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NS OF WOMEN SUBORDINATION IN CLASSLESS AFRICAN
SOCIETIES.™

ON THE ORIGI

Finn Kjerby

n the subordination of women, the debate often

In discussions ©O
how this subordination originated. A

question of
t is that the subordination of women originated

perty and class society. This

turns to the

common argumen
from the development of private pro

point of view is clearly influenced by
F. Engels in nis book: "The Origin of the Family, Private Proper-

ty and the state". The weakness Of Engels’ analysis is to a large
extent a result of the very limited and wrongly interpreted data

s time of writing.

the analysis presented by

available at hi

er is an attempt to present an alternative historical ma-

This pap
e to a better understand-

terialist analysis which may contribut

ing of the issues involved in the original subordination of women

in Africa, by drawing on more recent contributions of social anth

pological analysis on the subject.

To a large extent, the conceptual framework and the analysis pre

sented below is pased on A. Christensen and P. Aaby’s "Postscript
to Engels” "The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the
State", Politisk Revy serien no. 5, Copenhagen 1977 (in Danish

language). Christensen and Aaby’s important contribution to the

debate on the women question provides a thorough critique of Eng
theory, followed by an excellent analysis of the forms of pre-ca

italist societies and the position of women. This paper summaris

their analysis of the two earliest forms of society, the band an

the tribal society, interwoven with an attempt to analyse the e

history of women subordination in a dynamic perspective of produl

tion, control and accumulation.

% Seminar Paper No. 35, presented at the BRALUP Workshop on Wome!
Studies and Development, University of Dar Es Salaam, August 1,
The present paper is a sligntly corrected version of the originé



The Band Soclety.

nting and gathering societies are often referred to as band socie-
ﬂu.B in enthropological literature. It is a useful term which ex—
t; es the small-scale, loosely knit and flexible social organi-
" of these societles. It is the distinct mark of the social
"tionzntion of band societies, that there is no necessity - in
Drs‘niof the utilization of resources - of maintaining a continuous,
- ent group based on kinship or other forms of recruitment. This
"r'::portant implications for the position of women vis a vis men.,
";.t 1iterature, giving some consideration to the relationship be-
een the E€Xes, indicate the existence of a complementary ballance
,vpowor between men and women. This seems to be related to the way
yhich nature is utilized and to the fact that men had no means
feontrolling women apart from weapons, the use of which might well
ave been selfdefeating.

ng of wild animals, primitive fishing and gathering of insects,
ds, roots, berries and fruits are not forms of production in the
ict sense. They are rather forms of appropriation of finished or

y made natural products. Appropriation of natural products does
Egholons involve labour, and hunting, gathering and fishing all
on forms of labour processes which may involve individual

r or cooperation. Whereas both sexes may fish, a sexual division
”}-r has developed between men as being mainly hunters and women
ng mainly gatherers, but this sexual division is not always

.« Women participate in hunting as beaters and do hunt small

s themselves. Men, if hungry on a hunt, will collect berries,
etc.. Even so, the typical sexual division of labour seems to
i ogical tendency influenced by the womens’ lesser mobility

Of pregnancy and child care. At least child-bearing women
rented from hunting larger animals which involves a lot of

; Idoologically, the social relatioms of this difference may
2 distinctions between hunting and gathering into a divi-
‘4%0ur more strict than it had to be. This, coupled with the
8 training in the use of weapons, may give them a dominant
S0 although we can not talk about equal positions of men

and Women, thig does not ¢

women in bapqg Bocieties ig
agricultural or pastoral soci
existence of the COmplemen
NOmenon in bang sociotiol,
the sexual division of lak

In the bang S0cieties ou;
necessity of controlling T
not a critical factor. co
do not "scrape a living" g
Even in harsh areas like
Mbulu district the work P
more tham 2-4 hours a day o
or 2 days

and then rest for
or the women collect food,
spot, some of it is brou,
camp. When the food 1ssies
again. In contrast to
accumulation and storag
untill the next hary st
work is discontinued
year round. In contras
there is therefore n
tribution of the
years. There is no
etc.. There is no
generations. Since
mentary both in ti
maintain or reproduce
and managers (el
duction.

Every adult has
Cooperation in hu
and is discontin
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Although women tend to
e better

other forms of hunting is individual.

ect food in small groups SO as to be abl

lves and their children against dangerous ani-
t from the like-

> out and coll
mse
bour process is also individual apar

g
to protect sha

their 1la

malB, .
peration in looking after children.

