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Activism

Introduction

This book begins from a simple premise with far-reaching implications: the histories of
Africa look different when told from the vantage point of women’s lives. Centering
women as producers of knowledge, organizers of households and markets, makers of
ritual, and arbiters of law, Women of the Continent: Gender, Power, and Social Change
in African History reconsiders political authority, trade, and social reforms through a
gendered lens. It argues that women were not merely present in precolonial and
colonial transformations; they were architects of change, whether as matriarchs and
monarchs, as warriors and diplomats, or as everyday agents whose decisions shaped
communities and economies.

Across the continent, power has long been negotiated in relational terms—between
rulers and councils, elders and youth, spouses and lineages, markets and courts. In
these negotiations, gender was not a fixed essence but a social technology that
ordered access to land, labor, mobility, and prestige. The chapters that follow move
between courtrooms and courtyards, caravan routes and classrooms, shrines and
shopfronts, to show how women participated in, redirected, and sometimes defied the
structures that sought to contain them. By pairing close regional case studies with
broader conceptual debates, the book invites readers to inhabit histories too often
flattened by stereotypes of passivity or timeless tradition.

Methodologically, this study draws on a mosaic of sources: oral histories and praise
poetry, archaeology and material culture, court records and missionary
correspondence, commercial ledgers and colonial ethnographies. Rather than privilege
a single archive, it triangulates among them, attentive to the silences and power
dynamics that shape what survives. The approach treats testimony as argument,
objects as evidence, and performance as politics. It also keeps faith with communities
whose memories and custodianship make historical work possible, foregrounding
ethics of citation, translation, and return.

Reassessing political authority requires looking beyond thrones to the infrastructures
of everyday life. Women wielded influence through matrilineal kinship systems that
coordinated inheritance and succession; through market guilds that stabilized prices
and extended credit; through religious offices that legitimated rulers and mediated
disputes; and through healing practices that linked bodily care to communal well-
being. These domains were not separate from “high politics”: they were the conditions
under which states endured, caravans moved, and reforms took hold. When empires
expanded or colonial regimes imposed new laws, these gendered infrastructures
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absorbed the shock—and generated resistance.

Trade is another arena where a gendered lens alters the map. On the Swahili coast,
women operated as property owners, brokers, and literary patrons tied to Indian
Ocean networks. In Sahelian cities, market women organized credit and caravans that
connected savanna to desert. In Atlantic and Indian Ocean slave trades, women
experienced the violence of enslavement and the possibilities of flight, manumission,
and reconstitution of kin. Their strategies—legal petitions, collective boycotts, ritual
sanctions, clandestine migrations—were not marginal footnotes to commerce; they
were constitutive of it. Seeing these dynamics clarifies how economic reforms and
moral economies traveled together, and how women’s choices shaped regional
integration long before and throughout colonial rule.

Colonial conquest did not erase these histories; it reframed them. New legal codes
reified “custom,” mission schools offered avenues to literacy and employment, and
wage labor regimes reordered households. Yet women were never simply acted upon.
From the famous—Dahomean soldiers, Rain Queens of the south, Empress Taytu in
the Horn—to the unnamed organizers of the 1929 protests in southeastern Nigeria,
women developed repertoires of collective action that blended precedent with
improvisation. Some became intermediaries and interpreters within imperial
bureaucracies; others mobilized courts, churches, or clandestine networks to defend
land, labor, and dignity. Their politics were pragmatic and visionary, rooted in local
histories yet attuned to continental and oceanic currents.

The book is organized to travel across scales and regions while keeping concepts in
view. Early chapters examine queenship, matriliny, and religious authority; middle
chapters follow commerce, labor, and law across deserts and seas; later chapters
trace protest, education, and urban market governance under colonial rule.
Interwoven are studies of healing, youth, sexuality, and performance—arenas where
norms were debated and futures rehearsed. A penultimate methodological chapter
addresses how to read gender in fragmentary records, and the closing chapter follows
continuities and ruptures as independence movements gathered force, illuminating
the legacies of earlier centuries.

