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Introduction 

In 1990, historian Luise White posed this question: “A decade of research on African 

women has raised serious questions about the kinds of historical reconstruction we do… Do we 

take gender as a given, or do we ask how genders were constructed, contested, and maintained?”1 

The field of African women’s and gender history had only been about two decades old when 

Luise White asked whether historians should take gender as a given. By the 1990s, the field had 

begun to shift in significant ways. One change demonstrated by White’s question was historians’ 

shift from assuming the nature of gender relations in Africa to analyzing how gender relations 

were “constructed, contested, and maintained.” In the West, historians of African women and 

gender assumed the existence of ‘women’ as a universal category which was held together by the 

shared experience of oppression under the patriarchy. These historians were highly influenced by 

the feminist movement which emphasized women’s oppression as well as ‘sisterhood.’ However, 

in response to criticism from Third World feminists, historians of African women and gender 

began to question their assumptions about gender relations. By the 1990s, postmodernism’s 

influence on feminism pushed historians to focus on the differences between and the 

subjectivities of women, which led to feminist historians becoming more analytical of gender 

relations in Africa. This shift from ‘women’ as historical subjects to gender analysis was one of 

several changes that occurred in the 1990’s. This change as well as the other changes are large 

components of this thesis.  

This historiographical work focuses on women’s and gender history of colonial East 

Africa in particular, specifically Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda. For the majority of the 20th 

 
1 Luise White, "Separating the Men from the Boys: Constructions of Gender, Sexuality, and Terrorism in 
Central Kenya, 1939-1959," The International Journal of African Historical Studies 23, no. 1 (1990): 1. 
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century, each East African state was under British rule. Present-day Kenya and Uganda were part 

of Great Britain’s East Africa Protectorate from the 1890s until the end of the First World War. 

In 1920, with the signing of the Treaty of Versailles, Britain seized Tanzania (formerly known as 

Tanganyika) from Germany, and all of East Africa officially became British colonies. Kenya 

gained independence in 1963, with Jomo Kenyatta as its first Prime Minister, following the Mau 

Mau rebellion against British rule which lasted from 1952 to 1959. Tanzania gained 

independence from Britain in 1961, while Uganda gained independence in 1962. The shared 

history of Britain's colonial rule justifies the choice of Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda for this 

research, since the focus is on the colonial period and the period of struggle for independence. 

Each nation gained independence in the early 1960s, around the time that historians in the 

West became interested in African women’s histories. Feminist historians struggled with using 

‘traditional’ sources to write women and gender history. As a result, oral history became a 

central part of the writing of women’s and gender everywhere. Historians travelled to East Africa 

in order to interview women about their relatively recent lives during the colonial period. 

Focusing on the colonial period for this work allows the study of the importance as well as the 

challenges of relying women’s personal narratives and oral histories in feminist scholarship. 

Historians of Africa have used oral history in their writing on precolonial Africa, but those oral 

sources were oral traditions passed down generation to generation rather than life histories or 

personal accounts of people’s first-hand experiences, which is what I was most interested in 

This thesis focuses on the works of six historians of women and gender in East Africa: 

Iris Berger, Susan Geiger, Tabitha Kanogo, Margaret Strobel, Aili M. Tripp, and Luise White. 

These historians are considered prominent historians of East African women and gender. Their 
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work ranges from the earliest years of the field, in the 1970s, through the 2000’s and 2010’s. 

This range in time allowed me to track trend changes in the scholarship.  

Postmodernism caused the major shift between what this thesis considers to be ‘early 

scholarship,’ mainly scholarship from 1970 to 1990, and ‘later scholarship,’ scholarship in the 

1990s and early 2000s. Whereas Marxist/socialist feminism dominated the early period, 

postmodernism was the biggest influence on the later period. While the early scholarship was 

characterized by feminist historians’ interests in feminist consciousness and women’s resistance, 

later scholarship was characterized by historians’ interest in how gender was (de)constructed 

during the colonial period. Rejecting essentialism and universal truths, postmodernism led to a 

shift from ‘women’ as the subjects of historical analysis to understanding how gender was 

constructed and contested.  

The connection between feminism in the U.S. and the history of the field of women’s and 

gender history in East Africa, along with the critical role that interviews and oral sources play in 

the scholarship, lead to questions about the usage of oral history as well as about power relations. 

Initially, oral sources were used uncritically as a way to integrate African women into the 

historical scholarship. Overtime, feminist historians engaged more critically with African 

women’s oral history in a way that recognized their fraught role, and they used African women’s 

oral history to highlight difference, subjectivity, and gender construction. Moreover, in the later 

scholarship, scholars attempted to bridge the gap in power resulting from their positionalities 

through a variety of ways, such as reflexivity and establishing mutual benefits. Still, the success 

of those efforts in overcoming the imbalance in power is very much contested among feminist 

scholars. 
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African Studies and Positionality 

Questions concerning the researcher’s positionality are crucial to feminist scholarship, 

but it is important to note that positionality is also uniquely important in African studies. The 

Eurocentric history of African studies has raised issues of positionality and power relations in 

African history before feminist scholars from the North and South began to debate the power 

asymmetries in feminist research. As pointed out by Michaela Krenčeyová, “the study of Africa 

[is] an example of a historically Eurocentric field of scholarship that is rooted in colonial 

relations of exploitation and inscribed in struggles over relevance, authority and identity. There 

is a wide-ranging consensus that the field of African Studies has largely been a historical result 

of and dominated by Western interests, Western expansion, Western needs, Western standards, 

Western epistemologies and Western scholars.”2 Historians of Africa today are positioned in 

their field by this history. White feminists that dominate the field of African women’s and gender 

history are also positioned with respect to this history which has overpowered Africans’ 

authority to write their history on their own terms. It is in part this history that problematizes 

Western feminist historians’ authority to write for or on behalf of African women. In order to 

limit the scope, this work does not further examine the implications of Western feminists’ 

position to the history of the field, although it is important to be aware of these issues. Rather, to 

maintain the focal point on the feminist discourse, this work primarily focuses on the relationship 

between the feminist, female researcher and the women of East Africa. 

 

 
2 Michaela Krenčeyová, “Who Is Allowed to Speak about Africa? A Reflection on Knowledge, 
Positionality, and Authority in Africanist Scholarship,” Africa Insight 44, no. 1 (2014): 9.  



7 

Concepts and Terms 

This study uses a variety of important concepts and terms that can have different 

meanings depending on the context. In order to establish common grounds with the reader, this 

section is dedicated to clarifying how those terms will be used throughout this study.  

First, the term “Western feminism” here broadly refers to feminisms which developed in 

the Western world, outside of Africa, and which have been developed and adopted by white, 

middle-class women who emphasize universal oppression based on gender and call for the 

‘emancipation’ of and solidarity, or sisterhood, among a presumed universal category of women. 

While I utilize the term ‘Western feminism,’ I also acknowledge its problematic nature, for 

‘Western’ often does not include people of color who live in the West who have also developed 

their own theories of feminism. Rather, I use the term to refer to the liberal feminism adopted by 

many white, middle-class women that emphasizes a universal oppression under patriarchy while 

de-emphasizing or overlooking other categories of difference. 

One of the biggest criticisms that Western feminists have received is their assumption of 

a universal ‘woman’ biological and social category. By the category ‘woman’ I mean the 

“assumption of women as an already constituted and coherent group with identical interests and 

desires, regardless of class, ethnic or racial location, [which] implies a notion of gender or sexual 

difference or even patriarchy which can be applied universally and cross-culturally.”3 The 

feminist movement of the 1970s declared ‘women’ as its subjects, but the category of ‘woman’ 

was defined in a way that incorrectly assumed that white, middle-class women’s experiences 

were universal. This led to strong criticisms from Black and working-class feminists within the 

West as well as feminists from the South. In 1990s, “Feminism’s intersection with 

 
3 Chandra Mohanty, “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses,” Boundary 12, 
no. 3 (1984): 64.  
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postmodernism (and in particular poststructuralism) has provided feminism with a range of 

[alternative] critical frameworks, including ‘discourse’, ‘deconstruction’ and ‘difference’, which 

have been used to challenge and refine traditional assumptions of [masculine/feminine] identity 

and subjectivity.”4 Influenced by postmodernism/poststructuralism, some feminist scholars, such 

as Judith Butler, have completely rejected the notion of a woman subject of feminism.5 In lieu of 

focusing on women as the subjects of feminist research and historical investigation, some 

feminist scholarship in the postmodern age emphasized gender (de)construction and difference. 

One of the dominant feminist theories of the 1970s and 80s was Marxist/socialist 

feminism. Marxist and socialist feminism rose out of a feminist critique of Marxism for its 

gender blindness. They argue that “even though a hierarchy exists among men through a system 

of class, men as a group dominate and control women as a group through a system of patriarchy. 

Marxist feminism is thus concerned with women's double oppression of both class and sex.”6 

Marxist and socialist feminism share important similarities: both draw on Marxist theory and 

link women’s oppression to patriarchy as well as to capitalism, and they view both male 

dominator and male dominated as united in their common objective of dominating women.7 By 

the 1990’s, the influence of Marxism and socialism on feminism had declined, replaced by a 

cultural turn in feminism as well as postmodern feminism.  

Postmodernism critiqued the core principles of modernity and the Enlightenment. It 

rejected universal truths, essentialism, objectivity, and transcendent reason. It also rejected the 

 
4 Ann Brooks, Postfeminisms : Feminism, Cultural Theory and Cultural Forms, (London: Taylor & Francis 
Group, 1997). 21. 
5 Ibid, 22.  
6 Prajna Seneviratne, “Marxist Feminism Meets Postcolonial Feminism in Organizational Theorizing: 
Issues, Implications and Responses,” Journal of International Women’s Studies 19, no. 2 (2018).  
7 Olufemi Taiwo, “Feminism and Africa: Reflections on the Poverty of Theory,” in African Women and 
Feminism: Reflecting on the Politics of Sisterhood, Oyèrónkẹ Oyěwùmí, ed. (Trenton, NJ: Africa World 
Press, 2003), 48. 
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idea that history is linear and evolutionary. In many ways, postmodernism was particularly 

adapted for feminism, because it “provide[d] a basis for avoiding the tendency to construct 

theory that generalizes from the experiences of Western, white, middle-class women.”8 Rejecting 

essentialism, postmodern feminism did away with ‘women’ as a universal, biological and social 

category. It rejected any universal truths that can be applied to all women, because such truths 

minimized the differences between women, which postmodern feminists emphasized. It also 

attacked ideas of ‘objectivity’ and ‘neutrality’ within the academic world. 

Lastly, the scholarship on women’s and gender history in colonial East Africa was 

predominantly “feminist scholarship” produced by “feminist historians.” With the exception of 

Luise White, most historians analyzed in this chapter, all considered prominent historians of 

women and gender in East Africa, have explicitly been connected to feminism - Iris Berger and 

Margaret Strobel have self-identified as white, socialist feminists in at least one of their works, 

Aili Tripp and Susan Geiger also described themselves as feminists, and Tabitha Kanogo was 

described as an “African feminist historian.”9 Although I could not find evidence that White used 

the term ‘feminist’ to describe herself, her work undoubtedly falls under ‘feminist scholarship,’ 

as described by Risman. Sociologist Barbara J. Risman defined “feminist scholarship” as 

scholarship that “must at least meet three criteria. First, it must be possible to use feminist 

scholarship to challenge the status quo that devalues women… The second criterion is that 

feminist scholarship must analyze how gender relations are constructed… The third criterion is 

 
8 Carole R. McCann and Seung-Kyung Kim, Feminist Theory Reader: Local and Global Perspectives 
(New York: Routledge, 2017), 2. 
9 See Berger, “Whose Past? Perspectives on African Women’s History,” Issue: A Journal of Opinion 14 
(1985): 35–36; Strobel, “Fighting Two Colonialisms: Thoughts of a White Feminist Teaching About Third 
World Women,” The Radical Teacher, no. 6 (1977): 20-23; Geiger, “What’s So Feminist About Women’s 
Oral History?,” Journal of Women’s History 2, no. 1 (1990): 169–82; Assata Zerai and Brenda N. Sanya, 
eds., Safe Water, Sanitation, and Early Childhood Malnutrition in East Africa : An African Feminist 
Analysis of the Lives of Women in Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda, (Maryland: Lexington Books, 2018), 
12. 
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that feminist scholarship must problematize sexual inequality, not simply take it for granted.”10 

Under Risman’s definition, the works of all six historians fall under this category of “feminist 

scholarship.” With that in mind, throughout this thesis, I will be using ‘feminist historians’ and 

‘feminist scholars’ to refer to these six historians as well as other historians and scholars of 

women and gender who identify with feminism, and I will use ‘feminist scholarship’ to refer to 

the scholarship that falls under Risman’s criterion, including most, if not all, scholarship 

examined here.  

 

Review of Literature 

Since this is a historiographical study, there are no primary sources in the traditional 

sense. However, the works of the six historians focused on here were treated critically as 

‘primary’ sources. My ‘secondary’ sources can be roughly divided into four categories: 

historiographical literature on African women’s and gender history, sources critical of western 

feminism by African scholars and others, literature on the question of the positionality of non-

African researchers in relation to African women, and literature on the usage, importance, and 

limitations of oral evidence/tradition for writing African women’s and gender history. These 

secondary sources will help shape the lens through which I will be analyzing the scholarly works 

of several influential East African women and gender historians. 

 A few historians have already written about the historiography of African women’s and 

gender history. In 1982, Margaret Strobel grappled with some of the challenges facing the newly 

founded field, such as underrepresentation of the voices of African female scholars, in her 

journal article “African Women’s History” published in The History Teacher. Similar sources 

 
10 Barbara J. Risman, “Methodological Implications of Feminist Scholarship,” in The American Sociologist 
24, no. 3/4 (1993): 15. 
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include Iris Berger’s “African Women’s History: Themes and Perspectives,” published in 2003, 

and Claire Robertson’s “Putting the Political in Economy: African Women’s and Gender 

History,” published in 2013. Notably, none of the reflective work specifically deals with East 

African women and gender but the entirety of Sub-Saharan Africa.  

