters, 1841-1856, ed.
with an introduction by Isaac Schapera [London: Chatto and Windus, 1959],
vol. 1, p. 173).

Finding that “neither Ope nor Khosilintse were believers [i.e., Christians]
Moffat told Sechele to forbid the match, impressing upon him that it was his
duty “to leave Ope to be the spouse of a young man whom she could love.”
Moffat, Matabele Journals, pp. 161-62.

His political situation, in light of the strength of Khosilintsi’s anti-Christian
faction, would not permit Sechele to impose a kingdom-wide ban on initia-
tion ceremonies. This is one of the striking differences between Sechele’s
situation and that of Khama III as depicted by Landau in The Realm of the
Word. In the Ngwato kingdom during that later period, facing a more aggres-
sive British colonial presence and wielding a very different type of authority,
Khama III was able to impose wide-reaching bans on “heathen” practices
such as the brewing of beer. Sechele’s attempts to maintain Christian teach-
ings as rigidly as his political situation permitted were partly motivated by his
need for Moffat’s support in matters of strategic security.

Sefunelo was the son of Moroka, chief of the Rolong. Price, Journals, p. 425

n. 1.

There is a rumor that Ope’s son, Motlhware, was in fact not the son of
Sefunelo, but of Tshipinare, a relative of his who took Ope as a levirate wife.
See Colin Murray, Black Mountain: Land, Class, and Power in the Eastern
Orange Free State, 1880s to 1980s (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution
Press, 1992), pp. 22-24. This would suggest that Ope had a total of three hus-
bands, not two.

Price, Journals, p. 425.

Ibid.

At this time Bessie’s husband Roger had recently resumed his place as mission-
ary to Sechele after a four-year furlough.

Ibid., pp. 426-27.

Stephen Volz, “Chief of a Heathen Town: Kgosi Sechele and the Arrival of
Christianity among the Tswana” (M.A. thesis, University of Wisconsin, Madi-
son, 1999), p. 84.

Similarly, he tolerated Sechele’s bid to bring in the German Lutherans, though
in the end Khosilintsi reviled them as mere Boers and was influential in get-
ting Sechele to end his support for the Hermannsburg missionaries.

»
>
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Khosilintsi delivered a searing speech for Moffat’s benefit in 1854 about the
hypocrisies of British “native” policy in the region. The Sand River Conven-
tion had made the purchase of firearms illegal only for Africans. Khosilintsi
resented that his continued use of guns only earned him a self-righteous
reminder from missionaries that it was against God’s law to promote war.

He said, “Are we only to obey the word of God because we are black? Are
white people not to obey the word of God, because they are white?” (Moffat,
Matabele Journals, p. 378). In contrast, Sechele’s hopes for British protection
against the Boers never wavered. By the 1880s, after the 1879 Anglo-Zulu war
and other regional conflicts between African polities and British colonial
interests, there was marked tension in Sechele’s capital between Europeans
and the Africans of the “pagan” camp.

Price, Journals, p. 476.

Ibid., p. 484.

Price, Journals, p. 150.

Ibid., p. 68.

Moffat, Matabele Journals, p. 174.

Moffat goes on to say, “So there is one of Sechele’s school-mistresses disposed
of. ... Isaid nothing. It was too late. My heart, however, felt grieved at the
conduct of Sechele giving a young woman to a man whose shameless charac-
ter is a joke in the country” Moffat, Matabele Journals, p. 345. Later Moffat
refers to Wilson as a “whoremonger” (p. 351).

Price, Journals, pp. 68, 150. In the earlier account Bessie writes that Kuanteng
and Wilson were “married, somehow,” but in the later she calls Kuanteng his
“mistress.” How many children they had is unclear as well; the earlier account
mentions only one, but the later refers to “children.” W. C. Baldwin, African
Hunting from Natal to the Zambezi: From 1852 to 1860, 2nd ed. (London,
1863), pp. 286-90, also mentions only one, and this seems more likely to be
correct than Bessie’s reminiscences very late in life.

“This place” refers to Shoshong, the capital of the Ngwato branch of Tswana,
ruled in 1863 by Segkhoma. The Ngwato polity was later famous among Euro-
peans as the realm ruled by Segkhoma’s son, Khama. Khama was already an
important player in Ngwato politics by this time. Bessie and Roger Price
began their married life at Shoshong in 1863 before settling at the Kwena
capital, Molepolole, under Sechele in 1866.

Schulenburg was the Hermannsburg Society’s Lutheran missionary stationed
at Shoshong. He returned to Germany not long after the Prices’ arrival. For
more on the Hermannsburg mission to the Tswana, see Proske, Botswana.
Price, Journals, pp. 150-51.

W. C. Baldwin, a British hunter, wrote of his 1858 encounter with Kuanteng
shortly after Wilson had left for England. Some days after leaving Lake
Ngami, he said, “I came across the Bechuanas—Wilson’s wife, Sechele’s
daughter. Wearied and footsore, unused to walking, she was dead-beat and
unable to proceed. I acted the part of the Good Samaritan and gave her and
her brat a seat in the wagon all the way to Sechele’s” Baldwin, African Hunt-
ing, p. 286.

As Kirk Hoppe says, “silence is a strategy.” Hoppe, “Whose Life Is It, Any-
way?” p. 631.
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She was most likely born in 1848 or 1849, since Livingstone felt compelled to
bar Sechele from church membership not long after his baptism because he
had resumed sexual relations with Mokgokong. See Neil Parsons, King
Khama, Emperor Joe, and the Great White Queen: Victorian Britain through
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3 Colonial Midwives and
Modernizing Childbirth in
French West Africa

Jane Turrittin

When the colonial administration opted to promote Western medicine in French
West Africa (Afrique Orientale Frangaise—AOF) as an aspect of their mission
civilisatrice, they found it necessary to create a new social strata of educated
Africans—the évolués—that ultimately played a very different role from that
originally intended. Because the French viewed Western medicine as “an indi-
cation of all the benefits which our occupation can give them [the Africans],”'
and recognized that training African women could further their project of so-
cial domination by facilitating access to African families,” they included a school
of midwifery in the medical center they established in Dakar in 1918. L’Ecole
des sages-femmes was the first school of midwifery in Africa. Several évolués
who trained as medical auxiliaries at the Dakar medical center, including a
handful of colonial midwives, became militants in the anti-French indepen-
dence movement.

The other colonial powers also trained African medical auxiliaries’ to pro-
mote public health but, whereas in the AOF the colonial state took responsibility
for health promotion from the beginning, medical auxiliaries in the British
colonies and in the Belgian Congo were trained in missionary institutions. Only
later was their training subsidized by the colonial state.* Midwifery education
in Uganda, for example, was introduced in 1919 by the wife of a Church Mission
Society missionary.” In both the French and English colonies, medicine was
one of the first fields in which women had an opportunity for post-primary
education.® This chapter examines the modernizing role of the colonial elite of
Franco-African évolués by focusing on the work of colonial midwives who,
from the end of World War I to independence, disseminated the French model
of childbirth and other aspects of Western medicine to subject peoples through-
out the AOE.

Creating an indigenous medical corps was congruent with the French colo-
nial administration’s political interests after World War I. However, the catalyst
for the establishment of the Dakar medical center was a demand made by Blaise
Diagne, the first African elected to represent the quatre communes (Four Com-



munes) in the French Chamber of Deputies, for France to expand its colo-
nial health services in recompense for the contributions Africans had made to
the war.” The medical center, made up of three faculties—L’Ecole africaine de
médecine (the African Medical School), popularly known as I’Ecole le Dantec for
its first director, Dr. Aristide Le Dantec; I’Ecole Jules Carde, a pharmaceutical
school; and I’Ecole des sages-femmes—was a crucial component of the state-
sponsored health service the French put in place to promote preventive and so-
cial health in the postwar period.® Colonial midwives were the most highly edu-
cated women in the AOF until 1938, when teachers’ training schools for women
were opened in Rufisque, Senegal, and Katibougou in the Ivory Coast.” Each of
the more than five hundred midwives who graduated from the School of Mid-
wifery between 1920 and 1957, when it was annexed to the reorganized Medical
School in Dakar,'’ was obligated to serve in the Service de santé (Health Service)
for a period of at least ten years. As members of pioneering teams of medical
auxiliaries sent to introduce Western medicine into the French African colonies
of Senegal, Guinea, Soudan, Ivory Coast, Upper Volta, Niger, Dahomey, the
Cameroun, and Togo, colonial midwives were a significant occupational group. "’

The main source for this chapter is the autobiography of an African midwife,
Aoua Kéita—Femme d’Afrique (Woman of Africa)."” Few African women have
written autobiographies, and autobiographies by women active during the co-
lonial period are even rarer. Fernme d’Afrique is a valuable social document be-
cause it provides us with the voice of an African woman who was “a militant
civil servant during the colonial epoque, and because it shows the difficulties of
a woman in Malian society.”"® Kéita’s active career as a pioneering midwife and
political militant from 1931 to 1968 coincided with the transition from colonial
domination in the former French Soudan to national independence in Mali.
Born in Bamako in 1912, Kéita attended the Ecole des filles and the Orphelinat
des métisses and then the School of Midwifery in Dakar, from which she gradu-
ated in 1931. She worked for the Colonial Health Service throughout what was
then the French Soudan, delivering more than nine thousand babies before re-
tiring from midwifery."* She received her political apprenticeship in the health
workers’ union (Symedvétopharsa, the Syndicat des médecins, vétérinaires, phar-
maciens, et sages-femmes [Union of Doctors, Veterinarians, Pharmacists, and
Midwives],"” an umbrella organization of all health care workers) and, as a
union member, participated in major strikes in the period leading up to inde-
pendence. In conjunction with her union activity, she became a well-known
militant in the Soudanese branch of the Rassemblement democratique africain
(USRDA), a radical party opposed to French colonialism. She achieved national
leadership in the USRDA when she was the first woman ever to be appointed
to the party’s central committee. She and Aissata Sow, president of the Teach-
ers’ Union, co-founded the Union of Salaried Women of Bamako. As a deputy
elected to the independent Republic of Mali’s national assembly in 1960 and as
head of the women’s branch of the party, the National Union of Malian Women
(Union nationale des femmes du Mali—UNFM), Kéita made a significant con-
tribution to Mali’s 1962 constitution by promoting marriage legislation which
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enhanced women’s rights. Kéita went into exile in 1968 when Modibo Kéita was
deposed in a military coup. She died in Bamako in 1979.

Kéita expresses évolué “liberationist self-representations” and values in Femme
d’Afrique, which she wrote to ensure that her views on the events in which she
had participated would become part of the public record.'® In addition, she re-
corded a great deal of information about her experiences as a colonial midwife
on the French model. Kéita’s access to alternative knowledge led her to question
aspects of African traditions, as well as to work to change the “traditional” place
of women in African societies by promoting women’s rights and opposing both
French colonialism and patriarchy. Her life story illustrates the dilemmas expe-
rienced by évolué women who struggled to reconcile the habits imparted to them
by the colonial education system with the African values to which they were
socialized as children."” Yet one must be cautious in generalizing from Kéita’s
experiences to those of colonial midwives as a group, because few were as will-
ing as Kéita to be publicly active in the anti-colonial movement.'® The excerpts
selected from Femme d’Afrique for this chapter illustrate experiences colonial
midwives tended to share, rather than those which were unique to Aoua Kéita.

In analyzing colonial midwives’ experiences, it is important to remember that
the production of knowledge, including scientific understandings of reproduc-
tion and birthing" in the industrialized and nonindustrialized worlds, is shaped
by different material, social, and political conditions. The case of midwifery in
Africa is especially interesting because it exemplifies a local knowledge system
that is controlled by women.” While men controlled obstetrics in France in the
1930s, in Africa the profession was controlled by postmenopausal women, who
derived considerable prestige and material rewards from their activities. Thus
both the colonial midwives who promoted the Western model of birthing and
the local representatives of African systems of birthing and reproduction with
whom they were in competition were women.

Historians and anthropologists have used a number of approaches to make
sense of African medical systems and the history of Western medicine in Af-
rica.”' I draw upon the work of feminist historians who have examined the dy-
namics of race, gender, and class in relation to state and missionary promotion
of medicine during the colonial period. For example, in Divided Sisterhood, a
study of the nursing profession in South Africa, Shula Marks documents how
“medical services are profoundly gendered”:

Relations of domination and subordination are not simply a result of class and
racially defined divisions, but also result from inequalities of power between men
and women, and between white, brown and black women.?

Megan Vaughan has examined how medical discourse has been used to delineate
the “politics of difference” and shows how Africans have responded with con-
testation, resistance, redefinition, and rejection to the differences “bestowed”
upon them by the British.”’ Vaughan has worked with a group of historians of
colonialism in the former British East Africa who use the concept of hegemony
to analyze colonial medical history. They argue that, since medical professionals
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“largely accepted the values the colonizers attached to medical intervention and
carried them beyond the confines of the colonial enclaves,” they “provide a win-
dow on the operation of hegemony.”** As this chapter demonstrates, such pro-
fessionals often “contested” the colonial administration’s hegemony.”

The School of Midwifery in Dakar

Students were selected for training at the School of Midwifery on the
basis of competitive examinations given annually throughout the territories of
the AOE.* The costs of their education were covered by tax revenue generated
within the AOF. Most, including Kéita, were from privileged backgrounds; more
were Christian than Muslim. Kéita’s father was an ancien combattant who, after
serving France in Europe in World War I, became a civil servant employed at
Bamako’s central laboratory.

In 1935, the School of Midwifery, whose premises had been in temporary
buildings, moved into an “elegant” pavilion which contained an obstetrical clinic
and was attached to the 250-bed Le Dantec Hospital, where midwifery students
did their practical training. The pavilion’s design was inspired by Sudanese ar-
chitecture, but its spatial organization reflected French, rather than African,
conventions.”” The colonial administrators and educators modeled the school’s
curriculum after midwifery curriculums current in France.” Convinced of the
superiority of French medical knowledge and techniques, they made little effort
to promote African, experientially based, “prescientific” knowledge of birthing
and reproduction.” The educators’ racialized, ethnocentric understandings are
reflected in a statement in a 1935 brochure describing the school, which notes
that the training emphasized “practical competency rather than . . . theoretical
» 30

knowledge.
[E]very effort is being made to make the course simple and concrete, and to bring

it as far as possible into line with modern practice and in touch with the pathologi-
cal problems of French West Africa.”!

[T]he most notable feature of the students’ training was the half-day clinics and
hospital sessions in which they participated daily with their professors from the
first year onward.”

In their first year, the young women studied:

Periods per week
Obstetrics, tutorials, exercises on lay figures 5
Infant welfare
Elementary anatomy and physiology
Hygiene
Public health visiting (first year)
Course of general education (orthography,
French, and arithmetic)

G = = = =

Discussion and teamwork were encouraged. Instead of lecturing, teachers dic-
tated clear notes to which students could refer throughout their careers. Accord-
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ing to the brochure, this method not only had better results but also offered “the
additional advantage of developing in our students a facility in expressing them-
selves orally in the French language.”**

The school’s paternalistic operating philosophy encoded the colonialists’ be-
lief that medicine and morality were linked.” The effort to shape students’ mor-
als was so thorough that in the dormitory students were under the constant
supervision of two European women able to “advise them in all the details of
their everyday life . . . [give] moral guidance and . . . inculcate habits of order
and regularity and proper behavior™:

This supervision . . . is neither over-strict nor interfering. Every effort is made to
leave the students a certain degree of liberty and some scope for initiative, so that
later on, when they are left to their own devices, they may already have learned self-
control.

On every possible occasion . . . [students are reminded] of what they owe person-
ally to France. . . . By unobtrusive but unremitting efforts on these lines we en-
deavor to ensure that later on they may become thoroughly loyal servants of the
Government.”®

Students were evaluated on their behavior (conduite) as well as their academic
work (travail). Kéita portrays herself as a rebel in a brief comment about the
three years of serious study (de bonnes études) she spent at the School of Mid-
wifery:

[W]ith respect to behavior, my turbulence was not appreciated by the supervisors
whom I teased to amuse myself. In these conditions, bad grades for behavior rained
down on me. Happily, my work did not suffer because of it.”’

Midwifery training was aimed at rendering students fully committed to
French birthing practices and French culture.”® Kéita declared that when she
graduated, at the age of nineteen, she had gained “confidence in myself and in
the future” (27). Moreover, she had acquired a set of expectations about social,
familial, and personal life qualitatively different from the values imparted to her
in childhood by her traditional Soudanese education (15-26). She was happy
and proud to learn that she would be working in distant Gao, where she could
use her “modest knowledge in the service of a population who had never known
what a midwife was” (28). Kéita, like other colonial midwives, was motivated to
relieve human misery, spread évolué values, and help her sisters to sortir de tra-
dition (leave tradition behind), activities which gave them the moral satisfac-
tion of serving the social good.”

The Colonial Health Service (Service de la santé) and
the Colonial Midwives Corps

In 1918, health services in French West Africa were transferred from
military to civilian control.*’ Yet their military origins were carried over to the
Colonial Health Service’s philosophy of health care and are visible in its authori-
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tarian, bureaucratic organizational structure, which continued to be character-
ized by “medical apartheid.”* Its cadre supérieur was made up of ex-army and
foreign doctors and its cadre inférieur of African medical auxiliaries.

To fulfill its mandate to enlarge “the cadre of medical assistants . . . [and ori-
ent them] toward hygiene and preventive and social medicine,”* to reduce in-
fant mortality, and to increase the productivity of the labor force,” the French
colonial administration embarked on a campaign to build an infrastructure of
medical posts. By 1946, they had established 152 such posts throughout the
AOFE.* Each post was headed by a doctor (médecin-chef de lieu), who was aided
by male or female nurses and a midwife. The ideal was that each post would
have a car with a chauffeur, in order that personnel could make inspection tours,
carry out vaccination campaigns, and evacuate those needing emergency medi-
cal care. The cadre supérieur did undertake regular inspection tours to super-
vise the work of the medical auxiliaries in the posts under their jurisdiction,
but the reality was that only a few posts had cars. Medical personnel made their
rounds by bicycle.” Because of logistical difficulties, African auxiliary person-
nel often acted independently. Although the cadre supérieur had more educa-
tion and status and earned more, the auxiliary personnel’s work was very similar
to that of the cadre inférieur.** Materials were frequently in short supply*’ and
there was a constant turnover of French and foreign doctors, who were over-
worked and often spoke no local languages. The administration had such diffi-
culty staffing the more remote centers that, as early as 1927-29, one-fifth of all
the doctors in the AOF were in Dakar.*

As a member of the Health Service’s medical team, a colonial midwife was
responsible for a wide range of tasks.” She supervised obstetric and infant care,
promoted health education, and managed maternity wards on medical posts.
Her duties were strictly regulated by a series of administrative decrees (arrétes).
She was authorized to give vaccinations, but legally obligated to call upon an
auxiliary doctor in cases of difficult or pathological births.*® Only certain kinds
of medical instruments could be included in her trousseau de sage-femme. The
medications she could use and prescribe were confined to “alist . . . fixed by the
code made by medical specialists.”' At baby-weighing clinics and during con-
sultations she instructed mothers about personal hygiene during pregnancy,
vaccinations, reproductive matters, nutrition, and general hygiene and sanita-
tion (clean drinking water, the danger of dirty hands). She encouraged women’s
use of maternity centers as educational resource centers for matters pertaining
to maternal and child health and other issues of interest to women.** In addi-
tion, she trained traditional birth attendants (TBAs) and maternity assistants.”
Management of a post’s maternity center necessitated organizing the work en-
vironment; hiring, training and supervising personnel; and ordering and main-
taining supplies. A midwife had to secure the collaboration of clients and sub-
ordinates, to whom Western hygienic practices made little cultural sense, in
order to enforce and maintain the hygienic standards which she learned at the
School of Midwifery. The continuous supervision of maternity personnel, who
were responsible for cleaning, laundry, and cooking, necessitated considerable
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social skill. Kéita was criticized for three months by staff who did not like her
toubab™ rules about keeping the maternity clean, but she “remained insensible,
if not indifferent and uncompromising,” until “people understood and the situa-
tion reverted to normal” (95; see also 68).

A novice midwife generally began her career at an isolated post, moving to
less isolated, better-equipped posts as she gained experience and seniority.” It
was Colonial Health Service policy to send auxiliary medical staff to posts in
areas other than their place of origin. For this reason, a midwife sometimes had
to learn a new language before she could do her work effectively.”® Indeed, Aoua
Kéita’s career reflects the mobility midwives could experience. Between 1931
and 1956 she worked at eleven posts, her stay at each varying from less than six
months to six years.”” A midwife could augment her salary by working overtime,
but there was a limit on overtime earnings. She could also supplement her wages
by delivering the children of Europeans and Lebanese.”

As in the military, employees of the Health Service could move upward
through a number of grades. Once a colonial midwife reached a certain rank,
she was obligated to take a six-month refresher course, followed by an exami-
nation, to qualify for promotion. Midwives usually took this course after six to
eight years.”

[T]he refresher course . . . best serves to demonstrate the extent to which the
students who have qualified at the school have made good in their profession. Of
the twenty-five midwives who underwent the refresher course by 1934, ten were
classed as “excellent,” while eleven have exhibited a satisfactory measure of devo-
tion to their work and an adequate capacity for resisting that temptation to stagna-
tion which besets the path of every practitioner who has to bury himself away in
the bush.”

There were eight grades, or ranks, in the Health Service. Thirty percent of mid-
wives reached the four highest. The salary paid at the lowest rank (3e classe stagi-
are) was approximately half that paid at the highest (principale 1¢re classe).”'
Kéita made her way through the ranks, although it took her seven years to be
promoted from the second highest to the highest.

The Long Arm of the Job® (1): Encountering Resistance

Bearing children is a fundamental aspect of African women’s social
identity, in no small part because economic production in Africa is largely de-
pendent on human labor power. For this reason, children are viewed as sacred,*
motherhood as a benediction, and childbearing as a sign of women’s strength
and power.** Because childbirth can lead to the death of both mother and in-
fant, several cultures conceptualize it metaphorically as women’s “field of battle.”
Kéita writes,

Sonrai, Bambara, Wolof, Malinke, Kassonke, Sere, Samo, Peul, Diola, Sarakole, and
Bobo women that I had occasion to assist in the course of my long career as a mid-
wife, all had the same behavior when faced with the pain of childbirth, with rare
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exceptions. . . . Because of the value given to personal honor, [they] . .. make it a
point of honor to give birth without expressing their suffering [so as not to bring
shame on their families or themselves]. (260-61, 262)

The eternal refrain is the following: women do not participate in battle, nor in
hunting parties, nor do they fish. . . . The field of battle is childbirth, whose pain
they must support with courage and dignity. . . . For them, it is an ordeal which
must be supported in honor. They have only the right to invoke the name of God.
(261)

Indeed, as several authors have shown, African women could enhance their so-
cial status through ritual elaboration of their childbearing roles.”

Cognizant of the significance Africans accorded to childbearing, the French
administration believed that African women would welcome the “superior”
birthing techniques introduced by colonial midwives,” yet the opposite proved
to be true. African women welcomed colonial midwives’ ability to save mother
and infant in times of crisis, but otherwise strongly resisted the birthing prac-
tices the French promoted.

There were many reasons for this resistance. African women of childbearing
age did not find the French model of childbirth easy to assimilate to their own
knowledge systems and beliefs. Moreover, postmenopausal women who were
TBAs saw no need to cede their power and status to colonial midwives. More
importantly, perhaps, colonial midwives’ class identity as évolués, their toubab
habits, and their ethnocentrism interfered with their efforts to promote the
French model of childbirth.”

In her autobiography, Kéita conscientiously reports African women’s resis-
tance to the type of care dispensed at government maternity centers:

Next, the new mothers and their women friends began to dance and all of them
formed an impenetrable block against me. Then the rumor began to sweep
through the town: “Aoua has begun to tire the women with her toubab ways, she
forbids spitting on the ground, this is unforgivable. Sick mothers don’t even have
the right to keep a little plate of rice under their bed. She separates mothers and
babies, the former in their beds, the latter in their cribs. We’ve never seen that
before.” They all condemned me.*® (95)

In addition to contesting maternity rules concerning infant care, eating, and
cleanliness, African women, who delivered their babies in an upright or stooping
position on mats at home, were unfamiliar with delivering in a supine posi-
tion on beds.” Moreover, women who gave birth in maternity centers missed
the constant emotional and social support of friends and family members.”’
Women remained in the maternity centers for seven to eleven days, and visitors
were not allowed during siesta hours. It was customary for women who gave
birth at home to be visited by women friends during those hours.

As the first colonial midwife posted to Gao, Kéita was thrust into a situation
in which local women who “had never known what a midwife was” strongly
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distrusted anything European and hid from her to avoid pelvic examinations
(28,31).”" Her work was “limited [at first] . . . to caring for mothers and infants
after the birth, cutting the umbilical cord, disinfecting the eyes, [and] examin-
ing the placenta” (32). As a result of her more spectacular procedures, however
—“digital curetagein the case of hemorrhage after an abortion, . . . artificial de-
liveries, animation of infants who appear to be stillborn . . . ” (32)—Kéita won
the local population’s respect and earned a “sensational” reputation. Babies were
born at home until 1936 when, due largely to Kéita’s efforts, the first maternity
center opened (45).

Colonial midwives’ ethnocentrism sometimes prevented them from respond-
ing appropriately when confronted with culturally distinctive behavior. The
Moors, according to Kéita, valued the husband’s presence at birth. When she as-
sisted a Moor woman at childbirth, she did not know how to manage the wom-
an’s husband’s presence:

I was amused for a short while [by the husband’s comings and goings]. Then, I
simply freed the poor man, ordering him not to come back to the maternity until
after the baby had been born. (260)

Yet working among various peoples gave colonial midwives a comparative per-
spective on birthing and reproductive beliefs. Though a “Bambara,” Kéita was
critical of a belief held by Bambara speakers that a child whose first bath was
not done properly would have a disagreeable odor all its life. On the other hand,
she considered some indigenous practices as efficacious as, and even superior to,
French practices. She describes approvingly how the “infants of the Kingdom
of the Askias” (in Gao) are “washed” with a fine, clean sand especially prepared
for that purpose, and then confesses that

we, midwives at that epoch, washed the little Africans with a lot of water to

keep our clientele. However, at the principal hospital in Dakar, the first bath of
newborn Europeans was made with paraffin oil and was not given to the child
until the umbilical cord had fallen off and the wound caused by cutting the cord
had healed completely. (268-70)

Kéita’s confession reveals an irony—the way colonial midwives bathed new-
borns gave African women ideas about what was “modern” which devalued
even those local practices which colonial midwives approved. When Kéita asks
her readers how “we can act to eliminate certain customs . . . without losing the
support of the masses” (288), she expresses the frustrations of many évolués
who sought to promote the French model of birthing and particular aspects of
French culture.

The Long Arm of the Job (2): Contesting Discrimination

If Kéita dedicated herself to promoting a French model of birthing, she
also continually and publicly opposed French colonialism and the inequities as-
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sociated with it. As members of the health workers’ union (Symedvétopharsa),
she and other members of the midwifery corps participated in strikes held
throughout the AOF in 1945 and 1952 to protest French colonial policies (253-
57). Moreover, she did not subscribe to the belief, widespread in the French
Soudan, that women were inferior to men. Her contestation of gender discrimi-
nation began at an early age. As “emancipated” women, colonial midwives were
somewhat exempt from traditional expectations of female subordination, but
this did not protect them from gender discrimination. Kéita was on friendly
terms with a number of French expatriates and other Europeans whom she con-
sidered large d’esprit (progressive; 44). But as an African woman working with
male European and African medical colleagues, she had to negotiate carefully
to promote her interests in a context in which social and cultural rules governing
gendered behavior supported white and male interests. For example, Kéita de-
scribes how shocked she was by racial discrimination on the Niger River steamer
she took to travel to remote Gao shortly after graduating from the School of
Midwifery. All African passengers except Kéita herself, including her twelve-
year-old sister, were confined to third- and fourth-class steerage (29).

In another example, Kéita describes how, during her exile in the Casamance
for her anti-French activism (discussed below), she met the inspector general
of the Colonial Health Service. He confided to her that she had been sent to a
relatively pleasant place, rather than the distant AEF, because she had prepared
a meal for him many years before when, as a médecin commandant on tour, his
car had broken down. It was “an act he would never forget in life” (190). Their
conversation over, the inspector general got up, shook Kéita’s hand cordially, and
ordered his chauffeur to drive away:

From his car, which took off violently, he made a little gesture of goodbye with
his left hand as a sign of friendship to me, but it also conveyed a shocking and
undisguised paternalism. (191)

As “emancipated” women, colonial midwives were highly critical of the male
mentality (African or French) which supported male privilege. Most also had
deep respect for women’s social and political aspirations for equality and were
critical of African women who believed that women should be subordinate to
men.”” Kéita frequently found it necessary to assert her right to speak for herself
(and the right of other women to speak for themselves) when men—African
and French—tried to keep her silent (13, 66,91, 144). She addressed the problem
of male colleagues’ chauvinism in her first public speech, made at the Symed-
vétopharsa Congress in 1954, in which she delivered a “pressing call to unmar-
ried doctors and midwives, inviting them to work with greater solidarity and
understanding in order to establish, if not peaceful coexistence, at least a climate
of cooperation and reciprocal confidence” (292). Kéita reports that her struggles
against hypocritical male colleagues, whose publicly avowed belief in gender
equality did not prevent them from dominating female colleagues when it was
in their interest to do so, were “especially appreciated” by other midwives (292).
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The Long Arm of the Job (3): Bridging Difference

Colonial midwives searched for ways to bridge the class and cultural gap
that separated them from the peoples among whom they worked. Kéita found
that class-based bureaucratic procedures were not effective. In the Casamance,
she issued certificates to thirty pregnant women “forbidding them to work in
the rice beds” in the last months of pregnancy. Four women thanked her, but
the others laughed and asked her, “how and with what are my husband and
children going to live if I don’t produce rice?” (211). She had greater success
bridging African and European worldviews when she operated on the basis of
friendship. Her use of friendship with local women to promote French birthing
techniques and her own political values is a model of how politics across dif-
ference can work.” Africans defined maternity centers as “female” space, out of
men’s hearing, where women were free to express themselves.”* Kéita, who was
an accomplished seamstress, encouraged local women to join her to sew on the
verandah of the maternity, and in some cases in her living quarters, during si-
esta hours. Once the women gathered, conversation inevitably moved beyond
fashion to more serious topics, such as family and political life. As a result of
the solidarity that developed between the women, they organized mutuelles des
femmes (women’s mutual aid groups) in some of these regional centers to help
with family ritual celebrations, such as baptisms, marriages, and funerals (299).
In three centers, the women redefined the functions of the mutuelle des femmes
to include political action. Colonial midwives especially favored developing
working relationships with TBAs, whom they believed “could play an important
role in our campaigns . . . [if they were] well trained and conscientious” (279).
But the desired collaboration between the two types of professionals rarely ma-
terialized.”” As members of specialized kin groups in which knowledge about
reproduction and birthing was passed down from mothers to daughters, TBAs
were often reluctant to share their knowledge with outsiders.”

Among many Soudanese groups, responsibility for young women’s sexual
education was given to older women who were prenuptial ritual specialists,
called magnamagans in Bambara. Kéita felt that there was a “great” need to edu-
cate young people about sexual behavior and venereal disease, but that “the cus-
toms and manners of our country did not permit a young midwife . . . to deal
with” these topics (271).” She regarded some of the instruction she received
from a magnamagan at the time of her own marriage as useful, but most as
“stupid” (272, 274). The prenuptial education magnamagans gave was one of
the matters colonial midwives wished to “clean up” (nettoyer). But Kéita’s ability
to make friends with local women sometimes gave her an opportunity to learn
more about TBAs and prenuptial rituals. She describes a conversation between
herself and Sokona Dioune, a Sarakole magnamagan and TBA, whom she met
when she was posted to Nara near the Mauritanian border, and who, like Kéita,
opposed polygamy (281-87). Viewing loss of blood before birth, breech presen-
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tations, and other problems as “signs of mourning,” Dioune asked Kéita to give
her, “in the name of . . . friendship” and despite their “difference in ethnicity,
age, and condition . . . the secrets that the whites had given her in this domain”
(275, 278). Yet Dioune declined Kéita’s invitation to participate in the training
workshop Kéita organized for traditional birth attendants, citing her belief that
knowledge and practices surrounding birth should be passed on from mother
to daughter, and shrugging off Kéita’s suggestion that her “secrets” could only
be obtained through long exposure to the French educational system. Dioune
saw no need to go to French schools. Kéita avowed that she did not intend to
condemn magnamagans (273), but wanted only “to demonstrate how young
women can go to extremes in their effort to practice all the recommenda-
tions that magnamagans give them in good faith” (288). Thus, Kéita informed
Dioune’s initiates about ways to avoid getting pneumonia from the cold baths
that were part of the training (278). Writing two decades later, Kéita noted
with “satisfaction” that not for twenty years had magnamagans assisted in a
“newly married couple’s first contact,” and that social attitudes toward the sex-
ual education of girls may also “adapt . . . harmoniously with the country’s evo-
lution” (274).

The relationship between Aoua Kéita and Sokona Dioune shows that TBAs
“were drawn unwittingly into the dominion of European ‘civilization’ while at
the same time often contesting its presence and the explicit content of its world-
view.””® Kéita’s efforts to protect Dioune’s initiates from the dangers she saw in
Dioune’s training reveal aspects of the social dynamic through which colonial
midwives were implicated in the hegemonic processes which undermined local
medical practitioners’ knowledge and practices. Having adopted the French
medical establishment’s attitudes toward magnamagans, Kéita misunderstood
the significance of and did not acknowledge the importance of their knowledge
and ritual activity.

Kéita may not have valued Dioune’s expertise as a ritual specialist, but she
did value her as an ally in the emerging women’s movement against polygyny.
She discovered that developing friendships with local women was an effective
strategy for political mobilization. In her efforts to mobilize support for the in-
dependence movement, Kéita sought out local women leaders as allies and en-
couraged them to work with her to promote their common interests (96).”” In
political matters, Kéita valued local women’s points of view; reciprocally, local
women appreciated Kéita’s efforts to promote their empowerment (69, 144).

The effectiveness of Kéita’s mobilization of local women to promote com-
mon goals is demonstrated by the testimonials of women in Gao with whom
she worked to raise support for the USRDA. Kéita was warmly welcomed by the
people of Gao as a “leader” and “the mother of our children” when she returned
in 1951 after an absence of thirteen years (94). Within a year, the French ad-
ministration sent her into exile because her political activities were seen as a
threat. On the eve of her departure, Bollo Yattara, who was the wife of a promi-
nent merchant and who had worked with Kéita to get out electoral support for
the USRDA, praised her, saying, “You are the only literate person among us.
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Since you arrived, the women have become conscious of their power and the
role that they must play. This is an important fact that all the world must rec-
ognize” (146). The exchange between Kéita and Dioune and the testimony of
the women of Gao bring into stark relief the complex and contradictory pro-
cesses in which colonial midwives were implicated as they disseminated the
French model of childbirth, while at the same time actively resisting French
colonial power.

Conclusion

It is a paradox that, in disseminating Western science in the form of
the French model of childbirth, colonial midwives contributed to processes
which both eroded aspects of local women specialists’ knowledge and authority
about childbirth and the sexual education of marriageable girls, and mobilized
women to promote their collective interests as women and to oust the colonial
“masters.” Colonial midwives appreciated the fact that local African women op-
erated in a material and scientific context which was socially and psychologi-
cally very different from their own, but, as the beneficiaries of French colonial
education, they were uncritical of male-biased Western technology and science,
which they viewed as the key to the modernization of their own societies. For
this reason, colonial midwives participated in the French medical establish-
ment’s attack on magnamagans, whose practices they viewed as both inferior to
and incompatible with modern science.

Only a few of the newly independent states, such as Guinea and Mali, opted
to put their resources into public health promotion following the pattern intro-
duced by the French colonial administration.” Yet an increasing number of
health activists are working to ensure greater collaboration between cosmopoli-
tan and traditional health workers in their efforts to improve maternal and in-
fant health, eradicate female genital mutilation, and lower maternal fertility
rates in order to slow down population growth.*" Charles Good, a development
theorist who believes that Africans’ health needs would be better served by
strengthening the interface between modern and traditional medical practices,
regrets the closing of the Dakar medical center, which he regards as an “out-
standing colonial program.”® Like Aoua Kéita, some health activists are effec-
tively collaborating with TBAs.