1ipood of ¢9°

e is no permanent group established on the basis of

Thus, ther
Every individual is as

territOrial association or cooperation.
ood as &0 son to continue to stick
g

together if mu Due to the
high variability of game and Veg
maintain high mobility. It may split up into smaller groups

g seasons short of game and food, mand if resources are in-
a roamed by a particular band, mem=

y other, and there is no rea
tual dislike or hostility develops.
etable food the band has to

durin
ficient in the whole are

suf
other groups in areas where the resour-

pers can leave and join
ces are more plentifull. There is thus a constant flux of members
The groups are highly flexible, free from being

petween groups.
iece of land and free from depending on a

 tied to & certain p

~ pixed amount Of labour. Since the labour in momentary and dis-

continous, there is no strong mutual dependency.

based on appropriation of natural products

these conditions,
seem to account

hich show a high variability in time and space,

'or the fact that the common form of the family is ©
ree of instability. The

could form the basis

ne of loosely

pit pair relationships showing a high deg

relations of mutual dependency which

a lasting connection are protection, complementary food pro-

sion or raising the children. But a womem is not dependent on
particular man for being protected,
enant and neither is a man dependent on one particular woman

her services. It might not even be of any particular impor-
The

eating meat or becoming

‘@ nor concern to know who the father of a child is.

dren would naturally belong to their mothers. The same applies
the band which is not dependent on any particular members.
band to exist it only needs a certain minimum size and an

OXimately equal sex composition. If it becomes too big for
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the resources Of the area it has to split, or rather some members
will leave to join other groupse.

When the children are old enough they could as well join other

groups. They are not needed for herding, agricultural or domestic

tasks. Children are neither a potential labour force nor an in-
surance against age. There is no strong social control of the

offspring. Rather, too many children at the same time would be a

burden in the same way as 0ld people become a burden, because
they are immobile and do not contribute to the provision of food.
This would seem toO account for the fact that aged or sick are
left behind, and that child care exhibits very low standards to
t that child mortality is reported to be very high. If
control or mistreat his wife

the effec
a husband tries to subordinate,

there is nothing to prevent her from running away to live with

another man who would protect her against her former husband.

If a woman absconds it is unlikely that two bands would line up
behind their respective rival partners to fight out the matter.

Due to membership inter-exchange, personal bonds might exist which

would discourage some members. In any case it would be difficult

for two bands to fight each other because of the large distances
involved (very low populathon density), constant group mobility
and the problem of keeping contact between always flight-ready
enemies. A more wellknown and reported solution, both to inter-
band enmity and to periodic or localised food shortages, is peaco;
fully to allow the neighbouring band to utilize onef territory if
there is enough food. There seems to be neither a struggle nor
fights over women, land (nor cattle) in the way we know it from

tribal agricultural and pastoral societies. You cannot offend the

band as a group, only individuals. There is no institutionalizei

feud between lineages or clans as is the case in segmentary

lineage societies, where you offend the whole lineage by offen=

ding just one of its members.

Where there is no general, continuous food shortage and no OVer
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ylation pressure the bands and sexes have no reason but to live
0

P p?,acefull coexistence and good friendlyness with each other.

in P°

if weapons are used only for hunting, not for fighting, why

o the women sometimes precluded from armed training? It is well-
-‘r" that hunting is considered a noble and enjoyable sport, much
v;z:nso than food collection. By ideologically precluding women from
L E o training, the men could monopolise and control the activity

; punting and escape the boredom of food collection. Hunting be-

f N specialization, a skill, more valued than womens’ work,

,; on its own, it cannot be used to exphoit the labour of

"n. 1t nothing elsq, women can be looked down upon by the men
j;.ctively. But they cannot be subordinated in a political sense,

is what we mean by a complementary ballance of power be-
the sexes. It arises not from the fact that men control ;
n objects like tools, cattle, land, etc., but from the j
‘that there is no need to control labour givem the particular

 of a momentary and discontinuous labour process based on

priation - not production - of ready-made natural products

show a high degree of variability in time and space. If

no need to control labour, then there is no need to

1 offspring and then there is no need to control the repro-
‘ capacity of women.

