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WOMEN AND SOCIAL CHANGE T UEST AFRICA

KATIE CHURCH"

Engels was the first to attempt g -systematic analysis of the
material roots of male dominance in society (Engels, 1884)s In
re=examining Engel's theory in the light of studies of traditional
African communities at varying stages of economic development rang=
ing from hunting and gathering societies to ones with a sizcable
exchange e¢conomy, Karen Sacks concludes that Engels! emphasis was
misplaced and that it is not men's owmership of private property
per se that giveslthem dominance, since some men own no nproperty
and some women do, it is rether the privatisation of women's iabour
in the preduction for vse sector, which pushes them into a subordinate
position (Sacks, 1971). Sacks argues that participation in social
labour is the pre~requisite for being a 'full social adult' and that
although o woman's domestic authority‘may be enhanced by the property
she swns, her subordinate status in Eublic life prevents her from
achieving fully egual status with men even in the domestic sphere.
Outside the family women's status diminishes as the range of activities
undertaken within the context of the whole community excludes women's

worke.

From Engels! own analysis of the woman's situvation in class
and non—class society, and Sacks' modification of Engel's conclusions,
two closely interrelated factors emerge as significant in determining
the political and economic power which women enjoy in any society:
(a) the presence or not of an exchange economy in which the bulk of
private property is owned by men (by private property is mcant
ownership of the means of production); (b) the extent to which women
participate in social labour. By sccial labour is meant any form of
productive activity undertaken within the context of the community as

a whole, as opposed to work of which the benefits arc only felt by

*¥M.Ae Student, Institute of African Studies, University of Ghana
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aociclogiat's point of view is that by injoecting a concentrated dose
of change factors ints Alriean societics 1t orovided a time—telescoped
lnhoratory in which social changes and intoractions can be chacrveds
African socicties ns first studied by Duropean anthropologisis
had mostly moved. fer heyond the stage of having 2 purcly subsistence
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are 8till poonle diving in thoe lenst accessible parts of thé continent
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whose contact with outsiders is minimal. The Mbuti of Zaire are one

of the few peoples whose econoemy is still characterised by subsistence
hunting and gathering (O'Laughlin 1972)s The Mbum Kpau in Chad prac—
tise hoe agriculture, livestock rearing as well as hunting and gathering,
but apart from the purchase of iron ore for making tools they do not

trade goods outside the community. ZExchange of subsistence goods within
an Mbum Kpau village is done:hy bérter {0'Laughlin 1974)s The Mbum Kpau
provide an example of a_society'bonsiderably remoﬁed from the hunter-gatherer
state of Mouti society, yet almost untouched by Eurcpean contact and having
very little'cdmmunihation with their neighbours. " In Mbuti and Mbum Kpau
societies we see people operating very much as they might have done before
the onset of coleonial ruie. Atothe other extreme are the coastal arcas of
Sierra Leone and Liberia where a substantial proportion of the population
is descended from ex-slaves returned from the Americase BEven within
fairly small modern states the impact of colonial rule and economic -
contact with the West has besn véry uneven. Life in Accra differs in
many ways from 1ife in many of the remoter rural areas of Ghana. Life
amongst the poorer people in the rural areas still bears a closer
resemblance to life theré pfior to Furopean contact than does life in
towns. Too much should not be made of _fhis latter contrast -
since the effects of urbanisation have nbf been limited to the towns.
Cash=ecropping, improved communications and marketing infrastructure

and rural=urban migration are some of the factors which have changed

life in the ru?al aféas- Nevertheless the uneveness of the degree of
social change that has taken place, enables one to see more of the

Ttraditional! in some areas than others.