 One of the topics I am interested in exploring in my thesis are the problems in Western 

feminism that are raised by African scholars. Many writers and historians have argued that 

African women have drastically different priorities and agendas than the Western white feminists 

who constitute the majority of African women and gender historians. One of the most influential 

and cited works that argues this point is The Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of 

Western Gender Discourses by Oyèrónkẹ Oyěwùmí, published in 1997. Other works that push 

back against a dominant Western feminist discourse are: “Under Western Eyes: Feminist 

Scholarship and Colonial Discourses” by Chandra Mohanty and “Common Themes, Different 

Contexts: Third World Women and Feminism” by Cheryl Johnson-Odim.11 

 With regards to the question of positionality of the white, female historian in relation to 

the African woman, there appears to be few works addressing the topic directly. Daphne Patai is 

one scholar who has written many works about researchers' positionalities in general.12 Such 

works are not focused on challenges of non-African historians and African women specifically. 

One work that has such focus is by Margaret Jean Hay, who has written about her experience 

 
11 See also “Feminism and Africa: Reflections on the Poverty of Theory” by Olufemi Taiwo and “The 
White Women’s Burden: African Women in Western Feminist Discourse” by Oyèrónké Oyěwùmí. 
12 See The Feminist Practice of Oral History by editors Daphne Patai and Sherna Berger Gluck and “U.S. 
Academics and Third World Women: Is Ethical Research Possible?” by Daphne Patai. For more works on 
researchers’ positionalities, see “Coloring the Field: Gender, ‘Race,’ and the Politics of Fieldwork” by 
Audrey Kobayashi and “Power and Positionality: Negotiating Insider/Outsider Status within and across 
Cultures” by Sharan B. Merriam, et al.  
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doing field research in Kenya with Luo women during the early 1970s in “African Women and 

American Researchers: A Personal Note.”13 

 The topics of positionality, oral evidence, feminism, and African women’s and gender 

history are intimately interconnected, for it is in the spaces where the feminist practice of 

collecting oral evidence used to write African women’s and gender history happens that 

questions of power relations and positionality arise. Thus, while there are many works, like 

African Words, African Voices: Critical Practices in Oral History edited by Luise White, 

Stephan Miescher and David William Cohen, that are primarily concerned with oral history and 

its usefulness and limitations in writing African history, several of the works that discuss oral 

tradition/evidence in the context of African women’s and gender history are also concerned with 

questions of feminism and positionality. For example, Susan Geiger’s “What’s So Feminist 

About Women’s Oral History?” and “Doing Oral History as an Outsider” by Margaret Strobel 

both concerned with the connections between oral history and positionality. 

 As apparent from this literature review, there is a tendency among Western historians to 

generalize about and treat the African continent as a whole and African women as a group. 

Western feminists tend to generalize about the experiences of all Third World women and/or 

African women. Many scholars have expressed frustrations with such tendencies, “they [Western 

feminists] talk about ‘Third World women’ as if women are the same all over the place - the 

‘Third World woman’ in America is just like the ‘Third World woman in Africa but not only that 

- the Nigerian woman is the same as the woman in Sudan.”14 By focusing on the scholarship 

about East African women and gender, I hope to move away from the tendency to generalize 

about all African women and examine questions about the feminist influence on women’s 

 
13 See also “Doing Oral History As An Outsider” by Margaret Strobel.  
14 Amma Bimmey, “African Feminism,” Spare Rib, January 1988, 17. 
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history, positionality, and oral evidence with specific attention to East African women and 

gender. 

 This thesis is divided into four main chapters. The first chapter focuses on analyzing the 

scholarship on women’s and gender history in colonial East Africa published between 1970 and 

1990. It highlights some of the things that characterized this early scholarship in order to 

examine how the scholarship changes later on. The second chapter focuses on the later 

scholarship that was published between 1990 and 2005. It analyzes how postmodernism’s 

influence on feminism led to significant changes in the history of women and gender in colonial 

East Africa. The third chapter focuses on the place of oral history within the scholarship. It 

establishes the importance and significance of oral history, and it highlights the differences 

between how oral sources were used in the early scholarship versus the later scholarship, with 

some emphasis on potential negative impacts of the researcher’s position. The fourth and last 

chapter expands on the positionality of the researcher, and it highlights some of the ways that 

researchers have sought to overcome the power asymmetries in the research relationship.  
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Chapter I. Western Feminist Discourse in the Early 

Scholarship 

The field of African women’s and gender history began to develop in the early 1970s, 

with the publication of Ester Boserup’s Women’s Role in Economic Development in 1970. 

Judging from the works of the six historians I chose to focus on - Margaret Strobel, Iris Berger, 

Luise White, Susan Geiger, Tabitha Kanogo, and Aili M. Tripp - up until the 1990s, the 

historical scholarship on women and gender in the East African region during the colonial period 

was relatively underdeveloped. This chapter focuses on this early scholarship on the history of 

East African women and gender during the colonial period, specifically works published in the 

1970s-80s. Because the field of African women's and gender history has its roots in the U.S. 

feminist movement, Western feminism, with its emphasis on feminist consciousness and 

women’s resistance, heavily shaped the questions and conclusions that historians in the 1970s 

and 1980s drew. The early scholarship also relied on class analysis and pushed the theory that 

African men and European men jointly oppressed African women, which led to criticism from 

African scholars like Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí and Olufemi Taiwo on how Western feminists have 

(mis)represented African societies. 

The second wave of feminism in the United States was largely responsible for the 

development of scholarly interest in the history of women in Africa. In the 1960s, the feminist 

movement kicked off academia’s interest in studying women’s histories around the world in part 

as a means of “building knowledge of women’s oppression… [ultimately] intended to inform 

strategies for resisting subordination and improving women’s lives.”15 Women’s and gender 

history in the United States and Europe as a field developed in the 1960s, a decade before 

 
15 McCann and Kim, Feminist Theory Reader, 1.  
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women’s and gender history in Africa which did not emerge until the 1970s with Boserup’s work 

on the impact of development on women in the Third World. In her 1989 review of the historical 

literature on African women, Nancy Rose Hunt emphasized the impact that Boserup’s Women’s 

Role in Economic Development had on the topics that historians of African women and gender 

deal with. She stated that “the influence of Ester Boserup (1970) on the historiography of African 

women...is unequivocal ...Her book has in many ways ‘set the terms for much of the subsequent 

debate. This is evident in the choice of themes for historical exploration: the sexual division of 

labor, women in urban settings, prostitutes, the domestic emphasis of colonial education, and 

especially female farming.’”16 One of the debates that Boserup helped kick off among historians 

of African women and gender concerns the impact of colonialism on the position/status of 

African women. The “Boserupian paradigm,” as Hunt called it, argued that colonialism impacted 

African women’s status negatively. As a result, over the next couple of decades, feminist 

scholars picked up “three significant kinds of 'compensatory' approaches in African women's 

history: an interest in forms of female resistance, the use of life histories as a way of approaching 

women’s agency and subjectivity, and rethinking of the dynamics involved within competing 

gender constructs during the colonial period.”17 The interest in resistance and agency reflected 

early Western feminists’ interest in exploring and understanding how women have historically 

resisted their gendered subordination and oppression. It is clear then that, from its origins, the 

scope of the field of African women’s and gender history has been constructed by historians in 

the West. This early Western hegemony over the production of knowledge on the history of 

African women and gender had a variety of important consequences, one being that Western 

 
16 Nancy Rose Hunt, “Placing African Women’s History and Locating Gender,” Social History 14, no. 3 
(1989): 360. 
17 Ibid, 362. 
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feminists controlled the scholarly representation of East African women and gender as well as 

the power to establish the frameworks and categories of analysis used to interpret the lives of 

women and the nature of gender relations in Africa. 

Margaret Strobel’s work on women in Mombasa, Kenya was demonstrative of the cross-

transferring of categories from the Western context to the African context. In 1979, Strobel 

published her book, Muslim Women in Mombasa, 1890-1975, which was one of few book-length 

monographs on the history of women and gender in East Africa during 1970s-80s and was 

awarded the African Studies Association’s (ASA) Herskovits Award, given to the most 

important scholarly work in African studies published in English. For her research, Strobel 

interviewed members of the women’s improvement associations in Old Town, Mombasa and 

attended Mombasa weddings. In her book, she argues that the sexual segregation in Old Town, 

Mombasa “contributed to female interaction across class lines and thus favored the formation of 

a female subculture,” and that the “economic, social, and ideological facets of colonialism 

affected women and men differently.”18 Strobel’s argument emphasizes that, despite the 

differences between women of different classes, women’s associations conveyed their common 

experiences and interests as women living in colonial Mombasa. Later, Strobel published a 

comparative study between the historiography on American and European women’s history and 

African women’s history, in which she argued that “some categories of analysis used in 

American and European women’s history may be useful for the study of African women. These 

are women’s associations, women’s work (both reproductive and productive), legal status, 

political roles and power, the impact of the development of the state and women’s participation 

in political movements of various sorts,” all of which can be found in Strobel’s work on 

 
18 Ibid.   
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Mombasa’s women.19 Strobel’s work demonstrates how she was assessing the strength of 

women’s position and power in Mombasa in terms of political participation and organization, 

economic activities, and legal status. Those terms might not necessarily have been how 

Mombasa’s women evaluated their power and position in their community. Strobel’s work 

shows how some feminists favored studying African women’s associations because they were a 

way of studying the history of women in Africa that were already familiar to feminist scholars in 

the U.S. and Europe and thus could be applied to women’s histories in both regions.  

Susan Geiger and Tabitha Kanogo also focused on women’s gendered consciousness, 

while representing East African women’s agency by bringing attention to women’s resistance to 

their subordination. Geiger’s work on women’s participation in the anticolonial struggles was 

one of the earliest to focus on women in particular. In her 1982 review of the historiography, 

Strobel stated that “despite the outpouring of literature on resistance and nationalist movements 

in Africa, there is remarkably little mention of women's role in these activities.”20 Geiger’s early 

work on women’s role during the anticolonial and independence struggle in Tanzania was thus 

the exception to the lack of focus on women among historians of African nationalist movements 

as well as to the representation of African women as passive victims of patriarchy and 

colonialism. In “AntiColonial Protest in Africa: A Female Strategy Reconsidered,” Geiger 

argued that “through [Tanzanian women’s] transformation of a method used to curb individual 

men’s abuses against women into an instrument of mass protest against the entire male-

dominated colonial system, patriarchy and colonialism were equated,” even though their 

resistance methods ultimately failed to gain for them their pre-colonial rights.21 In other words, 

 
19 Margaret Strobel, “African Women’s History,” The History Teacher 15, no.4 (1982): 512. 
20 Strobel, “African Women,” 124. 
21 Susan Geiger, “AntiColonial Protest in Africa: A Female Strategy Reconsidered” in Heresies 3, no. 1 
(1980): 24.  
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Geiger was arguing that women’s political resistance to colonial rule demonstrated their 

awareness of their subordination under imperialism as well as under patriarchal control. In her 

later work, she assessed “the content of women's nationalist activities as expressions of or 

progress toward something called ‘emancipation,’ not just from colonial overrule, but from the 

socially prescribed gender roles and constraints attached to womanhood.”22 Geiger built her 

arguments on the premise that colonialism strengthened gender disparity in Tanzania, which 

allowed her to argue that women’s fight against colonial rule was also a fight to gain greater 

gender equality. 

Kanogo similarly focuses on women and the anticolonial struggle, in the context of the 

Mau Mau movement, but she framed women’s anticolonial struggle in terms of struggle against 

“socio-political structures and stereotypes”23 rather than struggle against ‘patriarchy’ or for 

‘emancipation,’ which were terms mainly utilized by feminists in the West. Kanogo’s only 

published work in this early period is “Women and the Politics of Protest: Mau Mau,” which was 

published in 1987 in Images of Women in Peace and War. In this work, Kanogo uplifts Mau 

Mau women’s actions and argues that “using traditional symbolic rituals coupled with sheer 

determination and commitment, women made a breakthrough in the political arena,” moving 

from “their exclusively domestic and subordinate positions to the forefront of political 

bargaining.”24 As part of the civilian struggle, women “grappled with extensive social 

reorganization to accommodate their new dual politico-domestic identity.”25 By focusing on 

 
22 Susan Geiger, “Women in Nationalist Struggle: TANU Activists in Dar Es Salaam,” The International 
Journal of African Historical Studies 20, no. 1 (1987): 3. 
23 Tabitha Kanogo, “Kikuyu Women and the Politics of Protest: Mau Mau” in Images of Women in Peace 
and War: Cross-cultural and Historical Perspectives, eds. Sharon Macdonald, Pat Holden, and Shirley 
Ardener, (Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1987), 78. 
24 Ibid, 95. 
25 Ibid, 78.  
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women’s nationalist struggles, both Kanogo and Geiger evaluate women’s agency and power 

through their political organization and mobilization, but the differences in the language they use 

highlights Geiger’s usage of common language among Western feminists, such as ‘patriarchy’ 

and ‘emancipation.’ Kanogo avoided this paradigm by focusing on particular gender stereotypes 

and how they affected women’s ability to enter the political spaces.  