Bocleties gathering often provides some 70-80 per cent of
1l food output. Does this mean that women are exploited?
women do not necessarily work longer hours than men do,
Ting is a more efficient activity than hunting, because
cts collected are available in larger more reliable

8 Whereas hunting requires a lot of time for spotting,
:;lnd tracking a wounded animal, and finally carrying

n average, there is considerably more labour time in-
kilo of meat than there is in a kilo of seeds, roots,
ing ants. It ig difficult to imagine how systema-
On of women could be carried out under such condi-
=8 neither "gocigl" accumulation of potential or
"eT8 (children, youth, women) nor is there any mate-

rial accumulation of ¢
vide the impetus for ex
case the E€roup might bA
the group would
al accumulation ig not
for accumulation, As we }
(108 Potential labour
in band Societies thanm i

seeds and roots can be st
Preserve dried meat as
If mobility ig reduced
ally become exhausted of
any case follow,

Case

wi
In band societies, even i{j4* 
that of men because of the
labour, strengthened by
sition of women, in terms
is qualitatively better
followed. In Tanzania, b
one million years wher
women subordination ha
sand years. Why was
ed? It was not that
know about the relat
ting seeds, some are
productivity, these
ly planted in the mo
could have been uproot
American and Australian
this on a minor scale
plants would attract
to the extent of re

It is only when poOpu
a reliable and more ¢
necessary that the
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talk not only about the labour process as a continuum of la-

E: tivities within one sphere of production (in crop production:
E hoeing, planting, weelling, harvesting, processing and
clOaring;r in li;estock production: breeding, herding, protecting,
e siaughtering etc.). We talk about the production process
milkins’tinuous cyclical process which involves production, con-
E czn roducts, redistribution and consumption. In contrast to
E ieties there is no longer a direct connection between la-
et 50: consumption. There is productiom of a social product, the
e or the family estate, which has to be preserved, stored or
B ed untill the mext harvest or cycle. Continuity in produc=-
“‘intA1nde emdent on the biological or natural cycle of plant and
E ia11f2 but production is no longer left to nature. Production
‘::i::itroll;d. If the population increases, or if somebody wants to
A e, production can be increased. So, to some extent, nature
e,‘t m°: ;ontrolled and it becomes necessary to control an area
k. :iais suitable and contains the necessary means of production.
:W. place of work becomes permanent.

potential for population growth is increased by controlling

re and the continuous or recurrent use of the same area de-
%opg into greater territorial association. You grow you? crops

| graze your cattle on the land of your ancestors. Territorial
%aintion and the right of all members of the group th the EREHE
T'- provisions of the last harvest and to the future product
labour conditions a greater stability in the compogition of

[N

it is the nuclear family, the extended family, or some

; minor or major section of the lineage which makes up the
oup tends to depend on the necessary forms of cooperation

e labour pProcess. And wether it is a subgroup or the clan
becomes dominant politically and economically might often
éilted with the problem of defending the area. The extended
Or the minimal or minor lineage tends to be the group
OS5esses the use-right of a given patch of land and of the
The clan is often the only guarantee that such use-rights

can be exercised, Thov:

in the territory ig aqu

lineage, and as such, th

8ibility for protoction,
territory becomes too

it is,
Ownership to lang and
and utilization confer;
session are hierarchic
(not stratification) of

It ltslis good for a ¢

agricultural ang pastoral

will eventually be apro

other groups. Thig problem

driving out the enemy if
production, i.e. incr
as a measure to contain
though there may often b
the problem of fighting
ting alliances between
together by alliances
enter into mutual
out in a fight and §§
cases, alliances are
a larger cultural an
S0 we can have both
on or designed to,Av
t£1 14 Ew8

The reason why we a
bal societies is no
as one schollar
if possible, reg
problem develops o
production and co;

expansion of agricu

the richer it B ¥ T
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pistory of Africa is extremely dynamic. It would then seem
e

L t population growth is related both to production and to
tha

control ©

production.
¢ of production, the development of the productive forces,
men

yhich by itself automatically causes the population to increase.
1t is control of
which conditions population growth. At this early stage of social
oduction, the dynamic of social development does not arrise from
pr spontaneous development of the productive forces by controlling
:z: means Of production (land, tools and cattle), but by control-
1in This relates directly to the subordination

of women.

£ labour as the measure to control and promote natural

But then it is not simply the technological develop-

labour as a necessary precondition for production

g labour directly.