The contradiction between the debt colonial midwives felt to the colonizers,
who introduced a whole “arsenal of modern discoveries”® to French West Af-
rica, and their contestation of the French administration’s power, exemplified
in their participation as Health Union members in the general strikes of 1945
and 1952, is fundamental to understanding midwives’ and other évolués’ pro-
fessional identity. As “emancipated women,” colonial midwives were influential
in disseminating the évolué lifestyle to the mass of the people. Their advocation
of young people’s right to choose their own spouses, women’s right to partici-
pate in political life, and women’s economic autonomy grew out of their re-
evaluation of African social, familial, and conjugal traditions, as well as their
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defense of women’s interests in the face of opposition from their évolué brothers
and the more conservative older generation. Upholding an image of African
women as hard-working and economically independent, colonial midwives op-
posed the lifestyle adopted by some urban bourgeois women who expected their
wage-earning husbands to support them in leisurely dependence (240). Aoua
Kéita played a leading role in the populist movement to reform marriage laws
and to eradicate polygyny. As a colonial midwife, she was a pioneer in the con-
tinuing struggle of African women to gain greater freedom of expression and
greater control over their lives and bodies.

Primary Document

Aoua Kéita, Femme d’Afrique (Paris: Présence africaine, 1975), pp. 276-79.
Translated by Jane Turrittin.

One day when we were alone . . . Sokona said to me, “Aoua Gaffoure,
you know that my mother is a midwife like you?”

“No, Sokona, I didn’t know that.”

“Ah, well, she is the one who assists all the women at Goumbou. . . .
Like her grandmother and her mother, she began as a magnamagan and
became a midwife later. In my maternal family, all the women exercise
that profession, if God gives them a long life and strength. After the age
of forty, they teach the profession of magnamagan to their daughters and
they exercise the profession of midwife starting about the age of forty-five
or fifty, after the menopause.”

“What is the relationship between menopause and the profession of
midwife?”

“It is when a woman no longer menstruates and is normally no longer
obliged to be occupied during the night, so that she has plenty of time to
conscientiously occupy herself with childbirth, women giving birth, and
babies. In a few years, I will have to go live in Goumbou so that I will be
able to accompany my mother to the villages where she always goes to
help women in labor. Thus I will undergo my apprenticeship and be able
to effectively replace her on the day of her disappearance, which I hope
will be as far in the future as possible.”

“But why don’t you do your apprenticeship with me, here?” I said to
her. “I have trained and equipped numerous midwives in Kita, Tougan,
and Gao.”

“No, Gaffoure, among us Soninkes this profession is only taught by
mothers to daughters. And that’s not all. In order to do this work, there
are magic, beneficent words to be used while massaging women’s stomachs
that you others, toubabs, are able neither to understand nor to teach. ... I
prefer to be initiated by my mother, who will at the same time convey all
the secrets and necessary talismans to me, as she did when she initiated
me to my present profession, which I now exercise to my clients’ satisfac-
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tion. However, my dear Aoua, I have something to confide to you, and I
caution you to discretion, because I would be very upset if the midwives
of Ouagadou got word of it”

“T am listening, Sokona; you can be sure that I will keep your secret.”

“Voila! As soon as the midwives of my region are confronted with a
breech presentation, a shoulder or a face, they make a somber prognosis. . . .
Unfortunately, it is often the death of the two [mother and infant]. . . .
Loss of blood before childbirth and the prolapse of the umbilical cord
are both considered signs of mourning. For us, all infants who come by
the posterior, the arm, or the mouth, all those who show their cords early,
are not called to life. Often they drag their mothers toward death. It is said
in town that you manage to keep mother and child in good health when
faced with these sorts of presentations. The praise-singer from Boumba,
Faragaba, whom you saved and whose daughter is named after you, speaks
about it wherever she goes. . . . In the name of our close friendship, I
would like you to give me the secrets the whites have given you about
these things.”

After having furnished Sokona with some explanations about abnormal
presentations which worry any midwife, I added, “What I have just told
you can only be acquired after certain instruction. It is necessary to go to
school in Nara to earn the primary certificate, then to secondary school in
Bamako. Finally, for a proper technical education, it is necessary to pass an
examination and to go to Dakar or to France. ...”

Sokona, who listened to me with a particular attention, sneezed at the
end of my exposé. She declared, “God approves the truth of that which
you have just said. You have not put tobacco in my nostrils. One only
sneezes spontaneously at the truth.”
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Part Two. Perceptions and
Representations

Through critical readings of archival documents (court records,
census statistics, police files, and missionary records) and oral
materials that recall the colonial period and its aftermath, this
section explores perceptions and representations of African
women. The contributors treat “perception” as a process of cul-
tural interpretation and consider “representation” a political act
whereby particular ideologies (patriarchy, modernity, racism)
shape perceptions of reality. Although concerned with a range of
times and places, the chapters grapple with the common and sali-
ent perception, often shared by colonial officials, missionaries,
and indigenous elite men, that wayward, recalcitrant, or rebel-
lious women were disrupting the “traditional” family ideal. The
perceived problem of unruly women necessitated the disciplining
of female bodies, behavior, thought, and mobility.






4 The Politics of Perception or
Perception as Politics? Colonial
and Missionary Representations of
Baganda Women, 1900-1945

Nakanyike Musisi

In 1897, under the auspices of the Church Missionary Society (CMS), Dr. Albert
Cook and Catherine Thompson (later to become Mrs. Cook) arrived in Bu-
ganda to embark on a project that saw the establishment of Uganda’s modern
medical structure. Until their deaths, the two worked tirelessly on Baganda so-
cial and medical issues. They founded hospitals, maternity training schools, and
maternity and child welfare centers; led a campaign for moral purity; headed
commissions of inquiry; and presented papers at both national and interna-
tional conferences. They published widely on their perceptions of illness and
health among the Baganda, particularly among women and children. Their
medical writings expressed concern over certain social and biological aberra-
tions (Baganda women’s supposedly deformed pelvises) and over what they
considered to be a pathological diminishing of a “virile race,”—the Baganda.
Indeed, the entire Ugandan medical structure that developed around their pio-
neering work began from this one great concern: that the Baganda, as a “race,”
would be extinct within a few years.'

Hardly any aspect of the “natives’” lives escaped the observing eyes of early
colonialists and missionaries such as the Cooks, or was left undiscussed in their
papers, letters, and memoirs. Over the years, this colonial writing enterprise has
attained the status of an archive that academic researchers are required to con-
sult. Attracted by the long debate between Dr. Cook and other colonial doctors
about the nature of Baganda women’s pelvises, I offer in this chapter a critique
of missionary and colonial representations of Baganda women that embodied
a series of assumptions about them, and of the politics those representations
engendered. I locate Cook’s representation of Baganda women’s gynecological
anatomy within the larger context of the politics of “seeing” and “writing” in
a colonial setting. Representation, whether by colonial administrators or by mis-
sionaries, is an interpretative process, and it took place in a historically and



socioculturally charged period of unequal power relations between Europeans
and the Baganda.

The essay is composed of five sections. Section one presents “eyes and pens”
as indispensable constructors of colonialism. Section two explores colonial pro-
cesses of hierarchization and marginalization. “Under Dr. Cook’s Microscopic
Observation,” the third section, exposes the danger of accepting scientific knowl-
edge at face value. The fourth section locates Cook’s perception and representa-
tion of Baganda women’s gynecological problems in the ambit of power. It ar-
gues that the representations created by depictions in colonial and missionary
reports, learned and refereed journals, private correspondence, and artifact col-
lections, as well as in photographs, were not simply secondary to the practices
and realities of a colonial encounter in Buganda. These depictions constituted
political actualities in themselves. The final section considers the value and limi-
tations of focusing on an archive.

I begin from the premise that colonial and missionary records in London,
Entebbe, and elsewhere constitute a series of evidentiary fragments which re-
cord colonial administrators’ and missionaries’ activities.” These sources’ con-
ception of the “true” nature of the Baganda rested on two basic fallacies. First
was the idea that the Baganda were a distinct and separate culture and a people
that needed to be saved from extinction. Second was the quasi-scientific think-
ing espoused mostly in medical writings. I argue that the knowledge contained
in missionary and colonial documents, such as Cook’s, is not only inherently
partial but also ideologically committed and culturally biased. More broadly, 1
try to show why colonial and missionary documents should draw our attention
to the historical conditions of knowledge production and power within which
perception and representation take shape. We must read missionaries’ and colo-
nial administrators’ documents as expressions of how they perceived the “na-
tives” and consider their context: why they were written, by whom, and for
whom. Most of these documents were not intended for the colonized popula-
tion. They were aimed at readers in the colonial metropolis and were intended
to incite debate and provoke sympathy and curiosity. Within this broader con-
text, this chapter explores both the perception that the Baganda were in danger
of extinction and the representations of Baganda women that that perception
produced.

On Sources: Eyes and Pens in the Construction of Images

I ought to say that, while many of the missionaries do realize how much we
value and depend upon Annual Letters, it is not universally realized that they
are not a luxury for us but an absolute necessity. . . .  am tempted to utter a
reminder that the writing of Annual Letters is one of the Regulations to
which all missionaries have agreed!®

It is now virtually a truism that knowledge is power. In a colonial setting,
what was observed and committed to writing became knowledge. For this rea-
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son, keen observation and writing came to be considered central to what trav-
elers, colonial administrators, and missionaries did in Africa. The above quota-
tion is just one example of an admonition from CMS headquarters in Salisbury
Square, London, to missionaries in the field. Europeans who labored in Africa
gained fame for their skill in recording their observations.* The images they cre-
ated were widely circulated in books, learned journals, magazines, memoirs, and
pamphlets. The colonial home office, as well as religious and lay sponsors, re-
quired Europeans to write detailed daily, monthly, and annual descriptions.

Though not all were published, these documents offered missionaries and
colonialists a privileged venue through which they were able to confirm their
identity as members of a “higher civilization.” Equally important, “they could
also account for themselves, [and] reflect on and transmit that construction of
self and the work they were engaged in back to those at home.”> And, for the
most part, the authors represented themselves in a rather positive light. The rea-
son is transparent. They had constituencies; they needed to advertise their work,
satisfy their donors, and solicit recruits and funds. In 1923, G. E Saywell, the
CMS editorial secretary, wrote,

One of our greatest problems here at home is how to keep the supporters of the
society well informed as to the progress of the work in the field. For there is no
doubt that interest in missionary work, if it is to be vital and permanent, and if

it is to result in adequate gifts and personal service, must be based upon knowl-
edge. . . . it is an additional help when the letter gives us some local colour, some
description of the background and the changing conditions under which work is
done . . . last but not least, something of its disappointments and anxieties. . . .
[Letters from missionaries are necessary] to give our best assistance to the support-
ers of the society at home, to enter into a sympathetic understanding of your work
and its many problems.®

Five years later, the general secretary of the CMS, Wilson Cash, was more ex-
plicit: “We at home are responsible for keeping the home fire burning, and it is
upon the continual supply of information and news that the prayers’ backing
depends.”” In this effort, African societies were observed, imagined, and pro-
jected in ways that were not always entirely consistent with, nor reflective of,
reality.

Culture, Ethnicity and Race, and Gender: Strategies of
Hierarchization and Marginalization

The fact that the Baganda received the first travelers and missionaries
with pomp and ceremony earned them the notorious label of “collaborators” in
earlier histories of African responses to colonialism.® The welcome the travelers
and missionaries received influenced their perceptions of the Baganda. Early
travel, missionary, and colonial accounts often called the Baganda the “most
advanced and intelligent” of all central African societies.” Colonel Lambkin,
quoting Sir Harry Johnston, described them as “the Japanese of the dark conti-
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nent, the most naturally civilized, charming, kind, tactful, and courteous of
black people.”'® Travelers, colonialists, and missionaries did not reflect on their
bias toward the Baganda, precisely because the Baganda were welcoming or
fought on their side." The fact that they did so was taken as indicative of their
innate, essential nature. Perceiving the Baganda as exceptional allowed Europe-
ans to essentialize them in the colonial discourse of governance of the Uganda
Protectorate.

Europeans imagined that the Baganda belonged to a distinct political and
social order and were thus privileged over other ethnic and cultural groups in
the area. According to Sir Harry Johnston, Buganda was

perhaps one of the best organised and most civilised of African kingdoms at

the present day. In fact, putting aside the empires of Abyssinia and Morocco (as
entirely independent states ranking with other world powers), Uganda would take
a high place among those purely Negro kingdoms which retain any degree of
national rule."?

Buganda’s cultural and political institutions were thus perceived as worth ex-
porting to adjacent conquered territories, and its distinctive order worth pre-
serving, even if certain faults would need to be addressed through planning,
education, medical science, and Christianity. Buganda was an “ideal” model
through which indirect rule could be effected. As such, it required not only “pro-
tection” and codification of its “native customs and laws,” but also a precise
anthropological diagnosis. John Roscoe, first a missionary and later the first
amateur anthropologist in Buganda, championed this conviction.” Yet some
missionaries perceived Buganda differently. They disagreed with Roscoe and
saw only barbarism and an absence of order in Buganda’s institutions and cul-
ture. For example, Archdeacon Walker showed open disgust at Roscoe’s decision
to return to Uganda as an anthropologist rather than as a missionary. He reviled
Roscoe’s work as “hunting about in the rubbish heaps of Uganda for foolish and
unclean customs.”"*

Although Europeans disagreed about what in Buganda needed to be pre-
served and institutionalized, they all agreed that certain customs and aspects of
culture needed to be refined by colonial administration and the missionary
projects. At the heart of this refining was the colonial policy of indirect rule
through collaboration with elite male Baganda chiefs: a “modern” form of gov-
ernment founded on the consent of the governed." Indirect rule was formalized
in 1900, when the colonial government and the Baganda male elite, with the
help of missionaries, signed the Buganda Agreement. The agreement secured for
the Baganda a special status in the colony and an endorsement of their cultural
and political institutions. But it was premised on and stressed cultural, racial,
and gender differences. Indirect rule provided for the ideological procedures by
which the cultural space and practices of the Baganda were observed, imagined,
and disrupted. The images which resulted were then reinscribed according to
the needs of the British colonial project: eugenics (reproduction), administra-
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tion (governance), extraction of resources, and ideology (spiritual and religious,
educational, and moral).

Baganda chiefs fully cooperated with the colonial and missionary projects
and were always delighted to see the colonial government and missionaries per-
ceiving “realities” in the Kiganda way, and refining those aspects of culture or
politics which did not fit Buganda’s imagined status as a “great nation.”'® They
were particularly concerned with gender and class issues. For example, although
the founding of Gayaza Girls School in 1906 caused some anxiety among chiefs,
four years later chiefs had become staunch supporters and patrons of the school.
In the presence of about fifty important chiefs, Prime Minister Apolo Kagwa,
Buganda’s prime policy maker, congratulated the missionaries on their success
and contrasted aristocratic girls’ current activities with their “former idle exis-
tence . . . concerned with mainly dressing their finger nails and letting them
grow long” He stressed that “such girls now did the ordinary work of women,
[and are] not being spoilt,” as those who opposed female education assumed
them to be."” In their efforts to preserve customs and traditions, the British re-
shaped gender and class configurations through biased laws and regulations.'®

Indeed, gender became a crucial dimension in the politics of preservation,
protection, modification, and Christianization of the “great nation.” In the end,
the treatment of women became the key measure of Buganda’s greatness and
its ability to advance as a modern nation. Missionary and colonial images of
Kiganda practices that debased women were held up as reasons for Buganda’s
regretful state and failure to progress.'” At least prior to 1900, the missionaries
were for the most part restricted to the capital, and what they saw of women’s
condition and treatment was not necessarily representative of the rest of Bu-
ganda. But these were the images they sent back home.”® According to the mis-
sionaries’ ideological, essentialist, and culturally biased worldview, the Baganda
needed to be saved from dying out as a race, and this depended on the roles of
women.

One fact is clear: missionaries, the Buganda Lukiiko (parliament), the colo-
nial state, and anthropologists all agreed that women had to play a central role
in the regeneration of Buganda and its progress toward modernity. The new
representations envisioned women as the embodiment not only of civilization
but equally of moral Christian order. “Civilization” thus required their eman-
cipation, in every realm from hygiene and home management to the bearing
and rearing of children. Within this framework, womanhood was equated with
motherhood and motherhood equated with wifehood. The perception that Bu-
ganda was in a state of moral, nutritional, and medical crisis lent additional
force to social engineering efforts that specifically focused on the significant role
women were expected to play in societal rejuvenation. Perceived as free, yet as
a “beast of burden,” ignorant and diseased, the woman/wife/mother thus be-
came the target not only of colonial and missionary education policies but also
of medical examinations, practices, and policies.”’ Baganda women became ob-
jects of scientific inquiry and thus gave missionaries, colonial administrators,
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and the Bugandan state entry into the most private aspects of Baganda lives.
Cook’s argument that Baganda women’s gynecological problems were a result
of their status as “beasts of burden” is perhaps the best illustration of the power
of “scientific knowledge” in the politics of perception and the construction of
the “other.”

Under Dr. Cook’s Microscopic Observation:
Baganda Women’s Pelvises, Scientific Knowledge,
and the Construction of the “Other”

Concerned about the imminent demise of the Baganda, Cook set out
to do two things. First, he sought to observe and classify the causes of depopu-
lation and the factors influencing health and mortality rates. Second, he pro-
posed solutions to the problem. His inquiries were all based, however, on one
central assumption (paranoid fantasy?), which was endlessly repeated: that the
“uncontrollable sexual drive of the Baganda, which was combined with disease
and ignorance, damaged their fertility.”** According to his research, the causes
for this regretful situation fell into three categories: harmful native customs and
behavior, sexually transmitted diseases, and ignorance of Western medicine.”
Cook wrote,

we have three principle foes to attack. For long ages, entrenched behind the triple
ramparts of ignorance, superstition and dirt, i.e. unsanitary conditions, they have
defied attack, but now their trusted defenses are being rapidly breached and their
ancient thrones are tottering. The three foes are harmful native customs . . . the
widespread occurrence of syphilis, and the absence of skilled help in abnormal
cases.”*

Having taken meticulous measurements of Baganda women’s pelvises, Cook be-
came convinced that some of those “harmful native customs” caused deformity.
He concluded that Baganda girls were victims of a cultural burden; because they
carried heavy loads, a culturally determined female function, they were likely
to suffer from “degenerate,” “flattened,” “deformed,” and “contracted” pelvises
and reproductive organs.” As he crystallized his perceptions into a theory, Cook
became the first person in the medical history of Uganda to champion a di-
rect link between the size and shape of women’s pelvises and reproductive or-
gans and the level of civilization. Cook’s scientific discourse regarding Baganda
women’s bodies reversed the long-held conviction that anatomy was destiny. For
Cook, culture became destiny.”® Within this argument, maternal problems were
encapsulated in culture and heathen customs.

As might be expected, Cook’s view provoked an intense and potentially ex-
plosive response from doctors in the colonial administration’s service. At first,
the debate was conducted in private, but by 1938-39, hot disagreements were
publicized in medical journals and at regional conferences. Dr. J. P. Mitchell,
superintendent of Mulago Hospital and principal of its medical school, called
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Dr. Cook’s theory “mere guess work.” Dr. R. Y. Stones considered such insis-
tence on blaming native customs and medicine for Baganda women’s antenatal
difficulties “not only unfortunate” but also “dangerous.” In his opinion, while
the administration of native drugs was most unscientific, obstinacy like Cook’s
could prevent further investigation.”” Writing in the East African Medical Jour-
nal, Mitchell revealed,

I know that much can be said in favor of clinical observations against labora-
tory tests. Nevertheless, in our own early records I find many examples of credi-
bility and loose thinking in relation to this subject (native medicine, culture re:
obstructed labor). Fixed convictions of any kind have undoubtedly a perverting
effect upon one’s clinical honesty and acumen. . . . I have refrained for some years
from discussing this subject publicly in the hope that by private endeavor the
teaching of what I believe to be a myth would cease. I do so now because I find
that it continues.”®

But Cook hated to be challenged. He quoted scientific work published in
Europe to back up his arguments and to defend himself from Mitchell’s char-
acterization of his theory as “mere guess work.” He authoritatively declared, “I
learnt my theoretical midwifery in the early nineties from Galabin and Guy”
Quoting these well-respected authorities of his time, Cook called upon his
readers to empathize with what he had observed: “Who with this in mind does
not look with anxious eyes upon the little girls of five or six staggering along
carrying heavy ‘ensuwa’ of water from the well or a massive bunch of ‘matoke.’”
Defiant and insistent on blaming indigenous customs and medical knowledge,
Cook concluded,

No one can have seen, as my colleagues and I have done, scores of these unneces-
sary deaths without endeavoring to impress on those being trained the folly of
trusting to native medicine. . . . I can assure Dr. Mitchell that . . . the two great
Maternity Native Training Schools in the Protectorate . . . have seen the evil effects
of reliance on “native medicine.*’

The colonial government doctors, such as Mitchell, argued for further scientific
investigation into what was being propagated as a medical truth. Mitchell wrote,

I believe that to this cause [culture] are attributed many obstetric tragedies which
could be avoided by more careful investigation of the pelvic passage and its rela-
tion to the passing foetal head.”

Stones agreed, adding,

If the Baganda women are peculiar in having a contracted pelvis the girls are cer-
tainly not peculiar among Africans in alone carrying heavy head loads. . . . There is
undoubtedly room for further investigation in these matters. . . . Already there are
signs that the Baganda, who are well known to be an intelligent people, realize the
value of ante-natal examinations and are availing themselves of the opportunities
of safe delivery these examinations afford their women. It is to be hoped that, thus,
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early causes of obstruction .. . will be revealed and the reason for the many still-
births among this people be brought to light.”!

Colonial government doctors, such as Mitchell and Stones, disagreed not with
Cook’s observations but rather with his representation of the facts and his
analysis of them. In reality, Cook’s story of “deformed, flattened, contracted pel-
vises” was not just “mere guess work,” as Mitchell charged. Cook was very care-
ful in his empirical observations, noting the varying sizes of most of his Ba-
ganda women patients.” However, the significance of Mitchell’s and Stones’s
critiques lies in their demand that Cook come to terms with difference. The two
colonial doctors were willing to accept birth as a product of the interaction of
cultural and medical preferences. Certainly, beliefs about proper roles for men
and women have always shaped birth rituals, as has physiology. Indeed, as Stones
pointed out,

the custom of giving these drugs can hardly have been so long accepted if their
effect were only detrimental. Native customs, even when known to be wrong, are
notoriously hard to kill, but it is very reasonable to suppose that some parturient
women are helped by these drugs.”

By refuting and correcting what they saw as medical misconception and mis-
representation, Mitchell and Stones were drawn into a public disagreement with
Cook over the hypothetical links between culture, “deformed pelvises,” and ob-
structed labor. Mitchell attempted to correct Cook’s notion of “deformed pel-
vises.” He explained that Baganda women’s pelvises were unfortunately small,
rather than “deformed,” and that it was this inherent small size that was the
cause of women’s antenatal difficulties. His rebuttal was encased in racialist,
evolutionist language. He wondered,

Who has not been struck by the extraordinary narrowness of the Negroid hip?
Viewed behind in the erect position at the level of hips the female Negroid body is
narrow and round as compared with the “broad beam” of the average European
woman, and when the dried pelvises of each are placed alongside each other the
explanation is obvious, the Muganda’s bone looks like that of a child in size and in
the fineness of its structure. . . . The negroid races have a shape of pelvis which is
intermediate between the protomorphean races and those of the higher civilised
types. ... The brim, as in the apes, is long-oval in shape.

Regrettably, such a conceptualization was not absurd to many accustomed to
Darwinist racialized stereotypes in an era of colonial imperialism. Arguing lin-
early, Mitchell continued, “With the development of races the long-oval brim
changes to the round or cordate type and the pelvis as a whole becomes more
upright and compact.”**

Mitchell compared a collection of local female pelvises with those held by
the museum of the Royal College of Surgeons. His conclusion foregrounded the
racialized, evolutionist underpinnings of his approach: “It will be seen that the
inlets of the pelvises of the blacks are not only smaller but they are also round
and not reniform as in the whites”* Mitchell was convinced that “[s]ome of
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the black races . . . appear to be living still in the transitional period.” He was
even more precise in his racialized, evolutionist argument when it came to the
Baganda: “From the evidence provided by the bones of these unfortunate young
mothers, and from the story of the high incidence of obstructed labour in
Uganda, one cannot but suggest that the Baganda are afflicted with the heredi-
tary stigma.”*® In many ways, Cook’s science supported a discourse of racial
superiority premised on human anatomy, behavior, and culture. To Cook and
Mitchell, the differences between “normal” and “abnormal” deliveries called for
greater scrutiny of the subtleties of Baganda women’s anatomy. Mitchell’s un-
fortunate likening of Baganda women’s pelvises to those of apes closely echoed
earlier anatomical categories of African women developed in Europe and the
United States. Through their use of evaluative language such as “deformed,”
“flattened,” “contracted,” “childlike,” and “between protomorphean races and
those of the higher civilised types,” the doctors reinforced their power to judge
and classify. In characterizing Buganda prenatal practices as dangerous and
backward, and Baganda women’s pelvises as less- or underdeveloped, they main-
tained Western white women’s bodies as the norm. Within this binary approach
to cultural and anatomical progress, Baganda women’s pelvises were classified
as anomalous.”

Indeed, as Stephen Jay Gould states, “Science is no inexorable march to truth;
it is mediated by the collection of objective information and the destruction of
ancient superstition. . . . Scientists as ordinary human beings unconsciously re-
flect in their theories the social and political constraints [i.e., biases] of their
time.”** Certainly Cook’s theory and the responses it provoked support this ar-
gument. There was a good deal of cultural and ideological colonialism in Cook’s
medical theories and practice in Buganda. From his ideological position, he end-
lessly preached, lectured, and published in learned journals, as he sought to
transform what was simply different from and unpalatable to “modern” medi-
cine. W. D. Foster poignantly sums up Cook’s medicine: “Cook’s epidemiologi-
cal notions were led astray by his missionary keen nose for sin.”** He looked at
Baganda women’s illnesses solely in terms of what Christianity and civilization
could effect and perfect. Backwardness, sin, and racial difference thus appear as
the actual causes of “deformed,” “flattened,” “contracted,” and “childlike” pel-
vises, as well as of high maternal and child mortality rates. No doubt, mission-
ary and colonial doctors” anxiety about population decline shaped their enter-
prise in Buganda, but their preoccupation with women’s anatomy cannot be
understood outside of the larger context of scientific assumptions during this
period, namely the triumph of Darwinism in colonial medical thought.

Cook’s discourse was meant to address those aspects of Bugandan culture
that prevented the kingdom from realizing its destiny as a great and populous
nation. Yet by 1908, he had come to focus on modernity and civilization as the
primary dangers. Cook and the CMS had begun their missionary medical en-
terprise by attacking indigenous culture and advocating for Christianity, com-
merce, and civilization. By 1908, they were arguing that civilization was the cul-
prit responsible for the near extinction of the “race” they so much wished to
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preserve. Meanwhile, Colonel Lambkin alerted Cook and the CMS to another
and related danger—Christianity. In 1908, he discussed

the suppression by Christianity of the tribal laws and customs which formerly
prevailed, under which the liberties of women were greatly restricted and the
unchastely were severely punished. Christian teachers have brought about the
abandonment of polygamy and of a control over female liberty which was for-
merly exerted, and under which immorality and promiscuous intercourse did not
exist. . .. [T]he chiefs of the Baganda tribe, the majority of whom had become
Christians, decided to remove all such restrictions as being contrary to Christian
teaching, and to set the women free. This was done, and the women were left at
liberty to roam about to do as they liked, with the result of establishing a system
of promiscuous sexual intercourse and immorality.*’

The CMS’s leadership in Buganda was quick to react to Colonel Lambkin’s dia-
tribe. Bishop Tucker responded,

The state of the case in my opinion is simply this. For ages the social restraints in
the national life of the Baganda have been due entirely to the existence of a very
complete system of feudal ties. The land was held on a service tenure terminable
at the will of the king or chief. There was no fixity of tenure. Without such fixity
of tenure it had come to be realised by those in authority that there could be no
proper development of the country. Consequently, the tendency of all legislation
in Uganda in recent years has been towards the creation of a class of landed pro-
prietors. . . . The result has been the abolition of the service tenure, . . . and the
complete break up of that feudal system which with all its restraints, wholesome
and unwholesome, has yet, I believe, done good service in the making of Uganda.

According to Bishop Tucker, the result was “not merely liberty” but license to
sin. He denied that Christianity had anything to do with the breakdown of the
feudal system. He continued,

It is a fundamental principle of our work to interfere as little as possible with tribal
laws and customs. The breakdown of the feudal system has been due not to Chris-
tian teaching—for Christian teaching had no controversy with it—but to govern-
ment legislation.

Cautiously, he added, “In saying this I do not wish in the very least to reflect
upon the policy of the administration, which I am sure has been actuated by
the highest and best motives.”*!

Likewise, Cook refused to accept Lambkin’s submissions. His response was
short yet very firm: “I must give emphatic denial to the assumption that Chris-
tianity has been the chief cause of this epidemic. It has been all the other way.
Read ‘civilization’ for ‘Christianity’ and there may be some amount of truth in
it” He added, “Christianity from the very beginning acted as a deterring and
restraining force and when intelligently accepted it would be the only true pro-
phylaxis to this terrible scourge.”*> Nonetheless, Cook and the CMS leadership
in Buganda had at least acknowledged a painful truth: the supposed imminent
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extinction of the Baganda was rooted in the very civilization their projects ad-
vocated. The missionaries came face to face with the proposition that modernity
extracted the “natives” from their roots and placed them in a hybrid state® that
was neither “civilized” nor “traditional.” But like cultural backwardness, sin,
and ignorance, the forces of hybridity had to be systematically countered with
a body of scientific knowledge, practices, and institutions.

Perception and Representation: An Apparatus of Power

Efforts to deal with moral crisis and population decline would inevitably
focus on women’s behavior and the customs pertaining to their freedom of
movement and education. Almost everything having to do with the organiza-
tion of custom or urban life was to be executed in the name of the noble and
rational cause of preserving and protecting the “fine and virile race.”* Inter-
vention was thus manifest in a series of regulations that arose not only from
Cook’s work, but from a colonial commission of inquiry headed by Colonel
Lambkin in 1907 and by Colonel Sparke, Captain Keane, and Lieutenant Traves
in 1908.* Inevitably, concern over the quality of the Baganda “race” spurred
colonizers not only to monitor and reform birthing practices but also to initiate
Western medical training. Out of these commissions and numerous related ef-
forts, the first colonial hospital, Mulago, was founded. Makerere Medical School
developed from Mulago, and Makerere College (later University) evolved from
it. Subsequently, several other treatment and training centers were opened in
up-country areas.

The entries in the colonial archive demonstrate that medical intervention
was highly specific, ideologically informed, and very intrusive.* The positive
value of some of this intervention, especially the establishment of maternal
and child welfare centers, maternity training schools, Mulago Hospital, and
Makerere Medical School, cannot be denied. Yet these institutions significantly
reordered life for political purposes, demonstrating clearly that the welfare of
women and infants had become a matter of national concern, rather than a pri-
vate issue for clans and families. And government and colonial intervention in
this aspect of family life was primarily justified on these grounds.

For the most obvious reasons, the missionaries’ bid to attack sexual immor-
ality (which they considered the primary cause of venereal diseases) and high
maternal mortality rates was connected to the semantics of sin.”” Through their
pedagogy and medicine, missionaries like Cook managed to make sexuality,
particularly women’s, not only a religious concern but a secular one as well, one
that needed to be regulated by the colonial state. To be more explicit, sex became
an area that required legislation that would put individuals under colonial sur-
veillance. The medical and sociopolitical project of managing births, children,
and mothers’ lives required that sexual morality itself be controlled by the state
rather than by clan and kinship groups.

In an effort to rescue the Baganda through a scientifically learned apparatus
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of control, the most rigorous interventions were first applied with intensity
among the chiefs, the economically privileged and politically dominant stratum
of Bugandan society. The missionary and colonial establishments believed that
educational and medical interventions would be more acceptable to the Ba-
ganda and more widely disseminated if they began with this stratum. Through
interventions by the Anglican Synod, Colonel Lambkin’s commission, and the
strong arm of the Lukiiko, this social stratum was first alerted to the pathology
of sexual immorality, the urgent need to keep it under close watch, and the need
to devise a rational body of laws to control it.” Indeed, it was members of this
chiefly social stratum, as recipients of missionary and colonial education and
of medical instruction and practices, whose birthing practices and sexual mo-
rality first became Westernized. And through vigilant political surveillance of
prominent chiefs, this chiefly social stratum was the first to commit itself to
rigorous sexual censorship.

Yet the lower classes did not manage to escape the colonial and missionary
apparatus of power. With the help of the chiefs, they were subjected in specific
ways to missionary and colonial surveillance. Colonel Lambkin was a strong be-
liever in the power of the chiefs to bring about desired changes more easily than
had been possible for the colonial state in India. He subsequently prided himself
on having left behind in Buganda a network to handle the situation. Through
this network, persons afflicted with sexually transmitted diseases were reported
to the medical authorities and forced, with the help of chiefs, to receive treat-
ment. Treatment rooms were opened up in various localities throughout Bu-
ganda.”

At another level, Lukiiko decrees obliged chiefs to provide housing and food
for midwives in their areas.”® Maternity and child welfare centers became indi-
vidual community projects with direct missionary and government participa-
tion in their staffing and surveillance.”’ Nonetheless, the Westernization of birth
and childrearing practices penetrated the lower classes slowly, in what appear
to have been four successive stages, though at times these stages overlapped. The
first stage involved the Lambkin Commission’s problematization of the negative
consequences of the weakening of cultural values and the privileging of Chris-
tian monogamous ethics. The second stage regarded the organization of “con-
ventional family care” as a crucial mechanism for the surveillance of the quality
of the “race”” In this phase, the massive Moral Purity Campaign (sponsored by
the colonial government, headed by the Cooks, and blessed by the Buganda
Lukiiko) tried to improve the morals of the lower classes. The third stage came
in the early 1920s, with the development of maternity training schools to pre-
serve what was perceived as a dwindling population.” This was the moment
when moralization through Christian ethics and a general acceptance of West-
ern medical practices spread more broadly through the entire social body of
Buganda, with the active participation of the Buganda Lukiiko. Cook could
even afford to boast about men’s securing Western medicines for their preg-
nant wives: “Husbands often make a journey many miles to obtain the valued
drug for their wives who are unable to walk the distance—they would not do
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that if they did not see the result in healthy families.”” Finally the lower strata
were brought under surveillance through Western education, urban spacing and
regulation, and public hygiene and sanitation laws.>*

The Value of Focusing on the Archive

Focusing on the archive allows the historian to understand the ethnog-
raphy of a colonial encounter. However, the perceptions and rhetoric preserved
in missionary and colonial archives also serve to underscore three important
characteristics of those archives. These are, first, the constructed and artifi-
cial nature of many of the missionary and colonial accounts; second, the frag-
mented nature of those accounts; and third, the asymmetrical production and
consumption of images of the “natives.” Colonial and missionary documents
give us only partial cultural and historical truths about the colonial moment in
Buganda. They should not be seen as anything but fragmentary perceptions.

Published colonial documents, apart from disguising and censoring failure,
camouflage difficult truths that were often explicit in private letters to or from
missionaries. For example, thanks to the work of Carol Summers and Megan
Vaughan,” much is already known about Cook’s work on sexually transmitted
diseases in Buganda. However, the extent to which these diseases were not only
a “native” problem, or a problem for the “immoral Arabs,” but a European co-
lonial problem is concealed in Cook’s public lectures and writings. Yet his cor-
respondence files are full of letters from Europeans asking for treatment of and
advice about their venereal diseases.”® Cook never mentions this fact in his nu-
merous writings on the subject, nor does he use these letters to calculate the
percentage of Europeans in the colony infected with such diseases, as he did
with his “native” patients, or the numbers of those likely to further infect the
“natives.” Cook’s suppression of this knowledge created an overall racialized
perception that immorality was a “native” problem.