In contrast to Geiger’s and Kanogo’s exclusive focus on women, White’s work 

embedded the study of women’s history within a larger study of colonial labor history. White’s 

work in the 1980s studied the history of the various forms of prostitution in colonial Nairobi, and 

it argued that prostitution was “the short-term lease of domestic labor and services” which helped 

maintain and reproduce the labor power of wage laborers.26 She frames her study in terms of 

labor history rather than women’s or feminist history: “More studies of prostitution than I care to 

cite have looked at prostitution as some kind of women’s vacuum, and have seen it in relation to 

women’s job opportunities, women’s poverty, and women’s victimization. They have lost sight 

of prostitution as labor history.”27 In 1990, she published her Herskovits Award-winning book, 

The Comforts of Home: Prostitution in Colonial Nairobi, in which she illustrates how 

prostitution in colonial Nairobi linked the formal and informal sectors of the economy, and so it 

cannot be studied as if it were a ‘women’s vaccuum.’28 In her emphasis on prostitution linking 

reproductive and productive labor, her work demonstrates a similar Marxist/socialist framework 

that can be found in other historians’ work in this period.  

 
26 Luise White, Women’s Domestic Labor in Colonial Kenya, Working Papers / African Studies Center, 
Boston University; No. 30 (Brookline, Mass.: African Studies Center, Boston University, 1980), 1.  
27 Luise White, “Domestic Labor in a Colonial City: Prostitution in Nairobi, 1900-1952,” in , 19. 
28 The latest work that this chapter deals with is White’s The Comforts of Home: Prostitution in Colonial 
Nairobi which was published in 1990, rather than in the 1980s. The reason I chose to include it in this 
chapter is out of an understanding that scholarship does not necessarily adhere to strict time periods 
(‘early scholarship’ is a very subjective phrase), and throughout the 1980s, White’s work has constantly 
dealt with the topics and themes present in The Comforts of Home  
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During the early period of scholarship on East African women’s and gender history, 

Marxist/socialist feminism had been one of the schools of Western feminisms that dominated the 

field.  Marxist/socialist feminist historical work of that period reflected a preoccupation with 

women and labor, gender and class. One example is White’s conclusion that because Nairobi’s 

female prostitutes were “petty bourgeoisie,” they did not have “a truly proletarian 

consciousness.”29 Berger’s work also, in this period and into the 1990s, represents a socialist 

feminist perspective. Berger and Claire Robertson were co-editors of Women and Class in 

Africa, which was a collection of work “informed in varying ways by Marxist and feminist 

perspectives.”30 The essays are divided into three parts: “Part I documents women’s lack of 

access to critical resources and suggests that this provides a key to understanding the relationship 

of gender and class. Part II, the ramifications of women’s autonomy and dependence are 

discussed...Part III relates female solidarity to class action.”31 Robertson’s and Berger’s position 

is that women were oppressed before colonialism, but “women nonetheless had more equitable 

access to resources than they did under colonialism.”32 This emphasis on access to resources, 

autonomy and dependence, class action, and international economy in lieu of other factors such 

as politics or religion or sexuality as the primary drivers determining the position of African 

women in society reflects both a socialist feminist perspective and how the discourses of 

Western feminisms have imported a gender-and-class analysis to the history of East African 

women and gender while downplaying other factors such as nationality, ethnicity, and race. This 

 
29 Luise White, “Prostitution, Identity, and Class Consciousness in Nairobi during World War II,” Signs 11, 
no. 2 (1986): 272. 
30 Claire C. Robertson and Iris Berger, “Introduction: Analyzing Class and Gender - African Perspectives,” 
in Women and Class in Africa, eds. Robertson and Berger, (NYC: Holmes and Meier Publishers, 1986), 3.  
31 Ibid, 21.  
32 Ibid, 22.  
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is one of the ways in which Western feminisms affected the interpretation and representation of 

women and gender in East Africa.  

 While the works discussed above show how the discourses of Western feminisms played 

out in the historiography, the inherent political nature of feminist scholarship was also reflected 

in the early historical scholarship in various ways, one way being historians’ search for lessons to 

learn from in order to achieve signature feminist goals. Because the ideology of feminism was 

present in the writing of East African women’s and gender history, the lives and histories of East 

African women were not only studied for what they can reveal about gender in East Africa, but 

they were also studied for what they could contribute to the gender struggle overall. As the 

Nigerian feminist scholar Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí states, 

“the combination of scholarship and political activism meant that feminist scholars were 

not just content to identify and describe gender inequality; they also sought to eradicate it 

wherever it reared its ugly head. Hence, feminist theories are simultaneously a 

description of gender asymmetry and a prescription for eliminating it.”33 

 

Feminist theories applied to historical practice led to identifying gender asymmetry while also 

thinking about how gender asymmetry could be combated. As a feminist historian, Geiger 

perceived a connection between her work on gender relations in Tanzania and an activist concern 

with practical ways of resisting women’s subordination. Geiger, who primarily focused on 

women’s political struggle and development challenges, was writing in part “for feminists in 

search of effective strategies of change for the 1980s.”34 She states, “surely a question for us to 

ask has to do with our need to tap an existing consciousness of oppression in a sexist society in 

order to mobilize and organize women who may lack direct experience in the broader political 

 
33 Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí, “The White Women’s Burden: African Women in Western Feminist Discourse” in 
African Women and Feminism: Reflecting on the Politics of Sisterhood, Oyěwùmí, ed., (Africa World 
Press, Inc., 2003), 28.  
34 Geiger, “AntiColonial Protest,” 25. 
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arena and who find more abstract analysis alienating.”35 Here Geiger was thinking about how 

feminists outside Tanzania could ‘tap into’ Tanzanian women’s pre-existing sense of oppression 

in order to create a mobilized feminist movement in the East African region. In her work, Geiger 

had already shown that women’s protest methods demonstrated consciousness of being 

dominated by both patriarchy and colonialism.36 She appears to be calling for Western feminists 

to tap into that already existing consciousness of oppression in order to develop a distinctive 

feminist consciousness. In fact, Geiger states that there is a need to be “fueling and being fueled 

by collective women’s space and consciousness.”37 This illustrated how the study of East African 

women’s lives was about more than East African women themselves. Feminist historians have 

not claimed objectivity and disconnectedness from their historical subjects, which led to them 

envisioning a connection between themselves and the East African women and makes their 

research related to feminist political objectives.  

Another way that feminism as a political movement manifested itself in the scholarship 

was historians’ preoccupation with the existence of a ‘feminist consciousness’ among various 

groups of women in East Africa. First, it is important to note that each work mentioned in this 

chapter presumed the existence of a category/group called ‘women’ in which all of those who are 

included in the category share common interests and grievances. This presumption of the 

existence of a ‘women’ group with similar experiences and interests can be seen in the titles: 

Muslim Women in Mombasa, “Women’s Domestic Labor in Colonial Kenya,” “Efforts Toward 

Women’s Development in Tanzania,” Women and Class in Africa, etc. This assumption is not 

necessarily unquestionable. The presumption of the existence of ‘women’ as a universal category 

 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid, 24.  
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assumes that gender is constructed similarly across cultures, and overlooks differences along 

class, ethnicity, race, etc. However, this Western feminist belief that underlying all differences, 

there is a coherent group called ‘women,’ leads to the scholarly search for what is called 

‘feminist consciousness.’ What is intended by ‘feminist consciousness’ is whether ‘women’ in a 

particular place are aware of their common interests as ‘women’ and act upon those interests as a 

group, across all other differences. 

Strobel’s and Geiger’s works are examples of Western feminist historians’ preoccupation 

with feminist consciousness in different contexts in East Africa. Strobel argued that, despite the 

presence of various women’s association groups, Mombasa women had not developed a 

‘feminist consciousness,’ as she defines it. Strobel discusses two associations in Mombasa: the 

Muslim Women’s Institute, founded in 1955 and originally called the Arab Women’s Institute, 

and the Muslim Women’s Cultural Association, founded in 1958 and originally called the Arab 

Women’s Cultural Association.38 Despite the associations’ role of providing support for women 

of all ethnicities and classes in Mombasa, Strobel was quick to argue that “the fact remains that 

both groups have developed as self-help and community-based associations, more than feminist 

pressure groups.”39 Strobel stopped from characterizing the associations as ‘feminist’ for having 

“failed to act on some issues that, to the outside observer, are of utter importance to Muslim 

women,” such as the unequal inheritance for sons and daughters, the limited grounds for divorce 

afforded to women compared to men, and the lack of prayer spaces for women in mosques.40 Her 

dissatisfaction with how Mombasa women failed to act on “the most obvious examples of male 
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dominance,”41 demonstrates a Western feminist assumption of the existence of a “priority of 

issues around which apparently all women are expected to organize.”42 This type of analysis 

assumes that women’s actions/inactions can be situated within a universal framework rather than 

within the particular local context. It implies that anytime women are not afforded equal 

inheritance, ground for divorce, or prayer spaces then it is proof that women are oppressed, 

regardless of the cultural, historical, political context. Strobel does not investigate why those 

Mombasa Muslim women did not fight for equal inheritance and grounds for divorce; she only 

states that it is “less clear” why the women associations did not support the divorce bill despite 

male religious leaders support for.43 Strobel simply concludes that by not acting and resisting in 

ways that she would have deemed appropriate, then Mombasa women were accepting their 

subordinate position as women in their society. 

 While Strobel focuses on the legal, familial and religious dimensions of the lives of 

Mombasa women, Geiger argues that the political mobilization of women during the colonial 

period demonstrates Tanzanian women’s consciousness of their position as ‘women’ and their 

determination to fight their subordinate position. Geiger asks in her 1987 article, “Women in 

Nationalist Struggle: TANU Activists in Dar es Salaam,” whether women activists in Dar es 

Salaam perceived a relationship between their nationalist struggle and a gendered struggle. Using 

the life histories of the women activists she interviewed, Geiger comes to the conclusion that, 

“my informants nevertheless clearly distinguished between colonial oppression and 

gender oppression, and saw in TANU a chance for further escape from the latter. This 

can be surmised from repeated references to the significance of TANU as a movement 

that stressed not only equality for all people, but the need for men and women to work 
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‘side-by-side’- an experience which all embraced wholeheartedly and for the first time as 

TANU activists.”44 

 

Geiger was arguing that women’s own words illustrate “women’s conceptualization of the 

relationship between nationalist objectives and their own ‘emancipation.’”45 Hence, Geiger’s 

interviews with women activists in Dar es Salaam suggest that the category of ‘women’ is not 

necessarily foreign to Africa or projected from Western feminists onto all women in Africa. 

 In fact, Geiger argues that the concerns that Tanzanian women themselves identified 

illustrate that Western feminists and Tanzanian women share similar concerns related to 

gendered oppression.  In her 1982 work “Efforts Toward Women’s Development in Tanzania: 

Gender Rhetoric vs Gender Realities,” Geiger argues that concerns over gender relations are not 

just a Western feminist issue; rather, “as is indicated by their comments, Majengo women 

themselves articulate the need to address, with a view to transforming, gender relations as a first 

step in securing the real [economic] development of rural women in Tanzania.”46 She points to 

women’s awareness that “earning more income would do little more than increase the amount of 

responsibility for household and child maintenance,” as illustrating women’s awareness of how 

gender disparity fundamentally contributed to development issues.47 Geiger argues that it is 

misleading to assume that Western feminists and East African women do not share the same 

concerns over gender relations, and that this assumption has led to a purposeful distancing 

between Tanzanian women and Western feminists in “fear of being accused of Western feminist 

cultural imperialism.”48 Here Geiger is implying that the misrepresentation of Western feminists’ 
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intention has led to a distancing between them and African women, a distancing which is 

presumably to the disadvantage of both groups. Her comment also illustrated how conversations 

about the place of Western feminism in Africa were already taking place at that time. Western 

feminist scholars continued to receive criticism from African scholars over their portrayal of 

gender relations between African men and women, especially during the colonial period.  

 Although it would seem that the predominant viewpoint was that women’s relative 

position in their societies declined as a result of colonialism, there existed debates about how true 

such a viewpoint is and about the specific ways in which colonialism impacted gender relations 

in East Africa. Essentially, different historians attributed the oppression to different things. For 

example, while Strobel argues that colonialism “eroded the patriarchal authority of Mombasa’s 

leading men” and as such enhanced women’s autonomy and position in the household,49 Geiger 

argues that “colonialism entrenched male supremacy in Africa by importing its own brand of 

sexism and exacerbating the existing forms of sexism in African communities.”50 Geiger’s work 

on women’s anti-colonial resistance in Tanzania and elsewhere suggests that Tanzania women 

did not see colonialism as helping them fight the grip of patriarchy, but rather, Geiger interprets 

African women’s “transformation of a [precolonial] method used to curb individual men’s 

abuses against women into an instrument of mass protest against the entire male-dominated 

colonial system” as African women’s way of equating patriarchy and colonialism.51 Similarly, 

Kanogo argues that colonialism strengthened the gender disparity among the Kikuyu. Before 

colonial rule, women were seen as “custodian of the domestic welfare of the community,” and 

there existed women’s councils which held power, although limited, to “challenge male 
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authority.”52 During the colonial period, women were “perceived as subordinate members of the 

community… a viewpoint which the colonial government strengthened by excluding women 

from any alliances or consultation.”53 On the other hand, Marxist feminists such as Berger 

argued that “the household, as well as the international economy, is a prime locus of women’s 

oppression,” emphasizing how both patriarchy and capitalism are to blame for women’s 

oppression in Africa and elsewhere.54 Lastly, White argued that the colonial state’s 

criminalization of prostitution allowed “male control [to] enter prostitution,” thus weakening 

women’s control over their labor.55 Thus, for White, the colonial state was to blame for the 

gendered oppression inflicted upon Nairobi prostitutes. With the exception of Strobel, who 

argued that male heads of households in Mombasa lost some of their authority as a result of 

colonialism, most historians seemed to suggest that African men in various places in the eastern 

region have benefited from colonialism’s strengthening of patriarchy and gender asymmetry.  