Colonial administrations wished both to increase the area under
cultivation of expori crops, and tolbring all Africans within the
orbit of their own style of cash economy. Théy therefore imposed
texes whereever they could and encouraged the cultivation of erops = -
which cowld be secld for cash. Their efforts in these directions were -
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focussed exclusively upon men. DBritish "Indirect Rule' was
based upon the use of indigenous political institutions to
implement many of colonial local administrative policies.
Consequently British colonial offers! perceptions of the political
orpanisation ¢f African communities was very inportant in creating_
institutions which werc to shape the political organisation of
thege communitics under colonial rules Perhaps one of the greatest
mlsthEF whlch the Brltlsh made in this direction was to overlook
the role played by women 1n many polltlcal systems- ‘This owission
‘became glarlnhly ev1dent 1n Easterfi Nigeria, where, in:.1929 two
o 1illion women were 1nvolved in the widespread disturbahees known as
the YAba riots's The authority, organisational ability and
communications network which the women's forwidlipolitical
organisations ccmmanded - as tounded the British authorities.
Svlv1n Lclth“Ross, whose rosearch amongst Ibe women was partly ..
dlrected toward% ~rov1d1ng informati on “towards a reassessment -
of colonlal pollcy in the area, made the following comments:
Judging from ny own:ekpefiéncé:améng vafiaﬁs peopiesiéf -
Nigeria, 1 am inclined to believe that the women, because. ..
of their economic importance .as mothers, farm cultivatorg
and Traders, have rather more power than is generally
thought, and that therefore they must beftaken.into»
account in the farming of new legislation, or the
introduction of new methods of trade or husbandry,
or the areation of new social and economic institutions.
(Leith—Ross, 193921 ).

- whenever a new occupational ckill or cash crop was introducéd
by Euiopeans the new tachnigue required was taught to mens
Slmllarly with school education and tho subseguent job opportunltleo
whlch it offered to a handful of Africans, the emphasis was upon
e@ucatlon for boys (Foster 1965)e Thus white collar jobs became a
male preserve from the start, and the balance has only heen partially
. redreoqed in luier vears. Throughout West African-ccastal and forest
areas prmr to the colonlal era,, regular markete were to be found, |

esnbc1ally in areas of den ¢ popiilation and good comnunications. -
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The most lucrdtive and prestigious lines of trade, slaves,

gold, ‘palm. oil, rubber, ivery and iron were plied by men

(Dike.1956)s The involvement of men in the most lucrative
occipations re<¥nforeed traditicnalgdivision of labours

Women were involved in selling. .foodgtuffs and a varlety of

hand-made domestic.utensils., : They were 1nv01ved in production

for ‘exellagipe but within the sphere most cidsely related to the
houséholds  THeirs:were not the goods that cculd be traded with
Euwropeans .for iron bars, “cloth or gunse Coloniéation fellowed
rapidly upon abolltlon of the Europuan slave trade- This remeved
one form of male‘domlnated productlon for exchange, slive raldlng
and slave tradlng- It also 1ncreased the 1eve1 of trade 1n ‘other
goods 1nc1ud1ng those sold by women 61ndé 1t enabled unarmed
lndlvlduals to travgl 1ong dlstances 1n greater safcty than bbfore-
To some ext nt the 1nnovat10ns whlch 1ntrcduced men to cash“bropping
'and wage l@bour and left women w1th Tood productlon both for ‘use énd“
exchange d1d not entall a radlcal déparfure from the' pre—colonial
division of labour between the sexes. The change was in ‘the size
and 1mportance of the new exchange sector of the eéonbmy- Production
for use correspohdingly'déclined in importaﬁce- Horeover the new
forms of production for exchange cultivation 0f'co¢oa,.rubber or
groundnuts required a very large quantlty of land in the areas in-
which tney flourlshed. Some of the cocoa—pgrowing areas of Nigeria
and Ghana and the groundnut"dominafed land of the Gambia have become
deficient in food production as a result of excessive mohoculture.
When a cash=crop boom’prompts a community to rely upon production
for éxchange to pfovide even for a proportion of subsistence needs,
the prospects of a slump in the seales mf_thatcéash’crgp are ghimiindeed.
Cne of the chief grievances éf Tho people in the 19305 was the drop
in palm oil prices. One of the complaints voiced by Ibo women during
the investigations after the 'Aba riots' was that Ythe land is changed
- we are all dying = we axe not as happy as we wefe “vefored!
(Leith~Ross 1939; 1»38) The heart of the riot area was also the
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area of the most concentrated palm oil production and severest land

shortage.