The perception that Buganda was in a state of moral crisis lent force to
the new ideology of social engineering. Both the colonial administration and
missionaries depicted the Baganda as ignorant, childlike, immoral, and dis-
eased, and strongly believed that they could be uplifted only through educa-
tion, the reorganization of societal values, and social regulation based on medi-
cal and scientific knowledge. Women’s central role in this process of uplift was
registered from the beginning. Thus the missionary and colonial imaginings
of “womanhood,” “motherhood,” and “wifehood” were directly shaped by
broader concerns over population decline, excess maternal and child mortality
rates, women’s education, and national food shortages. The image of the “Mu-
ganda woman” as potentially embodying the virtues of chastity, fecundity, and
life was internalized in an essentialist manner in colonial and missionary circles;
women became the symbol of agricultural productivity in the nation, and hence
its lifeline. Missionary and colonial administrators assumed that this image cap-
tured the “natural” role society assigned to women.” Imagined and essential-
ized in this manner, Baganda women were to be the objects of a more intrusive,
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patronizing, and controlling discourse. The “ignorant” and “diseased” women,
mothers, and wives were to be transformed not only through education but
equally through medical practices and policies. Their centrality as an index of
progress and morality meant that their productive and reproductive capabilities
were put under continued, intrusive, microscopic scrutiny.

Although missionaries’ and administrators’ perceptions of Baganda women
were unfavorable, they nonetheless implicitly underscore the importance of
women to Buganda. Baganda women’s centrality in society was never denied.
Missionaries and colonial administrators believed that improvement in wom-
en’s education and the return to precontact mechanisms of social control were
needed if colonial and missionary projects were to succeed. Ironically, the colo-
nial project now rested on the belief that precontact social relations, however
oppressive they might have been, were especially vital in order to control women
and thereby maintain a stable social order, guaranteeing the nation adequate
food production and good health. As Frantz Fanon wrote more generally, “There
is a quest for a Negro, the Negro is in demand, one cannot get along without
him, he is needed but only if he is palatable in a certain way. Unfortunately the
Negro knocks down the system and breaks the treaties.”®

There is no doubt that Baganda women were in demand, and that they were
destabilizing the designs of missionary and colonial agendas at every opportu-
nity. There is also no doubt that any form of resistance on their part led to des-
perate appeals from missionary and colonial agents.” Indeed, Colonel Lambkin
bluntly asserted that it was premature for missionaries to consider freeing Ba-
ganda women from centuries of control. Comparing Baganda women to West-
ern “liberated women,” he blamed Christian missionary teaching and practice
for facilitating the establishment of “a system of promiscuous sexual inter-
course and immorality” In 1908 Lambkin justified restricting Baganda women:

The freedom enjoyed by women in civilized countries has gradually been won by
them as one of the results of centuries of civilization, during which they have been
educated; and women whose female ancestors had for countless generations been
kept under surveillance were not fit to be treated in a similar manner. . . . They
were, in effect, merely female animals with strong passions, to whom unrestricted
opportunities for gratifying these passions were suddenly afforded.*

Perceptions and representations that produced texts such as this were integral
to the colonial moment in Buganda. The work of Cook, Lambkin, and Mitchell
suggests more specifically how information and regulation in a particular policy
field—health—were simultaneously a colonizing project and a vehicle for more
general surveillance and further intervention. Equally important, medical lit-
erature such as they produced became the privileged, though not the only, site
of explicit engagement with racial difference during this period in Buganda. I
do not wish to label Dr. Cook, who worked tirelessly in Buganda, nor any other
colonial doctors racist; rather, I want to expose how cultural and ideological as-
sumptions and systems of representation of Baganda women were backed by
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a “science” through which individual colonial and missionary doctors under-
stood their connection and existence within colonial Buganda.

Conclusion

There is no doubt that the “quality” and “quantity” of the Buganda
population were central concerns of the missionary and colonial administration
from the very beginning of contact.”’ The British officials in Buganda, from Sir
Harry Johnston in 1900 to Sir Charles Dundas in 1945, seem to have been com-
mitted to protecting them. Mortality and fertility rates took a primary place in
all colonial statistics, especially the Annual Reports.® Vital statistics were issued
in each Medical and Sanitary Annual Report and, according to Cook, “care-
ful statistics were kept at Mengo Hospital.”* Missionary doctors and colonial-
ists felt that it was their responsibility to foster population growth. Because of
this, they scrupulously observed Baganda women. They represented Baganda
women’s culture, bodies, and health in writing and images. Out of their percep-
tions, measures were implemented, some of which were no doubt to the benefit
of Baganda women: for example, the founding of maternity training schools.
These not only increased women’s restricted employment opportunities but also
prompted girls’ schools to include some basic science subjects in their curricula.
At the same time, the surveillance of immorality, especially of a sexual nature,
was seen as a way to improve the health, and increase the population, of the
Baganda. How to do this was, to the Cooks, the missionaries, and the colonial
administrators, the central question behind the intensification of the Moral
Purity Campaign and the problematization of health. Equally important, irre-
spective of whatever other things Cook wrote and said, he saw himself as hav-
ing a positive impact on Buganda, and some Baganda agreed. Empowered by
their (Christian) ideological convictions and their endless energy, Cook and his
wife perceived themselves as uplifting and saving a “race” that was in danger
of becoming extinct.

To understand the power relations within which perceptions and represen-
tations of Baganda women were articulated and developed, we must situate
these relations in the crucial area of colonial power over and knowledge about
the “natives.” Knowledge about the colonized inscribed and justified different
forms of control. European perceptions of Baganda women were indeed part
of this larger history of domination, control, and accommodation. Granted,
Baganda women, as a colonized people, were medically dominated. Yet even in
Cook’s own work there is evidence that they were never completely assimilated
to Western medicine. The persistent use of local medicines from the colonial
period to the present time, to the annoyance of the medical establishment, is
evidence that Baganda women were not fully dominated and that they main-
tained some form of control over their medical conditions and knowledge. This
is a subject that needs further careful investigation. Women’s persistent rejec-
tion or selective use of modern medical practice (which became the ground of
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Cook’s continuing fight) is another indication of the extent to which colonial
projects were met with indigenous resistance and accommodation. While the
Cooks and the colonial state imposed Western medicine on Baganda women,
the women strategically appropriated its benefits—services and knowledge. In-
deed, the frequent insistence that Western colonizing control and Christian val-
ues needed to be affirmed demonstrates Baganda women’s noncompliance and
resistance. Is it not significant that Dr. Albert Cook repeated the same message
(regarding dangerous customs and ignorance) from the day he began his career
in medical practice in Buganda to the day he retired?

Primary Documents

1. Secretary, MTS Committee, Mengo Hospital, to the provincial commis-
sioner, 1920. Albert Cook Medical Library Archives, Mulago Hospital, Makerere
University, box “Mengo Hospital Incoming Correspondence (Including MTS),
1919-1921, 1925-1930.”

May I ask your sympathetic help in pressing upon the representatives of
the Native Government in various Districts to which qualified Midwives
are being sent, their responsibility in carrying out instructions laid down
in the accompanying letter. . . .

The aim is to bring home to the Native Lukiiko in each District the
paramount duty of the Native Government to promote by every means in
its power the object for which the Midwives have been trained VIZ to
diminish in every way the excessive mortality among Baganda mothers
and their infants and the enormous annual loss to the Protectorate of
what might be useful lives owing to the prevalence of venereal diseases
and dangerous Native treatment by poisonous drugs. [The drugs referred
to here are the indigenous prenatal medicines that Dr. Cook had serious
reservations about, and that he tried to weed out of Buganda.]

2. Alfred R. Tucker, Bishop of Uganda, “Syphilis in Uganda,” letter to the editor,
The Lancet, 24 October 1908, 1246.

Sir, My attention has been drawn to an article in your issue of Oct. 3rd
on “Syphilis in Uganda” and to certain statements therein contained as to
the bearing of Christian teaching upon the tribal laws and customs of
the Baganda and the disastrous consequences which, it is alleged, have
resulted therefrom. May I be permitted to say that I disagree altogether
with the assumption from which the conclusion is drawn?

The state of the case in my opinion is simply this. For ages the social
restraints in the national life of the Baganda have been due entirely to the
existence of a very complete system of feudal ties. The land was held on a
service tenure terminable at the will of the king or chief. There was no
fixity of tenure. Without such fixity of tenure it had come to be realised
by those in authority that there could be no proper development of the
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country. Consequently the tendency of all legislation in Uganda in recent
years has been towards the creation of a class of landed proprietors with
the freehold of their lands. The result has been the abolition of the service
tenure, the imposition of rent, and the complete break up of that feudal
system which with all its restraints, wholesome and unwholesome, has yet,
I believe, done good service in the making of Uganda. With this sweeping
away of the feudal system has come in not liberty merely but licence, and
the result we have stated for us in Colonel Lambkin’s paper. Christianity,
in my opinion, has had nothing whatever to do with these lamentable con-
sequences. It is a fundamental principle of our work to interfere as little as
possible with tribal laws and customs. The breakdown of the feudal sys-
tem has been due not to Christian teaching—for Christian teaching had
no controversy with it—but to Government legislation. In saying this I do
not wish in the very least to reflect upon the policy of the administration,
which I am sure has been actuated by the highest and best motives. But it
is well, I think, that we should be clear in our minds in a case like this as
to the causes to which such results as these set forth by Colonel Lambkin
are traceable.

3. J. P. Mitchell, O.B.E., M.D., superintendent of Mulago Hospital, Kampala,
and principal of the medical school, “On the Causes of Obstructed Labour in
Uganda,” Part 1, The East African Medical Journal 15 (1938-39): 176-210.

There is an impression that African women have little or no difficulty in
parturition. In Buganda it requires only the shortest acquaintance with
obstetrics to discover that abnormal distress in labour is frequent and that
the incidence of foetal and maternal casualties from disproportion is high.
It is disconcerting, too, to find that the explanations of these casualties are
not always convincing. The causes are frequently obscure.

There is no poverty in Uganda. There is an abundance of good food
and sunshine. The women cultivate; they are active and handsome; they
have no mutilating customs. Rickets is unknown and yet that they have
long been acquainted with labour difficulties is suggested by certain prac-
tices and customs which are not generally known and are of interest.

Sir Harry Johnston in his “Uganda Protectorate” refers to the Baganda
women as poor breeders. He observed that it is customary for men to
acquire wives from neighbouring territories either by raiding or through
the agency of slave traders. . . .

Racial characteristics of negroid pelvises. The negroid races have a shape
of pelvis which is intermediate between the protomorphean races and
those of the higher civilised types. Of the protomorpheans the Bushmen
of South Africa and the Veddas of Ceylon are examples. In these sex differ-
ences are not well marked. The brim, as in the apes, is long-oval in shape,
the true conjugate being longer than the transverse diameter. . . .

With the development of races the long-oval brim changes to the round
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or cordate type and the pelvis as a whole becomes more upright and com-
pact.

A number of local female pelvises were collected. When comparing
them with different types in the museum of the Royal College of Sur-
geons I was struck by their similarity to a number of Andaman bones.

It will be seen that the inlets of the pelvises of the blacks are not
only smaller but they are also round and not reniform as in the whites.
General anatomists regard the latter feature as racially characteristic of
the blacks. . . .

The custom of carrying heavy loads in childhood is immemorial and
universal among the blacks. Yet I can find no reference to flattening result-
ing from this cause except in Sir Albert’s reports. Surely the Baganda are
not peculiar in this respect. Where adverse social conditions exist the
blacks flatten equally with the whites but the causes are pathological and
not mechanical.
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5 “The Woman in Question”:
Marriage and Identity in the
Colonial Courts of Northern
Ghana, 1907-1954

Sean Hawkins

In August 1944, a woman by the name of Angmin appeared before a British
colonial officer in the northwest corner of what was then the Northern Territo-
ries of the Gold Coast (today Ghana). She was appealing against decisions made
by two lower Native Authority courts. From the transcript of the hearing we
learn that Angmin had been betrothed as a child to a man with whom she had
had five children over fifteen years. Her husband had died the previous year, and
since then his nephew, who was also his heir, had been putting pressure on her
to take another husband so that the conjugal payments of his late uncle would
be returned to him by her new husband. The nephew had also taken Vaare, a
suitor of hers, to court to force him to present conjugal payments because of
“an act constituting marriage.” It was alleged that Vaare had taken Angmin to
his house and slept with her. According to Angmin, her late husband’s heir had
stopped feeding both her and her children in an effort to force her into an un-
wanted union, and so she had accepted assistance from a suitor; however, she
denied having married Vaare.

A Native Authority court ruled against Vaare, forcing him to present 1,450
cowry shells and three cows to Angmin’s late husband’s nephew. But Angmin
then appealed to a higher Native Authority court and, finally, to the district
commissioner of Lawra District as the local representative of the Supreme
Court of the Gold Coast Colony. In her testimony to this last court, Angmin
denied having slept with Vaare or having become his wife. But she did admit to
using him to improve her conditions as a widow, explaining, “As Vaare is after
me if I see that he does not treat me well I will not agree to follow Vaare, as his
lover” At the end of the colonial period, former husbands asserted proprietorial
interests as compensation for their loss of the control over women that admin-
istrators had granted to men at the beginning of the century. For Angmin, tak-
ing a lover was quite distinct from taking a husband. She made this very clear



as she explained why she opposed the decision of the Native Authority courts
that Vaare should take her as a wife.

I resist this because I have five children and cannot marry another man thereby
leaving my children. I also resist the claim in that I have not married Vaare & do
not intend to do so, & that Vaare, not being a new husband, is not liable for the
repayment of dowry [conjugal payments]. . . . Vaare has never asked me to marry
him. . . . I would not like to marry Vaare even if I could take the children with me.
I want to remain in my late husband’s house to see his tomb.

Vaare admitted to wanting to take Angmin as a wife, but explained how un-
realistic this was, as she was “unwilling to sacrifice her children, & not wishing
in any case to marry again.”

This case was very unusual for several reasons. First, appeals to the district
commissioners of the Northern Territories of the Gold Coast were very rare.
Second, it was even rarer for a woman to appear as a litigant before any court.
Third, Angmin was successful in her case. The district commissioner ruled that
she had been forced to marry against her will.' As we will see at the end of this
chapter, Angmin’s case, even though it was exceptional, tells us a great deal
about the motivations and desires of other women in this part of the West Af-
rican savanna whose voices have otherwise been lost in the colonial court re-
cords. In particular, it alerts us to women’s often hidden ability in the colonial
period to define their own identities in the world beyond the courts.

In the court record books of the area where Angmin lived, Lawra District,
clerks began using the phrase “the woman in question” from the early 1950s—as
the colonial period was coming to an end—to refer to women like her. The
phrase eventually became almost as ubiquitous as “defendant,” “plaintiff,” and
“witness” in the court records. Although it disguised women’s identities and re-
duced them to a generic status, the phrase is apposite given that women only
very rarely participated in the courts as litigants, even though most disputes
were about matters that directly affected their lives.> When women appeared,
they did so almost always as witnesses, interested bystanders without recognized
rights. If the attitudes of male litigants were taken to indicate the freedom of
women under colonial rule, women would appear to have been virtually passive
beings, devoid of any social agency or personal autonomy. But even where most
oppressed, social actors have agency. What makes agency meaningful is per-
sonal autonomy, i.e., the freedom to exercise that agency. We know that women
in this area possessed both agency and autonomy simply because these were the
fundamental causes of most litigation; without such agency and autonomy dis-
putes between males would have been severely curtailed.

The phrase “the woman in question” is also apt because during the fifty-year
period in which litigation came before colonial courts, the identity of women
was constantly questioned. The most persistent question was whose wife a
woman was.” The contextual manner in which such a question was answered
by the social norms of the people who occupied most of Lawra District, the
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LoDagaa,* meant that the issue was ambiguous and hotly contested at the be-
ginning of the colonial period. Over the course of the next half century, this
uncertainty was slowly reduced, and male disputes more readily resolved, as a
proprietorial definition of the social status of “wife” was introduced.

This chapter is about how colonial courts attempted to shape the social iden-
tities of LoDagaa women between 1907 and 1957, and in so doing eroded as-
pects of their freedom. More specifically, it is about the ambivalence of colonial
attitudes toward women’s freedom, as well as the rigidity in assumptions con-
cerning the proper behavior of wives and the ease with which marriage might
be defined. It is also about the gap between the rhetoric of court proceedings
and the actions of women. Finally, it is about how the courts began to allow
current and former husbands to claim interests in their wives as a form of prop-
erty, and so inflict material punishments on their rivals. Overall, this chapter
argues that concepts such as “wife,” “marriage,” “lover,” and “adultery” became
increasingly problematic in the colonial courts during the first half of this cen-
tury because indigenous practices were not commensurable with these catego-
ries of colonial control.

Even though women might have been conspicuous by their almost complete
absence as litigants, women were by no means peripheral to the courts. Women
spoke as witnesses to disputes about their own lives, and, because it was often
the evidence most relevant to disputes, men told stories about women. Colonial
courts almost always either denied or ignored women’s aspirations and interests,
but they also highlighted the importance of control over women to the colonial
project. This part of the project was distinctly patriarchal, conceived of through
the conjuncture of the attitudes of British officers and the interests of a colonial
elite of chiefs, elders, and other prominent men. The greatest challenge to Brit-
ish colonial rule of the LoDagaa was the relative autonomy that women enjoyed
outside of the courts. Denied an active voice in the courts, women did not fail
to exercise agency outside them, speaking through actions rather than words.
One way of finding out about these actions is through court records.

Because colonialism’s assumptions, as well as its architects, were largely pa-
triarchal, its effects on women and their reactions to it were once quite ob-
scured. Thanks to the work of numerous historians in the last two decades, that
gendered myopia has begun to be corrected. For example, the work of Elizabeth
Schmidt and Diana Jeater, as well as the chapter by Lynette Jackson in this vol-
ume, highlights just how central control over African women in Southern Rho-
desia (today Zimbabwe) was to the economic and social objectives of British
colonialism.” Just as women were once thought to have been at the margins of
the colonial project, colonial courts have been often treated as marginal to co-
lonialism. However, court proceedings were not peripheral. In exploring litiga-
tion before colonial courts we find ourselves at the heart of the exercise of co-
lonial power.® In a history of colonial courts in Nyasaland (today Malawi) and
Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia), Martin Chanock noted that “in terms of
the time which officials claim to have spent on it, [family law] was one of the
colonial government’s most important interventions into African life.”” Most of
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this litigation centered on the idea of marriage, and yet colonial courts often
found this cultural concept very difficult to elucidate from the give and take of
conjugal practices in many African societies. Recent studies of marriage in a
variety of African societies, from the Ewe of southern Ghana to the Tswana of
Botswana, have consistently shown how difficult it is to define this concept in
terms of indigenous criteria and in terms of how women understood their au-
tonomy and exercised their agency.® This lack of convergence between colonial
paradigms and the reality of women’s lives is especially evident in the colonial
history of the LoDagaa.

Freedom, Property, and Women

In 1907, the annual report for the Northern Territories noted that among
the LoDagaa “the constancy with which a woman changes her husband would
be humorous if it were not for the trouble it gives.” This situation was diagnosed
as the product of “the absence of any strict laws or even customs over matri-
mony.”’ A year later it was reported that “[tJhe women do not make good wives
and their chief fault is their unfaithfulness.”'® A generation later, in 1938, and
despite an intensive period of colonial rule, the district commissioner of the
area wrote that “the ever-recurring problem of the district is the marriage prob-
lem.”"" Administrators did not define marriage, attempt to ascertain whether it
was an indigenous category of experience, investigate its nature, or place it
within the context of other indigenous social practices. Instead, they merely
identified it and conveniently ascribed to it all possible social conflicts, thereby
ignoring the complex and separate issues that informed such disputes. The iden-
tification of marriage as a social problem was highly significant for the colonial
and postcolonial history of the LoDagaa. Not only were indigenous means of
resolving disputes suppressed and displaced by the imposition of foreign judi-
cial structures, but litigants before these courts were forced to define disputes
in terms of marriage, their ascribed cause.

Litigation before colonial courts addressed relationships between women
and men, almost always to the advantage of the latter. Perhaps unsurprisingly,
social historians have generally accepted that these were marriage cases, that is,
disputes about an indigenous African institution in which women were disad-
vantaged. Yet this does not seem to have been the case in many African societies,
where “ideological valuations” and “ritual elaborations” of the types found in
many Eurasian societies were “conspicuously absent.”'? As Jane Guyer, a con-
temporary anthropologist, has observed, “conjugality is not a key institution in
Africa either as an architecture within which people live their sexual and repro-
ductive lives or a channel through which property is transmitted.” Why then
was marriage used as a paradigm for understanding gender relations in colo-
nial Africa? The period from the 1920s through the 1940s witnessed what she
calls the “conceptual normalization of marriage in comparative anthropology,”
whereby order and clarity were imposed on indigenous practices in order to
eliminate ambiguity and diversity. Anthropologists and administrators shared
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this need for such order and clarity, as “many peoples lacked a criterion that
could be unambiguously translated into colonial legal criteria for differentiating
marriage from transactions involving slaves and debt pawns, both of which
transferred rights in people against other items of value”"> What kept LoDagaa
women from being property, or slaves, was men’s lack of physical control over
them as well as their own capacity for autonomous action.' But the relationship
between women and conjugal payments was problematic for colonial adminis-
trators and anthropologists because of their attitudes toward the autonomy of
women, especially as wives. The meaning of this relationship became even more
troubled in the courts.

It is difficult to reconcile the male-centered perspective of litigants and ad-
ministrators with the reality of women’s lives. This difficulty is compounded by
the gender-specific perspective enshrined in the explanatory models of conjugal
payments once offered by anthropologists. In the 1950s, anthropologists risked
confusing African conjugal arrangements with purchase. Although they might
disclaim economic connotations, anthropological analyses were often based on
implicit notions of purchase because of their emphasis upon the twinned con-
cepts of exchange and rights." Their jural language obscured the consideration
of women as property, but because rights were seen in terms of commercial
exchange, women were necessarily, if unintentionally, interpreted as property.
But analyses grounded in the language of rights and exchange do not “neces-
sarily describe what happens to women,” implying as they do “powerlessness
and lack of initiative, will, or feelings on the part of women.”'® The adherence
to a rigidly directional perspective, which required the payments presented to
equal the rights received, ignored the ethnographic complexities of actual prac-
tices."” These commercial interpretations were echoed in the views of both ad-
ministrators and male litigants throughout Africa.

At the beginning of this century, it was reported of the LoDagaa that “ideas
of property existing among pagan races consist of cattle and livestock, wives,
children, clothes and ornaments.”*® Although we do not know whether this
was an accurate reflection of indigenous ideas, by the 1960s commercial lan-
guage had entered into male interpretations of conjugal payments among the
LoDagaa. In justifying his claim to the custody of his former wife’s new child,
a husband used the following metaphor to describe the effect of the conjugal
payments that were still in the keeping of his former wife’s household: “If I buy
a female animal I need it to multiply”" Such statements must be understood
for what they were: bold rhetorical claims with little relation to reality outside
the courts. Despite the interests or rights a husband may have expected in a wife,
there was no way men could actually compel women to comply with these
expectations—except when they came to court. As colonial administrators fre-
quently complained, women usually did not recognize such rights.”” The notion
of a set of jural norms establishing marriage among the LoDagaa was countered
by a corresponding set of actions that women engaged in. In the 1980s an an-
thropologist working in a LoDagaa settlement far to the south of Lawra District
noted that the actual behavior of women made apparent the “illusion” of pa-
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triarchal control, “leaving men to sort out the consequences.””' However, such
a subtle and sophisticated understanding of the autonomy of women was slow
in coming.

From an early date administrators demonstrated a decided inclination to re-
turn women to their former husbands even though they had new ones. The case
of Rex vs. Bowo, which was heard in 1908 according to the criminal laws of the
Gold Coast relating to seduction, clearly illustrates the divergence between co-
lonial assumptions and indigenous practices. Kabiri came to complain that his
rival Bowo had “caught” his wife and “slept with her and otherwise ill-treated
her.” Questioned by the district commissioner, Bowo admitted to having done
so even though he knew she had been a wife to Kabiri. When asked why he did
it, he attempted to explain according to the logic of LoDagaa social practices,
which did not protect conjugal relations by any explicit social sanction against
such action on the part of a rival: “I wanted to marry her.”** Evidently he was
not understood, as he was sentenced to three months at hard labor and twenty-
four lashes. Before the arrival of the British, the LoDagaa did not have chiefs,
let alone courts for the resolution of potentially violent disputes that fell outside
of the authority of households or localities. The logic of marrying the wife of
another man had been unassailable.”> There was no wider political structure
through which a household could prosecute a rival household that had taken a
wife from it; direct retaliation would have been the only recourse. Colonial rule
quickly changed these dynamics by substituting summonses for retaliation. As
soon as British officers began hearing disputes “the natives, the ice once broken,
flocked in with complaints and summons.” It was noted that “they evidently
appreciate a judge who can enforce his decisions.”** Through their close contact
with the district commissioner and his court, the chiefs whom the British se-
lected, appointed, and imposed upon the LoDagaa quickly learned the solutions
made possible by judicial structures and procedures, particularly the use of co-
ercive punishments based on judicial authority.”

One reason district commissioners were eager to provide coercive sanc-
tions to protect conjugal unions against the interference of rivals was to protect
the interests of migrant laborers. The protection of migrant workers’ conjugal
unions was central to the work of colonial officers throughout Africa. It was
nowhere more obvious than in the areas that supplied labor to the Copper Belt
of Northern Rhodesia.”® Although somewhat less prominent in the Northern
Territories, such protection was very important in areas, such as Lawra Dis-
trict, that supplied a disproportionately large number of workers to the south.
These workers had been recruited by the administration through its “labour
crusade” to supply the southern economies of the Gold Coast with the north’s
only readily exploitable resource.” Two cases from 1908 illustrate such protec-
tion. In the first, Kompailah vs. Naiver, the plaintiff left his wife and went south
to work in the mines. When he returned he learned that the defendant had taken
her. Kompailah did not try to secure the return of his wife by any indigenous
strategy, such as retaliatory action, but came immediately to the court to issue
a summons against Naiver. Before capitulating with no further record of dis-
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sent, the defendant explained his action: “I have got no wife so when I saw this
woman I took her. I knew she was the Plaintiff’s wife but she said her husband
had gone away.” The woman, Kompo, was returned to her husband, Kompailah,
even though she said, “I don’t want to go back to either man. I want to go home,
my husband’s brother flogged me for going after other men when my husband
went away.”?*

The second case, Depang vs. Quiniari, is worth citing to reiterate the will-
ingness of the district commissioner to protect the interests of husbands, par-
ticularly when they were migrant laborers, as well as the logic of social prac-
tices. Depang, also a miner, returned home to find that Anwosa, once a wife to
him, had been driven away from his compound by his elder brother and had
been taken as a wife by the defendant from her household compound and with
her parents’ consent. Furthermore, Quiniari had already presented the conjugal
payments to the woman’s parents to be returned to Depang. The following
was Quiniari’s explanation of his own actions: “I have no wife. . .. I knew the
woman was Depang’s wife. I knew he paid headmoney” Anwosa corroborated
this evidence and said she did not want to return to Depang, explaining that she
liked her husband, “but his elder brother drove me from my house so I went
[and] lived with my people and my mother gave me to defendant. I won’t go
back to Depang.” Nevertheless, the district commissioner restored her to the
plaintiff.”

It was not only cases involving migrant laborers that were decided by the dis-
trict commissioner in a manner that transformed male interests in control over
women into practical rights before the court. In Loab vs. Chiapuun, heard in
1909, Loab explained that Battyelle, formerly a wife to him, had “asked leave”
to go to her father’s compound in a neighboring settlement a fortnight before,
but had not returned because another man, Chiapuun, had “caught” her from
her parents. The district commissioner then questioned Battyelle.

Q: Why did you go to Defendant when you were married to Plaintiff?
A: 1 told my husband that if I went to my father I would not come back.
Q: Did you tell Chiapuun that you had another husband?

A: Yes I told him.

Battyelle’s actions were a common indigenous strategy for women wishing
either to renegotiate their conjugal unions or to leave their husbands.” However,
in the court’s view they constituted a violation of the conjugal union. Chiapuun
admitted knowing that the woman was already another man’s wife, but this, he
explained, mattered little to him as the woman had been willing to go with him.
He was fined ten shillings and Battyelle was returned to Loab despite her evident
desire to leave him.”" Cases such as this might be said only to demonstrate the
deficiencies of administrative understanding of LoDagaa society. Yet both types
of action, the elopement of wives and ensuing retaliatory action, were being
discouraged. The difference was that when litigation was substituted for retalia-
tory action, the woman was invariably returned to the original husband, most
often without consideration of her wishes, and in contravention of indigenous
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social practices. Before colonial rule, retaliatory action could only have deterred
further infringements of a household’s interests: it could not have brought
about the restitution of a wife.

On the one hand, administrators were applying their own gendered con-
structions of morality to LoDagaa society and, on the other, they were ensur-
ing that women’s freedom did not discourage men from “volunteering” for la-
bor recruitment. Women’s freedom, together with the need for labor, required
administrators to apply their particular ideology of marriage. By protecting
the unions of migrant laborers, they redefined such relationships for all men,
denying women the ability to leave unions if their former husbands came to
court. What was being lost was the highly contextual language of conjugal
unions that had accommodated and reflected the unprecedented latitude that
women had been able to exercise at the beginning of the colonial period. Among
the LoDagaa, what was commonly translated as “marriage” were the gender-
specific and locational terms de pog, “take a woman,” and kul sir, “go to a man.”
There was no term to refer to the institution of marriage, only to the agreement
of a man and woman to live together.*

The marital career of Pornu of Tugu, recorded in 1913, illustrates a typical
pattern for women. Before the turn of the century, she had entered a union with
a man named Chafo, with whom she had three children. This union dissolved
and was replaced by her relationship with another man, named Nabile, with
whom she stayed long enough to have two more children. She was repudiated
by Nabile, an uncommon cause of conjugal dissolution, but shortly after en-
tered a union with Muyah, by whom she had another child. Since all her chil-
dren were at least three years apart in age, these events probably took place over
at least eighteen years.”” The term “marital career” is appropriate because even
though women often changed husbands before finding or negotiating a stable
union, they remained married—that is, resident with one man or another—for
the duration of their lives.” Barbara Cooper, who has used the same term to
talk about the lives of Hausa women in Niger, has noted that most women are
“perennial migrants” in their own societies.”” Women such as Pornu often had
several short-term conjugal unions in addition to a few long-term ones, thereby
making their careers even more varied.

By the mid-1930s, blatant action by district commissioners to protect conju-
gal relationships from the prevalent competition over women by giving some
relationships the legal status of marriage became rarer. At the same time, how-
ever, fewer cases were coming before the district commissioner’s court, while
the number being heard by the chiefs’ tribunals was increasing. There are un-
fortunately no records of the tribunals’ decisions for this period, but even if the
chiefs were not directly protecting conjugal relationships, both chiefs and liti-
gants were using seduction charges to the same effect. Although the district
commissioners became less involved in conjugal litigation during the 1930s, liti-
gants sought elsewhere the help the commissioners had provided in controlling
their wives. During the first generation of colonial rule, the civil and complaint
record books of Lawra District show that various district commissioners im-
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posed judgments that probably favored husbands over rivals. It is important to
recognize that this colonial patriarchal alliance was not synonymous with gen-
der relations, being mediated almost as much by considerations of age and
power. However, colonial rule did change attitudes toward women by intro-
ducing male British notions of appropriate female behavior and fostering the
adoption of similar ideas by LoDagaa men. Some of these ideas were not nec-
essarily unprecedented—they may have been implicit in LoDagaa men’s views
of women before colonial rule—but explicit colonial attitudes validated them,
while colonial courts applied them.

Wives, Morality, and Divorce

The milieu of political relations that resulted from colonial rule was de-
cidedly male, and, in the beginning at least, unreflectively so. Officers showed
little to no interest in the welfare or rights of women during the early years of
colonial rule, and when attention was focused on the subject in later years, it
was only in response to metropolitan concerns. In 1918, roughly a decade after
the beginning of colonial rule, an officer referred to absconding and recalcitrant
wives as “shrews” and was heard to lament, “It is a pity that the ducking stool
and bridle . . . have gone out of fashion.””® Whether or not there was any con-
gruence between their decisions to return women to former husbands and in-
digenous practices did not matter to officers, as they were settling disputes
between men, in which context the interests of women were perceived to be
peripheral. Some officers did express concern over the welfare of young be-
trothed girls, but these concerns were unnecessary so long as women were still
free to leave such unions by entering into a subsequent union of their own
choosing.” Officers obviously did not expect such freedom and, when they be-
came aware of it, they were ambivalent about whether it was a good thing for
LoDagaa society.

When the chief commissioner of the Northern Territories issued warnings
about child betrothal in 1911, the acting secretary for native affairs argued that
officers should not be unduly concerned. It was possible for them not “to judge
the institutions of primitive people by the standards of the twentieth century,”
he asserted, without any prejudice to the “moral or social welfare” of their co-
lonial subjects.”® In the first published account of the peoples of the Northern
Territories, A. W. Cardinall, a colonial officer, wrote that although he referred to
conjugal unions as marriage, the terms was “misleading.”

A woman is looked upon primarily as a begetter of children, and secondly as a
preparer of food. . .. The essential thing is the children, and they, no matter who
their father, belong to the owner of their mother. Every woman has, beside her
husband, one or two favourite lovers to whom her husband has no objection.39

Despite these hesitations, the court record books persistently described con-
jugal unions as marriages. Such a categorization was extremely convenient for
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administrators because it subsumed a variety of social disputes, and, accord-
ingly, minimized their importance. This meant they were more readily relegated
to the jurisdiction of the chiefs. The volume of “matrimonial” litigation was a
source of aggravation to district commissioners and a direct challenge to their
amateur and inexperienced grasp of the indigenous issues behind such disputes.
Writing of conditions before the 1920s, Cardinall added that women chose hus-
bands on their own:

This last is progress, but unfortunately it leads to a maze of entanglements. . . .
Many of these women, having tasted emancipation, are not satisfied until they
have tried as many as ten husbands. It is not the white man who has brought this
about. Such has been the practice for long past. It led to murder and war and raids;
today it leads to disputes and complaints beyond number, and incidentally at times
to a half-crazy Commissioner.*’

These comments highlight the dilemma that the related phenomena of conjugal
instability and women’s autonomy presented to officers throughout the colonial
period. The rate of conjugal dissolution was often seen as a sign of moral de-
ficiency, or at least as an inconvenient social fact, but the only immediate means
of restricting such dissolution was to limit the freedom of women. Attitudes
toward such limitation were ambiguous. Evidently mindful of the growing
rights of women in Britain, Cardinall noted that although the freedom available
to women in the Northern Territories had led to “prevalent immorality,” their
freedom nonetheless represented “progress.”*'

Even if indigenous practices did not fulfill the “ideological valuations” of
marriage defined by observers, the administration could not countenance cate-
gorizing such disputes under any other heading—e.g., purchase. The character-
istics that administrators felt were appropriate to marriage, especially stability
of unions and constancy of wives, may not have existed, but this did not elimi-
nate their belief that they should have existed. Nor did it do away with their
obligation to adjudicate such disputes as matrimonial issues.