This predominant viewpoint about African men benefitting from colonial rule has 

received criticism, mainly because, in the interest of painting women in East Africa as 

subordinate groups in their patriarchal, classist societies, Western feminists have arguably 

painted African men as mere perpetrators of oppression against women. In his critique of how 

Western feminists have portrayed African men, Nigerian scholar Olufemi Taiwo argued that the 

predominant narrative of African men oppressing women before and after colonialism is a 

reflection of feminists’ “desire to demonize African men in the name of saving African 

women.”56 Oyěwùmí argued that the feminist tendency to overlook African men’s victimization 
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in favor of the theory of “a patriarchal alliance between African men and white colonial masters” 

is contradictory, because it does not explain why such alliance “kept white women in a state of 

permanent leisure and African men as their domestic servants.”57 By portraying African men and 

women as two dichotomic, antagonistic groups, Western feminists arguably ignored not only the 

divisions within the two groups but also overlooked how both African women and men were in 

various ways forced into similar subordinate positions as a result of colonialism, imperialism, 

and racism. An emphasis on how African men benefited from colonialism’s entrenching of 

gender asymmetry was perceived by some as misrepresenting reality and as an imperial, feminist 

attempt to create divisions within African societies. As Strobel states, 

“for myself, I have found that to begin to bridge the gap between Third World and white 

women, I must place an analysis of African women in a context that from the start makes 

more clear the oppression that they along with African men have experienced as a result 

of racism and imperialism. In the absence of such a framework, Third World people see 

feminist critique as dividing them against their common enemy.”58 

 

 The early scholarship on the history of women and gender in colonial East Africa was 

characterized by the influences of Western feminisms, including Marxist/socialist feminism. 

Questions posed by historians concerned the ability of women of East African societies to cross 

class divisions, as well as the impact that colonialism had on gender relations and the position of 

women. This Western feminist assumption of the existence of a coherent group of ‘women’ in 

Africa has been one of the criticisms that historians have received. Moreover, socialist feminists’ 

representation of African men have drawn further criticism over the tendency to overlook 

African men’s and women’s shared oppression under colonial rule. By the end of the 1980s, 

Western feminist historians became aware of how scholars in Africa and other parts of the South 

 
57 Oyěwùmí, “The White Women’s Burden,” 34.  
58 Strobel, “Fighting Two Colonialisms,” 23. 



29 

were perceiving their emphasis on European and African men’s ‘alliance’ against African 

women. By the later period, the scholarship changed in ways that suggest that feminist historians 

responded to these criticisms. Coming into the 1990s, differences in overall tendencies and 

trends appeared in the scholarship as more works on African women and gender history emerged 

and as the feminist movement aged. Two of the differences that emerged include the 

development of a postmodern feminist viewpoint and the utility of gender, rather than ‘women,’ 

as the category of analysis.   
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Chapter II. Postmodernism and Feminism in Later 

Scholarship 

In contrast with the 1970s and 1980s, more book-length monographs, journal articles, and 

essays in collections were written about women and gender in East Africa, suggesting that by the 

1990s, the field had become more developed. During this time, there emerged new trends and 

significant changes within the historiography. For instance, during the early 1990s, Marxist and 

class analysis became less prominent in Western feminists’ scholarship on women and gender in 

East Africa.59 At the same time, more feminists and women scholars in Africa and in other 

regions of the Third World challenged Western feminists’ tendencies to universalize white, 

middle-class women’s experiences. Historians such as Aili Mari Tripp explicitly rejected a 

universalizing theory when she stated that her “study does not assume that all women share the 

same interests… [or] that all men oppose women’s interests.”60 Tripp’s statement illustrates the 

extent to which, by the early 2000s, there had been an awareness of past tendencies to overlook 

the differences among women and a shift in the opposite direction. As a result of critiques 

coming out of the non-Western world, as African feminist scholar Amina Mama stated, “many 

Westerners have not only listened to the critiques of African and other so-called Third World 

feminists - they have also re-considered their earlier simplistic paradigms and come up with 

more complex theories.”61 One such theory that emerged in the 1990s and became significant for 

the scholarship on the history of women and gender in East Africa was postmodern feminism. 

Postmodernism's impact on Western feminism characterized the later scholarship on women and 

gender history during the colonial period of East Africa. Postmodern feminism led to the 
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increased frequency of gender analysis and the awareness of and emphasis on differences and 

subjectivities. 

One of the impacts of postmodern feminism on the scholarship of East African women’s 

and gender history was the emergence of more studies of gender analysis, rather than the study 

of a presumed category of ‘women.’ With postmodern feminism’s rejection of the universality of 

women’s experiences, the 1990’s witnessed a shift from ‘women’s history’ to ‘women’s and 

gender history.’ There were still studies that focused on women in colonial East Africa and their 

changed ‘statuses’ or ‘positions,’ but more historians adopted a gender analysis approach which 

focused on how gender was (de)constructed during the colonial period and on the meanings 

which the peoples in East Africa themselves assigned to gender. This new approach to studying 

women and gender in East Africa came out of academics’ realization that neither the category 

‘women’ nor gender are ahistorical. Rather, as Berger put it in one of her later works, “‘woman’ 

in African societies was not a static, biologically defined group with a single status, but a socially 

constructed category that evolved over time in its meaning for each individual.”62 Berger’s 

statement perhaps reflects an evolution from her earlier socialist feminist philosophy.  

As a result of this change in how the category of ‘women’ was understood, historians 

became interested in how colonialism changed the meanings of gender in East African societies. 

For example, in African Womanhood in Colonial Kenya, 1900-50 published in 2005, Kanogo 

showed that, as a result of indigenous, missionary, and colonial authorities’ attempts to control 

women and African women’s attempts to exercise their agency, competing visions and realities 

of gender existed during the colonial period. As a result of the “multiplicity of constructions and 

reworkings of gender roles and identities among African women,” argued Kanogo, Kenyan 
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women’s “roles and identities became deeply fractured and fluid” during the colonial period.63 In 

other words, ‘gender’ did not hold the same meaning for any of the groups at any one time. This 

reflected the position that it was inaccurate to presume the existence of one meaning of gender or 

category of ‘women’ in Kenya, as such concepts change over time and hold different meanings 

for different parties. Other historians also began to explore not only the construction of 

femininity and womanhood but also masculinity and manhood. 

With the shift in focus towards gender analysis, more scholarship tried to understand how 

masculinity was (de)constructed during the colonial period as a way of showing how all history 

is gendered. During the early period of scholarship, historians sometimes used ‘women’ and 

‘gender’ interchangeably. Rising out of the second wave of feminism in the United States, the 

field of East African women’s and gender history overwhelmingly focused on African women’s 

experiences as a result of Western feminists’ frustration with the lack of women's voices in 

African history. During the 1990s, there was an effort to emphasize that all history is gendered 

and that, from a postmodernist standpoint, there can be no ‘objective’ or ‘genderless’ history. 

Consequently, historians such as Luise White sought to understand masculinity as well as 

femininity. This was perceived as an effort to push back against the tendency to make male 

experience the norm against which women’s experiences were measured by. White’s work 

during the 1990s and early 2000s in particular illustrated these new efforts to understand East 

African men’s gendered experiences.64 Specifically, White reinterpreted Mau Mau through a 

gendered lens and argued that “one context in which men debated the conduct of masculinity 
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was in the Mau Mau rebellion of the 1950s. There, I argue, the debates were not simply about 

reclaiming land and the best ways it could be redistributed, but about marriage, fatherhood, 

domestic labor, and all the things it meant to be a man.”65 Mirroring Taiwo’s criticism for how 

Western feminists have portrayed African men, White stated that “most studies of African men 

… have tended to make men seem monolithic and homogeneous, either as resistors [to colonial 

rule] or collaborators [presumably against African women].”66 Thus, by gendering African men, 

White was working towards changing their representation in Western scholarship as well as 

illustrating that gender analysis applies to the history of both women and men, meaning that all 

of East African history is gendered. 

Rather than focusing on writing East African history from the point of view of women, 

historians of East African women and gender began to write with an eye for rewriting history 

through gendered lenses. White’s “gendered reading of the literature Mau Mau has generated” 

led to a different narrative of Mau Mau than the conventional narrative, one which was about 

debates over gender roles and relations as much as it was about anti-colonial fighting.67 A 

conventional chronology of Mau Mau between 1952 and 1956 might have looked like: 

“December 1952, leaders in the forest; June 1953, breakup of the joint leadership of 

Dedan Kimathi and Stanley Mathenge; February 1954, Kenya Parliament and probably 

Kenya Riigi formed; February-March 1955, surrender negotiations; October 1956, 

Kimathi captured; December 1956, British Army withdraw.”68 

 

A different chronology that White suggested based on her gendered interpretation of Mau Mau 

was:  
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“December 1952, leaders in the forest; July 1953, first conference called to insist on 

monogamous marriage; August 1953, women given warrior status; March 1954, 

Mathenge's Kenya Riigi banned sexual relations in the forest; March 1955, Dedan 

Kimathi made prime minister of the East African Empire in a Kenya Parliament 

ceremony in which his lover, Wanjiru, was made his queen.”69 

 

Such rewriting of conventional chronology of major historical events in East Africa to not only 

accommodate the presence of women but to center gender as an equally important aspect of 

historical construction reflects how feminists were pushing for women’s and gender history to be 

moved from its marginal position in African history. 

 Susan Geiger’s work also, and in particular, embodied the idea that women’s perspectives 

and gender analysis not only add to historical understanding but can significantly change or alter 

accepted narratives of colonial and nationalist history in East Africa. Through her usage of 

women’s life histories,70 Geiger challenged “the metanarrative of Tanzanian nationalism,” which 

claimed that “it was the Western-educated African male elite” who was “conscious of mass 

aspirations” and developed the nationalist movement in Tanzania.71 In fact, Geiger argued, 

“Tanzanian women featured in this study provide a very different picture in their construction of 

the present and reconstructions of the past political involvement. Their narratives show that in 

the 1950s, ‘ordinary’ (illiterate, frequently self-identified as Swahili, Muslim) women created 

and performed Tanganyikan nationalism’s ‘culture of politics.’”72 Geiger’s work did not argue 

that women were also part of the nationalist movement, but that they were an essential, central 

part of its construction and development. In that way, Geiger’s work reflected postmodern 
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feminists’ view that the writing of history was neither ‘genderless’ or ‘objective.’ Rather, the 

very “notions of objectivity themselves are androcentric.”73  

Geiger and many other feminist scholars have argued that through historians’ insistence 

of the usage of ‘objective’ sources, African women became marginalized in the historiography. 

Rather than attempting to write an ‘objective’ history, Geiger embraced the usage of women’s 

life histories as historical sources “precisely because they are subjective documents, life histories 

exhibit integrity: they do not claim ‘ungendered point-of-viewlessness.’”74 This rejection of 

‘genderlessness’ and ‘objectivity’ reflected postmodern feminism’s rejection of such notions and 

led to a distinguished way in which women’s and gender historians came to view history, a view 

which accepted the subjectivities of historical actors. East African women’s and gender 

historians (re)wrote the historical narrative using life histories as their main sources. Geiger’s, 

Tripp’s and Kanogo’s works all relied on women’s life histories, narrated to them during their 

interviews with women in East Africa. Life histories allowed historians to center women’s voices 

and experiences while also their and other’s notions of gender.  

The later scholarship not only began to utilize gender analysis, but it also sought to 

understand the existence and contestation of multiple meanings and constructs of gender during 

the colonial period. For example, White’s work on gender and Mau Mau men explored how Mau 

Mau sought to deconstruct the colonial authorities’ construction of gender in Kenya. According 

to White,  

“[colonial] visions of gender were made concrete in the state's postwar housing estates: 

the presence or absence of a kitchen reflected not only colonial ideas about what working 

men were to spend their wages on, but ideas about appropriate male and female 
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behavior… Africans were to be encouraged to live like respectable English workers: one 

job, one house, one wife, one farm they actually worked on.”75  

 

During Mau Mau, there were experiments with reconstructing gender relations and roles, so that, 

for example, “in the early days of the struggle men and women often performed each other’s 

customary tasks: in the camps near Nairobi men brought water in automobiles; elsewhere, 

women who sometimes cooked went armed with men on raids.”76 Such actions among Mau Mau 

men and women clearly deviated from both the colonial and indigenous authorities’ conception 

of sexual division of labor and gender relations. They demonstrate White’s argument that Mau 

Mau was a site for the contestation and reconstruction of gender relations. Similarly, one could 

see the contestations over gender during colonialism in Kanogo’s “Mission Impact on Women in 

Colonial Kenya,” where she explained the significance of European missionaries’ attacks on 

genital circumcision by its significance in relation to womanhood: “the whole concept of 

womanhood was at stake. What did it mean to be a twenty-year-old female in a mission station in 

1929? In Kikuyu society, such an uncircumcised female never graduated to the status of a 

woman.”77 

Tripp’s work also illustrated how gender was a ground of contestation. According to 

Tripp, the earliest associations in Uganda were started by missionaries and wives of colonial 

administrators. In the earliest associations, “much of the education provided… is said to have 

been geared toward making African women into better wives of ‘Westernized’ African men… 

Women’s organizations ended up reproducing Western notions of gender, domesticity, morality 

and household divisions of labor with inadequate consideration of women’s own realities, needs 
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or priorities.”78 Yet, members of the early women’s organizations “often saw their involvement 

in the clubs as a way of connecting to broader developments in the country,” rather than what the 

missionaries wanted them to gain.79 Each of these three examples demonstrates a shift from 

studying a presumed category of East African women and their status during the colonial period 

to understanding how gender and gender relations were sites of contestation between European 

and African forces. They also illustrate the particular ways that gender analysis was applied to 

this particular region and time period, where it was not enough to examine each gender system 

but understand the interactions between the different notions of gender. 