here is evidence of shoftage of land for grovidg feood in Ashanti’

Fd

today where cocoa farmers have difficulty ih recruiting labourers to
work on their farms vecause of the high cdét of food in. those locaiifies
(Adomakoh-Sarfoh 1974: 137). The normal.practice is to allow labourers
to grow food on reserve farms, but sincé cocoa trees occupy allsthe.
land in most places labourers find themselves having to spend all their
earnings on food imported to local marketss HMany Yoruba women, ‘deprived
of the means of production for subsistence demand tolbe raid "wages for
the work they put into their husbands' farms (Galletti 1956)« They

tco have to buy a large proportion of the foodstuffs which they need

to feed the family. Ghanalan women often expect to be given a few

acﬁgg of cocoa farm in retwrn for their assistance in building up

theif hushands' farms. The great majority of cocoa farm owners are

men, and where women own farms tﬁey tend to be smaller than those

ocwned 6} men. Cocoa farmers are heavily dependent on the labour of
femaie relatives, especially wives, in establiching their fafms.

The role of women in cocoa production appears largely as family

labour in a supportive subsistence farming role. a result of the
genéral increased demand for arable land is that increasing numbers
of_fnbd farmers, especially those farming near wban centres, are

obliged to rent land for food farming.

Tﬁereﬂéré occasional instances where the usual pattern of male.
exploifﬁ%ion of new opportunities was reversed. When a new crop,
cassafa, became available to the Afikpo Ibo, men ignoered it since

he:spiritually sanctioned prestige croﬁ wags yam (Qttenherg, 1959).
Cultivation ofiyams was the province of men and was a very posifively
valued form_oféconcmig activity. In the absence of male interest in

: s
cassava, Afikpo women seized upon this new crop with alacritye Thus
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by their own efforis women were avle to lleviate the annual famine

puriod which vsed to precede the vam harvest. They were also able

to sell the surplus at markel. Az 8 resuslt of their increased

economic capacity, particularly in production for exchange, women's

influence increased. One of the Tbo women explained the situations
Nowadays women do net care if the husband dossn't give

then any fcod, for they can go Lo the farm and get
cagsavas 1 a woman has sny money she rernts some land

and plants cassava. The year after she does thisz che
can have a crop of cassava™meal, which she can sell
and have her own money. Then she can say, what 1s a
mary, I have wmy own money (Cttenberg 1969 ).

Tor subslstence farming compmunities whose agricultural land
is plentiful, the auestion of vwnership or right to use land is of
less political and economic importance than the labour to farm it.
Thus the common arrangoment wherehy men owned land or had the right
to uze land, and where women owned the crops which they grew upon

it, gave women effective if not de jure control over the means of

production.

Tee importance of right of access to land in determining
women's political and economic power becomes ruch pgreater when there
is land scarcity as in the TLjaw villages of the delta region of
Nigeria studied by Leis . [ (19743 In cne village where & man's
wives customarily cultivated equal aize& plots on his land, there
was a strong network of women's councils which had considerable powsrs
to legislate and enforce chservation of their regulations by applying
sanctiongs. This high dezree of cooferatiﬂn botween women was possible
because the right to equal portions of a mar's lond wmeant that women
did not have to curry favour with their husbands in order to have the
méans to wroduce food for themscives and their children. There was
no rivalry boetween co™wives for o man's land and favour and consequently
there was s basis for co=wife solidarity. In the second Ijaw village

studied by Lels conditions were broadly similar, with the exception of

land distributlon arrangements which were somewhat erratice. Women were
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supposed to farm on land made available to them by their wnothers,