Administrative attitudes toward LoDagaa women exhibited a degree of cul-
tural relativism when compared with acceptable male attitudes toward British
women in the metropole. In 1930, the colonial secretary’s request for informa-
tion about female circumcision elicited an articulation of the implicit indiffer-
ence characteristic of administrative attitudes. One officer noted, “[T]his raises
a very large question as to what is detrimental to the health and well being of
the people. I suggest many African customs would be detrimental to a European
but are apparently not so to an African.”** Similarly, the assistant medical officer
for the protectorate concluded his report:

[I]t will thus be seen that the only objections to the operation of clitoridectomy
are its brutality and its uselessness. It must be remembered that the operation has
been judged from the European point of view. The African would not consider this
operation as brutal and its suppression by law would probably appear to him to be
in the nature of religious persecution.
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The identification of the African as male here is revealing and speaks for itself.
In 1936 “forced marriages” became an issue after the Liberal MP Eleanor
Rathbone raised questions in Parliament about colonial policy and the colonial
secretary issued another questionnaire.** In his reply, the chief commissioner
concluded that women in the Northern Territories enjoyed “only slightly less
freedom of choice with regard to their husbands than that to which their sisters
in more civilized countries are entitled.” If this observation was indicative of
the position of women under colonialism, it should be noted that LoDagaa
women had probably enjoyed even greater freedom than their “sisters” in West-
ern societies before the start of the colonial project. He correctly noted that

if [arranged unions] prove unsatisfactory to [women] there are means available for
their annulment to which girls are not slow to resort. . . . If a woman seeks to have
her marriage dissolved, it is almost certain that she is contemplating another. In
that event the new husband would compensate the former husband, which he is
generally given ample time to do.*

These remarks pertained to the sphere of daily social life, not to what oc-
curred in the sphere of the courts, where disputes were, with the exception of
extremely rare cases such as Angmin’s, exclusively between men. Officers might
have believed that presenting conjugal payments entitled men to have their
wives restored to them, but by frustrating their rivals’ attempts, officers were
restricting women from leaving unions. The only means of “annulment” avail-
able to women was the successful formation of another union. The chief com-
missioner admitted to a preference toward husbands in the courts when he
noted, “In the opinion of some officers the native law on divorce is too lax and
operates to the advantage of the woman rather than that of the man”*® This
attitude persisted for some time, although individual officers occasionally devi-
ated from the party line. In the annual report for 1938, for example, it was
observed that women were only “regarded as vehicles for the production of chil-
dren, or as mere domestic drudges, privileged to give sexual relief to their hus-
bands.”*

It was not until 1936 that a record of LoDagaa “marriage laws” was drafted,
in response to a circular from the chief commissioner requesting such informa-
tion, and then only after the Colonial Office had recommended such ground-
work as part of plans for more effective administration.”® As a result, the dis-
trict commissioner of Lawra codified the marriage and divorce laws of the
LoDagaa.” While he competently surveyed the views and opinions of the colo-
nial chiefs, he did not determine whether they were the legitimate interpreters
of LoDagaa social practices.” Under similar conditions men invented marriage
laws throughout Africa in response to requests by colonial administrators. The
two sets of males had a common interest in asserting control over women in
the name of a past that often never existed except in the imaginations of its
authors.” The district commissioner’s report gave the impression that LoDagaa
social practices were both definite and formalized. This was not surprising, as
its informants were all chiefs. Furthermore, the quality of the information gath-
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ered purposively by district commissioners was delimited by the nature of the
administrative questionnaires to which they were responding; these played a
very important part in what Guyer called the “conceptual normalization” of
marriage. As Musisi has argued in the previous chapter of this volume, histori-
ans have often overlooked the significance of such paradigmatic forms for the
organization and categorization of knowledge about African societies.”* For ex-
ample, the following details were requested under the heading of “divorce”:

1. On what grounds is it obtainable? 2. What repayments, if any, have to be made
by the family of the woman? 3. What is the actual ceremony of the divorce (in
the Colony the women are marked with white chalk)? 4. What is the position of
the woman with regard to marriage after divorce?>

Although responses were furnished on each of these points, the questionnaire
ignored the more fundamental question of whether or not there was any indige-
nous equivalent to the concept of divorce, let alone marriage as its inverse.

In response to the same questionnaire, the British anthropologist Meyer
Fortes compiled an infinitely more thorough and subtle account of social prac-
tices among the Tallensi, a society to the east with striking similarities to the
LoDagaa. He argued, “Tallensi ideas about the ‘sanctity of marriage’ are so dif-
ferent from our own that their attitudes to divorce and adultery cannot be
measured by ours.”** The suggestion that European and Tallensi concepts were
incommensurable was not merely a theoretical qualification, but was also of
practical relevance to the nature of disputes that emerged in the native courts.

It should be noted, to begin with, that the term “divorce” is not applicable in

the contexts of Tallensi marriage in the sense it bears for us. There are no legal
“grounds for divorce”; and there is no legal procedure for obtaining a divorce from
a spouse. In fact, legal action arises as a result of ruptured marriage, not as a means
to dissolve it.”

Although Fortes did describe formal means and contexts for the dissolution
of unions, he stressed that these were rare, and that normally these issues were
never straightforward. In the report on LoDagaa practices, there were none of
the qualifications and distinctions raised in Fortes’ report.”® In 1944, only six
years later, a subsequent officer questioned the validity of this codification of
laws relating to divorce: “The procedure for local divorce recorded at a Native
Authority conference in 1938 .. . is a bit ambiguous, and I have some doubts
whether it is correct.”” When a conference of the chiefs was convened two
months later, the district commissioner discovered that the difficulty did not
rest with the language of the draft laws, but emanated from a more fundamental
difference: “It transpires that there is no definite ‘divorce, the only thing anyone
is interested in being the repayment of dowry [conjugal payments].”*® In the
amended version of the “laws” drawn up at the same conference it was stated,
“No act, rite, or form of words . . . is necessary to effect a divorce between two
persons married according to Native Customary Law.””

Administrators again became concerned about women’s freedom very briefly
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in the late 1930s when LoDagaa women, who had begun to convert to Chris-
tianity in the early 1930s, began to leave their husbands for the mission station.
The concern was ironic because at first the administration was very critical
of the freedom that the missions afforded LoDagaa women.® At some times
they accused the missionaries of inciting women converts to leave their non-
Christian husbands, and at others they questioned the “the morals of a woman
saving her soul at the expense of her children.”®' The missionaries were reported
to have answered that God would provide for the children, but they were less
sanguine when women left Christian husbands.®” From the start, missionaries’
attitudes toward non-Christian women were similar to those of early adminis-
trators, with complaints about the “vagabond morals” of women.* The under-
lying issue in both these cases—a woman’s leaving her pagan husband when
she converted, or deserting a Christian marriage for a pagan union—was the
autonomy of women in LoDagaa society.

The conference of chiefs held in 1944, where it was ascertained that there was
no such thing as formal divorce, had been convened to discuss the issue of
women, or “wives,” absconding to mission stations. The presiding officer had
noted that there was a “good deal of tension on both sides, and it is plain that
the local people have been suffering from a sense of grievance. I think the
trouble is that the people suspect that unfaithful wives use conversion as a
means of changing husbands.”** Women would only have been doing so if their
ability to leave one husband for another had been significantly constrained.
Even though there was no commensurable indigenous sanction, the courts had
used the idea of divorce introduced by administrators to keep women from
leaving unions. Throughout the colonial period officers remained relatively un-
concerned about the effects of their rule in restricting the freedom of LoDagaa
women, because they generally believed that women already enjoyed too much
freedom. This, rather than competition between men for wives, was seen as the
cause of most disputes. Women were regarded as having no social agency in the
courts, received no recognition, and were assumed to have no inherent rights.
However, they had moral responsibilities and duties, namely toward children
and husbands as mothers and wives.

Lovers, Adultery, and Male Rivalry

As direct control over women became more difficult to exercise in the
1930s due to the change in attitude of colonial administrators, who were in-
creasingly responsible to external pressures, former and current husbands at-
tempted to constrain the freedom of their wives by bringing their wives’ lovers,
their rivals, to court. Although there was no indigenous precedent for the charge
of seduction in the 1908 case of Rex vs. Bowo,” there was an indigenous model
on which to justify the prosecution of adultery cases before the courts. However,
LoDagaa concepts of sexual offenses were very different from the jural concept
that was applied by the courts in their various guises—just as different as those
concerning the dissolution of conjugal unions were from the idea of divorce. In
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his response to an administrative questionnaire on “customary law” in 1931, an
unusually perceptive officer replied that “adultery such as we understand the
meaning of the word did not exist.”* By this time the statement had to be made
in the past tense; litigation for jural adultery had become common before the
chiefs’ tribunals.

Among the LoDagaa, categorizations of sexual offenses did not accord with
Western patterns. Jack Goody, a student of Fortes and the first anthropologist
to study the LoDagaa in great detail, noted that in the 1950s there were three
types of sexual offences in daily life, known as paa bume or “matters of the
vagina”: “sleeping with a clanswoman, sleeping with the wife of a clansman,
and sleeping with other married women.” The first type required no payment
and was not treated as a serious matter. The second offence “not only requires
but demands a sacrifice,” whereas with the third whether a sacrifice was required
depended on the degree of physical proximity and ritual cooperation between
the husband’s and rival’s households.”” The latter category of offense, the one
most susceptible to public scrutiny, was both ambiguous and contingent, de-
pending on the variables of ever changing social networks. The creation of co-
lonial courts, however, removed some of that uncertainty by establishing an
overreaching political network that contracted notions of social distance and
extended the physical range of possible offences.

Any transgression of sexual prohibitions was expressed in terms of physical
affliction, and therefore did not rely on any moral or political sanction: “It may
bring sickness or death on the woman’s husband or children or even herself, for
it is a serious affront to her husband’s ancestors.”® The sanction was a means
of solving the cosmological problems which such actions were seen to create.
Adultery was inextricably linked with the way in which indigenous conflicts
were defined and resolved within precolonial LoDagaa society. Sanctions, inso-
far as they existed, did not prevent conflict but provided the means of limiting
it and setting it within a context of ritual observances. Captain R. S. Rattray, a
colonial officer and ethnographer, provided the following description of the
form of resolution:

The unfaithful wife would prepare beer and the male adulterer be called to come
and drink with the husband [after the offense was confessed by the woman and
admitted to by the man, and the necessary sacrificial animals supplied] and an
agreement entered into, either to terminate the illicit relations between the parties
concerned, or to recognize and, as it were, to legalize it, by the husband agreeing to
allow his wife to have her lover.”

This arrangement, distinct from “taking a wife,” was called “‘lover enters the
house’” (sen kpe dia).”® In these instances a sexual relationship was authorized
between a “married” women and her lover through the presentation by the lover
of sacrificial items to the husband’s household. Prior to colonialism, if the hus-
band’s rival (the wife’s lover) was too distant, either socially or physically, for
the husband to be certain of receiving the necessary sacrificial items, retaliatory
action would have been taken.”' The imposition of colonial judicial structures
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changed this, by compensating the husband (not his household) and punishing
the rival. Goody reported that following the sacrifice of the surrendered ani-
mals, the husband did not eat the meat with the rest of his household: “To eat
the flesh of an animal killed for a sin committed by one’s wife might be taken
as condoning the offense, and even profiting from it.”’* If any penalty or pun-
ishment was involved outside of prescribed areas, it was effected only through
the use of force or retaliatory action. However, these perceptions had changed
well before Goody’s time in the field.

It would be a mistake, then, to see indigenous sanctions against adultery as
having existed to protect conjugal relations. Adultery was not an institutional
violation but an offense against the interests of the husband’s household, or,
more specifically, its ancestors. This could have given rise to the paradoxical
situation among the Tallensi where “a woman who while away from home,
yields to temptation and commits adultery without wishing to leave her hus-
band, often runs off to marry the adulterer in order to avert the consequences
of her lapse” Under these circumstances, if a woman returned to her former
husband she did so “as a runaway wife, not as an adulteress.””” The indigenous
distinction between adultery and taking the wife of another man was easily
obscured in the courts. Husbands who had succeeded in obtaining the return
of their former wives often insisted that their rivals’ presentations of conju-
gal payments were only sacrificial items necessary for what they attempted to
reinterpret as adultery, but which, outside the court, would have been perceived
only as evidence of rivalry and competition.”

The decisions of the district commissioner’s court during the first three de-
cades of colonial rule were supported by the definition of seduction as a crimi-
nal offense by the Laws of the Gold Coast. There are no records of the decisions
of the native tribunals of this period. However, it is evident from a tabulation
of “seduction fees” recorded in the District Record Book in 1917 that the chiefs’
courts were imposing material penalties which internal social practices did not
demand, let alone approve.” In 1932 seduction was omitted from the new ordi-
nances which were to regulate the jurisdiction of the Native Authority Courts.
The colonial administration restored it as a criminal offense in 1935 after com-
plaints by the chiefs. But there had been two dissenting voices. The first was the
assistant district commissioner of Zuarungu, an area to the east of Lawra that
was ethnographically similar. He argued that seduction charges encouraged
forced marriages. “If the Courts are able to force a woman to return as a wife
to a man whom she does not want it will mean that the marriage of Frafra girls
will become nothing less than a sale by auction.””® The second voice, Meyer
Fortes’s, pointed out that what was referred to indigenously as “marrying an-
other man’s wife” was clearly differentiated from adultery. If a woman went to
stay with a man, “even if it is only for one night, this is not adultery.” The courts
were denying the indigenous legitimacy of “marrying another man’s wife.”
When the Tallensi brought cases to the court for the restitution of wives, they
did so in the “name of the whiteman’s law.””” Litigants sought, not the applica-
tion of a specific category of offense, but the general principle of male authority
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over women and the advantage of husbands over rivals afforded by British of-
ficers and exercised by chiefs.

A legal concept of adultery, as either a civil offense or criminal charge (e.g.,
for seduction), was a significant innovation in the repertoire of indigenous so-
cial practices. Through its application by the Native Authority Courts, it af-
fected conjugal strategies and also caused indigenous perceptions of conjugal
relations to assume jural characteristics appropriate to an institutional concep-
tualization of conjugal unions as marriages. In the 1940s charges for seduction
and adultery were used, not to obtain the restitution of wives, but to punish
rivals. The absence of cases for restitution in the Native Authority Court records
can be attributed to warnings issued to chiefs in the late 1930s not to enforce
unions against the will of women. Such practices did continue, but there were
dangers that made them less frequent—not least of which was the knowledge
that if women complained to the district commissioner the chiefs would be
reprimanded. But in response to this curtailment of their jurisdiction, the Na-
tive Authority Courts applied the categories of “abduction” and “detention” to
cover circumstances where a man married the wife of another man. These were
applied when a woman had “divorced” her husband by entering into another
union but the rival had not yet made the necessary conjugal payments, thereby
creating a period of ambiguity between the dissolution of one union and the
formation of another. In order to win his case, the former husband had to sum-
mon his rival to court before he made the conjugal payments.

The language of the former husbands’ claims is indicative of a new proprie-
torial sense of male control over wives that emanated from the courts. In a case
from 1942, a husband sought to have his rival fined for seduction, but as the
woman denied having been seduced, the court fined the defendant one pound
“for keeping the woman for a week as your wife.””* The amount of damages
awarded could not have been claimed according to indigenous practice; they
were not even necessary under that system. But the clearest development docu-
mented in these records is the inflation of claims from expiatory to compensa-
tory and penal proportions. These increased from one pound, seven fowls, and
a sheep in 1943 to nine pounds, nine shillings in 1952 in the Jirapa Native
Court, and from two pounds sixpence in 1948 to five pounds, a goat, a sheep, a
dog, and ten hens in 1953 in the Lawra Native Court. The grounds for decisions
were equally arbitrary, from a defendant’s having “sexual relations” with a
plaintiff’s former wife to his “marrying” her. In the case of Kyirguu vs. Debdaa
the nonspecificity of indigenous terms, which appears to account for the some-
what contradictory translations found in the records, was revealed in the plain-
tiff’s claim: “I got to know that my wife got married to the above Debdaa, that
is why I have come to issue summons against him to get my wife.” The court
ordered that the woman be returned to him and awarded him eight animals,
ten hens, and ten thousand cowries “in order to sustain the woman’s life.””” In
the case of Der vs. Kuunohra, the plaintiff sought the return of his wife through
the Jirapa Native Court. He stated that the defendant had “married” his wife
even though he had not “divorced” her. “I have therefore brought this to court
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that the defendant may explain to me why he has unlawfully married my wife.
I want my wife.” The defendant explained to the court that he loved the woman
and she loved him. The court discovered that the woman did not wish to return
to her former husband and so instructed the defendant to return the plaintiff’s
conjugal payments through the woman’s household. However, it noted that the
woman had already been residing with the defendant for three months, insti-
tuted criminal proceedings for “adultery,” and fined him two pounds.®

In these adultery and seduction cases from the 1940s and 1950s litigants did
not use the court as the medium for the return of their wives, but, instead, em-
ployed a more oblique strategy. They brought their rivals to court to preempt
the presentation of conjugal payments and, thus, to assert their claims over the
women in question as their wives. They also availed themselves of the court to
have their interests in their former wives publicly acknowledged by their rivals.
This was well illustrated in the clerk’s translation of the case of Boi Dagarti vs.
Siekpe Tingani, heard in 1952 before the Jirapa Native Court, in which the plain-
tiff explained that the defendant had “stolen” his wife three months ago, adding,
“T do not know whether he has married her or he is simply loving her. That is
why I have issued summons against him to tell the court the reason he did so0.”®'
The lack of specificity in such claims was due, not to the poor quality of trans-
lation, but to the absence of any indigenous equivalents to the social categories
upon which these offenses were predicated—in particular, the lack of an indige-
nous term for “marriage” as a specific form of conjugal union. Similarly, in the
case of Nahab vs. Tingan, which came before the Lawra Local Court in 1958, a
year after the end of colonial rule, Nahab brought the lover of his brother’s
wife to court to demand sacrificial items to regularize their relationship, as
his brother was at that time working in the south. He explained that once he
discovered that the defendant had begun “loving” his brother’s wife, he had
asked him to provide a fowl to indicate that the woman was still married to his
brother, “but the defendant refused and said it would appear shameful to do
$0.”% Here it was not the threat of affliction that motivated the action, but the
desire to have the court acknowledge the union in case of a later dispute over
child custody.

The innovatory jural concept of adultery, first introduced by district com-
missioners at the turn of the century and applied by the chiefs from 1917 on-
ward, had obvious effects on the nature of conjugal relations and the autonomy
of women. In 1951 a committee investigating Native Authority Courts in the
Gold Coast reported that even though the courts in the Northern Territories
had been empowered to exercise customary law, the only purportedly indige-
nous offense that had received statutory recognition was “sexual connection
with another man’s wife.” Chiefs had been able to innovate “rules . . . at vari-
ance with customary law as it was conceived of two to three generations ago,”
regardless of “the local people’s idea of marriage.”® This trend toward order
and clarity is clearly indicated in a statement on the issue of “marrying another
man’s wife” by the Jirapa Native Authority Court in 1952: “This has been a prac-
tice which continues to entangle people. . . . This is a warning to all. The court-
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ing should be done according to customary law.”** Here “customary law” meant
the “conceptual normalization” of foreign “ideological valuations”—or, to put
it differently, the invention of marriage and the imposition of a colonial patri-
archy through the use of adultery charges.

Conclusion

In 1857, a century before the end of colonial rule in Lawra District, the
British Parliament enacted the Divorce and Matrimonial Causes Act. For the
first time, husbands could divorce their wives for adultery alone, whereas wives
were only entitled to divorce if the adultery occurred along with crimes—e.g.,
bestiality, cruelty, desertion, incest, rape, or sodomy. This double standard, long
part of English culture but never explicitly enshrined in law until this time, was
meant to make the consequences of divorce ruinous for women. Keith Thomas
has argued that the double standard on divorce had little to do with male con-
cerns over the certainty of paternity, even though these informed Victorian
theories about the purpose of marriage. Instead, it was due to the long-held
“view that men have property in women and that the value of this property is
immeasurably diminished if the woman at any time has sexual relations with
anyone other than the husband.”®® The legal reification of the double standard
was more the result of commercial considerations than a function of Victorian
sexual anxiety. Although the idea of women as property (and as without prop-
erty) died slowly in Britain after 1857, colonialism gave it new life in Lawra
District. There, a transplanted ideology of male proprietorial authority over
women became a reality in the courts a hundred years later.

During the colonial period the contextual nature of LoDagaa women’s social
identity as wives, upon which social practices had been predicated, was replaced
by a proprietorial concept of women’s belonging to husbands. In the courts
women went from being wives to husbands to being wives of husbands, and
conjugal payments, rather than a woman’s residence, came to be seen as the sig-
nificant factor in deciding whose wife she was.*® In 1908 an administrator com-
mented that LoDagaa women did not make good wives, due to their “unfaith-
fulness.” Women’s freedom was blamed for the frequency of disputes between
rival males over the custody of children, which, it was claimed (with typical
colonial moral exaggeration), were so common that “‘it is a wise child that
knows his father. ”® However, in their efforts to assert greater claims over their
wives against rivals, LoDagaa husbands were trying, not to be certain of pater-
nity, but to gain control over women. In the early years administrators regularly
returned women to husbands; as this became less common, plaintiffs began to
substitute material compensation for physical control. By 1957 husbands came
not to demand the return of their wives but to claim damages for their loss—the
woman’s residence and alleged identity did not coincide.

The indigenous notion of wife (pog) had acknowledged women’s autonomy
and husbands’ lack of control over wives, whereas the colonial idea of a wife
increasingly allowed husbands to assert ownership through the courts. However,
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by examining women’s behavior outside the courts, albeit through court rec-
ords, we can see beyond these “ideological valuations.” Although husbands in-
creasingly saw wives in a proprietorial way, the history of litigation before the
courts from 1907 to 1957 is the story of effective evasion and protracted resis-
tance on the part of women through their choice of residence. This was the
heart of Angmin’s strategy. For most women it was the choice to leave rather
than to stay that was their most effective weapon. This struggle between the
conjugal payments of men and the residence of women cannot be fully under-
stood unless we appreciate the intrinsic foreignness of the idea of marriage as
an institution and adultery as an offense, and so avoid the “conceptual normali-
zation” of these instruments of colonial patriarchy. Wives were treated as prop-
erty in the courts in the 1940s and 1950s, but the colonial conceptualization of
“wife” that allowed this did not reach beyond the courts. Extracting money
from rivals in court was as close as husbands could come to controlling wives
outside the courts by this time. Outside the courts women had more control
over choosing husbands than husbands had over wives.

Primary Document

1. National Archives of Ghana, ADM 61/4/1, Lawra District Record Book, Rex
vs. Bowo, 27 April 1908.

Charge: Assaulting a woman
Kabiri states: The accused caught my wife and slept with her and other-
wise, ill treated her.
Chila: T am the King of Zambor and I know this to be true that Bowo
took Kabiri’s wife and slept with her.
Bowo Q. Do you admit taking the woman and using her?
A. Yes.
Q. Why did you do it?
A. T wanted to marry her.
Q. You knew that she was Kabiri’s wife.
A. Yes I knew.
Sentence: 3 months Impt. HL 24 lashes [Signed DC Lawra 27/5/08]

2. National Archives of Ghana, ADM 61/4/1, Lawra District Record Book, Kom-
pailah vs. Naiver, 5 August 1908.

Charge: Claims his wife

Plaintiff: 1 went to mines to work & left my wife at home. I paid 50/- & a
sheep for her on my return I found deft had taken her so I took out sum-
mons against him to recover her.

Deft: 1 have got no wife so when I saw this woman I took her. I knew she
was plaintiff’s wife but she said her husband had gone away. I am willing
to give up the woman if D.C. says so.

Komp: I am Kompailah’s wife. I don’t want to go back to either man. I
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want to go home my husbands brother flogged me for going after men
when my husband went away so I don’t want to go back to my husband. I
know my husband paid head money for me.

Plaintiff: When I went home I went to my father in law and asked him for
my wife. my father said he did not know where woman was gone that I
must go defendant and ask him. I did not ask deft as if I had gone he
would make row, so I took summons.

Judgment. Kompo to go back to her husband

Kompailah & Naiver the deft to pay 3/6 costs. [Signed for DC Lawra
5/8/08]

3. Jirapa Native Authority Court, Civil Record Book, 18 January 1951.

18th Jan. 1951 In the NATIVE COURT JIRAPA
Der of Jirapa Tampoe vs. Kuu Noba of Dogo

The Plaintiffs [sic] as follows: My wife has been taken away and married
by the plaint Defendant while I never divorced her. I have therefore
brought this to court that the Def. may explain to me why he has un-
lawfully married my wife. I want my wife.

Plea: Not Liable

Def: Yes, I married the Plaintiffs wife because love me and I loved her.
Judgement of the Court: Judgement of the Case. Court went through the
case asked the woman and she said she does no more wish to marry old
husband. In the opinion of the court the Def. no doubt had sexual inter-
course with the woman while she was yet under old husband. The woman
stayed with the new husband for a month and half; and he failed to pay
the dowry.

Order of the Court: Well as the woman said she does no more want you;
then the new husband keeps her. Dowries to be paid to the woman’s fee
parents.

Def. fees detained.

Ref References to Governors of order No. 43 of 1936
This is a criminal case
See opposite page for char charge.

The President

The Sabuli Naa

The Tizza Naa

[Signed by Native Authority Registrar]

In the Native Court of Jirapa. ..

For that you on the 1st of December 1950 did have sexual connection
with one Pogpla the wife by native Customary law of one Deri of Tam-
poe. When you were aware that she was directly under a husband.
Contr. to Gov. order No. 43 of 1936
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Plea: Guilty
Finding: Guilty
Sentence: £2 fine or in default of payment 1 month impr.

The President [Signed]

The Sabuli Naa

The Tizza Naa [Signed]

[Signed by Native Authority Registrar]

4. Jirapa Native Authority Court, Civil Record Book, 25 March 1952.

4/52 In the Jirapa Native Authority Court held on 25/3/52.

Boi Dagarti vs. Siekpe Tingani 766077 = 5/- 766078 = £3

Complainant states that my wife went to her fathers house, while I was aware
of it, and later on my in-law came and told me that Siekpe Tingani has stolen
away your wife to Saawie for about three months. I do not know whether he has
married her or he is simply loving her. That is why I have issued summons
against him to tell court the reason he did so.

Plea: liable

Findings: liable

Sentence: £3 or 1%2 month L.H.L.

Judgement of Court:—Court went through the case and found Def. liable.
Def. to pay £3 or 12 months L.H.L.

The Jirapa Naa President [Signed]
The Tizza Naa Member [Signed]
Tugu Naa Member his mark X

NOTES

1. National Archives of Ghana (hereafter NAG), ADM 61/4/4, Angmin vs.
Tabbere, 15 July 1944.

2. Ann Whitehead noted the same exclusion of women from litigation among
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a wife in Akuapim. Dorothy Vellenga, “Who Is a Wife? Legal Expressions of

136 Sean Hawkins



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

Heterosexual Conflicts in Ghana,” in Female and Male in West Africa, ed.
Christine Oppong (London: Allen and Unwin, 1983), pp. 144-55.

The LoDagaa were the main inhabitants of Lawra District. This ethnic name
refers to people who shared a variety of linguistic, cultural, and social affini-
ties, but who did not share a common sense of identity before or during the
colonial period. Before colonial rule these agriculturalists lived in decentral-
ized congregations. During colonial rule a sizeable portion of the adult male
population became migrant laborers and chiefs were imposed upon settle-
ments, thereby bringing about important social and political changes.
Elizabeth Schmidt, Peasants, Traders, and Wives: Shona Women in the History
of Zimbabwe, 1870-1939 (Portsmouth, N.H.: Heinemann, 1992); Diana Jeater,
Marriage, Perversion, and Power: The Construction of Moral Discourse in South-
ern Rhodesia, 1894-1930 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1993).

In their explorations of the effects of colonial rule on gender relations in
southern Africa, both Chanock and Jeater have demonstrated how central
these issues were to the colonial project. Martin Chanock, Law, Custom, and
Social Order: The Colonial Experience in Malawi and Zambia (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1985); Jeater, Marriage, Perversion, and Power.
Chanock, Law, Custom, and Social Order, p. 145. Similarly, Kristin Mann

and Richard Roberts have observed that “[l]aw was central to colonialism

in Africa as conceived and implemented by Europeans and as understood,
experienced, and used by Africans.” Richard Roberts and Kristin Mann, “Law
in Colonial Africa,” in Law in Colonial Africa, ed. Kristin Mann and Richard
Roberts (Portsmouth, N.H.: Heinemann, 1991), p. 3.

For examples of this in Ghana see Michel Verdon, The Abutia Ewe of West
Africa: A Chiefdom That Never Was (Berlin: Mouton, 1983), pp. 164-72;
Vellenga, “Who Is a Wife?” p. 145; Lynne Brydon, “The Dimensions of Sub-
ordination: A Case Study from Avatime, Ghana,” in Women, Work, and
Ideology in the Third World, ed. Haleh Afshar (London: Tavistock, 1985),

pp- 112, 123. Innumerable studies have noted that marriage is extremely
ambiguous in sub-Saharan Africa. See especially John L. Comaroff and
Simon Roberts, Rules and Processes: The Cultural Logic of Dispute in an Afri-
can Context (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), pp. 132-74, as well
as many of the essays in Caroline Bledsoe and Gilles Pison, eds., Nuptiality in
Sub-Saharan Africa: Contemporary Anthropological and Demographic Perspec-
tives (Oxford: Clarendon, 1994).

Northern Territories of the Gold Coast: Report for 1907, Colonial Report-
Annual, no. 566 (London: H.M.S.0., 1908), p. 9.

Regional Archives, Tamale (hereafter RAT), ADM 430, “Essay on the Peoples
of the North West Province,” Moutray-Read, PC NWP, 22 November 1908.
RAT ADM 514, Annual Report, Lawra District, 1937-38.

Stanley J. Tambiah, “Bridewealth and Dowry Revisited: The Position of
Women in Sub-Saharan Africa and North India,” Current Anthropology 30,
no. 4 (1989): 419, 424-25.

Jane 1. Guyer, “Lineal Identities and Lateral Networks: The Logic of Polyan-
drous Motherhood,” in Nuptiality in Sub-Saharan Africa, ed. Bledsoe and
Pison, pp. 234-35.

LoDagaa conjugal payments were economic, but made by men to other men,

“The Woman in Question” 137



15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

and so did not directly impinge upon women except when, following coloniza-
tion, men could bring rivals and women to court. The LoDagaa made clear
distinctions between a wife and a slave; conjugal payments were much more
substantial than the cost of slaves, and slaves were not given a proper burial.
Edward Tengan, “The Institution of Marriage among the Dagaaba,” in Tradi-
tional Marriages, ed. Edward Tengan (Wa, Ghana: Wa Catholic Press, 1990),
pp. 26-28. For a discussion of these issues in a non-African context, see
Marilyn Strathern, “Subject or Object? Women and the Circulation of Valu-
ables in Highlands New Guinea,” in Women and Property—Women as Prop-
erty, ed. Hirschon, pp. 162-63.

Payments were seen to be made for wives, and as representing the transfer of
rights in or over women. For example, Radcliffe-Brown claimed that within

a jural interpretation of conjugal payments “a person may be treated as a
thing,” even though he objected to economic interpretations of conjugal pay-
ments. A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, introduction to African Systems of Kinship and
Marriage, ed. A. R. Radcliffe-Brown and Daryll Forde (London: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1950), pp. 12, 47, 50-52. Goody used similarly jural and proprie-
torial language (rights in uxorem and in genetricem) in order to analyze the
implications of payments among the LoWiili, a particular society within the
wider LoDagaa culture, even though he denied that these had connotations of
purchase. Jack Goody, The Social Organisation of the Lowiili (London: HMSO,
1956), p. 54. Elsewhere, Goody remarked that although he used a jural lan-
guage of rights in women in his analysis of conjugal payments, “as in the

case of many property transactions in non-European societies, the complete
alienation implied by our concept of ‘gift’ or ‘sale’ is rarely involved.” Jack
Goody, Death, Property, and the Ancestors: A Study of the Mortuary Customs of
the LoDagaa of West Africa (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1962),
pp- 275-76.

Alice Singer, “Marriage Payments and the Exchange of People,” Man 8, no. 1
(1973): 80-81.

Anthropological theory’s emphasis on the direction of conjugal payments
greatly obscured attendant features grounded in their particular ethnographic
contexts. Comaroff, criticizing this “unquestioning analytical priority,” sug-
gested that other features might be equally significant. “After all, the labels
‘bridewealth’ and ‘dowry’ select, as analytical significata, only the source and
destination of payments, leaving as residual the dimensions of content, con-
text and meaning.” John L. Comaroff, introduction to The Meaning of Mar-
riage Payments, ed. John L. Comaroff (London and New York: Academic Press,
1980), p. 10. The adherence to a structural perspective is directly related to
the jural analysis of conjugal payments. Because anthropologists prioritized
the direction of payments, they saw a woman’s change of residence in the
other direction as both their consequence and their explanation, and so aca-
demic interpretation was substituted for indigenous meaning.

RAT ADM 430, “Essay on the Peoples of the North West Province,” provincial
commissioner, North West Province, 1907.

District Magistrate’s Court (Lawra), Court Record Book, vol. 7, L13/7/1966,
Eribari Zambo vs. Tangan Zambo. For similar statements among the neighbor-
ing Lobi, see Madeleine Pere, Les Lobis: Tradition et changement, vol. 1 (Paris:
Editions Silog, 1988), p. 381.

138 Sean Hawkins



20.

21.
22.
23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.
31.

32.

Barbara Hagaman, “Beer and Matriliny: The Power of Women in a West Afri-
can Society” (Ph.D. diss., Northeastern University, 1977), pp. 101-102; P. A.
Evans, “The LoBirifor/Gonja Dispute in Northern Ghana: A Study in Inter-
ethnic Political Conflict in a Post-colonial State” (Ph.D. diss., University of
Cambridge, 1983), pp. 118-19.

Evans, “LoBirifor/Gonja Dispute,” 119.

NAG ADM 61/4/1, Lawra District Civil Record Book, 27 April 1908.
Formerly, if Kabiri had been able to convince his wife to return, he would
have had to be satisfied with the payment of sacrificial items, and then only
if Bowo had lived close enough for a claim for such payment to be effective.
Otherwise, Kabiri would have had to resort to uncertain retaliatory action of
some kind.

NAG ADM 56/1/50, Reports on Tours of Inspection, North West Province,
April-May 1906. Evans noted that the LoBirifor, another LoDagaa subsociety,
reacted much the same way to Gonja chiefs in the 1920s when they migrated
into areas on the periphery of the chiefs’ control. Evans, “LoBirifor/Gonja
Dispute,” pp. 119-20.

Similar observations were made by Fortes, an anthropologist working for

the colonial administration, and Labouret, a colonial administrator turned
ethnographer, concerning the respective experiences of the Tallensi and
LoWilisi. “The political and legal behaviour of the Tallensi, both commoner
and chief, is as strongly conditioned by the ever-felt presence of the District
Commissioner as by their own traditions. . . . And always, the District Com-
missioner, whether actually present or not, was one of the principal sanctions
determining the outcome of events.” Meyer Fortes, Marriage Law among the
Tallensi (Accra: Government Printing Department, 1936), p. 27. “The rules
that now exist seem to be the result of developments triggered by European
occupation. Under the influence of administrative tribunals all local customs
tend to be standardized and thus compromised, such that they no longer
reflect indigenous practices.” Henri Labouret, Les tribus du rameau Lobi
(Paris: Linstitut d’ethnologie, 1931), p. 256 (the translation is mine).

Jane Parpart, “Sexuality and Power on the Zambian Copperbelt: 1926-1964,”
in Patriarchy and Class: African Women in the Home and the Workforce,

ed. Sharon B. Stichter and Jane L. Parpart (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1983),
pp. 199-222.

Roger Thomas, “Forced Labour in British West Africa: The Case of the North-
ern Territories of the Gold Coast, 1906-1927,” Journal of African History 14,
no. 1 (1973): 79-103.

NAG ADM 61/4/1, Lawra District Civil Record Book, Kompailah vs. Naiver,
5 August 1908.

NAG ADM 61/4/1, Lawra District Civil Record Book, Depang vs. Quiniari,

5 August 1908.

See Goody, Social Organisation, p. 53.

NAG ADM 61/4/1, Lawra District Court Record Book, Loab vs. Chiapuun,

24 May 1909.

These were not the only terms, but they were the most generic. See Capt. R. S.
Rattray, The Tribes of the Ashanti Hinterland, vol. 2 (Oxford: Clarendon,
1932), pp. 54, 91; Bozi Somé, “La parenté chez les Dagari,” Notes et documents
voltaiques 2 (1968): 11; Tengan, “Marriage among the Dagaaba,” pp. 10-12;

“The Woman in Question” 139



33.

34.

35.
36.
37.

38.

39.

40.
41.
42.

43.

44.

Gregory Eebo Kpiebaya, Dagaaba Traditional Marriage and Family Life (Wa,
Ghana: Wa Catholic Press, 1991), pp. 5-10.

NAG ADM 61/4/1, Lawra District Civil Record Book, Rex vs. Zanya, 18 July
1913.

“Once a woman is embarked upon marriage, she remains married for the rest
of her life. She is likely to change husbands, but there is never a time when
her brideprice is not paid by someone. . . . A woman is never fully integrated
into the residence of her husband and remains all her life as mobile as every-
thing in the house which is not dug into the earth.” Hagaman, “Beer and
Matriliny,” pp. 137, 214-15.