Labour 18 of critical importance to production and it becomes of
critical importance to control labour. Women as producers of pro-
ducers become of critical importance and are subordinated to di-

rect control in classless society where nobody has direct and ex-
‘clusive control over land or implements. During the early phase
of tribal society, there is no doubt that land was easily avail-
able and that all adults could manufacture the necessary tools

due to their simple technological properties. Producers could not
e controlled by controlling and preventing access to the means of

roduction. These were communally controlled.

irthermore, there is nothing in the nature of the form of pro-
ction which directly determines that kinship in the form of

leages or clans becomes the dominant relations of production in
iety. Nor can we say that the particular form of control found
iin the kinship system is directly determined by the form of
duction (Aaby, 1978). But we can observe that kinship relations
tion as the dominant relations of production and control in

t all tribal societies despite of the fact that they are based
1¢reat varicty of different forms of production or agricultural
ns . A1) we can say is that there secems to be a good deal of

fferent acricultural systems of production vary enormerously
””B Of land and labour use: Pure pastcralism, agro-pastoralism,
88riculture, mixed farming, long-term forest fallow, short

¥ith fishing or hunting etc..

JU S . 3 s 3 T ¥ S
hfalloW, annual cropping, irrigaticn, combinations of culti-
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flexible compatibility between kinship relations as the dominant

form of control on the one kand, and the different existing forms

of production on the other. This measure of compatibility may arise

from the fact, that in terms of continuity and group flexibility,

kinship relations can operate or be manipulated in such a way as

to be functional for most agricultural and pastoral systems of

production. The basic problem is really to ensure that there is
enough labour for the present, the next and future agricultural
seasons. The problem of securing the future is thus a problem of

securing children. Sometimes the future is also a problem both fopr

children and for adults. It is this latter problem which "locateg"

the struggle.

In contrast to the band society, we can now understand why it be-
comes of critical importance to control women as producers of
future producers (children). The real subordination of women, in
the true sense of the word, arrises out of this control. Before
we ask how this control developed, we ask why it was the men, and
not the women themselves, who took control of their function as
producers of the producers? - After all, the reproductive capacity
of women is private, irrespective of how production is organized,
It would appear, naturally, that the children really belong to
their mothers who have carried them in their womb, given life
and birth to them, fed them and taken care of them l). Women
should have had the right to control men, because they produced
them, they "laboured" for them.

Why did women not take control of men? If the problem is the con-
tinuity and reproduction of the group, it would not have made w;
sense., The contribution of an individual man to social reproduc
tion is not of critical importance. As is wellknown, a single
man can "impregnate" a great number of women. But 1f ome women
had even a hundred men, it would not have made any significant

difference to her reproductive capacity. For any group and any

1) There have been a number of societies where the connection
between sexual intercourse and pregnancy was not known.
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it is a problem to get women. It is no problem for women to
man

t men. Originally, there appeared to be no reason for the wo-
e *
F to take control of men. This was to prove counter-productive
men

for women.

e can only imagine a situation where the original step of con-
trol over women was taken. At some time, the long transition from
opriation of natural products to production would indicate
appz :t became more advantageous to artificially produce plants
I:aorder to achieve a higher output. Perhaps for specific envi-

ental reasons, because of shortage of natural produce or be-
B of population pressure in an island eco-system from which
;causebilities of expansion were limited, there was a necessity
'Qoss:art growing crops. There might also have been security rea-
'::n: involved. Perhaps for some specific reason, hostility had
é.veloped between some bands. It became dangerous for women to
roam around gathering food. Other men were out to rob them. Am-
in;hOB could be avolded if the women remained in one rlace where
tqu, berries, roots and fruits grew in plenty and could be re-
¥“., Some men could remain at home protecting them. Others could
‘atinue hunting, perhaps under some constraints of mobility,
griculture had become a necessity.

crops grew in importance, it became necessary to secure a

ible labour force of women. Demographic incidences, such as low
tility of women or high child mortality, would become a threat
continuity and survival of the group. To counteract such
imstances, it would be necessary to aquire women from other

P8, to fight them back with the same strategy of robbing women.
1d appear to have been the crisis of the band society, the

f the complementary ballance of power between the sexes.

i

h a situation the aquisition and control of women would

umed a violent form. Because of the division of labour

‘omen had to look after children and were less mobile,

ld not have the possibility to take on the function of

Other women, They were also more vulnerable, because

"OUps were out for them. Men became the controllers, part-

1y because they Tobbed 4y
they defendeq the vonc{
This might be the realﬁn
fave assumeq a violent
ties, at tpe same til.';bi‘
avolded and forbidgen 1),
and a topol for chilg r.' :

Engels correctly called
3

At the Originale stage
not move around peace
to fing g Woman? If t
the whole area, it woul "
territory where they h;d
their chances in the huﬁ*

The imagined origins of "
above are more of a nythf
trast to the myth crea: i
Family, Private Prop
more in line with th
has appeared since Enge
with respect to his i
T
How did the violent fo
It is quite obvious &
present a lot of