Ultimately, this is a book about agency and structure, silences and speech, continuity
and change. It seeks to restore complexity to African women’s histories without
romanticizing constraint or hardship. In doing so, it offers readers—students, scholars,
and general audiences alike—frameworks for recognizing power where it is often
overlooked and for hearing voices that have always been present. The hope is that by
centering women’s lives, we might better grasp the continent’s past and imagine more
capacious histories to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: Reframing Authority: Queenship,
Councils, and the Gender of Power

History is rarely kind to those who insist on rearranging the furniture while the house
is still standing, yet this is precisely what gendered approaches to African political
authority have achieved without blowing out the walls. To speak of queens, councils,
and courts is already to smuggle assumptions into the room, assumptions about who
speaks, who decides, and whose voice carries beyond the doorway. This book asks
readers to set aside the brittle scaffolding of crowns and thrones as singular emblems
of sovereignty and look instead at the beams and joints that hold power up, often
invisibly. Across the continent, political authority has long been relational, layered, and
contested, with gender serving as a practical technology rather than a decorative
costume. By refusing to treat women as footnotes to formal institutions, we can see
how influence was manufactured, distributed, and defended in plain sight.

The idea that authority must look like a single figure on a dais is a stubborn colonial
inheritance that flattened complex polities into tidy diagrams. In many African
settings, power moved sideways as often as it ascended, circulating among councils,
shrines, markets, and compounds. Women were not merely caught in these currents;
they channeled them, steering decisions about war and peace, debt and inheritance,
ritual timing and territorial boundaries. Their influence might have worn the face of a
royal mother whose nod allowed an army to march, or it might have looked like a
market matron whose refusal of credit could halt a regional trader in his path.
Authority in such worlds was rarely announced with trumpets; it was negotiated across
porches and benches, over beer and kola, in the careful wording of praise and the
strategic withholding of praise.

A useful corrective is to treat queenship not as a singular office but as a spectrum of
practices that shifted with climate, commerce, and belief. Queen mothers in Akan
contexts, to take one emblematic case, were not honorary figureheads but
constitutional actors who selected, advised, and if necessary removed rulers. Their
power was embedded in matrilineal structures that governed land and office, which
meant that royal spectacle rode atop scaffolding built by generations of women
managing property and precedent. Meanwhile, in the Ethiopian highlands, empresses
acted as brokers between church, court, and army, mobilizing patronage networks
that crossed linguistic and confessional divides. These variations suggest that
sovereignty was less a substance to be possessed than a set of relationships to be
tended, and women often did the heaviest tending.

Councils present another site where gendered authority quietly thrives. When
historians speak of councils, they often imagine circles of elder men passing judgment
beneath a tree, yet many such circles included sisters, mothers, and daughters whose
interventions were decisive even when unrecorded. In Sahelian cities, merchant and
clerical councils relied on women'’s expertise in credit and correspondence to sustain
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long-distance ties, while in the Great Lakes, spirit mediums and custodians of sacred
sites—often women—held councils of their own that could validate or veto the
decisions of secular rulers. These bodies were not separate from politics; they were its
nervous system, registering pressure and transmitting instructions. To ignore them is
to mistake the stage for the show and the script for the performance.

The gender of power becomes clearer still when we examine how rank was expressed
and reproduced. Titles, regalia, and seating arrangements were never neutral; they
encoded assumptions about who could approach, speak, and decide. Women who
navigated these codes often did so with an eye for improvisation, borrowing male
titles where useful or inventing female ones where necessary, all while preserving the
legitimacy of the office itself. A queen who rode at the head of a procession might be
demonstrating martial authority, but she was also testing the tensile strength of norms
that preferred her to remain in the palace. Such moments were not aberrations but
experiments in governance, revealing the plasticity of political categories.

Legal anthropology offers tools for decoding these arrangements without reducing
them to exotic curiosities. By attending to the difference between enacted law and
lived regulation, we can see how women used courts and shrines to enforce claims
that written codes ignored. In many societies, dispute resolution relied on oaths and
ordeals administered by female custodians, whose verdicts carried weight because
they anchored outcomes in cosmological order. These practices were not primitive
relics but sophisticated systems of accountability that predated colonial courts and, in
some places, outlasted them. Understanding this requires suspending the assumption
that law only arrives with transcription and wigs.