Barbara M. Cooper, Marriage in Maradi: Gender and Culture in a Hausa
Society in Niger, 1900-1989 (Portsmouth, N.H.: Heinemann, 1997), pp. 62-69.
NAG ADM 61/5/6, Lawra District Complaint Book, 18 October 1918.

NAG ADM 61/4/2, Lawra District Civil Record Book, quoted in provincial
commissioner, North West Province, to district commissioner, Lawra, 12 Octo-
ber 1911.

NAG ADM 61/4/2, Lawra District Record Book, acting secretary of native
affairs to acting chief commissioner of the Northern Territories, quoted in
provincial commissioner, North West Province, to district commissioner,
Lawra, 12 October 1912.

A. W. Cardinall, The Natives of the Northern Territories of the Gold Coast:
Their Customs, Religion, and Folklore (London: George Routledge and Sons,
1920), p. 79.

Ibid., p. 76.

Ibid., pp. 79-80.

RAT ADM 3, Female Excision (Circumcision), 1930-33, quoted in commis-
sioner, Northern Province, to chief commissioner of the Northern Territories,
10 June 1930.

RAT ADM 3, Female Excision (Circumcision), 1930-33, assistant medical
director to chief commissioner of the Northern Territories, 2 June 1931. It
would be equally inappropriate to judge administrative attitudes from any-
thing other than a European perspective. From a non-European perspective,
administrative officers’ sudden toleration of this one aspect of indigenous
culture was transparently hypocritical.

RAT ADM 259, Rules Made under Section 17 of Native Authority Ordinance,
secretary of state to governor of the Gold Coast, 17 August 1936. The matter
had arisen following questions in the House of Commons by Eleanor Rath-
bone, MP, on 22 July 1936. The secretary of state appears to have been less
than completely enthusiastic about the whole question, stating that “the
extent and evil of the pressure which may be exercised on African girls to
marry against their will are capable of exaggeration.” The questionnaire asked
whether physical coercion was involved and, if it was, whether women were
free to bring cases to the notice of officers, what action officers had taken,
and whether such steps were sufficient to prevent serious abuses or whether
further measures were necessary. See Correspondence Relating to the Welfare
of Women in Africa, 1935-37, Parliamentary Papers, Cmd 5784 (London:
H.M.S.0.,, 1938). On Rathbone’s earlier work to have female circumcision
outlawed in Kenya, see Susan Pedersen, “National Bodies, Unspeakable Acts:

140 Sean Hawkins



45.

46.
47.
48.

49.
50.
51.

52.

53.

54.
55.
56.

57.
58.

59.

The Sexual Politics of Colonial Policy-Making,” Journal of Modern History 63,
no. 3 (1991): 647-80. I have the editors of this volume to thank for this
citation.

RAT ADM 259, Rules Made under Section 17 of Native Authority Ordinance,
chief commissioner of the Northern Territories to the colonial secretary,

21 October 1936.

Ibid.

RAT ADM 514, Annual Report, Lawra District, 1937-38.

RAT ADM 292-93, Record of Native Law and Custom, chief commissioner
of the Northern Territories to district commissioner, Northern Territories,

17 June 1936.

RAT ADM 514, Annual Report, Lawra, 1937-38, Appendices.

Rattray noted that chiefs were particularly unreliable sources of information
for the anthropologist. Ashanti Hinterland, p. xii.

For examples of this see especially Chanock, Law, Custom, and Social Order;
Jeater, Marriage, Perversion, and Power.

Jan Vansina, “Knowledge and Perceptions of the African Past,” in African
Historiographies: What History for Which Africa? ed. Bogumil Jewsiewicki
and David Newbury (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1986), p. 31.

RAT ADM 292-93, Record of Native Law and Custom, chief commissioner
of the Northern Territories to district commissioner, Northern Territories,

17 June 1936. The nature of the questionnaire, and not just its lack of con-
gruence with indigenous concerns, also created distortion, because of the
difficulty of translating concepts.

Fortes, Marriage Law, p. 13.

Ibid., p. 14.

The district commissioner stated that the father-in-law executed the divorce
following the return of his daughter by her husband. He admitted that the
father-in-law could not refuse to “grant” a divorce, but insisted that he had to
be recognized simply because “there is no other competent authority” NAG
ADM 292-93, Record of Native Law and Custom, “Marriage Laws of the
Lobi/Dagarti Natives Resident in the Lawra Native Authority Area,” 1938.
RAT ADM 342-43, Informal Diary, Lawra, May 1944.

Ibid., July 1944. A generation earlier an officer had made this observation, not
as a statement of practice, but as a moral criticism. See NAG ADM 61/5/3,
Lawra District Complaint Book 13/15, July 1916. When it appeared that his
daughter’s husband (a colonial employee) intended to take her south, the
chief of Gengenkpe attempted to return the conjugal payments himself. The
district commissioner refused to return his grandchildren to the chief, but
allowed the woman to be withdrawn from the union. However, he was
ambivalent about having done so and commented, “These people seem to
think that they can have it both ways and get everything by returning the
bridewealth.”

NAG ADM 61/5/11, Lawra District Record Book, 14 July 1944, p. 394.
Further and perhaps more significant amendments were made. It was argued
that the father-in-law was not a “competent authority to pronounce or grant
divorce,” being merely a witness to the dissolution of a union and a “channel
through which the bride price is paid by any new husband to the old.” Follow-

“The Woman in Question” 141



60.

61.
62.

63.
64.
65.

66.

67.
68.

69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.

75.

76.

77.
78.
79.
80.
81.
82.

ing this last point, the amendments stressed, “In the event of a wife effecting
divorce, the dowry can be reclaimed by the husband only from a subsequent
husband.”

RAT ADM 247, Informal Diary, Lawra, March and April 1937; RAT ADM
301, Informal Diary, Lawra, January 1938.

RAT ADM 301, Informal Diary, Lawra, January and February 1938.

Ibid., February 1938. “Called the girl and explained that as she herself had
chosen the Christian religion unforced she had no right to throw it over for a
love affair. Told the chiefs that the return of dowry, usual in such cases, would
not settle the matter in this case as the unfortunate, legitimate husband was
debarred from marrying again. Told the girl to return to her father’s house as
she refused to return to her husband. Probably she will live a spinsters life.”
Rapports annuels, no. 26, 1930-31 (Rome: Peres blancs, 1932), p. 195.

RAT ADM 342-43, Informal Diary, Lawra, April 1944.

NAG ADM 61/4/1, Lawra District Civil Record Book, Rex vs. Bowo, 27 April
1908.

RAT ADM 169, Native Administration, district commissioner, Lawra, to
chief commissioner of the Northern Territories, 31 March 1931. Writing at
the same time, Labouret noted of LoWilisi perceptions that “The effects of
this infraction [adultery] are quite different from the ones we attribute to it; it
is a serious offence against the Earth, goddess of fertility, and against the
guardian gods of the family [rather than a legal offence].” Labouret, Rameau
Lobi, p. 286 (the translation is mine).

Goody, Death, Property, and the Ancestors, pp. 204-205, 391-92.

Meyer Fortes, The Web of Kinship among the Tallensi: The Second Part of an
Analysis of the Social Structure of a Trans-Volta Tribe (Oxford: Clarendon,
1949), p. 117.

Rattray, Ashanti Hinterland, p. 416.

Ibid. See also Goody, Death, Property, and the Ancestors, p. 139.

Fortes, Web of Kinship, p. 116.

Goody, Death, Property, and the Ancestors, p. 392.

Fortes, Marriage Law, p. 18.

See NAG ADM 61/4/2, Lawra District Civil Record Book, Wor vs. Keyli,

17 July 1912; NAG ADM 61/5/3, Lawra District Complaint Book, 22 Feb-
ruary and 10 June 1916; NAG ADM 61/5/4, Lawra District Complaint Book,
20 February 1929.

NAG ADM 61/5/1, Lawra District Record Book, “Satisfaction and Adultery
Fees Customary in the Chiefs’ Courts,” n.d., p. 445.

RAT ADM 259, Rules Made under Section 17 of the Native Authority Ordi-
nance, 1934-51, acting district commissioner, Zuarungu, to chief commis-
sioner of the Northern Territories, 20 August 1936.

Fortes, Marriage Law, pp. 18, 20.

Jirapa Native Authority Court, Criminal Record Book, 10 February 1942.
Lawra Native Authority Court, Civil Record Book, 4 September 1953.

Jirapa Native Authority Court, Civil Record Book, 18 January 1951.

Ibid., 25 March 1952.

District Magistrate’s Court (Lawra), Court Record Book, vol. 1, L18/4/58,
Nahab of Kunyukuo vs. Tingan of Tolibri.

142 Sean Hawkins



83.

84.
85.

86.

87.

Report of the Commission on Native Courts, Gold Coast (Accra: Government
Printing Department, 1951), pp. 16-18.

Jirapa Native Authority Court, Civil Record Book, 5 December 1952.

Keith Thomas, “The Double Standard,” Journal of the History of Ideas

20 (1959): 209-10. See also George W. Stocking, Jr., Victorian Anthropology
(New York: Free Press, 1987), pp. 197-208; Susan Kingsley Kent, Sex and Suf-
frage in Britain, 1860-1914 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987), p.
29.

At the beginning of the colonial period defendants routinely explained that
they had taken the wives of plaintiffs because they too wanted “a wife.” Plain-
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6 Colonialism, Education, and
Gender Relations in the Belgian
Congo: The Evolué Case

Gertrude Mianda

Recent studies in the field of education throughout Africa document the extent
of sexual segregation in the educational system missionaries put in place dur-
ing the colonial period. Many argue that girls’ education continues to lag be-
hind that of boys because girls have been trained primarily for domesticity. As
Nakanyike Musisi points out for Uganda, with the complicity of the chiefs, the
daughters of aristocrats were trained by missionaries to become the wives and
mothers of elite men and to manage the household, while sons were trained for
the public sphere. In subsequent years, this type of education was extended to
the wider population.' In southeast Nigeria, boys and girls were not segregated
in school, but fewer girls went to school than boys, and girls’ education was lim-
ited to apprenticeship, manual work, and homemaking.* In the Belgian Congo,
education was similarly entrusted to the missionaries, by virtue of the conven-
tion concluded between the Catholic Church and the Independent State of the
Congo on 26 May 1906.> Men were the first to receive instruction, and they re-
ceived it in French; thus they had access to a prestigious social status. Girls’ edu-
cation, offered in indigenous languages, focused on the acquisition of home-
making skills and the reinforcement of supposedly feminine characteristics,
which were defined by Christian morality. As a consequence, the first Congo-
lese elite was made up exclusively of men—Ies évolués. As a group, the évolués
brought together in the period between the two wars the first generation of edu-
cated people in the Belgian Congo. This chapter focuses on this elite and its
vision of gender relations and of the proper place for women.

In many ways, colonization improved some men’s gendered positions by ac-
cording them more privileges than women in political, judicial, economic, and
social domains. This was certainly the case with the évolués. As the first to mas-
ter spoken and written French, they were also the first to produce their own
publication—La voix du Congolais (The voice of the Congolese).* For over a de-
cade (1945-59), this journal served as the undisputed standard-bearer of évolué
opinions and, at the same time, the instrument for affirming their social, politi-



cal, and literary status. Evolués firmly believed that they had attained a level of
“civilization” which brought them much closer to whites than to the commoner
Congolese. They felt themselves charged, in turn, to propagate this civilization
to the wider population.’ As they sought to make themselves as much like whites
as possible,® they used La voix du Congolais to circulate their demands for status
and to articulate their views about the position of women, among other issues.
Through this process, they espoused a new model of gender relations.

In this chapter, I explore the social construction of this new model of gen-
der relations by examining the demands expressed by the évolués in La voix du
Congolais. 1 seek to expose the central features of évolué discourse about Con-
golese women’s position, taking into consideration évolués’ education and the
representation of women that colonial education produced. To undertake a
study of gender using a source that primarily captures the opinions of men
might appear to contradict the tenets of feminist scholarship, which fore-
grounds women’s points of view and lived experiences.” But it is precisely be-
cause women were kept on the margins of social and public discourse in the
Belgian Congo that we must begin to write their history by making use of men’s
writings. Only in this way can we extricate Congolese women from the rubbish
of colonization.

The first article written by a Congolese woman did not appear in La voix du
Congolais until 1956, and it was translated from Lingala by the male editor, A. F.
Bolamba.? Even after that date, Congolese women expressed themselves in La
voix du Congolais primarily in interviews conducted by men. This is why I draw
upon men’s discourse, but scrutinize it according to the feminist principle that
“gender relations are always power relations.” The fact that male évolués de-
manded the improvement of women’s education does not diminish the need to
analyze their discourse in terms of relations of power between the sexes. Thus,
my analysis foregrounds masculine domination'’ while demonstrating how
gender relations are socially constituted, represented, lived, and contested'' in
colonial society.

Gender relations flow fundamentally from the social order and the symbolic
meaning of “discourse” (religious, scientific, and legal), as well as from institu-
tions and their practices, cultures, and ways of thought. Thus, the évolués’ dis-
course on gender relations should be understood not as the expression of bad
attitudes or false beliefs, but in light of the social order and meanings established
in colonial society."” In that society, the West and its values were placed on a
pedestal as a model to be emulated at whatever cost, and social actors, male and
female, used the resources at their disposal in their social interactions. In this
chapter, I use a sociological approach (drawn from an ethnomethodological
perspective), but add a historical perspective."” In the first section, I examine
girls’ education in the Belgian Congo in order to delineate one area of daily so-
cial life—colonial society’s system of education. This provides the background
necessary to examine, in the second section, évolué discourse about women’s
situation and gender relations in Congolese society of the period.
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Sexual Segregation in Education in the Belgian Congo
and the Image of Women in Colonial Society

Education in the Belgian Congo was constituted, first and foremost, on
a racist basis by separating blacks and whites."* Beyond this, a Christian educa-
tion was as fundamental for girls as it was for boys." The broad lines of educa-
tional policy in the Belgian Congo envisaged a type of professional and agricul-
tural mass education for the purpose of training assistants for the whites;'®
material to be taught to girls and to boys was clearly differentiated.'” In the
minds of colonizers and missionaries, the purpose of school was to make boys
into artisans and girls into mothers of families and perfect wives,'® by inculcat-
ing new, Western, Christian values in them."

The colonialists established two educational levels: primary and secondary.
The primary level included the maternelle (kindergarten) and two more stages.
The first stage offered basic training for both sexes, while the second differed
according to gender. Boys were trained to be assistant clerks for the whites or
tradesmen; girls received practical training in homemaking and an apprentice-
ship in teaching.”

Major changes were introduced by the 1948 reform. Primary education was
extended by a year, and the first stage was further distinguished from the sec-
ond. The first stage, or ordinary training, was for general education and was
conducted in local languages;*' now, certain students were selected for a second
stage (Penseignment de selection), given in French, that prepared them for sec-
ondary school.”” Under the new system, girls also received more training in
household management.

The 1948 reform also introduced a long cycle of six years of study at the sec-
ondary level for students who had received a “selected” education. This secon-
dary education had two sections: a special one, which trained students for a
profession, and a general one, which prepared them for future studies with a
more intellectual focus. This option offered the Congolese wider training for
more prestigious careers in public service or private enterprise. Most impor-
tantly, however, it prepared them for post-secondary education. From its con-
ception, this program was intended exclusively for boys and was administered
in French. For girls, whose education was entrusted solely to nuns, the reform
underlined the necessity of a practical, moral education that would prepare
them for their future roles as wives and mothers. Thus, girls were limited, even
in “selected” education, to taking the three-year middle school homemaking
program or moving on to teachers’ training school, which consisted of four
years of study following the six years of primary school.” This training was to
enable girls “to become good wives, informed mothers, and perfect household
managers.” **

As late as 1955, however, there were only six schools for girls in all of the
colony that offered the “selected” second degree, and thirty classes that prepared
girls for post-primary education.”® There were seven middle schools of house-
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hold management and two professional schools for clothing design and sewing,
at Elisabethville and Leopoldville. As for normal schools, there were twenty-
three girls’ schools of teaching apprenticeship and twenty-two girls’ teacher
training schools, with a combined total of 1,600 students, compared to 7,750
boys enrolled in the same type of institution. French education in girls’ classes
was less emphasized because, quite simply, its usefulness for girls was disputed.
As M. J. Van Hove, the advisor to the colonial minister, noted, “with respect to
girls, for whom knowledge of a European language seems of debatable utility,
for most of them at least, the teaching of French—while not being removed
from the program—will have a reduced place except at the secondary level.”

The names of courses in homemaking schools illustrated their goal, namely,
to make girls into better wives. They included the following, though they var-
ied somewhat from one institution to another: religion, arithmetic, the metric
system, French, one’s native language, drawing, geography, the sciences, hy-
giene, conversation, observation, music, singing, gymnastics, sewing, agricul-
ture, housework, and politeness. This constituted the program’s intellectual
training, though much emphasis was also placed on practice. Girls were in-
structed in simple housekeeping, flower arranging, laundering, ironing, sewing,
fieldwork, and cooking. In order to know how to beautify a house, girls learned
washing, door dressing, home furnishing, and window decorating.”” The goal
of homemaking school was clearly underlined by Mother Van Hove’s report
about the Mbanza Boma middle school: “Our objective is to train Christian
wives and mothers of the future. . .. To train their taste, to develop their aes-
thetic sense, is to prepare the future woman of the interior, shining center of
the home”*® Thus, gitls were introduced to housekeeping, mending and sewing,
washing and ironing, cleaning rooms, cooking, and gardening—apprenticeships
in orderliness and cleanliness. With the 1948 reform, schools for nurses and
nursing assistants (gardes sanitaires) were also organized. Here, girls received two
years of instruction in nursing and midwifery, followed by practical training.”

Clearly, the goal of girls’ education in the Belgian Congo was to turn out
homemakers trained in Christian religious convictions. M. J. Van Hove ex-
pressed this eloquently when he recalled the ideas that guided the 1948 re-
organization of girls’ education:

. . . to assure by appropriate means an education for the indigenous female element
which, pulling her out of her semi-servile state, permits her to respond to women’s
eternal calling in veritably every human society, which is not only to give birth to,
but also to raise, men.*

Because of such ideas, girls’ training was considerably delayed in comparison to
that of boys. The principal reasons for the delay were considered to be “customs
and traditions” which assigned women the role of wife and mother.”" But the
patriarchal ideology which governed education in the Belgian Congo clearly ex-
acerbated the gap between girls’ and boys’ instruction. In its philosophy, the sys-
tem was simply an adaptation in the colony of the sexist, patriarchal educa-
tional ideology which governed the training offered girls in the colonial
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metropole, Belgium.? The colonial system of education in the Belgian Congo
thus consolidated social-sexual roles on the basis of existing sexual discrimina-
tion, by offering women a feeble instruction which confined them to the house-
hold and fostered activities presumed to correspond to feminine nature.

Yet the 1948 reform was also a response to the desire of évolués, who wanted
their wives and daughters to receive a better education and thus attain the same
level of “civilization” they themselves had.” This desire was highlighted in the
report of the Coulon-Deheyn-Renson pedagogical mission established to assess
the need for additional reforms:

One knows the drama of évolué households in which a black has become con-
scious of his personality as a civilized man and wishes to have others’ behavior and
relations conform to his, but must in fact spend his life at the side of a musenji [a
backward person, a savage] 3

To the degree that the homemaking school program was aimed at évolués’
daughters,” it proceeded to fulfill this expectation. The reformed education sys-
tem aimed at producing virtuous Christian women who, as wives and mothers,
would be excellent household managers.

Evolué Discourse about Women’s Situation: Toward a
New Representation of Gender Relations

The évolué demand that their wives and daughters be “civilized” by edu-
cation requires us to investigate more closely the évolué conception of gender
relations. Like most systems of education,’ that of the Belgian Congo divided
the sexes hierarchically, to the disadvantage of women, and this division pro-
foundly shaped the évolué conception of gender relations. One can uncover the
évolués’ attitudes toward women’s issues, as well as the wider issue of gender
relations, by analyzing their demands for women’s instruction and their debates
concerning prostitution and marriage, as well by examining their carefully con-
structed lifestyle.

In order to understand évolué demands concerning the social condition of
Congolese women, it is important to situate the évolués in Congolese society.
To be admitted to the évolué class, it was necessary to meet specific criteria:
education in a middle school, a normal school, or a seminary;”’ a monthly in-
come of no less than a thousand francs;” a professional identity; and, finally, a
certain Christian morality, especially with respect to lifestyle. The first two cri-
teria allowed access to a specific socioeconomic position. Those who graduated
from the right schools could permit themselves certain material comforts, such
as a cement house, a bicycle, or a phonograph.” It was thus possible for évolués
to display an external appearance which mirrored that of whites. Professional
integrity had to be demonstrated by working in conformity to expectations.*’
As for the new morality, it had to be obtained through education.*' Tt rested,
most notably, on the adoption of monogamy and the denunciation of polygyny;
it implied, quite simply, the acceptance of the Western Christian family model.
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The intellectual and Christian training the évolués received enabled them to
meet these conditions. But it was necessary to maintain good habits and im-
prove them. By virtue of their intellectual training, évolué circles under the
colonizers” control were called upon to take up this task.” In imitation of the
diffusers of modernity, the évolués, for their part, believed themselves charged
with positively influencing the rest of the indigenous population:*

In the course of our stay on the school bench, we were subjected to severe disci-
pline, and we received a careful education, which inculcated solid principles in us
which must guide us in life. These principles constitute the basis of this Christian
civilization toward which we strive. We must not conserve them only for ourselves.
It is our duty to communicate them through our private and public conduct, our
counsels, and our teachings to those of our racial brothers who have not received
them.*

Another writer agreed, stating, “The true, the unique évolué is the one who puts
his situation to the service of the mass in order to be a precious assistant to his
civilizers”* Another concurred: “The évolué is like a reservoir who receives in
order to pour out afterwards to others.”* The évolués considered themselves to
have undergone a cultural conversion which assimilated them to whites. Their
most important demands, therefore, were for recognition of a status different
from, and above, that of the masses of Congolese.”” And they justified their
claims to superiority by frequent reference to women’s position and the na-
ture of the family, notably to the monogamous family model with its matrimo-
nial regime and patrilineal succession. They also articulated ongoing struggles
against polygamy, prostitution, and the high cost of bridewealth. These themes
filled the pages of La voix du Congolais and provide extraordinary insight into
the évolués’ conception of gender relations.

Evolué Demands regarding Girls’ Education:
A Struggle for Women’s Emancipation?

Father Vermeersch was among the first to demand education for Con-
golese women. The évolués in turn clamored insistently for the instruction of
their daughters and demanded that this be done in French.” For them, the
French language denoted social promotion and prestige; it was a sign of “civili-
zation.” * But the évolués, although demanding French education for gitls, were
not beginning to favor women’s emancipation and gender equality:

We are not demanding that our wives acquire profound and special knowledge
which would place them at a level which is not naturally reserved to them. We
wish only that our wives be brought closer to our degree of evolution and under-
stand us. . . . In households in civilized countries, women have also been men’s best
counsel.”’

Also we demand that true homemaking schools be created where our daughters
can be prepared for domestic life by developing in them intellectual skills and solid
moral qualities. . . . it is necessary to teach them how to take care of a household
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in the most perfect way possible. If domestic work isn’t accomplished with order-
liness and cleanliness, a man won’t stay at home.!

The paradox revealed in these demands undercuts any illusion that évolués
might have supported the liberation of women. They desired education in
French for their daughters, but they opposed their wives’ involvement in salaried
work,” though some favored women’s limited salaried employment on the
grounds that a wife with a salary could contribute to household income.” La
voix du Congolais often hosted an engaging debate on these issues:

The Congolese Woman at Work

We read with lively interest M. G. Mukelebwe Ebwe’s article in the July issue of
La voix du Congolais about the possibility of letting Congolese women work for
the administration or in private companies.

It is certainly time that the authorities examine this question.

However, we do not agree with all the opinions M. G. Mukelebwe Ebwe expressed
and we think it best that single rather than married women work in one organiza-
tion or another, the proper place of the latter being at home with her children, if
she has any.

In grounding our argument on these facts, we are persuaded that it is absurd to
let a married woman work for a company to which she will have to return in the
afternoon, thus neglecting her children’s and husband’s care.

On the one hand, it is necessary for a single woman to work even if she does
not save the money that she earns by the sweat of her brow. Working will permit
her to support herself honestly, respecting her body at the same time, rather than
selling it at the risk of contracting and propagating venereal diseases.

On the other hand, if married women work, we will see that little by little they
will lose respect for their husbands. The percentage of divorces will augment pro-
portionally.

It is very true that it is the Christian family that will lead our country, the
Congo, in the future and that it is through work that a country earns its merit.

Our intention is far from disallowing the right to equality which must remain
between husband and wife—what we envision is that our daughters acquire a very
profound moral education and that they collaborate with their husbands with
respect to household management so that they educate their children suitably,
cradle of a prosperous Congo.

Gabriel Sulet Ekongo

N.d.L.R.—A married woman must remain at home—I agree. If a supplementary
salary is necessary (to build or improve the house, for example), the wife must be
able to find work to do at home. A single woman need not necessarily go to work
“for the administration or in a private company” although, however, a livelihood is
desirable in the case of prostitutes.

Also, it would be desirable to create workshops for learning feminine trades
(cutting-up and making clothes, knitting, sewing, etc.).

ARB
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In fact, for the évolués, a wife’s working outside the household conflicted not
only with woman’s role in society, but also with the man’s duty to provide for
the needs of the household.” As for the woman, the évolués expected her to be
a wife, good household manager, and mother:

In effect, the father, head of the family, or still better, its protector, has only one
care, that of working to earn the money necessary to feed and maintain his own.*

The husband owes protection and assistance to his wife. He must watch over the
security and interest of his family. He owes protection to his wife against her weak-
ness and her moral failures. He will be her legitimate support in her listlessness
and fatigue. Through his work, he assures the subsistence of his entire household
and avoids compromising its security through excessive and extravagant personal
spending.”’

What we expect is to have educated women in our homes, in our country villages,
that is to say, women who know how to wash clothes, to press them in the right
way, to replace lost buttons, to mend torn clothing, to shine shoes, to cook suitably
and properly, and above all to educate our children.”®

The true function of the wife consists in devoting herself to the needs of the
household, bringing to it her devotion, her spirit of orderliness and of economy.
But her role is not limited to being the steward of household resources; she must
also be a counselor, aid, support, and devoted collaborator who knows how by
well-chosen words to calm her husband’s anxieties and fortify his courage.”

These were not just empty words in magazine columns. The colonial adminis-
tration reinforced this idea that a woman belonged at home by placing her un-
der male guardianship, by requiring, through legislation, a husband’s authori-
zation before his wife could work. Marital authorization for work indicates the
very different places in society that the colonial administration accorded to
women and men—places which corresponded to the training they received—
and reveals the ways in which the patriarchal ideals of colonial administrators,
missionaries, and male évolués overlapped and reinforced one another.”

In the évolués’ mind, a wife had to be economically dependent on her hus-
band, who would earn money to support the family. Women’s primary respon-
sibility was to maintain the household in such a way as to reflect the couple’s
level of education. The image (see figure 6.1) published in La voix du Congolais
and titled “The Congolese woman’s place is in the home, near her children” is
a clear expression of these gender relations.”" In their desire to take on a white
lifestyle, the évolués aspired to converse with their wives and children in French
and to entrust the raising of their children to women “civilized in children’s
education.”* They wanted women’s education to consist of an apprenticeship
in their roles as mothers and wives by way of training in homemaking, which
was to be offered in French,” and practical education offered through social
centers.*

Although they supported girls” instruction, the évolués also understood edu-
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Figure 6.1. “The Congolese woman’s place is at home, near her children.”
From La Voix du Congolais 88 (July 1953): 475.

cation to be a threat; it might result in their daughters’ sexual liberation. In order
to guard against this danger, they wanted girls’ education to take place in a con-
trolled location, such as a boarding school. This, they believed, would ensure
young girls’ moral training and preserve their nature.” Yet girls’ instruction re-
mained in constant tension with fears about sexual liberation,* to the point that
many saw a direct, causal link between girls’ education and the dissolution of
morality.”” And the rising rate of prostitution in the urban centers only inten-
sified évolués’ concerns and their insistence that girls’ morality be developed
through carefully monitored educational systems.

Beyond the Debate on Prostitution, Marriage,
Matrilineal Kinship, and Bridewealth:
Evolués’ Vision of Gender Relations

Hoping to contain urban prostitution and under the influence of the
missionaries, in the 1930s the colonial administration decided to require travel
permits (permis de mutation) for healthy indigenous women who, in theory,
were living alone.”® For the missionaries, and particularly for Catholics, the city
was a place of depravity® and the évolués favored the adoption of judicial mea-
sures to fight prostitution.”’ Indeed, the évolués’ vehement opposition to such
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practices as prostitution provides crucial insight into their evolving vision of
gender relations and into the impact of Christian education on their world-
views. For example, in the 1940s, the évolués demanded that the system of travel
permits be extended to wives and young girls in order to control their migra-
tion to the city and preserve their moral integrity.”" The Legislative Ordinance
of 20 July 1945 required officials to refuse a travel permit to wives and mi-
nor daughters who did not have a husband’s or father’s authorization. Thus a
woman could enter a city only with the permission of a man.

The évolué position on marriage was equally unequivocal. Polygamy went
against Christian morality: “Polygamy is un-Christian,” J. E. Mupenda empha-
sized.”” “A polygamist is an exploiter of black women,” reiterated E. Ngandu.”®
Because polygamy was perceived as immoral, and all manner of nefarious ef-
fects attributed to it,”* the évolués demanded its abolition, particularly after a
supplementary tax failed to stop its expansion.”” The Decree of 4 April 1950
then forbade polygyny for all marriages contracted after the first of January,
1951. The évolués’ rejection of polygyny, though couched in language that sug-
gested support for women’s emancipation, merely demonstrated their willing-
ness to impose a Christian morality on others and to hold up the monogamous
family as a sign of civilization. Monogamous marriage was adopted by the Leg-
islative Ordinance of 10 July 1945, and it served to reinforce men’s position as
family heads. The colonialists perceived the Congolese conception of marriage
as retrograde. They believed it was necessary to rupture the wife’s relationships
with her natal lineage and her husband’s lineage and to render her dependent
solely on her husband. P. Coppens expresses this clearly:

Hasn’t the time come for a married woman to distance herself partially from
belonging to her natal family to devote herself more to her European-style family—
to husband and children? Clan solidarity is good in itself, but can be tempered by
the content of new notions about the family, not incompatible, giving an honorable
place to the respective rights and duties of the spouses as well as the natural paren-
tal vocation vis-a-vis their children, even after the dissolution of the marriage.
This would be a question of proper and wisely measured adaptation, in each patri-
or matrilineal milieu, to the new times.”®

Similarly, the évolués favored the establishment of a marriage regime based
on patrilineal succession, and men belonging to matrilineal kinship systems
found that this alternative form of marriage accorded them power that they did
not have under customary law.”” Under it, they were able to become veritable
family heads with rights over their wives and children: “According to the Chris-
tian conception of the family that we have adopted,” wrote one contributor, “the
family is composed of the father, mother, and children; its head is the father and
not the maternal uncle””® Another elaborated:

The European conceives of the family in a restrained, but reasonable and social
way. For him, the family is made up of the father, the mother, and the children.
In marrying, the wife really leaves her former family in order to found a new one
with her husband, and she takes her husband’s name. The children which issue
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from this union belong in fact and in law to the father and mother. They are natu-
rally members of the family. And all of them, wife and children, live together
under the father’s authority. . . . A married woman must not be under her brother’s
[authority]. She must belong to her husband, author of the home that he founded
with his wife and in which they join both their efforts, sharing pain and difficul-
ties in order to raise their children.”

Some more tolerant évolués did not require the radical suppression of the matri-
lineal system, especially among non-évolués.*® And some, especially those from
patrilineal groups, expressed reserve regarding monogamy and its system of
succession because it deprived men of certain rights, particularly to custody of
the children in case of divorce.® In the end, however, the law against polygyny
and the system of patrilineal succession adopted by the colonial administration
legitimated the Western conception of marriage and the family.

In contrast to their opposition to polygamy, the évolués did not wish to com-
pletely eliminate bridewealth, but to drastically reduce its cost.** As they sought
a way to do this, they always referred to the colonial model.

Bridewealth is the goods that a woman brings to marriage. But this is not the case
in the Congo. For the Congolese, bridewealth is wife purchase, from which comes
the abuse. . . . It is true that bridewealth is still necessary for family stability but, as
évolués, we must devise a bridewealth strategy for ourselves. Instead of relatives
benefiting from bridewealth, it would be equitable for the money to be put aside in
a bank for the future children of the couple.”

The évolués, then, wanted to eliminate bridewealth, not in order to liberate
women from the exploitation which could result from it, but only to unite
couples in the Western manner. But while it was necessary to accept Western
values and to reject all the customs and traditions perceived as “primitive,” they
were clearly selective with regard to gender relations. With few exceptions, they
preserved those “traditions” which accorded them privileges as men vis-a-vis
women, and they adopted those of white “civilization” which favored their in-
disputable role as head of the nuclear family.

Evolué Lifestyle as a Reflection of the New Model
of Gender Relations

While much can be discerned about évolué gender relations from the
pages of La voix du Congolais, there is also much to be learned by looking at
lifestyle choices, especially at dress and interior decoration. These elements,
among others, were the outward, distinctive signs of “civilization” and évolué
status. At certain periods, wearing a suit with a tie and sometimes a melon hat
identified an évolué.** Photos of the interiors of évolués’ households, moreover,
sharply reveal their views about women’s status and gender relations (see figures
6.1 and 6.2). An important focal point of the interior, which distinguished the
évolués from other Congolese, was the family dining table. Any évolué worthy
of his name had to eat at a table in the company of his wife and children.® Tt
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Figure 6.2. “The family in its narrow sense (father, mother, children), the very image
of Christian civilization.” From La Voix du Congolais 90 (September 1953): 617.

was the responsibility of the wife to organize this time. Homemaking schools
administered by Catholic missionaries, as well as social centers, trained women
to create and orchestrate family meals, to preserve order, and to maintain the
home’s interior. The degree to which women fulfilled these roles as wives and
mothers, creating well-appointed interiors, clean and well-organized, demon-
strated their success.®

Women Reply

What was women’s response to Christian moral education and to the
image it produced of them? Much of the evidence suggests that, in general,
Congolese women did not contest this type of colonial education, because in
many ways it reproduced indigenous sexual divisions of labor to which they had
been socialized. Moreover, it was presented to them as the way to become “civ-
ilized,” and, if nothing else, speaking French assured social prestige. Madame
Thomas Nkumu, née Josephine Siongo, the first Congolese woman to sit on
Leopoldville’s city council, emphasized that domestic responsibilities were wom-
en’s natural duty:

[T]he role of a black woman is to aid her husband to promote the household
economy. In this same order of ideas, I cannot tolerate my husband having any
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other washerwoman than myself. The order and cleanliness of the home and
parcel of land devolve upon me personally.*”’

Another woman, who attended a women’s social center (foyer social), made a
similar point:

I learned many new things at the social center, but what interested me most was
the way to raise and educate children, to put a cloth on the table, and to eat at
the table with my husband and all our children. . . . I was enchanted with that.
Because a woman who maintains her home well and accomplishes all the duties
of a homemaker honors her position.*®

In whatever language it was given, women’s education socialized them to con-
form to their “nature” and thus to accept their social role as natural.*” Evolués’
wives and daughters did not oppose social hierarchy in the household. Yet they
demanded, in turn, that men also conform to the Christian morality to which
“civilized” people should aspire. Louise Efolio, the first woman whose voice ap-
peared in La voix du Congolais, abruptly turned the tables on men by insisting
that they were the ones who were failing to live up to a Christian morality:

A Congolese Woman Speaks to You
Louise Efolio, translated from Lingala into French by A. R. Bolamba™

We always hear men say: We are civilized; our women are not yet civilized. We
do not deny that men have attained a certain degree of evolution but, on the
whole, men spoil their reputation by engaging in behavior which does not conform
to the demands of civilization. Some examples—there are more than a thousand.
But we will deal with only one, which is the most general.