but many women were married and resident too far from the lands of
their matrilineage to be able to farm theres &s a result, some of

a man's wives might have their own landrwhilst others - had to beg

some land from him. This méde for inequality between co~wives
regarding access to land énd.thus'theré was not é strong basis for
cowife solidarity. OCn the contrary wives were anxious not to offend
husbands and therefore were less individually and collectively asser=
tive. In this village there were no wohén's councilse Another
~difference between the two villages'was that in the first, women
reguiarly v151ted nearby varkcts to sell their agrlcultural surplus,
and in the second village women were limited to exchange of subsistence
produce w1th1n the village since there was no easy access tc full-scale
markets. Women were discouraged from travelling ta distant markets and

any who ventured to do so were labelled as 'promlscuous' and 'had wiveste

The above stndy of the twe Ijaw v111ages illustrates firstly the
‘importance to women of who owns or controls the land wﬁichlthey farm.
In;péither villége did women own the means of pfoduction'bﬁt in one
villaée they were guaranteéd free .access to ite Secondly, it should
be noted that fhe_mnru power ful group of women participated fully in
production for exchange. They sold their surplus at market. Thirdly
the more powerful group of women participated in tsocial labour?! as
defined by Eﬂgels- Their women's councils orgmnised village clean—up
sessions and cutting of the long grass by river-bankse. There is no
indication that. some near neighbours of the Ijaw, the Ibo, who also
had women's councils, used them fof organisation of any kind of commnal
labour. Their activitics centred upon ensﬁring the smooth rufining of
the markct. .This organisational ﬁork however is on a par with 'sccial
labour! since it concerns the public exchange sector of the economys
The councils made their market regulations and enforeed them. Their
authority in ail such measures was recognised by men who never intcrf
fered with the councils' work. The only mattef over which the council's
authority overlapped with that of the Senior males in the community was
marital disputéé (Leith*ﬂdsé, 1939:107)e In these, weoiren!s councils



109

acted in consultation with senior mens The jurisdiction of West
African women's councils does not cover land disputes or other
matters of dispute between families. The close connection of the
women's councils with the running of the village market is underpinned
by the practice of having council meetings in the marketplace after
the day's trade is completeds The British colenial administration
in Iboland prevented women's councils from carrying out their
customary sanctions ageinst recalcitrant offenders, namely, the
spoilﬁtion of property and cropss This underming of their authority
may have been an aggravating factor behind the 1929 riotss The speed
and ease with which women in scattered villages were mobilised for
action is an indication of the crganisational potential of the
councilss However the attempt to co-ordinate them under an 'Ibo
women's Union! failed utterly. The full participatoery democracy
whereby women debated until they all agreed, was not feasible on a
larée.scale and women were reluctant to resort to majority vote
decisionmaking or delegationa Some West African women's market
organisations offer credit facilities to their members and to some
strangers including mens In modern Ghana and Nigeria they perform
the function of small-scale credit banks and are powerful political
lobbying institutions.

A comparison between Ghanaian women in the north and the south
of Ghana provides an illustration of how invelvement in production
for exchange is an importsnt determinent of women's status and
influence. In northern Ghana men predominate in farming. Women's
household tasks are too—time—consuming to allow them to spend much
time in the fields, and they do not exchange surplus produce on
anything like the scale that women in the forest and coastal regions
of Ghana dos Water in the north is scarce and women spend a lot of
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time carrying their pots to and from-the water sources  In the

~ North grains cnd not tubers sre the' food staples. Thé amcunt of
;pounding.that goes into, making porridge flour ‘or éxtféctihg o0il

from grains. is much. greater than that involved in - either preparing
fufu or extracting palm oil. In'Southerh Ghana whére women farm and
market, and where the excliange Sector cfithe economy is not dominated
.ﬁg_mgle;ownershipgcf.livestockg women3@n§6§“gféa€éf‘fféé§5m of asso=
cigtiony centrol, pyer. their. children] “hhd dtcess “to private property.
_Gaody emphasises that just boonise: northern woren do not' Tarm and trade,
it does not moan that their contributibom #o the fsirm'lj%f’s any less
Q;sse_,_;litila;q f .the :ecanpomic role of womsn he wrltes A try to measure
Jthis purely dn. terns ol ¢ontribution ¢o agricultural or trading acti—