Kanogo’s work also emphasized how, in the midst of all of the contestations over gender 

during the colonial period, African women struggled to have agency over their lives. When not 

examining the history of women’s involvement in anticolonial/nationalist struggles, earlier 

Western feminist scholarship on women and gender in East Africa emphasized the oppressive 

economic and subordinate political conditions caused by capitalism and colonialism as well as 

the continuation of patriarchal control of women by traditional African authorities. Western 

historians of that period were preoccupied with the universal oppression of women everywhere 

and the need to combat it.  During this later period, the overall focus shifted from illustrating and 

unpacking women’s economic and political subjugations to understanding the constructions and 

contestations of gender and the processes through which women actively negotiated and shaped 

their identities. For example, while Kanogo illustrated how colonialism ruptured the pre-existing 

gender system in Kenya and how different male authorities have fought for control over women, 

she argued that, “amidst rapid changes, the invention of what were considered to be appropriate 
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gender spaces, roles, and identities for women during the colonial period became an enormous 

and diverse project. In diverse situations women adopted negotiated solutions; sometimes they 

outrightly violated conventional norms, or they innovated novel solutions to intractable 

problems.”80 In other words, in the midst of multiple, contesting definitions of gender and 

womanhood during the colonial period, “women were reformulated, [and] they too sought to 

reformulate themselves.”81 Thus, gender was not simply defined for women. Rather, women 

found ways to unofficially and indirectly shape their gender identity, despite the challenging 

conditions of the time. 

 As they focused more on how gender was contested and reconstructed, historians of 

women and gender in East Africa have relied less on purely economic, political analysis of 

women’s and gender history and began to explore new topics such as sexuality, marriage, and 

parenthood, a shift in trend which reflected a larger cultural turn in feminism. As noted in the 

previous chapter, the political context of the 1970s and 1980s had an important impact on the 

study of the history of women and gender in colonial East Africa. At the height of Marxist and 

socialist feminism, East African women’s and gender history was dominated by class analysis 

and studies of East African women’s economic roles and positions. By the mid-1990s, however, 

“Marxism and class analysis, if not forgotten entirely, … [merged] in a kind of New Age 

polygynous union with multiple, equally powerful and independent partners.”82 As a result, class 

analysis no longer dominated historians’ studies of East African gender and women during the 

colonial era, which allowed for other topics to be explored. Such shifts could be seen in the shift 

in White’s work from studying Nairobi prostitutes’ labor and class consciousness to her focus on 
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constructions of masculinity and gender during Mau Mau. Kanogo’s work also reflected the new 

topics investigated by historians of women and gender in East Africa. In her book on African 

Womanhood in Colonial Kenya, 1900-50, Kanogo looked at key sociocultural institutions and 

practices such as legal status of women, clitoridectomy, dowry, marriage, maternity, 

motherhood, and formal education.83  

This shift in emphasis of the topics explored by historians reflected one of the changes 

brought to the field by the 1990s, but there were also continuities between the early and later 

scholarship. Feminist historians continued to be interested in East African women’s ability to 

mobilize and organize across racial and class barriers. For example, Tripp argues in Women and 

Politics in Uganda and in “Women’s Mobilization in Uganda: Nonracial Ideologies in European-

African-Asian Encounters, 1945-1962” that, during Uganda’s time as a British protectorate, 

women in Uganda, including missionary and European women as well as African and Asian 

women, were able to recognize common interests and mutual concerns and mobilize across 

races, religious backgrounds, and political affiliations in order to advance women’s rights.84 

Tripp’s work during this period showed how feminists were aware of the differences that existed 

between groups of women and believed it was important to understand whether or not gender 

could overcome differences across race, class, ethnicity, religion, etc. This suggests that there 

continued to exist a feminist awareness of the ties between scholarship and activism, which 

influenced the early scholarship within the field as well as the later scholarship. 

Yet, with postmodernism’s influence on Western feminism, historians emphasized the 

differences among women, and as a result, the presumption of ‘women’ as a single social 
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category declined in the works of historians of women and gender history in East Africa. For 

example, Geiger argued that feminist theory “must account for and encompass the diversity” of 

women’s experiences and that life histories “permit comparative cross-cultural studies of 

women’s response to [particular] conditions in different settings.”85 The assumption in Geiger’s 

argument was that not all women would respond in the same ways to particular situations 

because of the diversity of differences that exist among them. Similarly, quoting British scholar 

Janet M. Bujar, Kanogo stated that, “we cannot belabor the fact that ‘women cannot be thought 

of as a single category, even though there are important and occasionally unifying struggles in 

which they may engage.’”86 Thus, historians of this period began to view any unifying 

relationship between women as dependent on circumstances. Women in East Africa only 

sometimes shared common interests and experiences. Tripp’s work on women’s organizations in 

post-WWII Uganda illustrated this perspective. Tripp argued that women in Uganda organized 

across racial, religious, and class lines in order to forward common interests among all women, 

for example interests related to divorce and marriage laws, but African women also organized 

along racial and class barriers when their own groups’ interests happened to deviate from other 

women’s interests. According to Tripp, 

African women “in this time period were cognizant of not only the advantages of 

collaborating with European and Asian women, but also the limits of such 

collaboration… They collaborated with Europeans and Asians when it suited their 

purposes and acted on their own when circumstances required greater autonomy and 

independence of action. When it came to nationalist concerns, Ugandan women formed 

their own organizations… Local women struggling over taxation issues formed their own 

protests and groups… independent of those sponsored by educated European and African 

women, who did not share their view on taxation.”87 
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Thus, during the later period of the scholarship on East African women and gender history, 

historians developed a more complex picture of how women in East Africa organized across and 

along dividing factors. This picture not only responded to Third World feminists’ critique of 

Western feminism during the previous decades, but it also departed from earlier tendencies to 

emphasize women’s universal oppression and instead highlighted women’s agency in organizing 

and advocating for their own interests.  

 While there were continuities from the 1970s and 1980s, the scholarship of the 1990s and 

early 2000s differed in significant ways from earlier scholarship. For one, there was less focus on 

the economic position of women in East Africa and less reliance on class analysis. Moreover, the 

scholarship has changed in ways that suggest that some Western feminist historians heard and 

responded to criticisms coming from feminists outside the Western world. For example, there 

was a decline in tendency to view women in East Africa as one category. Historians also began 

to explore how gender systems in East Africa were constructed and reconstructed during the 

colonial period, rather than making assumptions based on Western understanding of gender. 

Such changes reflected postmodern thinking and its influence on Western feminism. They also 

reflect how the field has evolved since its early beginnings and the impact that the increasing 

influence of African scholars on feminist scholarship.  
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Chapter III. Feminism and Oral History 

Barbara Cooper defined oral history as “the personal reminiscence solicited by the 

researcher in an interview format, and it may focus on the life history of the person being 

interviewed, on specific events of interest to the historians, or on the subject’s perhaps 

idiosyncratic memories of a family, neighborhood, community, or movement.”88 All the 

historians featured in this thesis have utilized oral sources, in the form of life histories or focused 

interviews, that they have collected from East Africa within their writing on women’s and gender 

history of colonial East Africa. Indeed, oral history has played a crucial in women’s and gender 

history in Africa as well as in feminist scholarship in general, because they were non-Eurocentric 

sources of African women’s experiences. Feminist historians valued women’s oral histories, 

because they allowed for the incorporation of gender analysis and women’s experiences into the 

history of colonial East Africa. At the same time, scholars like Kirk Hoppe challenged oral 

sources’ ability to reflect the reality of African women’s lives and experiences, because oral 

histories collected in interviews were co-constructed by the interviewee as well as the 

interviewer. While in the early scholarship, African women’s oral histories were mainly used 

uncritically as supplementary sources to fill in gaps and to integrate women into the historical 

scholarship, in the later scholarship, historians expanded their usage of women’s oral histories to 

highlight subjectivities and differences as well as to challenge some accepted historical 

narratives. The later scholarship also reflected a more critical engagement with the oral sources, 

one that acknowledged and sought to correct the researcher’s fraught role in the research and 

writing process. 
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Oral history has a connection to feminist scholarship, and it also has a separate 

relationship to the field of African history. With the development of portable recording 

technology in 1945, historians of Africa began collecting and using oral sources, mainly oral 

traditions focused on ‘pre-colonial’ African history, although historians working on colonial 

history did not ignore oral evidence. Historians of Africa have since had to rely on using a 

variety of sources, written or otherwise, as a result of “the relative paucity of written 

documentary materials.”89 Oral evidence was only one type of source that historians began 

increasingly to utilize over time, despite initial hesitancy and skepticism of oral evidence’s 

reliability. By the 1960s, oral sources had gained greater credibility in the field, 

“in 1961, [Jan] Vansina published a methodological treatise which argues that oral 

tradition is susceptible to criticism by exactly the same canons of judgement which the 

historian should apply to any historical source. This book, Oral Tradition, did a great 

deal to boost the self-confidence of historians of Africa. It provided a moral charter for 

the use of oral sources, and in that sense it helped to foster much research on African 

history over the past fifteen years or so.”90 

 

Thus, by the 1960s, historians of Africa were utilizing oral traditions and other forms of oral 

evidence in their work as a means of overcoming the lack of written sources and the Euro-

centrism of colonial archives. 

From early on, feminist historians of women and gender in Africa and elsewhere viewed 

women’s oral history as crucial for countering the absence in women’s voices and experiences 

within historical scholarship. During the second-wave of feminism in the 1960s-1970s, feminist 

historians became interested in collecting and using women’s oral histories for a variety of 

reasons. Some feminist historians wanted to empower and validate the importance of women’s 

life experiences while others were interested in recovering women’s words as a means of raising 
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feminist consciousness.91 In either case, at their most basic, women’s oral histories collected 

through interviews were a way to fill in significant gaps in the historical record and to give voice 

to those whose voices have been overlooked. In the case of African history, women’s oral 

histories were compensating for the absence of female as well as African voices. As Margaret 

Strobel stated, 

“To write about women on the Swahili coast is to probe the history of the inarticulate and 

invisible. Evidence written by women themselves is scarce… Reports of colonial officials 

either ignore women, concentrate on activities such as prostitution, or embody the typical 

administrator’s racist and sexist prejudices. Swahili literature better reflects coastal 

people’s view of themselves, but it is often available only from European collectors and 

translators.”92 

 

Yet, feminist oral history methodology was distinct from African oral history methodology.  

Feminist oral historians of East Africa also distinguished themselves from oral historians 

of East Africa through their different oral history methodology that emphasized gender analysis 

and feminist objectives. Because “traditional oral history methodology [that did not account for 

gender]… did not address the basic insights that grew out of the women’s liberation movement, 

including the notion that the personal is political and the conviction that women’s experiences 

were inherently valuable and needed to be recorded,” feminist historians developed a distinctive 

feminist oral history methodology.93 As Geiger pointed out, oral history was not inherently 

feminist. Rather, oral history “can only become a feminist methodology if its use is systematized 

in particular feminist ways and if the objectives for collecting the oral data are feminist.”94 

Feminist oral history methodology differed from traditional African oral history, because it 
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presupposed gender as a “central analytical concept” and held feminist objectives, including 

correcting “androcentric notions and assumptions about what is ‘normal’ by establishing or 

contributing to a new knowledge base for understanding women’s lives and the gendered 

elements of the broader social world” and accepting “women's own interpretations of their 

identities, their experiences, and social worlds as containing and reflecting important truths.”95 

Geiger and other feminist historians argue that women’s words need to be accepted for how they 

represent women’s experiences, rather than insisting on the validity of women’s oral histories 

only by evaluating them against existing knowledge or the written word.96 Women’s words 

provided historians with valuable new information on women’s experiences that can be difficult 

to obtain otherwise.  

Feminists and women’s historians viewed oral narratives as a way to draw upon women’s 

subjective experiences. Feminism assumed that women’s experiences were inherently valuable, 

because they held and reflected important truths, and thus should be recorded.97 ‘Experience’ did 

not necessarily mean the things that can be observed from the outside, such as a woman’s job 

and the tasks that she performed. ‘Experience’ also came to signify “the ‘interiority’ of human 

life, that is, for the phenomena of the realms of consciousness and subjectivity”; in other words, 

by experience feminists meant the “subjectivity knowable first-hand only by those whose minds 

and bodies ‘lived’ the experience.”98 Such experience “can only be recovered through women’s 

voices and ‘words.’”99 One example of how women’s oral histories have been used in the field of 
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women and gender in East Africa was Tabitha Kanogo’s usage of oral interviews with Kenyan 

women, not only to “supplement the archival data,” but also to present “women’s voices 

reflecting on the forces that shaped their lives.”100 There were limited ways available to 

historians to understand African women’s ‘experiences’ other than through the women’s 

recounting of their experiences. Historians could try to reconstruct as best as they could the 

colonial experiences of women through archival texts, but “the evidence can provide only 

intimations of what these women, if they could have spoken for themselves, could have told 

us.”101 As such, women’s oral history was uniquely qualified to fulfill feminists’ desire to record 

and understand women’s experiences. 

Both scholars in the early and later periods understood that women’s experiences can 

only be recovered through their own words. However, in the early scholarship, 

representativeness took precedence in the work, while in the later scholarship, the emphasis on 

the gap between a dominant narrative of what the ‘woman experience’ was and the actual 

experiences of some women reflected the influence of postmodernist thinking. During the early 

period, historical work on East African women and gender contained less emphasis on 

‘individual experience,’ per se, and more so on the ‘representativeness’ of women’s experience. 