In order to live peacefully and for the security of his family, a man builds a
comfortable house. Why does this man leave his wife and children alone in the
house and go elsewhere to drink? Can we say that this man is civilized? To whom
does the house that he built belong? Only to his wife and children? That is not seri-
ous. And to say that this man can sleep elsewhere and forget his household . . .

The fact that the husband wastes money everywhere which he ought to reserve
above all to feed and clothe his wife and children has given rise to numerous house-
hold discussions.

Another man said, “I am civilized, thus, I am like a white.” But who is the seri-
ous white man who would go drinking all night, leaving his wife and children
alone at home?

When whites want to drink, they buy a bottle of beer and talk of serious things
while they relax. As for our husbands, they buy drinks for a hundred, even two
hundred francs. They drink to get drunk. The whites, they don’t want that; at least
it is not a matter of being improvident.

We do not believe that, when they begin to drink, our male compatriots discuss
serious things or speak about problems which concern our Congo’s evolution.
Thus, can they make us believe that they are civilized? Is civilization in alcohol?
Rather, on the contrary, civilization is revealed by a person who respects himself,
by a man who maintains his prestige in order to distinguish himself.

Certain husbands claim that they leave their wives at home because they don’t
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want to give them more children. But why is it that one meets fathers of families
who do everything elsewhere, who neglect, as it is said, their family? By going off
to drink, they make their wives and children die of hunger. This is not civilization,
is it?

One other thing:

Numerous times one finds men who have important occupations (nurses,
judges, what more can I say) who act impolite toward women with whom they
must deal. They are arrogant and sometimes discourteous toward old women.
These men must not pretend to be civilized.

We can say that many of our men have not yet acquired anything of true civili-
zation, as meant by the Europeans. We will admit that a man is civilized when he
gives proof of a true evolution, when he abstains from the irregular maintenance
of two or three women, and when he no longer frivolously dissipates money which
is indispensable for the maintenance of his household.

If men want to imitate whites, they’d better do a good job of it.

The colonial system of education distanced women from salaried work at the
same time that it prepared men for it. A minority of women were trained to
hold jobs that fell within the realm of “feminine work”: nursing, elementary
school teaching, and infant care. But, as we have seen, it is necessary to look
beyond Congolese customs and traditions to explain the feeble representation
of women in the labor market revealed in colonial documents and in Western
literature in general. “Tradition” certainly had and still has a considerable in-
fluence, but women’s minimal numbers in the salaried workforce also reflect
the combined effect of Christian education and colonial legislation which re-
strained wives’ freedom to work outside the home. As stipulated in the work
contract between indigenes and maitres civilisés: “a woman married through
civil ceremonies or religiously or following indigenous custom cannot legally
work without the formal or tacit authorization of her husband.”' Thus married
women could not legally hold public service jobs without their husbands’ per-
mission. “[W]ith my husband’s consent, I will continue to work,” explained a
young woman who was educated at Mbanza-Mboma School.”> The words of
Suzanne Freitas, one of the first Congolese women to become a journalist, reveal
similar sentiments: “Once married, the only freedom I asked my husband for
was permission to continue to write newspaper articles. Journalism is a profes-

sion I adore.””

Demonstrating the processes of cultural conversion through an example
from the Centre extra-coutumier d’Elisabethville, V. Y. Mudimbe notes that, be-
ginning in the 1930s, the goal of colonization appears to have been the invention
of a new cohesive culture whose constitutive traits were the French language,
monogamous marriage, and patrilineal succession. Following Mudimbe, it is
clearly important to place the new gender relations that emerged among évolués
in the Belgian Congo in the wider context of cultural transformation.

The évolués participated in the conversion of gender relations in a game of
interaction with the colonial order in which feminine nature became a “strate-
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gic field,” in the sense intended by Michel Foucault.” The colonizers condemned
Congolese women to an inferior level of education corresponding to their so-
called feminine nature in order that women could fill their natural roles as
mothers. The évolués appealed to this same feminine nature in demanding that
women be taught in French, in order to be able to fill their roles as wives, coun-
selors, and mothers of the family. Thus, strategically, the évolués made use of
the resources put at their disposal by the system of education, colonial law, and
Christian morality to consolidate their position and subordinate women in the
name of protecting feminine nature. As Michel de Certeau clearly expresses it,
they manipulated the possibilities available in their environment.”

Congolese men and women who went through these colonial institutions in-
ternalized the values given to them and adopted a model of gender relations
which they viewed as similar to that of whites. The resulting cultural transfor-
mation was the product of a system which engendered a new form of social
hierarchy between the sexes for the évolués themselves, who, in their quest for
“civilization,” wanted to assimilate to the whites” way of life at whatever cost.
In this new conception of gender relations, women were not only economically
dependent on men, they were completely under a husband’s jurisdiction in legal
matters. Their legal subordination to men—a common characteristic of colo-
nial law—was reproduced by the Second Republic through the Family Code of
1988.%

There is no doubt that the évolués took part in the construction—or inven-
tion, to use V. Y. Mudimbe’s term®”—of a new model of gender relationships.
The évolués participated in the processes of cultural conversion despite the fact
that those processes had been imposed on them. They produced a discourse, as
well as behavior and opinions about women, which conformed to the totality
of understandings produced and circulated by the colonizers (the administra-
tion and the church) in a context of domination. For its part, this totality of
information drew its legitimation from the colonial episteme which gave the
order to “civilize” in the Western mode. Thus, the educational system in the Bel-
gian Congo introduced a Western type of patriarchy and reinforced male domi-
nation with a new form of women’s alienation encoded in a new model of gen-
der relations.

NOTES

I would like to thank York University for awarding me a Social Sciences and
Humanities Small Research Grant, and Glendon College for a travel grant. This sup-
port permitted me to go to Brussels to undertake archival work for this paper, which
is preliminary to a larger project on women’s education and gender relations during
the colonial period in the Belgian Congo. I would also like to thank Jane Turrittin for
translating this text and for useful discussion.
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7 Virgin Territory? Travel and
Migration by African Women in
Twentieth-Century Southern Africa

Teresa Barnes

It is a truism that the study of the past helps us understand the present. In post-
1994 southern Africa, however, an observer seeking to understand the gendered
demographics of urban areas, the presence of women from neighboring coun-
tries working as urban hawkers, or the growing discourse of xenophobia would
be hard-pressed to find detailed historical studies which can assist in the search
for understanding. A major reason for this lacuna is the power of the intellectual
paradigm of regional labor migration, which is universally invoked to explain
the movement of large groups of Africans into urban spaces in colonial south-
ern Africa and the contemporary legacies of that movement.' This paradigm
was a ringing achievement of revisionist Marxist scholarship in southern Africa
in the 1970s and 1980s. Eschewing the previous economic histories centered on
white settlers, it brought African workers into focus, thereby mapping a (gen-
erally) southward movement of black labor away from “reserves” toward areas
of relatively higher wages, and the mechanisms erected by national states to
both coerce and obstruct this movement. Metaphors of blood and water were
often used to describe the aggregated journeys of these workers: trickles, flows,
floods, hemorrhages.

The writing of this essay has been prompted by three related problems with
the dominant paradigm of southern African labor migration studies. The first
is that there is no room in the above set of concepts for the mobility of Afri-
can women. As will be explored below, despite the androcentric nature of the
paradigm, the urban areas of southern Africa were marked by the presence of
women from the earliest colonial days. This essay thus attempts to take women
seriously as economic agents, with motivations and experiences either similar
to or different from those of their male counterparts. The second problem is the
differential manner in which white and black travelers are described in regional
historiography. While whites are explorers, pioneers, or tourists, blacks are sim-
ply and universally migrants. This is partly due to the different focal lengths
used in biography and class-based economic history; nonetheless, such stereo-
types of difference should be investigated rather than perpetuated. Finally, as



an immigrant in both Zimbabwe and South Africa, I have witnessed a gen-
eral acceptance of immigrants in the former in the 1980s but a widespread
xenophobia in the 1990s, at both popular and governmental levels, in the latter.
After the end of formal apartheid and the 1994 elections, as citizens of neigh-
boring countries arrived in “the new South Africa,” they were quickly demon-
ized by many South Africans—white and black—as only being interested in
“taking our jobs and stealing our women and selling drugs on our streets.”
Investigating the roots of international migration in the region may help us
understand this contemporary South African phenomenon.

From these three directions, therefore, comes the question stated in the title
of this essay: “virgin territory?” How did African women come to be in the
colonial-era towns of southern Africa, and how did they get there, if they did
not travel in roughly the same manner as men? The central tenet of this essay
is that although labor migration was dominated numerically by men, African
women’s presence in colonial towns, mines, and farms was far from negligible
and must therefore be historicized. When historians follow the dominant model
and consider mobility, travel, and migration a priori as male preserves, Afri-
can women are automatically consigned to mass immobility. They are barred
from center stage and frozen in perpetual economic childhood.” Historiogra-
phy which is built on these inaccuracies ignores the life experiences of many
individual African women and, in a larger sense, of gendered dimensions of
twentieth-century social experience in southern Africa.

An intriguing example of the kind of information which cannot be ex-
plained by the migration paradigm is provided by a set of figures compiled by
the Southern Rhodesian Department of Labour. In the 1950s, the Southern
Rhodesian government offered free round-trip bus services as an inducement
to workers from colonial Malawi (Nyasaland) and Zambia (Northern Rhodesia)
to seek employment in its larger, stronger but labor-poor economy. Although
historiography and conventional wisdom would have led us to expect buses ex-
clusively filled with men, figures from 1958 and 1959 show significant numbers
of migrant women on the “Ulere” service. In 1958, 1,733 women and 17,813
men from Nyasaland took the bus into Southern Rhodesia; 100 women and
2,925 men from Northern Rhodesia did the same. The following year 1,305
women and 15,726 men from Nyasaland and 56 women and 1,144 men from
Northern Rhodesia used the service to travel to Southern Rhodesia. Large num-
bers of children also rode the “Ulere” buses.” Of course, these figures do not tell
us nearly enough—were families traveling together? Were the women dependent
on or independent of the men? How long did they stay in Southern Rhodesia?
But they do at least suggest that the terms “migrants” and “women” should not
be seen as mutually exclusive.

In addition, as recent studies have pointed out, the correspondence of colonial-
era officials was often replete with images of migrant and mobile women.
“Towns full of women,” native commissioners grumbled; “flows of women” to
towns, they unhappily noted.* As Karen Jochelson’s excellent recent review ar-
ticle points out, “We need to ask why women became migrants, and how their
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communities, the state and they themselves viewed migrancy.”” Recent scholar-
ship has also begun to investigate how the capitalist transformations of African
life were also constituted through domesticity.® These fields of study can be en-
riched by setting a firmer theoretical foundation for the very existence of Afri-
can women in towns, and also on mines and farms—destinations of travel and
migration. I hope that this discussion of women’s mobility (primarily between
South Africa and colonial Zimbabwe) and of the racialized historical difference
between travel and migration will assist in chipping away at a deadening, but
pervasive, historiographical image of African women as “faceless subsidizers of
cheap male labour in the rural reserves.”’

Women Absent

Labor migration “has been one of the most important demographic fea-
tures of the African continent.”® Charles van Onselen’s Chibaro (1976) was the
first real model for studies of migration across the Limpopo River, setting the
parameters of men, mining, and the strategies of labor control and resistance
all firmly within the context of class struggle.” The accuracy and usefulness of
the paradigm has meant that although it has been challenged on a number of
grounds, and despite the intervening “linguistic turn” in historiography over the
course of the 1990s, it has remained a dominant conceptual force in southern
African studies. The 1970s labor migration studies almost completely ignored
the agency of African women and were written before issues of gender became
matters of widespread scholarly concern. However, even grafting “gender” onto
these studies in the 1990s has not changed their fundamental assumptions:
changing “migrants” to “male migrants” as a way to satisfy the “gender lobby”
has left the androcentric logic of the paradigm untouched.' General overviews
of migration in southern Africa which have been built on the model reproduce
its flaws and therefore continue to substantively relegate African women to the
shadows. Thus, for example,

Colonial labour migration was selective along gender and age lines. The migratory
process drew exclusively productive males from rural areas. The labour of African
women was not widely valued; thus women were not an important source of wage
labour and were not actively sought by recruiting agencies. . . . The colonialists
wanted the rural areas to be labour-producing areas while those who remained
continued their traditional economies. Thus, the rural areas lagged behind in
development.'!

Similarly, the UNESCO survey history of Africa tells us that migrant labor in
South Africa and Southern and Northern Rhodesia was (at least until 1935) ex-
clusively restricted to adult males because of white fears about African urban
settlement and pressures from white trade unions.'> Thus, studies which men-
tion women in the context of migration often merely “explain” that there were
so many obstacles in the way of women’s migration that it did not occur.”” These
works, and the paradigm to which they subscribe, provide a normative illusion
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which has practically become conventional wisdom: African women were “pas-
sive rural widows” who stayed put somewhere, practicing subsistence and, later,
cash crop agricultural production while their men departed, perhaps never to
return.

Upon examination, the contradictions inherent in this paradigm are readily
apparent. As I have argued elsewhere, at least in colonial Zimbabwe, where they
were not required by law to carry identity documents, African women were less
burdened with restrictions on their physical mobility than were African men,
and many made use of this freedom." Secondly, it is difficult to reconcile pas-
sivity with agricultural production in a region where, for ecological and political
reasons, farming has been a challenging occupation requiring skill, imagina-
tion, and foresight. And finally, if African women waited passively in the regions
of southern Africa, which after the imposition of colonialism became con-
strued as “rural,” how was it that the “urban” areas were full of women? As
Walker has pointed out, in the early decades of the twentieth century African
women made up 19 percent of the African urban population of South Africa,
and women’s rate of urban settlement increased markedly faster than men’s into
the 1940s."

In fact, southern African women’s experience of regional mobility is so com-
mon that, upon reflection, any number of colloquial tales come to mind: so-
and-so’s Xhosa auntie in Bulawayo; so-and-so who went with her employers to
Cape Town as a domestic worker; so-and-so who lived in Zambia for many
years.'® The South African missionaries who were among the first African for-
eigners in Southern Rhodesia brought their wives with them."” Decades later,
many of the Southern Rhodesian African men who had been educated in South
Africa—pioneering lawyers, nationalist politicians, and businessmen—came
home with South African wives."®

Women Marginalized

Even studies which take the mobility of African women seriously tend
to conceptualize and theorize the “migrant experience” according to male cri-
teria, making women’s meaningful entry into and participation in the paradigm
impossible. One such study, which surveys all of Africa south of the Sahara,
distinguishes categories of migrant women and discerns patterns in their rural-
urban migration. This study, however, subscribes to the underlying idea that
urbanization in colonial Africa was primarily a male phenomenon, and that
only in its later colonial phases, when wives who had been previously left behind
in rural areas came to towns to join husbands, did urbanization take on a gen-
dered dimension.'® Thus the “passive rural widow” creeps again into studies of
African migration, and once again black women are semantically trapped in a
world where they make no choices and are rooted in the earth. In another ex-
ample, although the presence of women in migrant worker hostels in contem-
porary South Africa is acknowledged, “the migrant experience” is defined as
that of an essentially “free peasant,” shielded from the full impact of market
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forces by virtue of continued customary access to rural land (regardless of that
land’s high degree of impoverishment).”” But customary access to rural agricul-
tural land is only granted to men in South Africa; women’s access to it is entirely
mediated through men.

Other studies in the 1980s, focusing on male mine workers in South Africa,
admitted that this model had some deficiencies, among which were its failure
to investigate either African agency or conflict inside the South African capital-
ist system between employers, recruiters, and branches of the state and between
South Africa and supplier states.”' Patrick Harries took up these issues in a study
which follows migrants from southern Mozambique to the South African gold
mines, mainly on the Witwatersrand, and back again.”> While abandoning a
Marxist paradigm, Harries keeps as a central theme workers’ struggle with their
environment (broadly defined, including their employers) to fashion lives which
would satisfy their cultural and personal needs. He delineates a “tramping sys-
tem” of male workers walking many hundreds of kilometers from Mozambique
to Kimberley, Durban, and Johannesburg. This study brings a welcome human
touch to the historiography of migrant labor in the region, as Harries salutes the
heroism and tenacity of the early pioneers of migrant labor.”” He also focuses
on male migrants, although he mentions women in passing, and includes a fas-
cinating section on how an elaborate system was constructed to indoctrinate
young boys into performing the submissive tasks required by older men who,
in the compounds, were deprived of the physical, domestic, and emotional ser-
vices of already socialized women.** Harries makes brief mention of the fact
that Mozambican female immigrants to the Rand tended to congregate in Jo-
hannesburg itself, and that there were about ninety women there in 1896, ris-
ing to perhaps 6,500 by the 1930s.” Interestingly, he does not cite Bonner’s ob-
servation that “women from Mozambique were initially the most prominent
practitioners of the [beer] brewing craft [on the Rand],” and that a group of
Mozambican men complained in 1921 of the “large-scale movement of Mo-
zambican women” to the Rand. They requested the repatriation of two thou-
sand such women.*

Mobile Women, but No Big Picture

A generation of feminist scholarship ago, Christine Obbo pointed out
that African women used various strategies, including migration, to achieve
their goals of “power, wealth and status.””’ In this spirit, the view that women
in Southern Africa simply could not and therefore did not migrate is being chal-
lenged by a number of scholars through tightly focused case studies of women’s
mobility and migration, generally inside national boundaries. The strongest
statement comes from Julia Wells, whose examination of women’s pass resis-
tance logically includes the topic of mobility. Although she, too, generally takes
the term “migrant” to mean “male,” she makes the important point that urbani-
zation in South Africa was a complex and far from uniform process, and that
the segregated locations of the platteland® towns were settled by both Afri-
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can male and female workers. Her study shows “[African] women [who were]
sought after and coerced as workers in their own right; women fighting to pre-
serve other income-generating options; a huge preponderance of urban family
units over migrant labourers and institutionalized black social stratification.”
This description of African women as adult, valuable workers is an important
corrective to the more prevalent view which incessantly records them, as Wells
notes, as victims of the “migrant’s widow syndrome.””’ Hilary Sapire similarly
mentions the women who settled in the East Rand town of Brakpan who had
run away from the “patriarchal controls and poverty of the Reserves” or had
come to town with their families from white-owned farms.” Generally, how-
ever, African women in migrant historiography are first ignored and last, if ever,
counted.

Gina Buijs discusses contemporary African women migrating from Pondo-
land in the Transkei to work in the sugar fields of Natal, noting that nothing
less imperative than the sheer threat of starvation could send women out from
their rural homes to look for work.” Some were recruited by agencies and par-
ticipated in the formal structures of migrant labor, while others bypassed these
structures and simply went to find work wherever they could. Historically, she
relates the phenomenon of women’s migration from colonial Basutoland and
Bechuanaland to the impoverishment of rural economies caused by the impo-
sition of colonial labor policies.”” Here her major source is Bonner’s study of the
virtual exodus of Basotho women to Johannesburg in the first half of the twen-
tieth century.

This well-known work is perhaps the first to deal with African women as
migrants who found work in the interstices of the urban economy even though
formal employment was, for a variety of reasons, largely closed to them. Bon-
ner’s study is important for this reason, although, paradoxically, he almost over-
looks the fact that the women he is discussing were actually international mi-
grants, as he draws attention to what he terms the merely “notional barrier” of
the Basotholand/South Africa border.” Belinda Bozzoli’s examination of the
lives of women migrants from a homeland area to the Johannesburg area makes
the vital point that migrancy can be seen, not so much as a response to imme-
diate financial crisis, but as a measured effort over the course of a woman’s life-
time to directly contribute to her own and her family’s well-being.** A work
which to some extent incorporates issues of women and gender into the dis-
courses and paradigms of African labor migration is Frederick Cooper’s recent
magnum opus on debates and changes in colonial labor policy.” African women
move through Cooper’s narrative of the ways in which French and British of-
ficials tried to comprehend, cope with, and (ultimately unsuccessfully) shape an
answer to “the labor question” in colonial Africa. Cooper does not quantify fe-
male migrancy, but he acknowledges that it did exist.” On a larger scale, the
very crux of the issue was whether, and how, male workers would be “stabi-
lized” by being allowed to live with women and children rather than as per-
petual urban bachelors. The presence or absence of women as wives and urban
workers was thus crucial to the strategic shape of colonial labor policy; and that
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policy was constantly having to cope with the fact that there were more women
in urban areas than any set of regulations permitted. Finally, once in town,
such women rarely behaved as docilely as African or European men would have
wished.”

Women on the Move: Migration vs. Travel

We have tried to assemble a diverse body of work that charts feminism, over
close to three hundred years, through women and their journeys. . . . We
regret the absence of more multicultural voices. It is our hope that in the
future both the gender and racial gaps will be bridged, but for now the voices
we present are those we found.”®

Central to the construction and perpetuation of the stereotype of the
“passive rural widow” is a two-fold conceptual investment in the immobility of
African women. Women have been given no room in the labor migration para-
digm; but they have also been excluded from discourses and investigations of
travel. Migration implies some kind of coercion, pushing and pulling; travel, on
the other hand, is movement voluntarily undertaken. Travel, and the images
it evokes of sightseeing, danger, excitement, adventurousness, discovery, and
touring—such as those collected in the book from which the above quotation
was taken—are rarely associated with African people, or even with people of
African descent. They are the objects of the gaze, not subjects with sight. Even
landmark autobiographical monographs by women of color are generally ig-
nored in the “intrepid lady traveler” literature.”

Studies of colonial culture are beginning to explore how traveling was a cru-
cial element not only in the ideological construction of colonial empire, but in
the construction of “whiteness” itself."” Inderpal Grewal’s marvelous study of
the travels of upper-class Indian women to Britain in the penultimate phases of
the Raj discusses the complex interplay between women’s desires for equality
inculcated by British education and the emerging, perceived dichotomy be-
tween the “unfreedom” of the immobile Indian woman in India and the wom-
en’s “freedom” of movement in Britain.*' For these members of the Bengali elite,
traveling abroad was a crucial element in the construction of concepts of Self
and Other, home/abroad, modern/traditionalist, freedom/sequestration. Ac-
cording to Grewal, however, these concerns were not shared by all mobile Indian
women. Thousands of female indentured laborers who, like their male counter-
parts, were taken to work in many British colonies “were not concerned with
constructing a Self or a history and . . . were also outside the framework of
either anti-colonial, reformist or nationalist discourse.”** This class-based di-
chotomy thus approximates the division made in this chapter between traveling
women—those for whom mobility was mainly voluntary—and migrant women,
for whom economic necessity was a primary motivation.*

Regional scholarship has yet to come to grips with the travels of southern Af-
rican women who approximate Grewal’s Bengali sophisticates. The ultimate goal
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of upwardly mobile black colonial Southern Rhodesians was a post-primary
education in South Africa.* Traveling south for educational purposes was an
unmistakable marker of distinction, and one which a few select African women
shared as early as the 1940s.* Increasing numbers of teachers and nurses were
educated in South Africa through the 1950s. Paeans of praise were heaped upon
the first male graduates of South African institutions who returned to Southern
Rhodesia; it was written of one that “his acquaintance with the English tongue
is perfect and his taste exquisite. . . . He has had the best European learning
and his feet have been placed on a very high rung of the ladder to progress and
civilisation. He has returned to Southern Rhodesia to lend a hand to those of
his people who are still on the ground.”*

Another aspect of regional travel in which women participated was inter-
national visits. Gertrude (Moeketsi) Shope, past president of the ANC Women’s
League and now a member of the South African parliament, grew up in the
Salisbury area of colonial Zimbabwe.*” The Moeketsi family had migrated north
from South Africa before 1925. Mr. Moeketsi’s father and brother were already
Methodist missionaries in Salisbury; he joined them with his family when he
found work there as a motor mechanic. Gertrude Shope’s recollections of her
childhood include vivid memories of traveling, as a member of a group of
people who lived in one country, had family in another, and might send their
children to school in a third. For example, according to Mrs. Shope,

[In the 1930s] there were some people who came [to Harare] from South Africa.
Some of them were women who came from . . . [South Africa] who married Zim-
babwean men, but others [were] men and women who [were] of Xhosa-speaking
origin, but who had settled in Zimbabwe, different places. So some of them were
in Salisbury, in town. So we used to go and visit them. . . . Nearly every December
[when she was a girl] we came back to South Africa. We either came to South
Africa or went to Botswana or Lesotho.

In another instance, international travel also marked female members of a
budding African middle class in Southern Rhodesia in the 1950s. In June 1955,
the main newspaper of Southern Rhodesia’s capital city published the obituary
of Mrs. Helen Mangwende, the popular wife of a modernizing rural leader who
had been instrumental in forging alliances with white women to set up an Af-
rican women’s club movement in the rural areas.*® Among her accomplishments
the newspaper saw fit to record that

[d]uring the Royal Tour in 1953 [Mrs. Mangwende] was introduced to Queen
Elizabeth the Queen Mother, and Princess Margaret laid the foundation stone

of the club hall in Mrewa which she had been instrumental in obtaining for the
locality. Last year she spent some months in England. It is thought that she was
only the second African woman ever to have visited that country from Rhodesia
[Mrs. Savanhu, wife of one of the first African members of the Federal Parliament,
being the first].*

These participants in “royal tours,” both actual and metaphorical, were the ex-
ceptions who proved the truth of the rule, however. The mass of African women
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was considered immobile, stagnant, and hide-bound both by nature and by cir-
cumstance.

Zimbabwean Women in South Africa

As Harries points out, regional migration did not begin with the impo-
sition of colonial demands for tax and labor.”® Schmidt documents the pre-
colonial mobility of Shona women who worked during community hunting and
gold-panning expeditions, and perhaps also as porters.”* Similarly, Bhila’s study
of precolonial trade and politics mentions women trading with the Portuguese
in markets in the sixteenth century.”> While this movement was qualitatively dif-
ferent from the individualized migration which came after the colonial rupture
of rural African society, these sources do reveal that African women’s autono-
mous mobility for gain (as opposed to their movement as the objects of capture
and trade) was not completely a colonial invention.

More recently, Martin Murray’s study of migration across the Limpopo
River in the early years of the twentieth century has pointed out that the four-
hundred-mile border between South Africa and Southern Rhodesia was so
poorly policed that it “presented no obstacle to anyone with even the slightest
determination to cross it”>> When this observation is added to an earlier study,
which suggests that the people on both sides of the Limpopo in this area worked
together, intermarried, and formed large, mobile hunting parties which in-
cluded men and women, it becomes almost impossible to imagine that the op-
portunity to join “the relentless, silent march southwards” to labor centers in
South Africa was not taken up by African women from Southern Rhodesia.

We turn next to sources of empirical evidence of women’s international mi-
gration: early to mid-twentieth-century census data from South Africa and
Southern Rhodesia. This data, though structurally flawed by racist colonial
ideas about which people were important enough to be enumerated (employed
urban Africans) and which were not (the rest of the African population), does
give an indication of the migration streams.*

The first census after the union of all of South Africa’s provinces in 1910
shows that African women from north of the Limpopo had indeed been trav-
eling southward in the two decades since the imposition of the British South
Africa Company’s rule in colonial Zimbabwe. In fact, the 1911 census of the
Union of South Africa indicates that there were more Southern Rhodesian
women than men in the country: 5,178 women and 5,078 men. Most were in
the Transvaal: 5,035 women and 4,594 men.”” This is an intriguing, even star-
tling, statistic, and one which I am unable to explain on the basis of my current
research. What was happening that brought more women than men to the
Transvaal? Was the economic situation in rural colonial Zimbabwe so dire that,
fourteen years after the crushing of the first anti-colonial rebellion, women sim-
ply flowed off the land? Did the mines briefly try to stabilize labor, allowing men
to move southward with female family members?®® In these last years before the
passage of the infamous South African 1913 Land Act, African peasant farmers
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in the Transvaal fared fairly well despite a period of general drought, leaving
white farmers chasing labor again.” Perhaps, then, many women came to farms
in the south to work as laborers. Whatever the combination of factors, if the
1911 census statistics are not simply due to a technical error, they indicate that
in one historical era women possessed greater need, willingness, or ability to
cross international borders than did their male counterparts.

Unfortunately, the changes in census categories make it impossible to follow
this story over time. The 1936 Union census® did not give the absolute numbers
of African women from Southern Rhodesia. In South Africa as a whole, there
were 72,641 women who had not been born there;®' of these, 4,350 African
women had been born in neither Basutoland (now Lesotho) nor Portuguese
East Africa (now Mozambique). By a process of elimination, one can surmise
that most of these women, listed as coming from “elsewhere,” were actually
from Northern and Southern Rhodesia. Of these African women from “else-
where” who lived in the Transvaal, nearly 60 percent were to be found in the
province’s rural areas. In 1946 the South African census classified the African
population by “language groups.” In greater Johannesburg, there were 1,724
African women and 15,650 African men who spoke non-South African lan-
guages as their mother tongues. For the sake of comparison, there were a total
of 139,900 African women and 247,275 African men in Johannesburg.®* The
1960 census classified Africans, not by nationality or language, but by birth-
place. In what one would now consider to be greater Johannesburg (Johannes-
burg, the East Rand, and Germiston), in a total African population of 1,100,587,
there were 313 women and 7,709 men between the ages of fifteen and sixty-five
who had been born in Northern or Southern Rhodesia. There were no such
women over the age of sixty-five. For the sake of comparison, there were 13,908
African women and 28,190 African men from Basutoland counted in greater
Johannesburg.®®

The little that one can glean from South Africa’s census records on this issue,
therefore, suggests that the formal, enumerated population of African women
from colonial Zimbabwe in South Africa fell both relatively and absolutely over
the course of the twentieth century. Whether this was a merely statistical phe-
nomenon, fed by the political imperatives of a South Africa hardening into
apartheid, or evident in actual experience will only be ascertained by further
research. Given, however, that census counts of African people were far more
likely to err on the side of undercounting, especially as the apartheid-era gov-
ernment was at pains to whiten South Africa by any means necessary, it can be
assumed that there were far more black women from colonial Zimbabwe in
South Africa than official records reveal. At any rate, international migration
southward was clearly not an exclusively male preserve.

South African Women in Colonial Zimbabwe

It is slightly easier to discuss travel and migration in relation to black
South African women, since their mobility is much better documented. Charlotte
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Maxeke, one of the founders of the ANC Women’s League and one of modern
South Africa’s most accomplished women, traveled to Britain, Canada, and the
United States as early as the 1890s in a choir in which she was accompanied by
several other black women singers.** Maxeke remained in the United States to
complete her university education;* Sibusisiwe Makhanya was a student in the
United States from 1927 to 1930.% We have already seen women of the Moeketsi
family undertaking extensive regional travel. These women were travelers more
than migrants, with better educations and more social and economic options
than the vast majority of black South African women. Nonetheless, they shared
a common purpose with poorer female compatriots: to move as their needs re-
quired.

The first black South African woman whose presence is recorded in colonial
Zimbabwe is Martha Ngano, a teacher and missionary who traveled north just
after the 1896-97 anti-colonial rebellion, played a prominent role in the estab-
lishment of the first national African political organization in Southern Rhode-
sia, and founded a “Bantu Women’s League” in the 1930s.” Another prominent
immigrant was Edith Opperman-Mfazi, remembered by residents of Harare,
a segregated township in the capital city of Salisbury, as the first nurse, and
the first South African nurse of several, to work in the local clinic.®® In later
years, the presence of a number of South African women in the Salisbury town-
ships led to their setting up their own women’s club.®” Another South African
woman in Southern Rhodesia was Mary Moeketsi, the mother of Gertrude
Shope. The family lived on the grounds of Epworth Mission outside Salisbury;
Mrs. Moeketsi raised her children and did not work for wages, although she did
participate in the trade of homegrown produce—flowers, in her case—to Salis-
bury. The family moved to the more elite township of Old Highfield around
1943.7°

But there were other South African women in Salisbury who were not re-
spectable wives, teachers, or nurses. Their stories were recorded, not in biog-
raphies, but in police files. For example, two Basotho women appear in the Sal-
isbury police files of 1920 as being involved in small-time prostitution and
gambling.”" One, Mary Nyrenda, had been identified as embodying all the worst
vices of urban black women: she illegally brewed and sold beer, engaged in
interracial prostitution, and even, as a madam, traveled with groups of prosti-
tutes around the mines of Mashonaland.” Interestingly, by the 1930s, Nyrenda
reportedly had become “queen” of the respectable Manyika Burial Society in
Salisbury while still dominating the local “underworld.””’

Nyrenda was not alone in the police files. In 1932, only six of the thirty-one
women whose given names appeared on a list of “native females alleged to be
prostitutes in the location” were born in South Africa or Zambia.” Another set
of police records holds the following statement from a woman in July 1920:

I am a Baralong native girl. I am single and aged 21. I was 21 years of age last year.
I was born at Bloemfontein. My parents are dead and I am alone in this country.
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I have neither friends or relations in Rhodesia. I was baptised in the Church of
England at Bloemfontein. Before I came to Rhodesia I was at school near Francis-
town. I was there 18 months. Then I came up to Salisbury. I came up to the Rev.
Webster. I think he wrote for me to come up from Francistown. I came up as [a]
nurse girl.

According to the statement, this woman met a man who promised to marry her,
but he deserted her when she became pregnant. The statement ends with senti-
ments that many a southern African migrant must have shared: “I don’t know
what to do. I have no where [sic] to go to.””

It is impossible to say whether the African women from South Africa who
migrated to Southern Rhodesia were of the ilk of Martha Ngano or of Mary
Nyrenda, but the Southern Rhodesian censuses are surprisingly helpful in count-
ing them. The 1901 census did not count Africans from Southern Rhodesia, but
it did count so-called “colonial natives” from South Africa; in that year in the
two provinces of Mashonaland and Matabeleland there were 1,188 African
women and 2,540 African men from South Africa. Of the women, 705 were over
the age of sixteen, and most were in rural rather than urban areas.”

The 1904 census was the first to display the Rhodesian bias for Africans as
workers, not as people per se; only those who were formally employed, and not
those merely resident, in various areas were counted. Until 1961, therefore, these
censuses are employment surveys rather than population counts, from which it
is impossible to tell the total number of Africans of any nationality who lived
in the country. The returns do, however, give some indication of the magnitude
of employment for foreign women. In 1904 there were 62 adult African women
from south of the Limpopo working in the urban areas of Southern Rhodesia,
and 54 in the rural areas. There were also, for the sake of comparison, 473 such
men in the urban areas and 460 in the rural areas.” The 1911 census did not
divide the African population by birthplace; but the report of the census direc-
tor did note that the employed African women professionals listed were “nearly
all teachers of alien [i.e., foreign] race”—women who most probably were South
Africans.”®

According to the 1921 census there were 8,557 Southern Rhodesian African
women and 52,527 Southern Rhodesian African men in urban employment in
the colony. There were also 5,904 employed African women who were not from
Southern Rhodesia. Of these, 602 were from South Africa and Bechuanaland,
3,172 from Nyasaland, 924 from Northern Rhodesia, 1,189 from the Portu-
guese colonies, 12 from Kenya and Tanganyika, and 5 from other, unidentified
places.”” The large numbers of women coming into Southern Rhodesia from the
north became a topic of correspondence between branches of the Native De-
partment (the branch of colonial government charged with administering all
aspects of African life) in 1921-22. The text of one of these letters is reproduced
as the primary document at the end of this essay. After reading it, the chief
native commissioner (CNC) was of the opinion that the majority of women
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migrants “come down with one object, namely prostitution,” which they tried
to disguise by contracting marriages with local men once they arrived in the
country. Since, as explained above, there were no census statistics on the African
population, this conclusion was completely subjective. The CNC also believed
that rural commissioners should refuse to register such marriages unless cor-
roborating evidence of the women’s sincerity was available, given their “immor-
ality” and the difficulties of later finding them due to their “constantly chang-
ing abode(s).”®® Another official pointed out that economic desperation drove
many people out of colonial Mozambique in 1922, and reported that they had
told him “that the ‘hunger’ in that Territory is appalling and many people are
dying”®*!