Suppose that te

would be gained
fully. If two g

1) In the areas of
tion to intensive a,
labour, warfare
lations which t
for robbing women,
land area to th 5
Rappaport, 1968).
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gamous kinship systems have not known the con-
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bridged by missionary activity = how ¢
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of women takes place directly between two elders or two groups
p and B, and since 1t can easily happen that the girl of A is
not yet old enough, the marriage of B would have to be delayed
ynile A could go ahead and marry. What now, if that young girl
suffers an untimely death., Or alternatively, what if she eventu-
211y gets married but fails to bear any children? In both cases
another woman must be found. But suppose there is none to be
found and women cannot be borrowed from other groups because
they also want a woman in return. This is clearly the bottleneck
of the system. A now stands in debt to B. It may well be that
Tome form of compensation was worked out. How it started we
:on't know. But it is clear, that bridewealth, what the first
ﬂropeans in Africa called the brideprice, solved the problem,
he origin of bridewealth, the transition from direct to indi-
sct exchange, marks the second revolution for the elders,

; the wife givers, bridewealth really constitutes a form of
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mne dynamic of African history cannot be understood without ex-
ining the dynamics of production, control and accumulation.
Plathe band society, the dynamics involved would seem to be
i:termined mainly by nature. Sole dependency on appropriation of
natural products apparently imposed limits to the possibility of

- yp the form of unmobilized labour time. The dominant mode of ap-
3 riation, based on individual labour, seemed to have made it

 Pr°iicu1t to control any individual. This proved to stabilize

:;: mode of appropriation and the complementary ball§§ce of

sower between the sexes for many thousands of years . There

l s no exploitation of woman by man.

he dynamic history of tribal patrilineal kinship systems based
[he
agricultural and pastoral production is the history of per-

.accumulation of bridewealth in the form of prestige goods

d livestock was based on controlled exchange of women snd sn
nioitation and appropriation of a surplus produced by women
 jouth. Accumulation imposes a dynamic of its own upon nature
‘lociety. Nature was no longer dominant. Social control be-~
es dominant. Ideology centers on the accumulation of bride=-
f;. In africa, the socalled cattle complex was born. In
k. and Melanesia they are said to have a pig complex.

New

5@rding to Richard Leakey the first primitive hunter/gath-
in East Africa can be dated back to about 2 mill. years
t that stage tools were

ng and cutting was a much later development. The
ﬁ.developed'language can be related to early ideolo-
roductions of art, such as sculpture and rock-paintings
' and hunting scenes dating back some 40,000 years. The
ent of language and ideology would seem to be an im-
Precondition for the development of social control as
irom instinctive biological control.

ial accumulation, despite the existence of a potential surplus
50C

etual subordination of women and temporary subordination of youth
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INDF(DTE FOLK OG INTERNATIONAL LOV

naqisterforelwsning holdt 4. 1f.12. 1990 Hanne Vehan

Der er mange som har undret sig over sammenstillinsen af aa

to felter "Indfodte Folk" og "International Lov" og spurct
ey

hvad de to ting har med hinanden at gore. Svaret er enkel:.

Nar mennesker, det vere sig som enkeltpersoner eller sonm

grupper, bestandig finder sig sat udenfor enhver 1lov og ret s

det land, de bor i, ma de soge udveje for stotte P& et plap
S

som er overordnet enkeltstaterne, d.v.s. de kan appellere $i]

internationale organer 0g til verdensoffentligheden for pi

denne made at skaffe sig moralsk og politisk steootte.

Det er et velkendt faktum, at indfedte folk alle steder i

har veret ofre for de europ=iske nationers expansion og ko

alisme, som har fert til massiv udryddelse af hele befolkn:

voldsom reduktion af andre; indfedte folks land og ressou

er gédlagt eller taget fra dem, Og deres rettighedei%omf

i det hele taget tradt under fode p& enhver tznkelig méd

Efterhanden som den europziske civilisation tromlede fre

hovederne pa andre verdensdeles folkeslag, udvikledes

at disse folk var mindrevzrdige som mennesker; de blev

for laverestidende facer, og det blev profeteret, at de

ville udde af sig selv ligeson fortidens k=mpeogler; ¢

todonter - i hvert fald ville det ga dem sadan,

og mas

havde forstand til at kere med o0& udviklingens strom

hvortil adgangsbilletten bestod i at de indfodte Det

matte opgive deres land og deres s=rlige kultur 0f

identitet, m.a.o0. hvis de indfedte ville have plads

tets samfund mdtte de enten lade sig integrer® og

eller ncsi slet og ret - uidda.