This could be seen in Strobel’s claim in Three Swahili Women: Life Histories from Mombasa, 

Kenya that “the female-oriented experience of these women is typical of Muslim women in 

Mombasa.”102 As Susan Geiger would later point out, the problem with ‘representativeness’ was 

that “it automatically privileges certain voices and obstructs others through the very framework 

imposed.”103 Moreover, “questions that derive from the concept of representativeness... presume 
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norms against which the words, position, or experience of the [narrator] are measured and which 

the validity and, more tellingly, the significance and usefulness of her information is judged.”104 

In the early period, many feminists assumed that there was such a ‘norm’ of women’s 

experiences that the experiences of other women could be judged by.  

As a result of postmodern influences and Third World feminists’ critique of the Western 

category of ‘woman,’ feminist historians began to deviate from representation to difference. 

Postmodernism challenged ideas of objectivity which motivated feminists to collect and record 

the subjective experiences of women. Women’s narratives illustrated that there was “a gulf 

between one’s experience and the ‘official’ account of ‘womankind.’”105 Thus, instead of 

focusing solely on how women’s and men’s experiences differed from one another, more 

feminist scholarship highlighted how women’s experiences differed from one another and how 

they differed from a dominant narrative of what the ‘woman experience’ was like.   

At the same time, one of the biggest advantages of women’s oral history was that it 

highlighted the importance of gender as a category of analysis, because it became clear that men 

and women have different histories to narrate. As Kathleen Sheldon argued, “women and men 

have distinct histories to tell because their own experiences vary by gender.”106 One example of 

how gender impacts the oral historical narrative is through the ways that some women keep track 

of time and chronology of events. In her own work recording Canadian women’s oral history, 

Joan Sangster found that “women’s ‘embeddedness in familial life’ may also shape their view of 

the world, and even their very consciousness of historical time. In my study, for instance, many 
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women reconstructed the past using the bench-marks of their family’s life-cycle.”107 

Understanding that some women might mark time differently than men because of their 

gendered position in society is one example of how gender impacts the historical narrative and 

how such impact can be seen in women’s oral histories. Luise White’s work with former 

prostitutes in Nairobi similarly suggests that women’s gendered position in society affects ‘their 

very consciousness of historical time.’ Attempting to establish a chronology of when prostitutes 

came to Nairobi, White realized a way for her to do so: 

“I was fortunate that two women knew the year of their children’s births, so sometimes I 

could ask informants how old the daughter or son of one of these women was when they 

first came [to Nairobi] - did the child crawl, or walk.”108 

 

White also described how age grades helped her establish a timeline of events: “I was able to 

establish a fairly reliable chronology for prostitution in Nairobi. I was able to do this in two 

ways, through circumcision years and internal dating… most Bantu-speaking people in Kenya 

practice circumcision on both adolescent men and women; each circumcision year became an 

age grade named for a memorable event for which a fair number of District Officers or scholars 

have provided actual dates.”109 White’s comments on her attempts to establish an accurate 

timeline of events through women’s oral histories illustrates some of the challenges of oral 

histories, and it demonstrates that, in some instances at least, women’s memories, and by 

extension their historical narrative, was affected by the gendered dynamics of everyday life.  

Even as the focus on ‘gender’ increased in the later period, feminist historians relied 

more heavily on women’s oral histories, because they were viewed as a better lens into gender 

history than men’s oral histories. Both men and women are affected by gender, a fact that was 
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illustrated by White’s work on the contestation and construction of masculinities during Mau 

Mau. Yet, historians of women argue that “the dynamics of gender emerge more clearly in the 

personal narratives of women than in those of men. Certainly, men are affected by the social 

construction of gender, but for men, gender has been an unmarked category, because men’s 

experiences were considered the norm that other experiences are compared to. For a woman, 

however, the story is rarely told without reference to the dynamics of gender.”110 As such, 

women’s oral histories have not only been favored to write women’s history in colonial East 

Africa but also gender history. Women’s oral histories allow for “the exploration of the process 

of gendered self-identity” as well as an understanding of “the interaction between the individual 

and society in the construction of gender” in addition to revealing “the rules of male domination 

even as they record rebellion against them.”111 In that way, women’s oral histories are important 

sources for women’s history as well as gender history.  

Historians of women and gender in East Africa have utilized oral sources in two main 

ways: as supplementary sources or as central sources. Since its beginning, the field of African 

history has had to rely on a multidisciplinary approach to its research: “African history, perhaps 

more than other domains of history, has had to be inventive in its use of sources and eclectic in 

its approach to evidence: Africanists draw upon linguistic, archaeological, ethnographic, 

genealogical, oral-performative, and oral-interview evidence in addition to the documentary 

sources more conventionally understood as primary sources.”112 According to Barbara Cooper, 

“few historians rely exclusively on oral evidence in their work,”113 and such a statement certainly 
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holds truth for historians of women and gender in East Africa, an observation that was especially 

noticeable during the early period of the field. Take for example Strobel’s work on Muslim 

women in Mombasa. For three out of the nine chapters of her book Muslim Women in Mombasa, 

1890-1975, Strobel drew heavily on her interviews with various women in Old Town, Mombasa, 

“women from the upper class, women of slave ancestry, educated and uneducated women, 

members of rival organizations, and both leaders and ordinary members of associations.”114 The 

majority of her work, however, used a combination of sources, oral and written, including 

colonial official reports, divorce and other court cases, and interviews with various women. 

Recognizing the biases in written records from the colonial period, Strobel stated that, “despite 

the handicaps, all these sources have been used cautiously to draw a composite picture of 

women’s lives.”115 Similarly, although Luise White interviewed more than seventy different 

prostitutes in Nairobi, her end product incorporated those interviews along with written records 

from the Kenyan National Archives.116 Thus, in the early scholarship on East African women 

and gender during the colonial period, oral histories collected from interviews were utilized as 

supplementary sources along with archival and other forms of written sources. 

 The combined use of oral and written sources during the early period of the field 

reflected women’s and gender historians’ earliest perceptions of the significance of women’s oral 

histories, which were to act as supplementary sources of information and data created by African 

women. Early historians viewed oral sources in similar ways as written sources, and they valued 

them for their content and their potential to give historians details of historical events from 

women’s points of view. In other words, feminist historians and historians of women were 
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“treating oral history only as a panacea designed to fill in the blanks in women’s or traditional 

history, providing ‘more’ history, compensating where we have no other sources, or ‘better’ 

history, a ‘purer’ version of the past coming, unadulterated, from the very people who 

experienced it.”117 Strobel, for example, used her interviews with Mombasa women for their 

factual content, to learn about women’s dance associations activities among other things. In that 

way, Strobel was presenting “oral histories as essentially unmediated, ignoring the process by 

which the researcher and the informant create the source together.”118 The ways in which ‘the 

researcher and the informant create the source together’ became a central topic in the discussion 

on feminists’ usage of oral histories.  

In the later scholarship, some historians of women and gender in East Africa continued to 

view and use oral sources as supplementary sources valued mainly for their historical content, 

while some historians, such as Susan Geiger, began to center women’s oral histories as the 

primary means of writing the history of women and gender, one that privileges women’s 

subjective experiences. Unlike Strobel’s Muslim Women in Mombasa, 1890-1975 or White’s The 

Comforts of Home: Prostitution in Colonial Nairobi, Geiger later work on TANU women 

activists used life histories and oral narratives in a major way that allowed “the words spoken by 

TANU women activists… to push, pull, and in a central way, inform this study of 

Tanganyikan/Tanzanian nationalism.”119 Geiger not only exclusively dedicated a number of 

chapters to the life history of one of Tanzanian nationalism’s leaders, Bibi Titi Mohamed, but the 

majority of the chapters contain large passages from oral interviews with women members of 

TANU. Those passages were multiple pages and, for some chapters, they constituted the 
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majority of the content, without interruptions or specific interpretation from Geiger. While, in the 

early scholarship, African women’s oral histories were used as additional sources of information 

that allowed for women to be integrated into the historical narrative, Geiger’s work in the later 

period was an example of how some feminist historians began to highlight and centralize 

women’s personal narratives as historical sources that need not be validated against existing 

written sources. 

 The usage of women’s oral histories countered the androcentric historical record which, 

in some cases, led to challenges to accepted historical narratives. For Susan Geiger, oral sources 

“were not simply useful for filling gaps. Women’s oral histories filled a big gap in the 

scholarship, and as a result, they held the possibility of challenging accepted interpretations and 

understandings, sometimes demanding thorough reconceptualization.”120 Geiger’s work with the 

life histories of TANU women activists embodied women’s oral history’s potential to 

fundamentally change historians’ understanding of certain events, since she argued that TANU 

women’s life histories suggested a narrative of Tanzanian nationalism that was not primarily 

shaped by and for men, as commonly believed. For other historians, women’s oral histories were 

crucial for understanding gender throughout history,  and for them, “putting women’s voices at 

the center of history [meant] highlighting gender as a category of analysis.”121 Feminist 

historians, thus, saw women’s oral histories as a fundamentally important part of writing 

women’s and gender history, with the potential for transforming the practice of writing history 

itself.  
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The value that early feminists placed upon the oral narratives of women in East Africa 

derived largely from the fact that those oral narratives were viewed to be the sole creation of the 

women interviewed. Later scholarship, however, reflected a newer understanding of how the 

researcher/interviewer influenced the oral history process. By the 1990s, more feminists and 

historians of women and gender became critical of the ‘purity’ of the oral histories collected 

through on-site interviews, and instead they began to recognize that the researcher/interviewer 

impacted the construction of the oral history in every stage of the process, from the interview 

itself to the editing and writing after the interviews. As Joan Sangster put it, “the interview is a 

historical document created by the agency of both the interviewer and the interviewee.”122 For 

example, one way that the researcher could influence the oral narrative was through interview 

questions. Kirk Hoppe, who is critical of Western scholars’ usage of African women’s personal 

narratives, argued that “the scholar's agenda asserts itself in questions asked and not asked of the 

narrator,” and that even ‘open-ended’ questions are not neutral, since, for example, a question 

like “what happened to you during your life?” could propel “a narrative along certain courses. 

The meaning an African woman gives to ‘life’ in general and to her own life are in dialogue with 

what the narrator thinks the scholar means.”123 Another way Hoppe argued that Western 

scholars’ agendas interfere with the oral history process is the selection of certain women’s 

voices based on preset agendas. He pointed to how, in Three Swahili Women, Strobel’s 

“‘personal and intellectual commitment to feminism’ favored her meeting women engaged in 

particularly visible agency and women's empowerment (as recognized by Strobel).”124 In part 

because of how the scholar’s agenda affects the narrative, Hoppe concludes, “the life narratives 
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of African women are not the ‘true’ stories of these women, but the unfolding history of the 

relationship between Africans and Westerners, and of the relationship between the West and its 

own identity.”125 Thus, while many historians argued that African women’s oral histories 

allowed for women’s voices to represent their own experiences and realities in their own words, 

the complex situation of how the oral narrative becomes constructed led to some scholars like 

Kirk Hoppe to question the extent to which such oral narratives really represented the true 

experience or reality of African women.  

Criticism of the place of African women’s oral narratives in Western scholars’ work were 

compounded by the imbalances of power between the researcher and the oral historian, which 

could allow the researcher’s voice to overshadow the oral historian’s voice in the final product. 

Ultimately, the researcher controls what kind of overall narrative was presented in the final 

product. For example, speaking about her own work, Sangster stated, “While I had every 

intention of allowing women to speak about their own perceptions, if my interpretation and theirs 

diverged, mine would assume precedence in my writing.”126 Clearly, the research’s power over 

the narrative is seen in the researcher’s selective abilities over the final product. To be able to 

choose what is and what is not included in the text is one way that researchers exercise power 

and potentially limit the authority of the oral historian. Hoppe argued that, through interpretation 

and editing, the voice shifts from the narrator/oral historian to the research/writer. In that way, 

the Western scholar continues to shape the representation of the personal narrative of the 

interviewee whom, arguably in reality, holds less authority over her narrative than many 

feminists initially thought or wanted to believe. In which case, African women’s oral history 

loses some of its potential to truly represent the experiences of African women.  
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 Recognizing their fraught position as researcher vis-a-vis the oral narrator, historians of 

women and gender in colonial East Africa have sought to address these challenges through self-

awareness, explicit acknowledgement of such challenges to their work, and involvement of the 

narrators beyond the interviews. In the early period, there were much less self-conscious critical 

discussions of the oral narratives process in the historians’ final works. Historians such as Susan 

Geiger and Margaret Strobel were more vocal about the potential of oral sources to recover “the 

history of the inarticulate and invisible”127 than they were about the limitations of oral sources 

due to the process of collecting them. As a result, there was less evidence that the 

narrators/interviewees were involved in the process of constructing the historical narrative 

beyond the actual interview. Meaning that, once the interview was done, the researcher held 

complete power over the editing process and interpretation and ultimately shaping the final 

narrative. By the 1990s, historians began to address how their positions as researchers and 

Western scholars influenced the narrative. Aili M. Tripp’s work illustrated the new self-

awareness about feminist methodologies. In the preface to Women and Politics in Uganda, Tripp 

states her awareness of challenges to the methodologies of women’s oral histories. 

“Even though current feminist scholarship has sought numerous and creative ways of 

giving these voices utterance through life histories, testimonies, multiple authorships, and 

oral histories, I was also aware that the success of these kinds of enterprises has been 

challenged. Critical thinking about feminist methods has questioned the naivetes of 

scholars who overlook the inherent inequalities and power relations in conducting 

research.”128 

 

Tripp, however, cautions against “a cynical questioning of the utility and purpose of the whole 

research enterprise.”129 As an attempt to overcome the faults of feminist oral history 
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methodology, Tripp looked for ways “to make cross-cultural dialogue and mutual learning useful 

both to myself as a researcher and to the women I interviewed.”130 Tripp’s “cross-cultural 

dialogue and mutual learning” with the women she interviewed occurred during her trip back to 

Uganda to show the women a manuscript of her book. While reflecting on her experience with 

the women interviewed, Tripp illustrated how allowing the interviewees to be part of the process 

beyond the interviews can work towards ensuring that the authority of the oral historians did not 

diminish after the interview. Allowing the women whose oral histories are used in the scholarly 

work to reflect upon and insert their critical analyses and reflections into the work arguably 

makes the researcher-narrator relationship less exploitative. It also allows for the women’s 

voices to be a truly critical part of the work, in ways that align with feminist beliefs that 

women’s voices and experiences are inherently valuable and that women should be allowed to 

convey their own truths on their own terms. It also worked towards breaking down a kind of 

presupposed “superior consciousness on the part of the researcher,”131 by strengthening the 

narrators’ voices in the final product.  