The census taken in May 1926 recorded 383 African women from the Portu-
guese colonies, Northern Rhodesia, Nyasaland, and “other sources” who were
formally employed in Southern Rhodesia as a whole, compared to 1,245 African
women from Southern Rhodesia itself.*> In 1932, information from another
source illustrated the presence of foreign women in Salisbury—importantly,
these were the numbers of residents, not only of workers. Out of a total adult
population of 679 women and 2,352 men, there were 4 African women from
South Africa, 72 from Nyasaland, 119 from the Portuguese colonies, and 58
from Northern Rhodesia. Foreign women made up 37 percent of the location’s
female population. The situation was reversed in the case of men, of whom the
majority, 56 percent, were foreigners.” The 1936 census called foreign workers
“alien natives” and recorded that 367 such women and 144,901 such men were
employed in the colony. The vast majority of the women were employed in ag-
riculture. The census director’s report noted that 20 percent of all the African
women who were formally employed were foreigners.* Similar results were re-
ported in the 1941 and 1946 censuses.”

The 1951 census went into a useful degree of detail regarding African women
employed in Southern Rhodesia. It should be remembered that these statistics
were only kept on women who had formal employment, not on the women resi-
dents of any part of the country. (See table 7.1.) Thus, in Salisbury, the largest
cohort (108) of employed foreign women were domestic workers from Malawi.
South Africa was not listed as a separate point of origin for the foreign female
workers, but there were 44 women from “other territories” in Salisbury (and 91
in Bulawayo) who were employed as domestic workers. These women probably
came from South Africa.

Virgin Territories Breached

As incomplete as they are, and even though it is maddeningly impossible
to directly compare figures from different censuses, let alone from two different
countries, the statistics cited above indicate that African women from all the
countries in the region were traveling and migrating across borders from at least
the very beginning of the twentieth century. The difficulties with these statistics
do not obscure the fact that the term “migrant” did not necessarily mean “male”
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Table 7.1. African women in Salisbury/Bulawayo from Southern Rhodesia, Portuguese
East Africa, Northern Rhodesia, Nyasaland, and other territories in formal urban
employment, 1951*

SRh PEA NRh N OT other Total
Industry women women women  women women
Agriculture 56/24 20/0 12/4 28/5 0/1 126/34
Mining 0/5 0/0 0/1 0/1 0/0 0/7
Manufacturing 188/721 37/1 36/10 39/4 0/29 300/765
Construction 9/25 8/0 2/3 6/4 1/0 26/32
Electricity
and water 5/2 0/0 0/0 4/0 2/0 1172
Commerce
and finance 27135 1/0 0/0 7/0 1/4 36/39
Transport and
communications 1/17 0/0 0/0 0/0 0/0 1/17
Private domestic
service 942/1,432 71/14 23/57 108/46 44/91 1,188/1,640
Other
services 172/163 1/0 2/1 21/1 10/9 206/174
Total 1,400/2,424 138/15 75176 223/61 58/134 1,894/2,710

*Report of the 1951 Census (Salisbury: Government Printer, 1953).

in southern Africa. Also, because of the enormous gaps in census-taking meth-
odology, it can be reliably assumed that there were significantly more women
living in the towns than were recorded either as employed or as resident by the
census enumerators. For example, while Harries’s contemporary source esti-
mated 6,500 Mozambican women on the Rand in the 1930s, the 1936 census
listed only 4,917 Mozambican women in all of South Africa.

What significance can be ascribed to these foreign women in the towns of
Southern Rhodesia and South Africa? Perhaps we must first discuss why women
traveled to foreign towns in the first place. The dominant paradigm of women’s
mobility is that of escape from the rural areas and from patriarchal control.*®
But Deborah James cautions that this perspective may be more dependent on
historians’ reading of sources from colonial officials and irate patriarchs than
on the intentions and experiences of women migrants themselves. Further, the
conventional wisdom and recent scholarship which explains male migrant ide-
ology as devoted not only to keeping the land but to keeping control of women
often simply perpetuate the rendering of women as silent objects of history.
This perspective, James argues insightfully,

tacitly excludes women as the possible initiators of ethnic ideologies, or as the
members of migrant groupings. If they are the objects of control through these
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[ethnic] ideologies or by these associations, they are unlikely also to be active
subjects initiating or perpetuating them.*’

James’s observation suggests that Elizabeth Schmidt’s conclusions regard-
ing the reasons that women did not migrate in colonial Zimbabwe, and why
the ranks of domestic workers in European homes were therefore primarily
filled by African men, should be reexamined. Schmidt writes of all the factors
which relegated African women to the rural areas: the undermining of male and
chiefly authority, the unwillingness of African women to replace their own
marriage and reproduction with long stints of caring for European children, the
loss of male control of women’s labor and bridewealth payments, and older
women’s fear of losing the younger women who did the bulk of agricultural and
household production. These factors were certainly important, but say more
about why African women did not become domestic servants than about why
they did not migrate. Schmidt does point out that women migrating to the
towns usually found informal employment (as beer brewers and sellers, and as
hawkers of grains and vegetables), which could be combined with childcare re-
sponsibilities and allowed more freedom of movement, to be more attractive.®®
Because there were many more African women living in Southern Rhodesian
towns than were formally employed,® it is among this class of migrants, rather
than those formally employed women who so conveniently, but misleadingly,
appear in formal statistics, that new research may find the dominant dynamic
of women’s migration.

Luise White’s study of prostitutes in Nairobi has provided one enduring dis-
tinction between the strategies of urban migrants. Some undertook short-term
work in order to raise cash to send back to the rural areas, while others dug in,
made capital investments, and used their earnings to try to set themselves and
their descendants up permanently in town.” This distinction may correlate
with that between formally and informally employed women. White’s observa-
tion is enormously helpful because it treats women as subjects making eco-
nomic and personal decisions. But then there should be a myriad of reasons why
women migrated to towns and a myriad of responses to their various predica-
ments, which new research should also probe.

The histories and experiences of Mary Nyrenda and Mary Moeketsi, for
example, were probably very different. Yet both were South African women liv-
ing in the Salisbury area at roughly the same time. Because the published sta-
tistics are so unreliable, it is impossible to say whether there were more respect-
able wives and mothers like Mrs. Moeketsi or more independent operators like
Mary Nyrenda in the migrant stream. Respectable women like Mrs. Moeketsi
have received much better historiographical attention, having perhaps left pre-
cious written records and literate offspring. Even a cursory look into Terence
Ranger’s recent book, based on the records of one such prominent African family
in Southern Rhodesia, shows that South Africa was firmly implanted in the
consciousness of the Southern Rhodesian proto-elite. It was their lodestar, the
source of education, of, in all senses of the word, mobility itself. For the first

178 Teresa Barnes



generation of conquered, yet unbowed, Africans in Southern Rhodesia, there
was guidance on how to stand up as human beings, and it came from fellow
Africans in the south. The speech from which Ranger takes the title of his book
illustrates the spiritual, practical—and gendered—impulses of unity among
peoples in the region:

We must unite and speak with one voice we black people making a great cry which
shall be heard in every place in South[ern] Africa so that it will get into the heart
of those who form the Government. . . . We have seen that the European Mission-
aries are united together, well then, what stops us black people from being like the
whites? Are we not also men born with the spirit of manhood within us? Let us
stand together.”"

People migrate to the areas which offer them the best opportunities, and it
would seem, on the evidence of the censuses, that rural areas often claimed the
majority of female migrants to South Africa. These women became either farm
workers or domestic workers for white farm families. Bonner’s study of the exo-
dus of Basotho women does not record, for example, that in the 1936 census
(admittedly a year before the start of what he calls an “unprecedented influx”
of Basotho women to the Rand), 52 percent of Basotho women in South Africa
were to be found in the rural areas of the Orange Free State, employed “in do-
mestic service and seasonal operations in agriculture,” compared to 12 percent
in the urban areas of the Transvaal.”” Similarly, of the African women from “else-
where” (the majority of whom, as noted above, must have been from Northern
and Southern Rhodesia) in 1936, nearly 58 percent were in the rural Transvaal,
compared to 21 percent in Transvaal towns. This suggests that for female mi-
grants, employment on white farms fairly close to their national borders was
more likely than urban employment. Male migrants were more likely to be re-
corded as present in urban South Africa than were their countrywomen.”

But what, then, of the women who did go to the Rand, to Bloemfontein, to
Salisbury and Bulawayo? A minority of a minority, what roles did they play,
and what niches did they carve out? These questions can only be answered
with more research. However, this preliminary investigation shows that foreign
women must have contributed to the heterogeneity of southern African urban
spaces.” Perhaps they were agents of the new, perhaps the unconventional,
sometimes the outrageous. In this regard, mention can be made of provocative
Basotho women on the Rand in the 1950s flinging up their skirts at men and
crying derisively, “Take and eat!”;”> of Mary Nyrenda taking over the Manyika
Burial Society; of the Mozambican women expelled from Johannesburg for beer
brewing in 1920.”° However, the new and the unconventional were not neces-
sarily notorious: the immensely powerful and respectable manyano movement
of African churchwomen spread from South Africa to Southern Rhodesia on
the lips of the wives of African missionaries.”’

Thus, foreign women’s activities were not necessarily incompatible with re-
spectability. Mrs. Loice Muchineripi, a Zimbabwean woman who spent many
years living in Lusaka with her husband in the 1950s and 1960s, recalled, rather
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condescendingly, that in the days when she was one of the few Zimbabwean
women in Lusaka,

Then in Lusaka, we were selling fish. The people there were stupid. They would go
without relish, when things were so near. I had a musika [market] of fish ... I had
a musika for fish. The people didn’t know anything. . . . You could do what you
wanted in selling fish, selling firewood—you did what you wanted! Ah! I never
stopped working! Yes! I would get fish and meat and sell them outside my house.
Some fish came from Bechuanaland. [The people in Zambia] didn’t know any-
thing. They ate poor things; everything they did was poor. There was no musika
for vegetables, they didn’t know vegetables. They called spinach rape [i.e., they did
not know which vegetable was the Zimbabwean staple called rape]. When we
formed clubs that’s when they knew—these vegetables are called rape. Yes.”®

Aside from Mrs. Muchineripi’s brand of vegetable imperialism, if there is any
truth to her statement, it may lie in the fact that she and the few women like her
brought to (or perhaps imposed on) local communities changes that could not
have been suggested by other outsiders.

Finally, one of the advantages of studying women’s regional migration and
travel is sometimes being able to tap into the comparative sense that they de-
veloped about people’s lives. Historians are slow to come to regionally compara-
tive work, but the same certainly cannot be said of the women who regularly
crossed borders. For example, Gertrude Shope had strong—and surprising—
views on the disadvantages of Johannesburg’s African townships compared to
those in Salisbury:

You know it’s a bit difficult to compare [conditions for] the people who lived in
townships in Zimbabwe and people who lived in the townships in South Africa,
because there were these two systems. In our system, people were deliberately
denied everything, and therefore it was difficult for them to, to compare with the
people in Zimbabwe. Who, even at that time, had lights, you know. Whereas in
South Africa we were using candles, or lanterns, even for studying, because first
and foremost we didn’t have electricity. If ever there was electricity at all, it was
just one, and another [far away], right along the roads. But very, very few. Even
now, where we live, even now in the house we use candles! There was no question
about that one.

[The houses were small here,] but not only that, the house I occupied before I
left [South Africa, to go into exile in 1966] was made of bricks, but not red bricks.
And I'm telling you about Soweto now, what they call central Jabavu. To be very
honest, you know, 'm not joking, when you were inside, because of the type of
bricks that were put together, the way they were put together, just one single brick
on top of another, you could see light coming in through, between the bricks. We
used to laugh at that, you know? . . . Red bricks were better, stronger. Our town-
ships were mass production. They would finish about twenty or thirty houses per
day. So you can imagine.

... You see, the difference came up in this way. The Rhodesians had always
been under the British. Even their education was higher. That is why when they
said they were building people small houses, but [even so] they were red bricked.
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But other people here, our white people here, especially after 48, when the Nation-
alist Party took over, these new houses that we are talking about, they were very
cheap quality. Very, very cheap quality.”

Mrs. Shope’s statement touches on interesting issues of comparative colonial
economic analysis: the relationship between British and Afrikaner capital and
electrification of townships, for example. A more whimsical aspect of compara-
tive consciousness was that South African women who went to Southern Rho-
desia as wives in the 1940s and 1950s faced anxious relatives back home who
thought that the lands to the north were so wild that their migrant daughters
probably had to regularly fend off lions in their travels.'®

The following statement by a Zimbabwean woman, Cornelia Ndhlovu (not
her real name), illustrates the legacy of decades of women’s international mi-
gration in the region, and some of the new (post-Leonine) perils they face in
the 1990s. Mrs. Ndhlovu was born in 1955 in Kezi, a rural area of Matabeleland
in southwestern Zimbabwe. By 1993 she was a divorcee with nine children, and
in that year she decided to cross into South Africa in search of employment. She
borrowed some South African currency, said good-bye to her children, and set
out alone, on foot, without passport or visa, for the promised land. She paid a
South African guide to get her through the border fences;'"' she then made her
way to Johannesburg, where she lodged with members of a network of distant
relations until she found employment. After about a year she found a good job
in a daycare center in central Johannesburg. Her employers did not ask for South
African identification documents and she did not bring the subject up. She has
since settled down, found a boyfriend, and acquired identity documents. In
1995 she gave birth to her tenth child.

This is what I will never forget in my life. To be a Zimbabwean Citizen and why
I'm here in South Africa and How.

Zimbabwe is [a] quiet country but there are no jobs that’s why people left the
place to [go] to other countries but crime is less than here; the only thing is money
that’s why we came here in S.A. although some of us came by passports and those
who got no passports are crossing, jumping the boder fencies until they reach
South Africa and its not easy to cross because you will be having no transport no
money for the journey—no money for food on your way or if you got money but
no passport you will take otherwise two weeks travelling begging lifts on the
road and you will be sleeping in the bush no blanket no food or either you can be
arrested because there are more policemens guarding some farms we sleep in the
farms on our way and we are not suppose to be seen and you must be careful and
clever wherever you are on the way . . . '

The standard paradigm of regional labor migration in southern Africa tells
us that capitalism was constructed by millions of African male international
travelers and migrants in twentieth-century southern Africa. Recent scholar-
ship has brought African women into this narrative to some extent, as people
who “stayed at home.” Thus, the paradigm does not tell us about the mobility
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of African women in the colonial era, domestically or internationally. The aim
of this chapter has been to use statistical, documentary, and oral evidence to
critique the paradigm’s simplification of this complex social equation by always
representing the African woman as “the one left behind,” the “passive rural
widow.” This construction of a gendered binary opposition in the physical and
economic mobility of African people has been a founding and integral image in
late-twentieth-century southern African historiography. Echoing in some ways
the very colonial discourses which it is meant to contest, this historiography
often renders women as hapless residents of a twilight world of perpetual social
childhood. In order to provide an alternative view of the historical scope and
potential of this topic, this chapter has cited examples of many women engaged
in travel and migration, mainly between South Africa and colonial Zimbabwe.
The current, limiting view of African women’s socioeconomic immobility in
southern Africa should be fundamentally challenged by further research into
why and how, as Mrs. Ndhlovu might say, women were “on the way.”

Primary Document

National Archives of Zimbabwe, File N3/22/7, “Influx of Foreign Native
Women.”

Native Commissioner’s Office

Shamva (Rhodesia)

NO.N.C.526/21

3rd March, 1921

The Native Commissioner

MAZOE

Influx of Foreign Native Women.

In consequence of a number of native marriages, involving alien women,
having been registered at this Office recently, and owing to an increasing num-
ber of disputes and complaints concerning alien women, enquiries have been
made with the object of ascertaining the extent of the influx of foreign native
women, and the result leads one to believe that there is a steady and increasing
influx of these women into the Territory.

There are now approximately 500 resident in this sub-district, the majority
of whom are resident in Mine compounds as the wives or reputed wives of mine
labourers.

Enquiries have elicited the fact that these women come down with gangs of
men from the north, but avoid Native Commissioner Stations in order to escape
observation. As they are exempt from the provisions of the Pass Laws, it follows
that Native Department officials have no opportunity of interrogating them or
of observing the extent of the influx.

Disputes have proved that these women are extremely fickle, and desert from
one man after another, which accounts for the number of disputes and com-
plaints. There is consequently an increasing tendency to conform to local Mar-
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riage Laws, and a number of marriages have recently been registered with ap-
parently satisfactory results. The lobola custom is not observed by these people,
and this probably has the effect of restricting the intermarriage of Alien men
with women of indigenous tribes.

In so far as the large Compounds are concerned, the advent of these women
is more or less welcomed, as the labourers are now more contented, and remain
in employment for longer periods. The opinion is also freely expressed that the
presence of these women has the effect of minimising the danger of “black
peril” cases. On the Shamva Mine certain restrictions are enforced, and, inter
alia, marriages must be legally registered before women are allowed to reside in
the Compound.

It would appear, in so far as one can judge from short experience, that the
advent of these women is an advantage, but it is a question whether the un-
checked influx might not lead to serious problems. There is no doubt that a large
number of the women come down with only one object, namely, prostitution,
and there is reason to believe that a number are exploited by men in this respect,
or purpose of gain, which is an easy matter in view of the extremely low moral
tone of the women. Owing to the extent to which prostitution is practised, there
is a danger of a serious spread of venereal disease or syphilis. Four Alien natives
suffering severely from Syphilis are at present detained here for treatment by the
District Surgeon, and the source of infection in each case has been traced to
Alien women. Efforts to locate these women, with a view to deporting them,
have failed, as I am informed that they travel about the country and their names
are not known.

In conclusion, it would appear to be desirable, amongst other things, that the
entry of these women should be compulsorily brought under the observation
of the Department, in order to enable Native Commissioners to observe the
extent of the influx, and to exclude undesirable characters.

(signature illegible)
ASSISTANT NATIVE COMMISSIONER
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8 “When in the White Man’s
Town”: Zimbabwean Women
Remember Chibeura

Lynette A. Jackson

The compulsory venereal disease examinations imposed on single African women
who traveled to urban and industrial spaces in colonial Zimbabwe (Southern
Rhodesia) are an example of how gender violence and violation were formalized
as official state policy. By discussing the history of these campaigns, uncovering
women’s memories of them, I set out to decenter (but not marginalize) male-
centered nationalist narratives of the past, of pain, struggle, and contest, and
deprivatize female-centered narratives. Uncovering women’s memories of being
forced to open their legs and allow themselves to be “inspected” by agents of
colonial authority adds an important gendered dimension to existing discursive
paradigms of colonial experience. The fact that African women were subjected
to these examinations when they traveled to towns or near sites of production
speaks volumes to the distinct ways in which they were mapped (or remained
unmapped) in the political, economic, and sociospatial order of Southern Rho-
desia. Unattached and mobile African women in towns were suspected of being
both disreputable and diseased. They were inscribed into colonial space as “stray
women” who, according to the colony’s medical director from 1896 to 1929,

»]

were responsible for “spreading disease all over the country.

Outside and Unmapped

Spatial metaphors like “mapping” and “stray” reflect geographical, as
well as social and ideological, inscriptions and boundaries. In his work on na-
tionalisms, Benedict Anderson employs mapping as a metaphor for the ways in
which states and nations imagine and attempt to concretize the human land-
scapes under their control—to make their domains visible. He writes, “[T]he
condition of visibility was that everyone, everything, had a serial number.”
But, in Southern Rhodesia, African women were not numbered; they were not
formally charted on the official, albeit often imaginary, grids of public space.
Instead, they were expected to be yonder, in the reserves set aside for the repro-



duction of African male labor power. One of the earliest pieces of influx control
legislation in Southern Rhodesia, Ordinance 16 of 1901, provided for only Af-
rican males to be registered and issued passes, stating, “No native, not being a
married woman whose husband is in employment in the township, shall remain
within the limits of any township to which this Ordinance applies” without a
pass or registration certificate. African women were not issued passes or regis-
tration certificates. In essence, they were not “natives.” This was not necessarily
a bad thing. It did give African women, as Teresa Barnes demonstrates in the
previous chapter, more room than their brothers in which to maneuver. But it
also made their legal presence in the towns contingent upon having a husband
“in employment in the township” and on being able to prove it. And, while Af-
rican men were poorly accommodated and African families were rarely accom-
modated, unattached African women were almost never legally accommodated.
Furthermore, the lack of sanctioned accommodation for such women fortified
the jural minor status of African women, which was being codified in the South-
ern Rhodesian constructions of “native customary law.”

The 1913 Native Pass Consolidation Ordinance made African women’s po-
sition off the colonizer’s map even clearer. The fact that the term “native” re-
ferred only to African males “above the age of fourteen years, both of whose
parents are members of some aboriginal race or tribe of Africa,” was made ex-
plicit.* As late as 1958, African women were not technically included under the
term “native.”” The condition of African women in the colonial public sphere
throughout most of the colonial period was thus akin to that of what Gayatri
Spivak calls the “unaccommodated female body,” which, while “displaced from
the empire/nation negotiation,” ultimately contests that displacement by im-
posing itself bodily upon that space, by reinscribing space with itself.® One ex-
ample of this process is that African women were the first to make the municipal
locations their permanent homes. In fact, during the first decades of the cen-
tury, they were the chief homeowners. For example, at the outbreak of World
War 1, African women owned 106 of the 115 rented stands on the Bulawayo
(Makokoba) Location. This caused growing tension between the women, par-
ticularly those who were single, divorced, or widowed, and the African men who
inhabited the location.”

One outcome of the dominant construction of “unattached” and mobile Af-
rican women and the lack of sympathy for these women among African respect-
ables was the compulsory venereal disease exams. Called “inspections” by agents
of colonial authority, they were first introduced on the compounds of large
mining concerns like the Shamva, Globe, and Phoenix and Falcon mines, in the
early 1920s.® Women in Fort Victoria, Shabani, and Gwelo (now Masvingo,
Zvishavane, and Gweru) referred to the examinations as chibeura, meaning to
open something, often with force.” Women in different locales referred to the
exams by different names; for instance, women in the Makokoba and Mzilikazi
locations of Bulawayo called them Town Pass exams.'"’ But, for clarity’s sake,
will call them chibeura here.

African men holding or seeking employment were also required to submit
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to medical examinations, but theirs included checks for tuberculosis, scabies,
leprosy, scurvy, and ringworm."' While the examinations for neither male nor
female Africans should be viewed as wholly altruistic, there were differences be-
tween them, and these differences are instructive. Compulsory medical exami-
nations of African men seeking employment were an extension of a whole
range of regulatory practices that had been directed at African male bodies
since they first started to work and die on the mines and farms of Southern
Rhodesia."”” These exams focused on ascertaining a man’s suitability for labor,
on determining whether or not he was suffering from a communicable disease,
and on ascertaining the least costly means by which general health among la-
borers could be maintained and labor power reproduced. Thus these practices
were imposed in the interests of capital accumulation and performed on Afri-
can men as units of production. African women were not formally incorporated
into the colonial political economy as units of production until much later. In
the early twentieth century, they were treated as extensions of these African
male bodies. In essence, their bodies were regulated for their potential to infect
African men with venereal disease and, to a lesser degree, for their potential to
infect European men (who, everyone knew, consumed their sexual services)
and, when Europeans began hiring African women as nursemaids, European
children. Mobile African women and girls were equated with immorality and
disease.

From the late 1910s, the state, mining capital, European landowners, and
various categories of African men became increasingly concerned about regu-
lating the bodies of mobile and unattached African women. In general, policy
makers and spokespersons for mining and agricultural capital sought the regu-
lation, but not the prohibition, of such women in urban space. They sought the
regulation of their genitalia. Vocal segments of the urban African male commu-
nity, on the other hand, sought state assistance to prevent these women from
migrating to towns and compounds in the first place, unless they were under
the strict supervision of fathers or husbands. One group, the Matabeleland
Home Society, proposed that the government “shut the gates into the Town Lo-
cations and in Compounds” by regularly inspecting the marriage certificates of
African women."” The Loyal Matabele Patriotic Society resented the fact that
single women were allowed to rent stands and build houses on the location, stat-
ing that “nearly all of the huts are occupied by single women who should not
be there at all, for the reason that these Locations are established for male ser-
vants who are working in town.”"* Another group of concerned men, members
of the compound police at Railway Block Mine in Selukwe who were organized
in the Keeper of Life Society, requested that “Every native female even to those
who have been well experienced of running everywhere from place to place
should have husbands without that should not be allowed to go in the com-
pounds, until they wish they get married.” The men also wanted the two-day
passes given to women visiting the locations and compounds to be eliminated,
believing that they gave women too much freedom to visit persons other than
their relatives, which could lead to their “spoliation.”" In essence, these men
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wanted the colonial state to help them prevent women from migrating to the
towns and compounds unless under the strict watch of fathers or husbands.
While there was a degree of collaboration between colonized and colonizer
men, between the two contesting patriarchies, in their desire to control African
women’s sexuality, it was only provisional.

Scholars like Teresa Barnes and Elizabeth Schmidt have effectively discussed
contestations of African women’s mobility during the colonial era. It is not nec-
essary for me to review this literature here.'® With the exception of an earlier
paper I wrote on the topic, there have been no extensive treatments of compul-
sory venereal disease examinations in Southern Rhodesia, and certainly none
which makes African women’s memories of these examinations central."” This
chapter explores the nature and experience of chibeura from the divergent per-
spectives of colonial authorities, African respectables and patriarchs, and the
“inspected” women themselves.

Memory Lapses

The public memory of colonialism in Zimbabwe, and in other parts of
Africa, for that matter, has its roots in male experience. As Cynthia Enloe has
observed, nationalisms spring from “masculinized memory, masculinized hu-
miliation and masculinized hope,” and so for that matter do national historical
memories.'® The system of contract migrant labor (chibaro) and white fear of
the black male as sexual predator (the Black Peril) are examples of such memo-
ries in the history of central and southern Africa. Both have been presented as
sites of national pain and as signs of national humiliation. Invariably, they have
been represented as exclusively masculine outrages. Indeed, in the most well
known work on the subject, Charles van Onselen’s Chibaro (1977), women are
scripted as “parasites within the Black working class,” as saps on its already de-
pleted blood supply. They are “purveyors of sex in a sexually deprived commu-
nity . . . simply one more level of social control” on the black labor force. They
owe their “only allegiance to the highest bidder [and act] as the catalyst of con-
flict among poorer workers.”"?

Just as the masculinization of colonial memories rendered African women
urban parasites, so too did it marginalize them in any critical examinations
of the so-called Black Peril, which is most commonly presented as a site of
the colonizer’s war against black manhood. The term referred to the rape or
attempted rape of a white woman by a black man and reflected a perceived
omnipresent sexual danger posed by black males. As I will argue here, it also
highlights African female supra-marginality in both colonial discourse and post-
colonial memory.”

Colonial “perils” were products of anxieties, stereotypes, and perceived in-
terests of settler groups, rarely of objective reality. As a result, the Black Peril
could thrive even within an environment in which actual cases of black-on-
white rape were surprisingly rare. This is because the underlying ideological
foundation for the discourse of the Black Peril was white supremacy and the
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commitment to the preservation of whiteness. In one rather infamous case of
Black Peril in Southern Rhodesia, the Umtali rape case of 1910-11, the death
sentence for an African male defendant accused of raping a white woman was
commuted to life in prison by the high commissioner in Cape Town. White
males from Salisbury to Cape Town were outraged by this decision and threat-
ened to lynch the defendant, Alukuleta, themselves. One group wrote from
South Africa expressing its solidarity with the outraged white settlers of South-
ern Rhodesia, proclaiming that there must be “no extenuating circumstances,
the native must be shewn at all costs that the honour of the white woman is to
be held sacred, and any attempt at rape must be punished with death.” A group
of ex-Rhodesians resettled in South Africa wrote, “[N]othing that can be ad-
vanced by humanitarians and negrophilists will prevent [us] from insisting that
the Native must be taught at all costs, that the person of a white woman is to
be held sacred and inviolable.”*' The notions of the vulnerable white female and
the sexually dangerous black male were central in colonial cultures and, accord-
ing to Anne Stoler, legitimized restricting the liberty of both black males and
white females in the process of enhancing white male supremacy.”

What about black womanhood? One could argue that where Black Peril is
strong, White Peril is either weak or nonexistent, because Black Peril is a specific
assertion of white male supremacy. In Southern Rhodesia, when one heard of
White Peril at all, it was rarely in reference to what one might think, i.e., it
did not refer to the rape or attempted rape of black women by white men. In-
stead, according to Sergeant Brundell of the Criminal Investigation Department
(CID) in Bulawayo, it referred to “white females who prostitute themselves
with natives for the purpose of monetary gain or otherwise, such prostitution
coupled invariably with the illicit sale or supply of liquor to natives.”” Sex be-
tween white men and black women, consensual or nonconsensual (except in the
most brutal cases), while known to occur, was not a criminal offense.*

The focus upon sexual relations between European women and African men,
and the exclusion of relations between European men and African women, cre-
ated regulatory contradictions that were not lost on the parties involved. In
1916, when the legislative council of Southern Rhodesia was deliberating over
legislation regulating sexuality, the Loyal Matabele Patriotic Society complained
in a petition to the administrator of “the evils of promiscuous sexual inter-
course between male whites and female natives, and the neglect by the parent
of the results of such miscegenation.” They also warned that “the racial danger
is not the only one following on this intercourse of black and white, the risk of
the spread of syphilis is great”” Around the same time, 1,600 white women
signed a petition to include white men in the 1916 Natives Adultery Law. They
wanted those white men who were having sexual relations with the wives of
black men to be punished. But the all-white male legislative council opposed
any such inclusion, claiming that it might lead to efforts by black females to
blackmail white males. The council did decide, however, to include white fe-
males within the framework of the Immorality and Indecency Suppression Or-
dinance. This ordinance made it illegal for white women to make “indecent”
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suggestions to black men and vice versa, and made such acts punishable by three
and five years in jail respectively.

When a portion of the white female population (those whose husbands met
the property requirement) gained the right to vote with the Women’s Franchise
Ordinance in 1919, they again sought to address the issue. Throughout the
1920s and into the 1930s, white women tried to criminalize white male sexual
liaisons with black females, but to no avail, as challenges to such a fundamental
element of white male privilege were assiduously guarded against. But while it
was not a crime for a white man to have sex with a black woman, the CID did
keep watch for cohabitation between the two, which could lead to Yellow Peril,
the children produced through their miscegenation. European men who were
known to cohabit with African women were sometimes refused licenses to trade
in African areas. In some cases, these men were deported as “undesirables.””

Failing in their efforts to place checks on European men’s sexual relations
with African women, European women turned their attention toward African
women. Endeavoring to make fraternizing with African women as difficult as
possible for their husbands, they opposed the African women’s employment as
domestic workers in European homes.”” In evidence given to the 1932 Native
Domestic Labor Committee, many European ladies submitted opinions similar
to that of Mrs. Chattaway: “Our [African] girls in Southern Rhodesia are men-
tally inferior to other natives. They are merely accustomed to be regarded as
goods and chattels. It would take a long time to develop sufficient self respect
to enable them to be employed with safety”*® White men clamored to remove
black men from domestic service, in order to protect white women from the
Black Peril. Meanwhile, white women were exercised by the peril of black fe-
male proximity to the white male for whom miscegenation was no crime.

While there is ample evidence of how at least some white women, black men,
and white men thought about black women’s sexuality, we know little of how
black women felt about their own sexuality or, more to the point, what they
thought about being relegated to the role of “loose women.” Indeed, in colonial
discourses, black women were objects only, never subjects. While scholars have
paid considerable attention to their sexualization and, most recently, to their
historical reduction in Western medical science to the genital, very little has
been written to date on their subjectivity, what it meant to be so rigidly stereo-
typed and to have one’s sexuality so scrutinized. Scholars like Alexander But-
chart and Dunbar Moodie have recently examined the policing and punishing
of black men’s bodies,” but there have been few efforts to examine women’s
similar experiences,” and fewer still which enlist women’s own stories and place
them into the broader social and cultural historical context.

Genital Influx Control

Compulsory venereal disease examinations were a component of colo-
nial regulations intended to control the influx of natives. The discourse sur-
rounding their imposition is expressive of the ways in which African women
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were formally incorporated into Southern Rhodesian influx controls, genitals
first. The fear of “the venereal native” grew rapidly during World War 1. As with
the Black Peril, this fear fluctuated between a sustained murmur and occasional
hysteria until the arrival of penicillin following World War II.

From the beginning of the twentieth century, annual reports on public health
contained accounts of the extent to which Africans, particularly employed Af-
ricans, were infected with venereal diseases. By 1917, mine owners had been
medically examining their African male workers for many years, and the various
border agents and native labor authorities conducted examinations at points of
entry as well. During the First World War, the concern about the “venereal na-
tive” grew, and discussion began on how to ensure that no African infected with
a venereal disease could come into contact with a European.’ In the aftermath
of the influenza epidemic, the colonial authorities and the medical community
grew even more concerned about the presumed role of the native as disease car-
rier and passed legislation to make it easier to regulate and inspect African bod-
ies. In 1918 an amended Native Registration Act provided for

compulsory vaccination and medical examination of natives applying for
certificates of registration under the “Native Registration Ordinance, 1901” or
during the period of employment under such certificates, for the prevention of
natives entering or remaining in employment when found to be suffering from
such contagious or infectious diseases.

Those examined received a health certificate which was valid for three months,
after which they would require another examination. Further,

Any native refusing to allow himself to be vaccinated or examined in accordance
with the regulations or to submit to such treatment as may be directed by the
medical officer shall be liable for a fine of £10, or in default of payment to impris-
onment with or without hard labour, for a period of not more than three months.

These provisions relied on the Native Registration Ordinance of 1901 which, as
stated above, excluded African women from the definition of “native.”

With the growing perception that the problem of venereal disease lay in the
unattached and uncontrolled African women on the locations and on the com-
pounds, the exclusion of women from the definition of “native” created glaring
problems for colonial officials. What legal means were available to apprehend
and inspect these women?”* Dr. Andrew Fleming, for one, saw women as the
crux of the colony’s venereal disease problem and was joined in this opinion by
some vocal members of the urban African male community. In 1921, a group
of African men, calling themselves the “leaders of the Christian missions at
work on the Falcon Mine and the township of Umvuma,” sent an appeal to both
the medical director and the Loyal Women’s Guild of Salisbury clamoring for
the inclusion of “loose women” in the compulsory anti-venereal disease mea-
sures facilitated by the 1918 legislation. They warned,

For some time we have considered that there is something wrong with a people to
give rise to the great amount of quarreling, fighting and burning of houses, and
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also the vast amount of venereal disease. All those happenings are interfering

with the morals and welfare of the man in employment and the only cause of the
trouble is the number of loose women who are permitted to roam about without
hindrance. . . . Men have evil communication with them, the result is that the men
are stricken with foul disease.

Then, using the same tactic that the Loyal Matabele Patriotic Society had used
a few years earlier, they hit the colonizer where he lived by stating that “many
of these loose women are decaying the white people when taken on as nurses to
white babies.””

But the desires of the colonizers were much more ambiguous than those of
these African Christian leaders. The Christian leaders wanted assistance in pre-
venting African women from traveling to towns in the first place. They wanted
them to have to show marriage certificates or documents attesting to parental
consent before being allowed onto urban locations and compounds. Govern-
ment officials and industrial capitalists, on the other hand, resisted this form of
control because women contributed to the “daily reproduction” of the Afri-
can male wage labor force.” Moreover, many state and municipal authorities
were candid about what they thought were the prophylactic benefits of the
single African woman in town, even if she was suspected of disease transmis-
sion. According to one officer of the British South Africa Police, “the acknowl-
edged prostitute is somewhat of a safeguard to native men’s instincts.”” In
other words, they protected white women against the Black Peril. Thus the mine
managers continued to allow single women to live on their compounds even
though, or precisely because, they believed many to be prostitutes.”

Labor historian Brian Raftopoulos has recently pointed out that, until the
mid-1940s, the colonial state’s efforts to deal with the increasing number of Af-
rican women in the cities were not part of any comprehensive response, and that
African patriarchs often complained about the ad hoc approach to dealing with
“unruly women.” Indeed, Raftopoulos observes that, from the point of view of
mobile women, “migrating was a transgressive modality through which women
entering the city escaped the authoritarian structures of father and husband.”
Not surprisingly, African fathers and husbands were, at times, more agitated by
this phenomenon than their patriarchal sometimes-allies.”