. vity veglects. the. important role of wormen in fodd'pré?ara%ion produc=
‘tion of children and sex—gratification" {(Goody 1972). ' The important
_poin;“tp note, is: that. it .is n@t=theﬁindispensabiiitﬁ:6f”w0men 8
~contributipn to the family vecnomy that determines their status, it
;ig_yather_direct involvement in producﬁioﬁffof'exchangeféhd some
fgégtgol.pver,thg_salefof the product that countSt'-Fétchiné water and
.pounding_millct are vital tasks but theéy constitute producticn for
suhsistence- Sub51stence productlon is socially viewed as a subordi-

nate complement to productloq for exchange.

.One. aspact of the goeial relations of prbductiﬁﬁsiﬂhwhich womern
Jinv;tgh;x?play a.¢rncial-role is iﬁ“the-répfbductian;éf'tha:labour forces
_Women in this sensc are-.the relntiona of phoduction: I & subsistence
gconomy where no surplus is produced for excﬁénge;‘andnaligiabour is
gogiqlllqbguf, wenen' s reproductive roleis o matter of irfterest to the
th%e_focigty and ig net controllod by any particuiar group of

individualss In a soclety where subsistence production has ccased

tc be social labour and takes place within the family context, the
amount of control which a woman has over her own reproductive activity
is important in dotermining her status within the familye. It seens

that vomen's control over their reproductive activity is a variable



111

dependent upon their involvement dn producticn for exchange. It is
where women are conflned fo subsistence ovreduction that their control
over the means of production is least. Doserur describes how women
in entirely male farming areas tond to be gecluded, excluded
from production for éxchange, and from full adult participation
in the social 1ife of the compunitys In =ome societies where women's
contribution to the economy is generally low, their ornly valued func—
tion being reproduction, women are valued so 1ittle that forms of
female infanticide are practised. Tlowhere in Africa is women's
status so low as to reduce them to the were chatlel status which they
have in certain Arab, Indian and Chinese sociecties (Boserup 1970
Hevertheless within Africa there are great variations in the amount
of control a woman has over her marriages, sex~life, child~bearing
and children.

Most traditional African social organisation is centered upon
the corporate descent group traced unilineallys TFor a woman the big
difference bhetween a patrilineal and a meirilineal scclety is that in
the one she hears children belonging to someone else's lineage and in
the other she bears children belonging to her own lincages It has been
sugmested that the rules of exogany, patrilineal descent and virilocal
residence cause woren to be Valienated from their own reproduction'
(O'Laughlin 19740« This is perhaps an overstatement of the casee
Whilst the femalc intmearrying affine mey never jurddieially becoms a
member of the lineage, she 15 very much a member of the household in
the widest sense. Far from being alidnated irom her children, she
regards them as the means by which she is accepted into the
lineage segment and as a source of influences Although a female marrying
into, for example, a Yoruha housechold msy become a respected senior person,
that. fact that lincage proﬁerty,lincluding land and titles arc vested
in male lineage members effectively excludes them from decision™
making regarding the distribution of the means of production within
the lineage. Pridget O'Lavghlin descrites how amongst the Mhum Kpau
where land is readily available and the tools for agriculture and hunt~
ing are véry simple, married women as nonmembers of the lineage in which

they live are cconomically disadvanteged. Although there are
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no rules barring women from ownership of these, valued forms of
property fall predoﬁinantly intp the bands of senior men. Moreover,
by virilocal residence the Mburm Kpau woman jis cut off from help from her
own kin in undertaking lafge tosks. A man can recruit free labour
from his junior patrilineal kiﬁ; but a woman sponsofing a co~operative
work group will have to find some means:of offering'reccmpense for
that labour since it is'not due to her as a lineage memberes Thus
Mbum Kpéu men have mbré access to surplus labour than their women
do, & fégfor which is very important in contributing towards wealth
differencess -