Wealth and authority were braided together in ways that further complicate a
masculine monopoly on power. Control over labor, livestock, and harvests often
translated into the ability to summon followers, fund festivals, and ransom captives.
Women who directed granaries or managed textile production were thus political
actors in economic clothing, their decisions rippling outward to affect alliances and
enmities. When drought or war disrupted supply chains, these women could shift
resources to shore up loyalty or withhold them to force negotiation. Such strategies
were not backstage manipulations; they were public uses of private means, and they
helped to keep polities afloat during turbulence.

Ritual authority provided another avenue for women to shape the political landscape.
Across the continent, custodians of earth shrines, rainmakers, and priestesses of
founding ancestors wielded influence that could eclipse that of titular rulers. Their
power lay in the ability to certify legitimacy, to bless campaigns, or to curse them, and
their pronouncements were often decisive at moments of succession or crisis. These
offices were not escape hatches from politics but high-stakes domains where theology
met statecraft. To treat them as mere superstition is to miss the organizational work
they performed and the checks they imposed on would-be autocrats.
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Performance and display were crucial to the maintenance of gendered authority.
Processions, dances, and masquerades were not frivolous entertainments but
calibrated demonstrations of hierarchy and alliance. Women who sponsored or
participated in these events could signal status, recruit clients, and broadcast
grievances, all while adhering to aesthetic codes that lent legitimacy to their
interventions. Theatricality allowed authority to be seen and felt, and those who
mastered its choreography could shift the balance of power without ever raising a
spear. These were subtle arts, but their effects were often concrete, visible in shifts of
allegiance and the reallocation of resources.

The arrival of Islam and Christianity did not erase these gendered landscapes but
refracted them through new prisms. In some Sahelian courts, Muslim women became
patrons of scholarship and mosque-building, translating spiritual capital into political
leverage. In Ethiopian highlands, Christian empresses fused liturgical roles with
dynastic authority, using feast days and relic processions to consolidate support.
These adaptations were not passive adoptions but selective incorporations, through
which women preserved older repertoires while expanding their toolkit. The result was
a layered authority that could speak to multiple constituencies without losing
coherence.

Colonial rule would later attempt to ossify gender roles, freezing fluid practices into
rigid customs for administrative convenience. Yet even in this constrained
environment, women found ways to operate within and around new institutions, using
missionary education, wage labor, and legal pluralism to reassert influence. These
strategies had deep precedents in the precolonial past, where women had long
practiced the arts of negotiation across jurisdictions. To understand colonial
interventions, we must first recognize the political sophistication they encountered,
adapted, and only partially subdued.

The gendering of power was not simply about who held office but about how authority
was conceptualized across domains. In many societies, male and female spheres were
not sealed compartments but overlapping circles that shifted with context. A ruler
might be male while land was controlled through female kin, or a woman might lead
troops while leaving day-to-day governance to male kinsmen. These arrangements
were not signs of confusion but indicators of flexible design, allowing polities to draw
on diverse sources of legitimacy and resilience.

This flexibility becomes even clearer when we examine moments of crisis, when the
ordinary mechanisms of authority were strained or shattered. Women often stepped
into breaches left by dead or absent rulers, organizing defense, redistributing food,
and mediating disputes. Their interventions were not temporary aberrations but
demonstrations of latent capacity that had always existed within the system. When
normalcy returned, these contributions might be downplayed or forgotten, yet their
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effects lingered in restored stability and recalibrated alliances.

The language of power itself bears traces of these histories. Praise names, proverbs,
and historical narratives often encode memories of formidable women, even as they
may frame them in paradoxical terms. A queen might be celebrated as a man dressed
as a woman, or a conqueror described as the lover of a priestess, suggesting that
gender was both a resource and a puzzle to be managed in storytelling. These
linguistic artifacts remind us that power was never a straightforward matter of biology
but a terrain of interpretation and contest.