While the colonial authorities gave only lip service to the preservation of
African patriarchy, they did take the protection of the white household seri-
ously. And, insofar as the unattached and mobile African woman was a threat
to this sanctuary of whiteness, they tried to regulate her. They were also con-
cerned about the productivity of the African male workforce and how the rapid
spread of venereal disease could sap its vitality. In response to this combination
of factors, a government notice was issued in 1922 stating that all African men
and women were to be medically examined before being issued passes to seek
work, and at three-month intervals thereafter.’® But again, as the ruling only
applied to African women in or seeking employment, it failed to cover many
others. Furthermore, there was no provision for the treatment of those found
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infected, e.g., no funds were set aside by the state to hire additional medical of-
ficers or establish venereal disease clinics and lazarettos. As long as the British
South Africa Company administered the colony, public health expenditures
would remain conservative and oriented toward short-term economic expedi-
ency. It was not until after the granting of responsible government, or settler
rule, in 1923 that policies extending beyond the direct relationship of capital
and labor were seriously contemplated.

The issue of compulsory examinations of African women for venereal dis-
ease was hotly debated in 1923. At the request of the Chamber of Mines, a Mr.
Moffat moved that “in view of the increase in V.D. among Natives,” it was nec-
essary for the government to take action “to deal with this serious menace to
the welfare of the natives of this country and danger to the white population”
by proposing that “immediate steps be taken to deal with it by compulsory
medical examination on mines and by treatment of all native men and women
found to be infected.” Delegates from various mining concerns spoke of how
the prevalence of venereal diseases was growing at their respective sites, and sev-
eral native commissioners told the legislators how birth rates and the stamina
of the adult male worker were affected. Of the mines with representatives pres-
ent for the debates, the Falcon and Shamva mines were the only ones to report
a decrease in the prevalence of venereal diseases. This was said to be the result
of the system Falcon Mine had instituted whereby “all natives on engagement
[were] medically inspected, and native women [were] similarly dealt with and
compelled to carry a medical certificate” if found free of disease. Women found
with the disease were sent away. According to a Shamva Mine representative, the
same was done on his mine: African men were examined before employment
and every six months thereafter (later it was every three months), and were also
inspected, specifically for venereal diseases, when “seeking permission to live on
compounds.” He stated, moreover, that the women were examined by “a com-
mittee of native women” and that they did not mind this at all.*”’

Perhaps the fact that African women inspected other African women led his-
torian Charles van Onselen to attribute the mine venereal disease inspections
to African initiative.* This conclusion would seem to be supported by the vari-
ous petitions from African societies during the period. But, as the evidence and
testimonies of the examined women will show, it was far more complicated.
Were women self-appointed inspectors or were they hired or even compelled to
do the work? Did they examine women because they wanted the examinations
to take place, or did they volunteer to avoid having the exams conducted by
persons whom they considered entirely inappropriate, e.g., men or very young
women? Were the examiners married women, examining unmarried women to
protect themselves, for fear that their husbands might sleep with such women
and infect them?

With responsible government, the state was able to pass more encompassing
legislation, such as the Public Health Act of 1925. This act gave authorities more
power than ever to apprehend those considered public health risks. Part 3, sec-
tion 47 made it an offense for anyone with a venereal disease to knowingly con-
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tinue in employment “in or about a factory, shop, hotel, house or other place in
any capacity.” What is more, employers who knowingly allowed persons with
venereal diseases to remain in employment were to be penalized. Section 52 of
the act required medical examination of inhabitants in areas where venereal dis-
ease was believed to be prevalent, stating that “any person who refuses to comply
with such order or with any lawful instructions shall be guilty of an offense.”
Further, section 53 specified that the examination of females should be done by
a female medical practitioner if one was available. Thus the exams were no
longer confined to those in or seeking formal employment, and the government
was committed to the provision of spaces in which medical observation, segre-
gation, and detention could take place. In 1925, both Salisbury and Bulawayo
opened African lazarettos on their municipal locations.*'

Providing even greater latitude to the campaign against venereal diseases, a
government notice was issued in 1929 mandating that “no native female servant
be allowed to accept a post as general servant, housemaid, nurse or children’s
attendant except she be in possession of a clean bill of health signed periodically
by a suitable medical attendant.”** Thus, with the new act and government no-
tice, the menace supposedly posed by African women in or seeking employ-
ment, or by those inhabiting areas prone to venereal disease, was addressed.
However, there was still nothing to prevent African women from moving from
place to place and thus circumventing detection and inspection.

The perception that mobile African women were a problem grew exponen-
tially and within a variety of constituencies during the late 1920s and 1930s.
This was in no small part a response to the fact that the mobility of these women
had actually increased. Between 1929 and 1944, for example, the African female
population of the Bulawayo Municipal African Location rose from 750 (and
4,500 men) to 2,178 (and 6,816 men).* It is instructive to note that other places
were similarly mobilizing public health machinery to confront a perceived dis-
order of women out of place during this period.*

In 1928, the Rhodesian Landowners’ and Farmers’ Association organized a
conference with government officials and community leaders to discuss the
problem. Dr. Andrew M. Fleming attended the conference.* He continued to
emphasize the “problem” of floating or stray African women while, at the same
time, stressing that the actual rate of venereal infection was comparatively low.
In 1929, Fleming compiled the following chart:

Examination of Natives: Bulawayo
returns for month ended May 31, 1929

number examined: 684
number of cases of V.D.: 4
percentage: 0.5%

These statistics did not, however, prevent Fleming from seeking better ways to
regulate the flow of unmarried African women into the vicinity of the mining
compounds, which he considered “a growing menace [which] should be com-
bated to prevent a serious problem from developing.”** He made his point even
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clearer in a letter to the colonial secretary a few months later. The venereal dis-
ease problem, he wrote, was the problem of “stray women . . . spreading disease
all over the country.”” Others of his peers attributed the “problem” to “girls on
the move,” or to the “traveling prostitutes who changed their names” as they
traveled from compound to compound and were thus difficult to track down.*®
The language employed by these men is telling, particularly their use of words
like “stray” and “floating” to describe African women as they came and went.
The words are striking because they deny social agency. Women are equated
with domestic farm animals who unknowingly roamed out of their places, or
with a virus which floats into the bloodstream to wreak havoc.

The issue of compulsory venereal disease exams was integrally linked to the
issue of influx control. As long as African women were not a regulated group,
they could not be regulated as disease vectors. Since there were many loop-
holes in the legislation, different municipalities and different locations devel-
oped their own mechanisms in the multipurposed campaign against venereal
disease. Johanna Scott, who lived in the Harare Location in the 1930s, remem-
bers frequent raids on the homes of women suspected of illegal beer brew-
ing and on the bodies of women suspected of housing the treponema pallidum
spirochete.” And indeed, the superintendents of the African locations in both
Salisbury and Bulawayo staged sporadic raids for “unmarried women,” who
were rounded up and examined. Like the medical officer of health at Shamva
Mine, the superintendent of the Bulawayo Native Location, a Mr. Collier, in-
sisted that the women did not mind. But the raids only maintained a precari-
ous situation by criminalizing unattached women. They did not prevent these
women from traveling to the location. Superintendent Collier himself esti-
mated that in 1931, 135 single women and girls arrived on the location. Al-
though he sent them away, they simply returned. He complained that there was
very little that he could do about this, as they were not covered under influx
control regulations and thus could only be sent away, not fined or imprisoned.*®

If found to be free of venereal disease, the women were issued certificates of
health. This document became, in effect, their situpa (the authorizing docu-
ment that African men were made to carry, their “pass”). While Collier insisted
that African women did not mind these exams, his own evidence suggests that
many did and, as a result, they frequently evaded them. African protests against
the raids as early as the mid-1920s are further indications that the exams were
disliked. In one such protest, Martha Ngano of the Rhodesia Bantu Voters As-
sociation Women’s League challenged the colonial authorities to force white
women to submit to examinations for venereal diseases so that they could see
what it felt like to have to submit to such an intimate intrusion as the price of
admission to town.”!

The Land Apportionment Act of 1930 gave authorities somewhat greater
powers to group all African women, employed or not, together and subject them
to greater controls.”> Other acts of legislation, particularly during the 1930s,
made the situation of non-wage earning African town dwellers more precarious
by the day. They, along with their rural compatriots, felt the burden of legisla-
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tion passed during the Depression years, legislation which sought to preserve
the economic strength of the European settler population. A crucial example
was the 1936 Native Registration Act, a formal effort to deal with the “influx of
young women who evaded parental control.” This act was partly an effort to
appease an African patriarchy which had been clamoring for controls on the
mobility of African women, and partly an effort to appease the rapidly expand-
ing European population, which was increasingly in competition with all levels
of African petty entrepreneurialism. The act was a serious blow to all Africans
operating in the “informal” economic sector as keepers of rooming houses, beer
brewers, wood sellers, and food hawkers, many of whom were women, and
made such activities more difficult and, in most instances, illegal.”

Following the Second World War, “the problem of the urban native” loomed
in settler consciousness. There were many reasons for this, including the growth
in both African and European urban populations, the rise in secondary manufac-
ture, and the desire to restructure the labor force. Tighter controls were placed
on the urban African population in general and, what is more, African women
became more formally incorporated into the colony’s influx control discourse
because of their increased rates of migration, the changing nature of their eco-
nomic involvement, Europeans’ desire for stabilization, and the growing number
of African women in formal employment:

Africans in Employment
(based on annual census returns)®*

Year Males Females
1921 139,676 628
1926 171,970 1,628
1931 179,092 1,066
1936 252,482 1,815
1941 299,450 3,778
1946 363,344 13,524

When Bulawayo was declared a proclaimed area under the Native Urban
Areas Act of 1946, all African women “not in employment or seeking work,”
except those who were wives, were directed to submit to a medical exam. This
act had even broader application than the Public Health Act of 1925, as it tar-
geted the informal sector as well. Any African woman who was not known to
be married by the person making the inquiry, e.g., women who were visiting
from a neighboring reserve, could be compulsorily examined. But the potential
of the act and the reality were two different things, and African women contin-
ued to evade the procedure.

In 1949, a venereologist, Dr. Willcox, was commissioned by the government
of Southern Rhodesia to look into the venereal disease problem and address
it using the most modern methods available. Like his predecessors, Willcox
singled out African women as the major culprits. He wrote, “Girls on the move
frequent the road camps and infect the transport drivers while in transit” He
provided many examples of the centrality of African women as carriers of ve-
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nereal disease to support his rather draconian remedies, after he observed the
“routine examinations” of African employees at the Bulawayo Municipal Laz-
aretto and personally examined a group of African nannies and food handlers
seeking town passes. In the exams of women, he admitted that, while both ure-
thral and cervical smears were ideal, “sometimes only a vaginal smear [was]
taken by a native nurse,” which would be tested in a laboratory. In one testing
of thirty-four women secured in a single raid at the Railway Compound in
Umtali (Mutare), he reported that “no less than sixteen were detained in hospi-
tal, ten with sores and six with gonorrhea” In a sample of 554 women and
29,618 men undergoing “routine” employment examinations at the Bulawayo
Lazaretto, 60 of the women (10.8 percent) and 253 of the men (0.8 percent)
were retained at the lazaretto. In Salisbury, a routine examination of cervical
smears of 742 nannies produced 19 positive reactions, 2.6 percent. Less fre-
quently, blood and spinal fluid were tested using the Wassermann and Kahn
Reaction tests.”

While the technology for detecting and treating venereal disease had im-
proved vastly, the problem of “floating” African women who evaded the inspec-
tions persisted. Even with periodic raids, Willcox complained that women man-
aged to slip by. He thus felt that it was necessary to take advantage of the
opportunities created when “these women come under the official eye” for va-
grancy and trespass offenses to compulsorily examine them: “It should be said
that any mass raids on locations or industrial sites, undertaken with the object
of securing large numbers of infected women, should be arranged in advance
to alleviate the potential displeasure of examining doctors caught unaware.”*
Unlike Collier and others, Willcox was completely unconcerned about whether
or not the women—or men, for that matter—minded these intrusions. By the
late 1940s and into the 1950s, compulsory exams were in operation in the largest
urban locations, on mine and other compounds, and at border posts. They were
conducted on employed African men and women and on unattached women,
whether employed or not.

I contend that these compulsory examinations should be viewed as similar
to influx controls, or to chibaro contract labor for men. Institutionalized access
to and control over African male bodies have come to be nationally and publicly
remembered and generalized, while comparable experiences of African women
under colonialism have gone largely unrecorded and remain unincorporated
into the dominant national historical narrative. Like so many other examples
of violations of African women’s bodies, chibeura has been largely consigned
to the private spaces of women’s memories.

Memories of Chibeura

The discussion thus far has explored the different attitudes and interests
reflected in the discourse around the regulation of black women’s bodies, spe-
cifically through the imposition of compulsory venereal disease “inspections”
or chibeura exams. Location superintendents and medical officers of health in-
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sisted that women did not mind these exams. Deputations of African men often
wanted the exams imposed on all unmarried women. Everyone seems to have
had views about the danger of mobile African women and what to do about
them—everyone except the women. What follows is an attempt to uncover
some of the thoughts of the women who knew chibeura, the women who could
not travel into town without opening their legs for inspection. Through a se-
ries of interviews conducted by myself, several Ndebele- and Shona-speaking
interpreters/research assistants, and a colleague in 1991 and 1998, I attempt to
uncover some of the thoughts and memories of women who knew chibeura
intimately.

Mrs. Furiana Gosa left Mozambique with her husband sometime during
World War I, “Hitler’s war,” to escape forced labor. They chose Southern Rho-
desia because Mrs. Gosa had a brother in Salisbury who she hoped would be
able to get work for her husband, who was a mechanic. The couple crossed the
border into Southern Rhodesia at Mt. Darwin. They were medically examined
at the border post. After successfully passing the “test,” as Mrs. Gosa called
it, the couple received passes: her husband, a situpa or registration certificate,
and Mrs. Gosa, a medical certificate verifying that she had no venereal disease.
When asked what the examination consisted of and what the experience was
like, Mrs. Gosa responded,

Before one was given an identity card one had to undergo a medical examination.
It was only after the examination that I knew that the doctors and nurses were
checking whether we had any sexually transmitted diseases. What happened was
men and women went into separate rooms where there was a doctor and a nurse
who was African. The doctor was male and a white man. Can you imagine they
even touched, poked, and looked at our private parts? It was very embarrassing.

I got into the room and I was asked to take off my skirt. Those days we did not
wear any panties at all. So I was asked to lie on the bed and open my legs. Then,
wonder of all wonders, this white man began touching and poking at my private
parts. It was the worst experience that had ever happened to me. Even my husband
had never looked at my private parts like that. I just wished the earth would open
up and swallow me. The black nurse was just standing there mum. I had to close
my eyes tight to stop myself from crying because of the shame that I felt. You see,
I was still in that age where women gave birth to their children at home with tradi-
tional midwives attending, not a foreign male doctor like what you have in hospi-
tals right now. So you can imagine how I felt when this white man was looking at
me naked.

We asked whether the doctor had explained the purpose of this exam, or whether
she had inquired:

No. Those were the days when you could never ask a white man anything for fear
of being thrown into prison. I could not ask the black nurse either because she also
looked like someone who was also afraid of the white doctor. Every time he said
something she jumped. In any case, I was not yet fluent in Shona and she could not
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have understood me because my mother tongue is Chikunda. So I just suffered in
silence.

She did not tell her husband what had happened to her while she was in the
clinic.

You know in life there are things that those close to you are better off not know-
ing. Can you imagine what telling him about the rigorous examination would have
done to him? I just told him I had been examined and I had passed the test and it
ended there. He died without knowing, I thought we were better off without him
knowing,”’

She only experienced the examination once. This may be because she was
known as a “respectable” married woman by the authorities and didn’t travel
to different places within the colony often, or because she was already middle-
aged by the time she and her husband traveled to Southern Rhodesia. Others,
however, were not so fortunate.

Ambuya Madzingirwa recalls the exams as a regular feature of town life dur-
ing her frequent visits to the Shabani (Zvishavane) Asbestos Mine compound
in the 1940s and 1950s. I interviewed her twice, once in 1991 and once in 1998.%
During the 1991 interview, she was considerably more willing to condemn co-
lonial practices like chibeura than she was in 1998. The reason for this discrep-
ancy is unclear. However, it does seem to reflect the ambiguities within African
public opinion—ambiguities and contradictions.

Like Mrs. Gosa, Ambuya Madzingirwa first came to the Southern Rhodesian
towns during World War II. She and her husband lived on the reserve, but
Madzingirwa regularly traveled to shop at the Shabani Asbestos Mine com-
pound. According to several informants, this compound was run like a very
tight ship by a white man named John Bera. The consummate paternalist, Bera
instituted schools and training programs for women who lived on the mines,
and encouraged them to learn crafts, cooking, sewing, and knitting. He also
exercised strict control over the bodies of those women who visited the com-
pound, even if they were married, like Ambuya Madzingirwa.

According to Madzingirwa, every time she traveled to the compound, she was
sent to the place where the exams were conducted: “when you arrived with lug-
gage, first thing you did” was submit to a chibeura exam.” “Outside women”
were feared because they were thought to bring disease to the compound. Thus,
all “outside women” and unattached women were subjected to monthly inspec-
tions by nurses known as “the people of John Bera”® These examinations in-
volved entering a bath, a shelter with cement floors and little in the way of fur-
nishings. The women were instructed to lie down and open their legs; they
would be examined and a vaginal smear taken. If the doctor did detect signs of
venereal disease, they would be either chased from the compound or sent to the
clinic for treatment. If deemed free from venereal infection, they were issued
certificates which functioned as passes. While these exams were meant to pro-
tect the compound’s inhabitants from “bad” or “loose” women and their sup-

“When in the White Man’s Town” 205



posed diseases, and thus were rhetorically directed at mahure (prostitutes) and
single women from outside, all women who were not “grown-up women,” e.g.,
quite old, were examined. According to Ambuya Madzingirwa, “they couldn’t
distinguish between prostitutes and married women,” and “John Bera wanted
everyone to be checked.”®

Madzingirwa was ambivalent about assigning blame or an unequivocally
negative value to the exams. Whom she found more guilty, the colonizers for
conducting the intrusive exams or the “loose women” who would infect other
women’s husbands, is hard to tell from her testimony. For one thing, it seems
that when blame was being assigned for the spread of sexually transmitted dis-
ease, women were the natural targets. This was not true only among the coloniz-
ers. Africans in Southern Rhodesia, like those in many other African countries
in the past and the present, refer to sexually transmitted diseases as “women’s
diseases.” ®* In Zimbabwe, as recently as the early 1990s, HIV was assumed to be
transmitted largely from women to men and from mothers to children.®’

Perhaps it is that contemporary context—of AIDS and HIV transmission—
which shaped Ambuya Madzingirwa’s more recent recollections. In the 1998
interview, Ambuya Madzingirwa stated that it was a good thing for women to
be checked “so that our husbands wouldn’t get sick.” A wife who feared that her
husband slept with other women would want these women examined. She said
that there were certain types of women who dressed provocatively and that she
“was so happy that they were tested.” Interestingly, she stated that the only ones
who were unhappy with the exams were those who were infected with sexually
transmitted diseases. When pressed about how it felt to be assumed a mahure,
she explained that, as modernity was just coming and changing morals, people
wanted protection. The coming of new structures was linked to new diseases
which people feared would destroy their communities. Thus she implied that
the protection was worth the intrusion. “If you don’t like it, don’t come. . . .
If you go to mines, you obey their rules.” But this support for the exams is
contradicted at various points in her testimony. For instance, she recalled that
women often felt that “[i]t was a mistake to walk next to a man,” since a woman
who did so would be suspected of prostitution and sent for chibeura.**

A fascinating aspect of the reaction to chibeura is the way it was associated
with traditional ways of controlling virginity. Many sought to domesticate the
colonial practice by likening it to the traditional Shona practice of kuchenurwa,
the “to be proved innocent” exam.” The notions of innocence and guilt were
very prevalent in Madzingirwa’s testimony. Her insistence that only the infected,
the guilty, disliked the exams suggests that the exams had both public health
and social control (morals policing) functions and intersected with different
and often opposing agendas. The two tests are similar in that they place the onus
on the female to prove that she is pure. The exams might be said to have fitted
into a “moral economy” of the compounds and locations which arose in the
circumstances which Madzingirwa has equated with “occupation.” According
to Mrs. Johanna Scott, who lived in Harare Location, near Salisbury, from the
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1930s, the kuchenurwa exams were conducted by old women on unmarried
girls to ensure virginity, and the compulsory VD exams were for the same pur-
pose.® But Mrs. Scott was pained by the fact that these exams were sometimes
carried out by European male doctors. Other informants, including Ambuya
Madzingirwa, complained that the exams were often conducted by younger
women who were employed as “nurses.” This also went against the grain. She
said that “there were some who resented this because they didn’t feel that it was
appropriate.” Mrs. Munyoni, who, like Ambuya Madzingirwa, lived in Shabani
during the 1940s, recalls that

We were inspected once a month especially those who were [not?] married. . . .
Young women used to bring disease from other neighboring mines. . . . Married
women traditionally got the disease from their husbands. . . . The single or the
new neighbors, unmarried women, were inspected more often. . . . Us [married]
women were at times happy of that because it lessened diseases from our hus-
bands, although it was harassment.

Mrs. Munyoni was deeply hurt by the fact that “young ladies [were used to]
inspect old ladies”; “in our tradition,” the opposite was the case. But she said
that “we couldn’t resist because of fear of being chased from the mine.”” Mr.
Banda, who worked on the Shabani Asbestos Mine during the same time, simi-
larly indicated that young girls examining older women was one of the more
offensive aspects of chibeura.®® According to him, “the only consoling thing was
that women were looked at by women and not men.” But, as Mrs. Gosa’s evi-
dence suggests, this was not always the case, particularly not at the police camps
and border posts. Mr. Banda also felt that the exam was unfair to men, as their
wives were also examined: “Women, especially those from rural areas, were re-
sistant because they believed that it was an intrusion of privacy. But they didn’t
resist for a long time because if the bosses found out that they were resisting
they could be chased out of the mine so they had no choice but to do what they
were told”® Ambuya Madzingirwa recalled how embarrassed she felt when the
African police would parade through the compounds and locations shouting
“Chibeura, chibeura, madzimai, chibeura”” This was a bit like yelling “Open
your legs, open your legs; come, women, and open your legs!” Mrs. Scott also
remembers how these raids were conducted every several months: “the [black]
police would walk on foot (no shoes). They would come early in the morning,
three a.m.””!

One way women passively resisted was by avoiding the towns. Because older
women did not like the idea of younger women from the same village examin-
ing them, they would send others to go and shop for them. Ambuya Madzin-
girwa said that “others just wanted to do their own shopping, so they just dealt
with the exam” as the price to be paid. “It was a bit ridiculous, but there was
nothing else.” When asked what the husbands thought, she said, “When you
went home, your husband would ask, have you been checked?”” suggesting that
there was a general concern about venereal diseases and, it seems, some degree
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of support for the exams because of fears of male infertility, infant sickness, or
even death. But Mr. Banda’s evidence suggests that many husbands did mind.
Mrs. Scott refers to protest actions organized by husbands particularly because
married women were being netted in the raids. Indeed, in the 1950s nationalist
parties like the Rhodesia Industrial and Commercial Workers Union and the
Southern Rhodesian African National Congress, along with their respective
Women'’s Leagues, actively protested these examinations as outrages.”” However,
they protested only insofar as they were outrages committed against respectable
women.

Probing for memories of resistance and expressions of outrage among women
exposes ambiguities, tensions, and competing obligations, even in the testimo-
nies of one woman. For example, Ambuya Madzingirwa both endorsed the
compulsory exams and recalled, “[T]here was no way out; if you protested, you
would be sent to the hospital.” And the “hospital” to which she referred in one
account was a place she herself described, on another occasion, as an over-
crowded and messy oversized bathroom. The nurses there wore gum boots and
gloves; patients were made to wear boots, as well, because of all the mess on
the floors. Perhaps the recollection of this space had jolted some old feelings
when she admitted, “We suffered.” The fact is that chibeura became one of
the banalities of urban African colonial life. When one considers that Ambuya
Madzingirwa associated colonialism with a state of siege, with being under oc-
cupation, this is perhaps more readily understood. Under such abnormal cir-
cumstances, chibeura could be normalized. “It’s obvious women did not like
being looked at, but there was nothing we could have done,” she said.”™

But Africans were increasingly attracted to the life offered on the com-
pounds, because they were hungry and were unable to prosper in the rural areas.
Mr. Phiri was originally from Malawi and traveled to Shabani in the 1930s. He
said that many people were attracted to the mines at the time because food was
available there. He also claimed that many single Shona women went to the
mines in search of husbands because men from Zambia and Malawi had a repu-
tation for staying with their women until death. The transient nature of life in
the mine and railway compounds, however, led to the fear that venereal disease
was prevalent. And indeed, by the late 1940s, when Willcox conducted his study,
this would appear to have been the case.”

According to Mr. Phiri, women’s role on the mine was to keep their husbands
healthy by cooking good food. He recalls that

[t]hose without a marriage certificate were more prone to chibeura. The single
ladies were given a passbook and in the mine they had a register. The passbook was
a record to show your progress or your record of health on chibeura. . . . If you had
no VD and the record showed it, you were usually allowed into the mine. . .. This
passbook was demanded on entry into each and every mine. You had to produce it
to show that you were clean. Even men who hired prostitutes asked for the pass-
book so as to see that the person they were dealing with was clean and to make
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sure that they were dealing with a clean person because this could make them lose
their monthly allowance.”®

Mrs. Ndongo, who is currently matron at the Zvishavane (previously Shabani)
Asbestos Mine hospital, recalls that married women would sometimes resist
the exams by returning to the rural areas just a day or so before the inspec-
tion round-ups. Like Ambuya Madzingirwa, she attributes the end of chibeura
to developments in African politics: “People were made aware that this was
an invasion of privacy by the politicians.””” But as opposition rose by the 1950s
to the “raiding approach” to public health, articulated outrage at chibeura was
generally couched in the language of the innocent, respectable, married fe-
male victims of such raids. As is seen in the Willcox Report, colonial public
health campaigns were often insensitive to questions of human rights and cul-
tural sensibilities. The venereal disease campaign was discontinued in 1958 be-
cause of the growing political sophistication identified by Mrs. Ndongo and
Madzingirwa and the changing needs of capital. To paraphrase Frederick Coo-
per here, these campaigns and, more particularly, the working and living con-
ditions which made them necessary were incapable of reproducing the type of
labor force desired by manufacturing capital, i.e., a stabilized, permanent labor
force.”

Never, however, did the opposition to chibeura encompass a critique of pa-
triarchy, of its ability to criminalize and pathologize single and mobile women.
Perhaps this is why, as late as the early 1990s in Zimbabwe, public health cam-
paigns continued to single out mobile African women or “single mothers at
growth points” as the key transmitters of HIV. Single women remain the scape-
goats, and public health the objectifying discourse. In both colonial and post-
colonial Zimbabwe, discourses of public health and social order, of gender,
space and disease, intersect. The fact that chibeura occurred daily and was one
of the banalities of urban colonial life, certainly from the mid-1940s to the late
1950s, renders the continued shroud of silence all the more surprising. African
women were consistently located at the intersections of colonial discourses of
disease, control, and regulation, and this chapter has been an effort to recover
African women’s memories of those intersections—of times and places erased
from the national, postcolonial memory.

Primary Document

“Notes of a Conference Held in the Committee Room, Municipal Offices, Bu-
lawayo, Saturday, October 6th, 1928,” National Archives of Zimbabwe, S1173/
220.

Mr. Hay: . . . There was a point I would like to put to Dr. Fleming which
has not been mentioned up to date. He made a number of suggestions, but
the most important was on the question of the examination of native
women. Men, as far as I can understand, may be examined, but are there
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no facilities in any way for the examination of women? Is there no way of
having women examined either in the town or in the rural districts? I
think that that is a most important point. The women are much more
dangerous than the men in this matter of disease.

Mr. H. R. Barbour: . . . Some of the native women do go to the hospital to
be examined voluntarily; but it should be compulsory. The employers of
labour in Bulawayo, if they were in earnest about this matter, should so
arrange it that they would not employ women unless they had some sort
of certificate to show that they had undergone some kind of examination.
I agree with Mr. Hay in that the women present the greater danger. In a
town where the men are in very much larger numbers than the women,
you are bound to have this sort of thing happening. . . . They [the women]
should not be allowed to remain in the location unless they have certifi-
cates from the medical officer of health. I believe that is happening to-day.
Up to a little over a year ago I was Mayor of Bulawayo, and I had heard a
good deal about venereal disease and how it was spreading. I became
alarmed and went to see our medical officer of health, and his figures
greatly reassured me. It really was not as bad as it was made out to be.
Those figures included natives who had been examined over and over
again, as they are supposed to be examined every three months by the
medical officer of health. . ..

I am rather bucked with the medical officer of health’s statement with
regard to the small percentage of natives who are suffering from this dis-
ease, which we all thought was so rampant. I think we might take the
assurance of the medical officer that the Government is going to tackle
this thing on a larger scale than ever before, and this [sic] relieve the appre-
hension. There is no doubt but that when one or two cases are discovered
in a small place, they are magnified enormously. . . .

Mrs. Bloomhill: A very important point raised by Dr. Fleming is the ratio
of the native population to the white. The very fact that it is in such a

very large ratio means that the percentage of the incidence of the disease
among the natives is very much greater than it would otherwise be. The
natives are 20 to one when compared with the whites. You take the percent-
age of the incidence among the natives who come into contact with the
whites. If it is .4, then, considering that there is such a small percentage of
white people, the seriousness of the thing is magnified more than statistics
lead one to believe.

Mr. Fleming: What Mrs. Bloombhill means is that, if it is .4 per cent among
the natives in employment, if we take it for the whole country it would be
very much greater.

Mrs. Bloomhill: No, the danger to the Europeans would be twenty times
greater if whites and blacks were equal in numbers.
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Dr. Fleming: 1 do not want to discuss the incidence among Europeans, but
if you went into European figures, you might find them worse than those
of the natives.
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Part Three. ~ Power Reconfigured/
Power Contested

Though spanning the entire colonial period and a diverse

range of historical experiences—from the queen mothers of late-
nineteenth-century Buganda to women guerrillas in Zimbabwe’s
war of liberation—the five chapters in this final section share a
concern for the ways in which women were excluded from the
public politics and public discourses of colonial rule, while they
struggled to retain control over their productive and reproduc-
tive labor in monetized colonial economies. That women’s rank
and status profoundly shaped their experiences of political margi-
nalization and economic subordination is brought into sharp
relief by the range of lived experiences explored. The chapters
illustrate how women used and adapted preexisting forms of col-
lective mobilization as they challenged the legitimacy of colonial
rule and contested new configurations of patriarchy.






9 Queen Mothers and Good
Government in Buganda:
The Loss of Women’s Political
Power in Nineteenth-Century
East Africa

Holly Hanson

Drastic transformations in East African societies occurred in the decades pre-
ceding the imposition of European colonial rule. As a consequence partly of
new kinds of long-distance trade and partly of the violence that accompanied
the introduction of slave trading, rulers lost authority, political institutions
took new forms, and ordinary people revised their expectations of what leaders
might do for them. In the kingdom of Buganda, located on the northern shore
of the great East African inland sea now known as Lake Victoria, the queen
mother lost her power to enthrone or depose a king and to restrain the actions
of the king in power. The queen mother in Buganda had participated in a sys-
tem of gendered political power in which the mother of the king had autono-
mous authority, which she used to check his excesses and protect the nation. By
the 1890s, when Ganda chiefs began to negotiate with the British officers who
became their allies, the queen mother’s political influence had already dimin-
ished. After briefly outlining forms of women’s authority in other precolonial
African societies, this chapter explores the role of queen mothers in the govern-
ment of Buganda and shows how the turmoil caused by Buganda’s involve-
ment in long-distance trade in ivory, guns, and enslaved people undermined the
Ganda political order, including the institution of the queen mother.

Gendered Forms of Authority in African Societies
before 1875

Autonomous queens and influential queen mothers are the most obvi-
ous evidence that women in precolonial Africa had significant political power,
but in order to comprehend that power, it is essential to pay attention to char-



acteristics of precolonial African governments.' In many African societies in the
past, ruling involved maintaining a balance among competing interest groups,
and political structures allowed multiple participants to work out their rela-
tive strengths and develop working compromises. Gendered forms of political
power were often part of these systems.” Just as a gendered division of labor in-
volved the idea that women “naturally” did some kinds of work and men “natu-
rally” did others, a gendered system of political power was based on the idea
that some aspects of governing were the appropriate responsibility of women
and others were the appropriate responsibility of men.

Queen mothers were not just women rulers; they were women who ruled
by doing for kings the things that mothers did for their sons, which included
“supporting, advising, defending, protecting, punishing, and nurturing.”’ In a
gendered system of political power, a mother’s work translated into a queen
mother’s responsibilities for the nation. Other institutions that expressed a gen-
dered division of political power included women’s title societies, women’s coun-
cils, market associations, age-set organizations, and forms of spirit medium-
ship.* Observing the extent of women’s office-holding in sub-Saharan African
societies, Sandra Barnes calls African women “one of history’s most politically
viable female populations.”

African women wielded political power in many different ways. In the royal
family of Dahomey, female dependents of the king served as “ministers of state
and counselors, as soldiers and commanders, as governors of provinces, as trad-
ing agents and as favored wives.”® The Asante queen mother was co-ruler with
the ruling chief; she participated in state councils not as a representative of
women but as a preeminent authority in the state, and she determined who had
the right to claim leadership.” In Asante, Dahomey, Lagos, and many other Af-
rican polities, queen mothers built up political coalitions that brought their
sons to power; in the political turmoil of nineteenth-century West Africa, a
queen mother’s ability to protect and provide refuge for her son among her own
people became crucial.® As Misty Bastian demonstrates in a subsequent chapter,
women also exercised considerable political power in less hierarchical societies.
Igbo women’s title societies and market associations controlled important as-
pects of community life.” Women’s age-set organizations and councils among
the Kikuyu and other East African peoples also played a role in government."
Kubandwa spirit mediums had tremendous influence in many societies in the
East African great lakes region, not only among women seeking assistance with
fertility and healing, but also in the courts of kings seeking to harness (or at
least, not to alienate) the spiritual forces marshaled by mediums."

What happened to women’s political power in Africa? One valid explanation
for its decline is that colonizing Europeans effaced women’s political institu-
tions because they could only see and comprehend the political power of men.'
Sometimes the drawn-out process of conquest brought Europeans into direct
conflict with women’s forms of authority: queen mothers were banished and
activities of spirit mediums that involved whole communities were criminal-
ized."” It is important to keep in mind, however, that newly arrived European
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colonial officers were not the only historical actors who shaped political and
social life. My argument regarding Buganda draws attention to processes that
consolidated power in men’s hands before colonial rule." The unusually rich
evidence for Buganda provides a picture of the power of a queen mother inside
an African kingdom, and how one East African people met the challenge of so-
cial and political turmoil that preceded the imposition of direct colonial rule.

The Queen Mother in the Buganda Kingdom

In Buganda, as in many European and African kingdoms, political insti-
tutions developed when lords or chiefs who controlled land and people gradu-
ally gave up some of their autonomy to an emerging monarch with central
power. This happened in Buganda between five hundred and seven hundred
years ago, after people in the region gradually switched from growing grains and
yams, fishing, and raising cattle to intensive cultivation of matoke (cooking ba-
nanas)."” Ganda origin myths say that Kintu, the first man, and Nambi, the first
woman, arrived in the land that became Buganda with the first shoot of a ba-
nana tree. Banana cultivation enhanced the nation’s prosperity because rela-
tively small amounts of effort (compared to what was required for grain crops)
produced large amounts of food, the population increased, and people had time
to devote to activities beyond subsistence. The Ganda people developed a pat-
tern of life in which women cultivated bananas and men produced cloth and
fine handcrafts and built houses, roads, and the elaborate fences and buildings
that marked the compounds of chiefs and the king. Ganda men also partici-
pated in military expeditions, and, under the kings who ruled in the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries, Buganda was aggressively expanding into
the territory of neighboring peoples.

It is impossible to discern from oral tradition whether the first kings obtained
power through conquest, through negotiation with existing leaders (such as
lineage heads, the leaders of groups of people descended from a common an-
cestor), or through the gradual accretion of power by one regional leader, but
kingly authority was established in Buganda by approximately 1500.'® The
structure of the Ganda kingdom, from the beginning, included limitations on
the power of the king; a fundamental element of this structure was the balanc-
ing power of the queen mother."”

The queen mot