Men's evasion. of their obligations towards wives and children,
wheﬁ:not accompaniéd by increased support of female kin, must lead
to an.iﬁcreaSe iﬁ the number of financially unsupported or under-—
supported mothers. In the light of overall developments.in the
economy it is not hard to see how this could have taken place.
As the exchange economy-ékpands so does the individuall's dependence
on cash income. Familynébligations once fulfilled in kind become
transmuted into cash, but the cash which must wen can carn is not
. enough forithem to carry out all of their obligations. .In the case
dﬁ;qhana a boom in world cocoa pfices is fcllowed by a slump, and no
sooﬁey haérﬁhe price of cocoa recovered than the national economy :is
weakeﬁed by international inflation. During the period when the
purchaﬁing power of the majority of the population increased a number
of manufactured imported commodities enterecd. the consumption culture
80 that'provision of these items became a part of the system of family
obligations (Lawson )» 'The new scarcity! therefore becomes the chief
culprit in heightening weakness and tensions in the family system,
whilst the fact that cash earning is more easily available to men
than to women, ensures that women suffer in these changes in family

system.

Partly as an extension of their traditional trading roles, and
partly as a respons: to the need for their own cash income, West

African women have swarmed into the distribution business. They are
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wkolesaiers, retailers and transpert owners. However the distribu—
tion eyster ile fragmented to sueh an extont that only a small
minority of women traders become substantially wealthye. The dis—
proportionately large section of fthe wWest African labeour force
engaged in distributicn can be attributed nartly to the family
system which requires that women have independent cash incomes,

and to the fact that trading is the only source of cash earning'
open tc most of thems On the other hand, Akon women in Ghana, are
noted for their economic activity and their financial independencea
However,; being a financially independent head of the household may'
Be one facet of the situation; lack of help in training and provid=
ing for the children may ve another facet of the same situations

A successful woman trader can put her children through school, be
free of any restraint on her activities by cithor husbandy brothep or
uncle, and enjoy respect and influence ns a result of her wealth,
Her less advantaged sister may be really strezgling just to feed
her children. The expansion of the exchange sector of the economy
has enabled a few West African women to become cxtremely wealthy
" and independent. To a large cxtent a woman's independence depends
on the strength of hor obonomic situaticn as compared to that of her
husband and her kin. If a woman's resources arc slim &nd those of
her husband or kinsman are substantial then she is likely to be
finanecially ‘ependent on that ?eréon who iz therefore likely to
exercise some control over herself and her children. Such. relation—
ships of financial dependence are not limited to relationships.
between man ard women. A wealthy woman trader may pay the school

- fees of her poorer sister!s children and have all heép sisters and.
their children at her back and callg. A siﬁilar steote of economie
affairs has come about in the cash'?ropﬁing areas of scouthern
Nigeria. Studies of Yoruba family life suggest that patrilocaliiy
keeps the proporticn:of female household heads ruch smaller than in
Akan societye Urban accommodation problems have broken some poly=

gynous households into a number of mother-—children wnits (Izzett 1961 e
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contributions from their husbands. fhe core succesaful women traders
are often either heads of their own bouseholds, o 1nh live with
their own petrilinceal relatives with when they eujoy positions of
influence. Izzett notes that such women tend to keeb their daughters
very close to them and arrange the making and even bresking of their
marriages. Thoy may eneourage. thelr daugshters to have ilaisons with
wealthy men rather thiw subiect themselves to inconveniences of
maffia@e with somecne less well-eff. Thure is scops then for a few
influential and -