Yet, were self-awareness and returning with a manuscript enough to bridge the gap in 

power imbalances between the researcher and the narrators? Joan Sangster has argued that such 

efforts do not erase the gap in power,  

“Judith Stacey also points out that feminist research is inevitably enmeshed in unequal, 

intrusive and potentially exploitative relationships, simply by virtue of our position as 

researchers and that of other women, with less control over the finished product, as 

‘subjects’ of study. I agree. Nor will renaming these relationships with terms implying a 

sharing of power completely erase our privilege. After all, we are using this material for 

the purpose of writing books which are often directed, at least in part, to academic or 

career ends. I gained access to women's memories not as a friend, but as a professional 

historian.”132 
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Hoppe argued that self-awareness “can transform the life narrative text” in a different way than 

feminist historians have intended, by viewing African women’s oral histories as “the unfolding 

history of the relationship between Africans and Westerners, and of the relationship between the 

West and its own identity.”133 Still others argue that feminist oral historians need to continue to 

find “ways of sharing the ‘authority’ expressed in written renditions of the oral account or 

exchange,”134 but that intense criticism of the validity of African women’s oral histories could 

lead to a “radical silencing - of feminist or gender - framed historical inquiry conducted by non-

Africans, and of African women as self-conscious, intentional producers of knowledge about 

their own pasts and about African history.”135 Arguably, the power imbalances between the 

researcher and the narrators could be over emphasized to the point where the whole relationship 

is dismissed as utterly exploitative, and the agency of the oral narrator/interviewee is either 

forgotten or dismissed. 

Even though scholars have pointed out some of the unacknowledged ways that historians 

influence the narrative through the interview and the writing, historians have also recounted 

experiences where the women they interviewed also shaped the interview by their insistence on 

the prioritization of the issues most important to them. For example, Geiger recounted how, 

during their interviews, “Bibi Titi reinforced and reiterated common themes - most notably a 

commitment to identifying others by name and additional commentary, and a refusal to provide 

details regarding personal controversies or her life and activities just prior to her arrest for 

treason.”136 In that case, “should we disregard the many ‘Western female scholars’ who recount a 

 
133 Hoppe, “Whose Life Is It Anyway?”, 636.  
134 Geiger, “What’s So Feminist,” 175. 
135 Heidi Gengenbach, “Truth-Telling and the Politics of Women’s Life History Research in Africa: A Reply 
to Kirk Hoppe,” The International Journal of African Historical Studies 27, no. 3 (1994): 621.  
136 Geiger, TANU Women, 19. 



58 

very different kind of interview experience- one in which the African women they interviewed 

actively, passionately, intelligently and sometimes stubbornly insisted on telling the story of their 

life in a particular way, regardless of what their ‘Western’ interviewer wanted to hear from 

them?”137 Thus, one can see that in the later period within the field of women’s oral history, 

scholars debated about whether the power asymmetries resulting from the research relationship 

could be overcome at all and whether the asymmetries invalidate oral sources as legitimate, 

useful sources into the history of African women and gender. These questions did not have clear 

answers at the time, although feminist historians continued to rely on African women’s oral 

histories in their work.  

In East Africa, the relationship between the researcher and the narrator is not limited to 

the process of collecting and writing East African women’s and gender history. As professional 

feminist historians from the Western world, historians of women and gender in colonial East 

Africa have other layers that contribute to their relationship between them and the women whose 

oral histories are incorporated into their scholarly work. The issue of positionality is especially 

important in this field, and as such, it is worth further exploring positionality and power relations 

in the next chapter.  
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Chapter IV. Positionality and Power Relations 

African women’s and gender history has been dominated by white feminist historians. 

Even as more African and African American scholars entered the field, white female historians 

continued to make up a large portion of the number of scholars. Moreover, because of its history, 

the field has been heavily influenced by the feminist movement and scholarship coming from the 

West. That, too, has changed over time, but the fact remained that, for a long time, white, 

middle-class feminist historians controlled the representation of women and gender in colonial 

East Africa. That raises questions about white feminist historians’ authority to do so, considering 

the power inequalities between them and African women who are interviewed due to their 

position as researchers and as white, middle-class feminists. In the early period of scholarship, 

historians did not address their positionalities in their work, arguably because early feminists 

were under false illusions of how their position compared to that of their interviewees’. In the 

later scholarship, however, historians of women and gender in colonial East Africa engaged in 

discussions about the power relations present in the research process, and sought to limit the 

differences in power through various methods such as reflexivity, mutual benefit, and 

centralizing African women’s oral history in the published work. However, the success of those 

efforts were highly contested.  

Positionality is the researcher’s relative position to ‘the other’ in the research. A 

researcher’s position is not necessarily either as ‘an insider’ or ‘an outsider.’ Rather, because “a 

culture is more than a monolithic entity to which one belongs or not,” a researcher’s position is 

“relatively inside (or outside) with respect to a multiplicity of social and cultural characteristics 
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of a heterogeneous population.”138 As such, white female scholars from the West can claim an 

insider/outsider position relative to African women, because of similarity in sex but differences 

in race. An example of insider/outsider status can be seen in her Margaret Jean Hay’s 1975 

research note when she expressed that women researchers have a distinct advantage when it 

comes to research regarding African women and that “being white was probably more 

overwhelming as a status consideration than being female.”139 Yet, a relative outsider position 

can be advantageous to the researcher. For example, Margaret Strobel identified that an outsider 

position “can make certain people and information accessible. As a neutral party (if you take care 

to remain neutral) you may become a confidante; or, people with conflicting views may seek you 

out to ensure that each side gets your ear. Or you may be able to talk to people from different 

class backgrounds about matters that insiders would not be able to discuss.”140 

Positionality can lead to power asymmetries in the relationship between the researcher 

and the research participants, although these power imbalances can be negotiated. One important 

aspect of positionality is that it is not static. The researcher’s position relative to the research 

participant can change as factors such as gender or intimacy/duration of contact “may at different 

times outweigh the cultural identity we associate with insider or outsider status.”141 As 

mentioned in the last chapter, a researcher’s position is embodied with power by virtue of their 

nature of work. Yet, that does not mean that the interviewees or the narrators do not have any 

power. Although research relationships are also power relations, the interviewees can negotiate 

the power relations present in the research process. For example, interviewees can subtly 
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negotiate the power of the researcher through what information they share with the researcher.142 

Older interviewees can position themselves as “older, more experienced, thus deserving of more 

status than the younger researcher.”143 In feminist research, where it was often a female 

researcher interviewing another woman for her research, power differentials are of particular 

concern.  

Although early feminists overlooked the power differentials in feminist research 

relationships, feminism later became uniquely concerned with the power differentials between 

the female researcher/interviewer and female interviewees. With early feminists’ emphasis on 

equality and unity among women, they assumed that feminist researchers and their female 

subjects of research were automatically on equal grounds by virtue of their common gendered 

oppression. In feminists’ research, “the model of a distanced, controlled, and ostensibly neutral 

interviewer has… been replaced with that of sisterhood - an engaged and sympathetic interaction 

between two individuals united by the fact of gender oppression.”144 This model of sisterhood in 

research gave the illusion that there were no inequalities between the feminist researcher and the 

female research participants, and that simply partaking in feminist research implied an erasure of 

other differences between the researcher and researched. As early white feminists were 

challenged on their tendencies to overlook differences and inequalities between women, it 

became clear for some that “the ‘feminist’ research model… may in its own ways be just as ill-

advised” as the earlier “genderless” research models.145 Some challenged “the authority of white, 

middle-class women to represent them, designating as racist the claim of feminists with more 
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power to speak for those who remain on the margins.”146 As a result of criticisms of feminist 

research models that claimed equal power relations in research, some feminist scholars became 

committed “to deconstruct the barrier between the academy and the lives of the people it 

professes to represent.”147 One can see some of the attempts to “deconstruct the barrier” in the 

later scholarship on colonial East African women’s and gender history, as historians’ work began 

to be influenced by postmodernism. 

Postmodern feminism necessitated reflexivity on the part of the researcher. According to 

postmodernism, “there is either no truth, many truths, or truth for a particular culture. In other 

words, if truth is possible, it is relative,”148 which means that ‘truth’ is not independent of one’s 

positionality. Understanding the researcher’s position is thus important to evaluating the results 

of the research. For feminist researchers influenced by postmodernism, positionality is important 

because it illustrates the lack of objectivity and certainty in historical writing. As Narayan puts it, 

“To acknowledge particular and personal locations is to admit the limits of one’s purview from 

these positions. It is also to undermine the notion of objectivity, because from particular 

locations all understanding becomes subjectively based and forged through interactions within 

fields of power relations.”149 As such, some feminists influenced by postmodernism have 

included discussions of their positionality in their work, meaning they practiced reflexivity. By 

practicing reflexivity, the researcher recognized and examined how her social background and 
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assumptions intervene in the research process, and how the power relations in her research 

impacted the historical findings.150 

Although initially historians of women and gender in colonial East Africa might not have 

explicitly acknowledged their power-embedded position, the asymmetry of power between the 

historian and her subjects of research can be seen in historians’ articulation of their motives for 

research. Feminist historians in general often emphasized how their research was “giving voice” 

to those who are voiceless or whose voices were silenced. Margaret Strobel, Susan Geiger, 

Tabitha Kanogo, and Luise White each expressed how their work gives voice to a group of 

women who, for a multitude of reasons, find their voices absent from the historiography. For 

example, Strobel uses the phrase “the history of the inarticulate and invisible” to refer to 

Mombasa women’s absence in Swahili and English scholarship.151 Additionally, some of the 

historians discussed in this thesis have also articulated the importance of their work in terms of 

what they are able to do for African women that the African women themselves are not in a 

comparable position of power to do so. For example, in her 1987 work on “Women in 

Nationalist Struggle: TANU Activists in Dar Es Salaam,” Susan Geiger stated that, although the 

silence on women’s views and actions are familiar to feminist scholars everywhere, “the erasure 

is most evident and its impact most rapidly cumulative where illiteracy is the rule, as was the 

case for Tanganyikan women in general and Dar es Salaam women in particular in the 1950s.”152 

Geiger’s ability as a professional historian to collect TANU women’s oral histories and publish 

them as part of her research that is part of larger feminist efforts to counter the erasure of 

women’s voices shows a kind of practicing of power of a feminist scholar for women national 
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activists in Tanzania whose level of education places them in a less powerful position in 

comparison to Geiger. In her 1977 research note, Strobel stated that “until African women 

overcome the barriers that separate them from literacy, higher education, money, and power, 

outsiders will of necessity be an important part of recording their oral history.”153 These two 

examples illustrate that, in the early period, Western feminist historians uncritically engaged in, 

and indeed embraced, research that was supposed to be for the benefit of the less powerfully-

positioned women. 

Research on women and gender in colonial East Africa also, to some extent, exhibited a 

perception of superior consciousness on the part of the feminist researchers. Approaching gender 

and women’s history of colonial East Africa from the perspective of Western feminists often led 

to the assumption that women in East Africa are “oppressed, powerless, and disadvantaged 

politically and economically.”154 Equipped with the ideals of feminism, the researchers viewed 

themselves as being more aware than the women themselves of their oppression and 

powerlessness. In 1979, when Strobel stated that, “women, particularly lower-class women, often 

do not perceive themselves and their lives as having importance,”155 she was showing an 

assumption of superior consciousness of the value and importance of these women’s lives more 

than the women themselves are aware of. Trying to bring out the value of women’s lives through 

their research when presumably the women themselves are not aware of the value of their lives 

allows the Western feminist research to look at her work as ‘empowering’ to the women. Such a 

view is problematic when considering the power relations between the researcher, often white 

and middle/upper class, who records and publishes African women’s oral histories and the 
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women whose histories are recorded and published in the name of feminism and 

‘empowerment.’ Patai argues that recording and publishing African women’s oral histories is an 

act of appropriating these stories or even “a ‘feel good’ measure, a means by which researchers 

console themselves for the real imbalances in power that they know - despite all the talk of 

sisterhood - exists.”156 Moreover, assuming a superior consciousness and a position to validate 

other women’s experiences enhances the divide between the researcher and the women whose 

stories are told. 

Research by white, educated women that is intended to ‘speak for’ or ‘give voice to’ 

groups of women perceived as lacking the same positions of power raised questions about 

whether such research breaks down barriers as it claims to or entrenches the power differentials 

while giving the illusion of breaking them. One might argue that ‘giving voice to’ women in East 

Africa while power relations between the researcher and the researched exist reflect an earlier 

Western feminist naivety of ‘sisterhood’ and differences. Such feminist research emphasizes 

sisterhood while minimizing difference can be “just as ill-advised” as research that looks at East 

Africa with a patronizing lens.157  

The personal relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee(s) is an important 

aspect of positionality that can contribute to a perception of an absence in power asymmetries. 