Material culture offers further evidence of gendered authority in action. Regalia,
stools, and drums owned or commissioned by women served as tangible markers of
rank and influence, circulating in economies of prestige that linked courts to
hinterlands. The distribution of such objects was not merely symbolic but political,
cementing alliances and marking hierarchies in ways that could be seen, touched, and
heard. These artifacts survived in museums and private collections, whispering of
systems in which women were creators and custodians of value.

To study authority through a gendered lens is therefore to expand the archive beyond
decrees and dynastic lists. It means reading silences as arguments, gifts as contracts,
and performances as policies. It requires us to accept that power can reside in a
withheld blessing, a strategically timed loan, or a procession that routes itself through
a woman'’s compound. This approach does not diminish the importance of formal
office but situates it within a wider ecology of influence.

As we proceed through this book, the cases that follow will bear out these claims with
regional specificity, from the courts of the Nile to the markets of the Sahel. Yet the
conceptual groundwork laid here will remain in view, reminding us that queenship,
councils, and law were not isolated phenomena but nodes in a network of gendered
power. By recovering these connections, we can dismantle the myth that authority is
naturally masculine and restore a more accurate portrait of African political life.

There is, inevitably, a methodological cost to this approach, since it requires reading
against the grain of sources shaped by patriarchal and colonial agendas. Yet the
reward is a richer history in which women appear not as exceptions to the rule but as
evidence of a different rule, one in which authority was relational, embodied, and
perpetually under negotiation. This is not a romantic view but a realistic one,
grounded in the evidence that survives in praise poetry, court transcripts, and the
memories of communities.

We should also resist the temptation to treat gendered authority as a static tradition
awaiting modernization. The systems described here were dynamic, responding to
ecological shifts, commercial opportunities, and military threats with remarkable
speed and ingenuity. Women were not guardians of an unchanging past but
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participants in an ongoing present, inventing solutions as circumstances demanded.
Their actions often anticipated future challenges, crafting forms of organization that
would prove durable under pressure.

This chapter has aimed to unsettle rather than settle, to open questions rather than
close them. By reframing authority as a gendered practice distributed across courts,
councils, and communities, we prepare the ground for the case studies to come. Those
chapters will show how these abstract principles played out in concrete settings,
sometimes reinforcing hierarchies and sometimes overturning them, but always
revealing the ingenuity of women as political actors.

With this foundation in place, we can move beyond the simplistic binaries that have
long hampered the study of African political history. Power was not a zero-sum game
fought between men and women but a complex field in which gender shaped access,
strategy, and outcome without determining them absolutely. Recognizing this allows
us to see the continent’s past in finer relief, with women visible not only at the
margins but at the centers of decision.

The chapters ahead will continue this excavation, following trade routes and legal
circuits, military detachments and spirit mediums, to map the full range of women'’s
contributions to governance. Along the way, we will encounter figures both famous
and anonymous, each illuminating a facet of the gendered architecture of power. Their
stories will reinforce the central claim of this book: that African women have long been
architects of history, not merely its inhabitants.

If this perspective feels unfamiliar, that is because the mainstream narrative has long
favored a narrower view, one in which authority looks singular and male. Expanding
the frame does not diminish the importance of individual rulers but enriches our
understanding of the systems that supported and constrained them. It is a frame that
can accommodate contradiction and change, allowing us to see continuity without
assuming stasis.

In moving forward, we carry with us the insights of this opening chapter: that authority
was relational, that gender was a technology of rule, and that women were central to
its operation. These premises will guide our journey through courts, caravans, and
colonial encounters, grounding each case in a shared analytical framework. The goal is
not to replace one set of heroes with another but to reconstruct the political world in
all its messy, vibrant complexity.

We now turn toward more specific terrains, beginning with the intricate kinship
systems of the Akan forest zone, where matrilineal inheritance shaped not only family
life but the very selection and removal of rulers. That journey will reveal how gendered
systems of power could be encoded in descent itself, providing a template for political
order that endured for centuries. But before we cross that threshold, it is worth
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remembering that the questions raised here will persist, echoing through every
marketplace, council house, and throne room we will visit.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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