women in hoth Alken and Yoruba society fto bhe

independent throuph wealths

*

The position of daushters and wives of the professicnal elite

is very different from that of the peasantry and the potty bourgoisies

For the purposes of this discussion, 'elite'!, will refer to wmembers

lovyors, wilversity

of the higher prolossional stratum, i,

lecturcrs, husiness execubives and higher prade civil servantse

cr o gdneotions

Becauge of tha 1 opportunities which have been

available to women, there are very few of them in higher_professinnél
employment. Cupong's siudy’ “af ulite married courles in Accra (Oppong
1973, andI?-C. Lloyd's work on elites in africa (Lloyd 1966), show
that most elite men marry women in the lower professional stratum;
teachers, nurses or cicrks. Thercfore olite men tend to have much
higher earning C&pacitj %haﬁ theirtwivos who are denendent on the
husband for the hish standard of living which they enjoye Hlite
women cennct afford to risk losing their husbandé, and in any kind of
struggléd over marital roles and resnonsibilitica thoy are in a rela-..

tively weak position. Differences betus

n natterners in access to
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fidtorial rescurces sre not camouflaged by idens ol mutual sharing

as they tend to %o in Hesiocrn mccilety, thoy rathor form the bhasis

of the buorprining situstion.  Cppong foun? that the hiher a

woman't s educ tionsl qualifications md earning power in compariseon

to that of her husband, the more likely the couple was to operate a
syncratic mnods of decision making and to share résponsibility for
househols taskse Given that syncratic decisioﬁ*making is an expected
corollary of the companionate type of marriage, and that Akan elite
wives desire the latter, one eon deduce that women with relatively
high earning capacity are eoming; closer to achieving the type of

marriage they desire, than are other wives of elitc men.

For the elite vest African wife, a companicnate and'monogamoué
style of marriage is demirable. The modern elite husband's material
provision for his wife and ehildren constitutes a much higher pro-
portion of their ineome than it did in traditional scciety or still
docs amongst the urhan and rurallnon*elite- It is therefore:
very iumportant to the wife that she he the only woman with access
to her husbandls financial resoureess Oppon: found that one of
the commoncst sowrces of domestie eonfliet Letwien elite couples
concerned the wife's disposal of her ineemc. Wives were reluctant
to cemfribute more to the running of the houschold than they were
absolvtely forced $0. One reascon for this may be the wife's fear'
that the more cash the husbend has at his disposal the more he will
gpend on outside wives ~nd girl friends. An ordinosnce merriage which
is a monogamcus ons, gives & wife certain irheritance rights over her
hushand!s property; rights which she would not enjdy under customary
lawe. PFor an clite woman the cconomic advantages of a monogémous
marriaze outweicrh thoese of a polygyncus ones. Women in the tradi=
tional Yoruba household relicd upon their co—wives to help with
housework and child=rearing but the recontly evolved style of poly~

-

gyny does not offer sugh facilitiesa The elite wife can employ



domostic

help in the bouse oo

Oneo oz 1. of outwardly monega™
mous marri BTy slowenta in Ltowns has

to do with

behoviour patterns expoected aad encouraged by

sloyerse A

cducaticon was often the

Buroncan oducutorm A

aant s only mesns of ic advanco for the purposce of

impressing teschors vl the coloninl adsinistration which enployed

him he would ad Thristian practices (Tos ster 1965 Besides, in

£

N

order Lo convince his sapsriors in the-colcnlal administration that

Ead

he was suilable for promotion it was useful 1f not dimperative for

the civil servant that he maintain a fronts Even today

n

in modern indepondent nfrjcg/Jlrnhwar 17

—utyle serves as some sort
of a reference nodel for members of-the olite. It is mot a matter of

ol

prestipe for am olite man to accumulate wives. [lo wondd rather display

his wealth by purchssiag cars varscrse Phiis decs net wican that
olygyny is not mractised by e, mercely thnt the form of
1Y ¥ 1 b
polygyny has altered. The wife's desire to kcep her husband

to herself does not prevent him from haviny relationships with other

womens having ohildren with thom and contribubing Ay maintenances
The 'formal! elito wife, because of her weak ecomomic bargaining position,

often has to put up with o style o8 m: which she may not find

satisfactory. Under traditional polymyrous arrangenents there was

a sense of order; cotoperative tasks were undertaken by wives and
the husband atiempted to give an egual zmeunt of material assistance
to eachs Lven where wives were 1living ﬂ:tr1100117“ they would still

eooperate in assiztlng on the husband!s farm.