Establishing a relationship of trust with each woman who narrates her history is an important 

part of the fieldwork of a feminist researcher, in order to encourage women to share their stories 

with the researcher. Those relationships between the narrators and the feminist researchers are 

significant to positionality because Western feminism broadly envisions a sisterhood bond 

between every woman oppressed under the patriarchal system. One example of this can be seen 
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in Margaret Jean Hay’s research note on her research with Luo women in which she states that 

“a certain bond developed among [them] as women.”158  Sometimes, when those narrator-

researcher relationships become more intimate with time and contact, they “can provide a false 

illusion that there is no power or authority” in the relationship.159 One can see a discussion of the 

researcher-narrator relationship in Susan Geiger’s work on TANU women activists for which she 

interviewed Bibi Titi Mohamed, one of the main leaders of TANU. 

“With the exception of our first meeting, during which I remember feeling overwhelmed 

and excited by the fact that it was finally happening, I always felt welcomed by Bibi Titi- 

in a sense ‘included’ in her well-established warm and joking relationship with Mr. 

Chiume. It was on my return visit in 1988 that Bibi Titi first called me her shonga (close 

woman friend), and that was her term thereafter. Although at one level, the friendship 

between us could only be regarded as superficial - after all, we have been together seven 

times, over a period of eight years - at another level, I feel, and felt at the time, that the 

term was appropriate to our genuine liking for each other.”160 

 

The risk in those relationships between the researcher and the narrator is that they can potentially 

disguise the self-serving or even exploitative nature of these relationships. Research relationships 

are in many cases characterized by exploitation. As Patai puts it, “the split between subject and 

object on which all research depends… imply that objectification, the utilization of others for 

one’s own purposes…and the possibility of exploitation, are built into almost all research 

projects with human beings.”161 Moreover, the imbalances in the research relationship “are 

marked, as well, by the different kinds of disclosure that our interviewees make… and that we 

are willing or expected to make. While often shyly curious, interviewees never, in my 

experience, make a reciprocal exchange a condition of the interview.”162 These one-sided 
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research relationships in some cases can lead to resentment from the research participant due to 

the lack of benefits that they obtain out of the project.163 

Yet, the researcher is not necessarily always the only person benefiting from the research 

relationship. Interviewees oftentimes have their own agendas for agreeing to share their stories. 

For example, although Geiger benefitted in various ways from Bibi Titi’s narrations, Bibi Titi 

agreed to partake in the project because she “wanted TANU women’s political efforts 

documented and published. She wanted ‘the record’ acknowledged and in that way set straight. 

Her acceptance of [Geiger] as someone who might do that, especially in 1984, was based 

on…the fact that no one else was showing any particular interest.”164 In her research note from 

1975, Maragaret Hay commented that it was important to view research relationships in terms of 

“responsibilities as well as opportunities,” so that the researcher helps the community in 

exchange for their help in her research.165 Help to the community can take different forms. Hay 

describes the help she gave in the form of writing letters, interpreting official documents, driving 

sick people to the hospital, etc.166 Such actions help to balance the relationship between the 

researcher and the research participants/narrators. In that way, the research relationship is less 

characterized by exploitation and self-benefit.  

Feminist historian Aili M. Tripp in particular has emphasized the importance of mutual 

benefit in feminist research. In Women and Politics in Uganda (2000), she stated,  

“Critical thinking about feminist methods has questioned the naivetes of scholars who 

overlook the inherent inequalities and power relations in conducting research… Such 

cautions are well taken…Even given all the pitfalls and difficulties of representation…, I 
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found myself looking for ways to make cross-cultural dialogue and mutual learning 

useful both to myself as a researcher and to the women I interviewed.”167 

 

Tripp argued that the women interviewed saw benefit from her work when she returned with a 

manuscript of her work. According to Tripp, 

“What really interested the women in most of the case studies were two things. First, they 

were interested in the information that I had obtained from other players in the story, i.e., 

local government officials, World Bank officials, male vendors. But more surprisingly, 

they were fascinated by the analytical aspects of what I had described. They appreciated 

the opportunity to think through how their situation related to what was going on more 

generally in Uganda and to reflect on the gender dimensions of their struggles. This was 

the point at which I felt… our learning together and from each other started.”168 

 

There are also other various ways that Western feminist researchers have tried to bridge 

the gap of power between them and the research participants. In the previous chapter on oral 

history, we saw that feminist historians have sent manuscripts of their work to the group of 

women interviewed for the project in order to ensure that the final work correctly reflects the 

women’s perspectives and is not overshadowed by the researcher’s own voice. Another way that 

historians of gender and women in East Africa have tried to counter the power imbalances due to 

their position is by centralizing women’s oral narratives in the published work, allowing their 

voices to come across to the reader uninterrupted or filtered. This can be particularly seen in 

Susan Geiger’s TANU Women: Gender and Culture in the Making of Tanganyikan Nationalism, 

1955-1965, published in 1997, in which three chapters are word-for-word transcripts of Bibi Titi 

Mohamed narrating her history with TANU. In Geiger’s words, 

“I wanted the words spoken by TANU women activists - Tanzanian women’s nationalist 

discourse - to push, pull, and in a central way, inform this study of 

Tanganyikan/Tanzanian nationalism. It was not enough to preserve the women’s words 

and voices on tape and paper for the exclusive use of other interested researchers. This 
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means that most chapters contain substantial sections of first-person narrative from what I 

term modified or directed life history interviews.”169 

 

By centralizing the women’s narratives within the work itself, Geiger moved away from simply 

viewing and using the women and their personal narratives as any other sources of information 

or data. Instead, the women are more clearly given credit for their narratives, and it is clear that it 

is their voices that drive the writing of history on gender and Tanzanian nationalism. That way, 

also, the relationship between Geiger and the women she interviewed is less exploitative or self-

serving. 

 Despite these and other efforts by feminist historians to bridge the gap in power within 

research, the success of these efforts are contested by various scholars. On the one hand, as 

mentioned earlier, feminist scholar Daphne Patai argued that such efforts are only “feel good 

measures,” and that in reality, feminist research embedded in power asymmetries can entrench 

the inequalities that it claims to erase.170 Efforts such as reflexivity and mutual learning are not 

satisfactory, because they “do not challenge the inequalities on which the entire process rests.”171 

Moreover, Patai argues that merely engaging in discourse about feminism and difference is not 

enough to protect the researcher from the possibility of exploiting other women, so long as “their 

routine research practices are and continue to be embedded in a situation of material 

inequality.”172 For Patai and other scholars, ethical dilemmas, related to positionality or 

otherwise, are “‘a problem for which no course of action seems satisfactory.’”173 On the other 

hand, some feminist scholars view efforts to equalize the power relations in research as 

 
169 Geiger, TANU Women, 16. 
170 Patai, “U.S. Academics,” 144.  
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172 Ibid, 139. 
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important and fruitful when viewed outside of just academia and instead in relation to the larger 

political aims of feminism. Canadian scholar Audrey Kobayashi argues that, 

“Feminist methods that stress mutual respect and involvement, shared responsibility, 

valuing difference, and nonhierarchical ways of achieving ends are not simple or shallow 

gestures of accommodation, nor are they just an alternative methodology. Such methods 

define an approach to political change. They raise the question [of “Who speaks for 

whom?”] to that of “Who speaks with whom?” This question occurs before we enter the 

field and remains with us as we engage our subjects across the space of social 

engagement.”174 

 

Raising the question from “Who speaks for whom?” to “Who speaks with whom?” through the 

various efforts discussed here is important for Third World feminists who have for a long time 

challenged the authority of white, middle- and upper- class women to represent them.175 From 

this perspective, feminist historians’ efforts to self-reflect on how their position impacts the 

research process, to make their research mutually-beneficial, and to centralize the voices of their 

interviewees are important efforts in the larger scheme of things. 

  Although the position of the Western feminist historians vis-a-vis African women 

highlighted the inequalities present in the research relationship, it would be a mistake to abandon 

African women’s and gender (oral) history all together, especially because it would mean 

returning to a time where women’s voices in general, African or otherwise, were excluded from 

the writing of history. Fortunately, the efforts of historians in the later period showed that many 

feminist historians were willing to receive criticism and in response explore different ways that 

would make their research less power imbalanced. Even Daphne Patai, who is justifiably critical 

of the feminist research process, believes that it would be “a mistake to let ourselves be 

overwhelmed by these problems… Ultimately we have to make up our minds whether our 

 
174 Kobayashi, “Coloring the Field,” 76. 
175 Ibid, 73. 
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research is worth doing or not, and then determine how to go about it in ways that let it best 

serve our stated goals.”176 As the field of women’s and gender history ages, no doubt more ways 

will emerge to improve the feminist research process, especially as the number of African 

feminist scholars increases.  

  

 
176 Patai, “U.S. Academics,” 150. 
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Conclusion 

Writing in 2010, historian Susan H. Armitage reflected back on the beginnings of 

women’s and gender history. 

“Forty years ago, we took up women's oral history in the face of emptiness. No women in 

the history books and strictly limited ways (we thought) to recover their lives. Sherna 

Gluck spoke for many of us when she refused to be ‘historically voiceless.’ In the 

intervening years, American women's historians have created a new history… Women's 

oral history has been an indisputable component in that effort. Now, as the sources of 

women's oral history multiply, it is time to recognize the importance of that work—and to 

continue it.”177 

 

It may be hard to believe that until the 1960s, there were no large scale efforts that sought to 

breakdown the false notion that history is ‘genderless.’ Even though women and gender were 

rarely mentioned in the history books, many historians continued to claim that historical writing 

was in fact ‘objective’ and ‘genderless.’ It was not until the second wave of feminism, when 

mainly white, middle-class feminists in the United States began to openly and in large numbers 

protest against their oppression, that historians became interested to focus on women’s voices 

and experiences as a way to advance feminism’s cause. Like Susan Armitage mentioned above, 

the process of making up for the absence in women’s voices and experiences in history began 

with limited (re)sources, which pushed feminist historians to become creative and to adopt 

women’s oral history as one of the main ways to establish women’s and gender history as an area 

of study. The advances that were made were in fact very significant for feminists as well as for 

history. 

At the same time, although well intended, Western feminist historians’ work on African 

women and gender contained important issues. The early feminist scholarship was 

 
177 Susan H. Armitage, “The Stages of Women’s Oral History,” in The Oxford Handbook of Oral History, 
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overwhelmingly dominated by an assumption of a ‘sisterhood bond’ between Western women 

feminists and the women in East Africa and elsewhere. Claims to ‘sisterhood’ led them to 

emphasize the commonalities between all ‘women’ as a universally oppressed group while 

downplaying the differences among them. Western feminist faced criticisms for their portrayal of 

African men as co-oppressors, along with European men, of African women. 

In the later period, postmodernism’s influence on feminism led significant changes. 

Scholarship in the 1990s mainly focused on how gender was (de)constructed in the colonial era, 

abandoning the assumption that all women were a universally unified category. Rather, feminists 

became interested in the notions of ‘difference’ and ‘subjectivities,’ which emphasized that there 

was no single female experience. Moreover, class analysis became less central in the scholarship 

as Marxist/socialist feminism lost its dominant place in feminism during the 1990s.  

 Issues of positionality and power relations were not explicitly discussed in the 

scholarship until the 1990s. In the early decades of the field, feminist researchers were naive or 

illusioned about the inequalities between them and the women they interviewed for research. The 

early discourse of Western feminism which emphasized ‘sisterhood’ and the connection between 

all women by virtue of their shared oppression contributed to the illusion that there were no 

power inequalities between the white, middle-class feminist research from the West and the 

African women interviewed. As Daphne Patai argued, feminist scholars’ desire to ‘give voice to’ 

or to ‘empower’ African women demonstrated the power embedded position of the researcher as 

well as risked reinforcing the inequalities in research rather than breaking them down, as 

feminism claimed to do.  

 In the later period, influenced by postmodernism and its ideas of many truths, feminist 

historians of African women began to practice reflexivity, reflecting on how their position 
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impacted their interview process and research results. They also sought to make the research 

process mutually beneficial in order to prevent the research relationship from becoming 

exploitative or self-serving. Historians brought back a manuscript of their work to the women 

whose oral histories were used and made an effort to centralize these women’s voices in their 

work as a way of limiting the imbalance of power in the relationship. Although many have 

argued that those efforts went a long way to make the research relationship more equal, other 

scholars have contested the fruitfulness of those efforts, arguing that they are often just ‘feel 

good measures’ that do not inherently challenge the system. 

 Yet, no scholar I have encountered has attempted to argue that feminist scholars should 

give up their studies on the history of women and gender in Africa. Although the position of the 

researcher brings out important problems, giving up on studying the history of women and 

gender in Africa, and elsewhere, would mean returning to a time where women were very often 

completely left out of the historical records. Despite its downsides, African women’s oral history 

gave historians a tool to counter the androcentric, and Eurocentric, biases in the written records. 

It challenged the normalization of men’s experiences, and sometimes it even forced historians to 

significantly reconsider the historical narrative of some events such as Tanzania’s independence 

movement. 

The field of African women and gender history is definitely not done evolving and 

changing. According to the Nigerian-British feminist Amina Mama,  

“Feminist movements have become more assertive and influential in Africa, and there are 

now significantly more students, scholars, activists and writers engaged in feminist 

scholarship across the region… Feminists who have had the experience of working across 

disciplines and perspectives, within and outside academic institutions and sometimes 
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across national borders, now support one another, and as a result have developed a 

steadily growing sense of the value of their work, both locally and internationally.”178 

 

Although African feminist scholars still face challenges in higher education,179 their numbers and 

influence on the study of African women and gender have grown since the 1970s. What once 

was a field that was overwhelmingly dominated by Western feminist scholars has changed to 

respond to the criticisms of feminist scholars in the Third World and will probably continue to 

change as more African feminist scholars begin to exert their influences and redefine the field. 

As the feminist scholarship on African women’s and gender history grows, it will be interesting 

to see what new changes and trends emerge.   
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