Lroday, the form of polygyny o6 vractised in Vest African soclety

has changed «Whilst suio of the betier~of? Taoraers businessmen may

marry more than one wife in the ftraditic

L Manher, there are a number
of urban men who maintain a girl friend as well =as a wifes The 'girld

friend factor! in 'monogamous' rarriapges is on iwportent deterrcent to



wives willinpgness to contribute to any hnusehold evnenses which

they cen force upon the husband (Karsaisa~Diciomoah 1976 ).
Agdther T-et-r which prevents conjugal vartners from pooling

their oresuurces is the financial obligation which both retain

towards their kin (Ovwong 1972 ).

o oand marriage

rennaeth Littls, commenting on courtshi
patterns ammyy educated young women in Wesi African towns suggests
that ™It is a guesticn of deciding whethor she should exchange
economic and sexual indevendence for o merital stzte which may not
be compatible with hor own viewz of 4 modern satisfactery warriage”
(Little, 1959). However, there is as vet no sign even of women with

very high earning capacity postiening ¢ long after the comple—

tion of their studies or rejecting it

~Loa nave been

The ecmmoemic c¢hanges taking nlace in
characterised by tuo developmentn of pirtis rolevance to womens
The first is the ewpansion of the exchanpge sector of the economy in
which men have increased ftheir participation wer: than women have,
and the second is tho introduction of » modern sector of the économy

in which men's particination has nlso buoon rucier ihan wonen'ss

Many men have given np Bubsistence forsine altassther, and many others
are more deeply invelved in production for exchanse than they were
bafores. Women too marticinats riore than vefore in the exchange économy
in absclute terms, but the shift in division of labour between the sexes
has been chaoracterised by a proporiiomatbly greater incregseidn mehts
involvement in the exchange sector of the economy. TIn the modern job
sector, including large=scale industries and trading enterprises, banks,
.and:ali forms: of employment in the public sector, the number of women in
_proportion to men is much smaller than in the traditional sector of the

e COTOMmY
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In beth Ghanaian and Nigerian society women . are active or
lddminant in;subsistgpﬁe_farming,.petty and medivm-scale trading,
nuréfﬁr; Lééching aﬁd.éome clerical work. They ploy a minor patt in
cash“crop productlon, manual vage employment, managerial. work in-
:both the publlc and prlvate sector, and higher professional worke:

This division of cconomic and occupatlonal sPhcres between the sexes
has important 1mn1103t10ns for the emer"ence of soclo“economlc
classem. TFemale predomlnance 1n subslstence productlon and the
least lucrative aroas of the exchange economy tends to blunt aware—
‘hess of *socio~economic dlfference between sroups of .people, and rural=-
utBan differences.’ Thls is bacause many poor women have access to

 f1nanc1al help from men sllghtly bettgr off than themselves-; The
role of women in West African economles and the changes that these_
-have undergore are-lmportant both with reg“rd to,famlly authquty

structure and overall class developmentss -

The expansion of the tra&itional ns well as the modern sector3
of ‘the economy enobled many more women to p.rt1c1pate in ‘social _
labour' than did in traditional West Afrlcan scclety and thus many
more’ women may be cilled 'full 5001a1 anults' At the same time =
however, the greater differentials in wealth that have accomganleé;
the growth of frivate property have 1eft women as a group, heav11y_
'Wﬁlghad ‘towards the bottom of the 1ncome and przvate property scales
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