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On March 8, 2014, the world will once again acknowledge the achievements of women in  myriad  fields 
and honor them for their exceptional contributions to the progress achieved in building  more inclusive 
societies, where access to opportunities is no longer intrinsically biased by gender and racial considera-
tions. These commemorations, which are part of the International Women’s Day celebrations, have become 
annual rituals with variation in the theme since the first such event, held on March 8, 1913. This year, they 
are wrapped under the slogan “Equality for Women Is Progress for All,” probably reflecting the transfor-
mational and intergenerational benefits of women’s empowerment. In the words of Brigham Young “You 
educate a woman; you educate a generation.”

However, at the beginning of these commemorations, in the early 1900s, the social aspirations were equally 
dictated by the class and racial origins of individuals in a non-color-blind world of institutionalized inequality 
of opportunity. The International Women’s Day (IWD) of that era was to a large extent less concerned with 
the plight of women of African descent. In America, the 1900s were dominated by the struggles for civil 
rights, as the 1863 Emancipation Proclamation signed by President Lincoln to free the slaves gave birth to 
the Jim Crow era of de jure racial segregation. In the continent of Africa, where countries were basically 
either European colonies or under the apartheid regime in southern Africa, African women could not be 
part of the emancipation movement at the global level. Instead, they were just like their sisters in North 
America, primarily concerned with racial equality and aspiration to greater dignity for all Africans, both 
women and men, around the world.  

Perhaps this history partly explains the delay in the celebrations of IWD on the African continent, and in 
some cases overlapping or parallel celebrations whereby women’s contributions are celebrated on a different 
day in some countries. For instance, in South Africa, the National Women’s Day, which has been an annual 
celebration since 1994, was born out of the historic march of courageous women in August 9, 1956, to petition 
against the legislation introduced to curtail the freedom of movement for South Africans of African descent 
during the apartheid era. Under that legislation, no South Africans of African descent could travel in their 
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own country unless they carried an identity-pass, 
a requirement not applied to Caucasians.

Over time, the women’s anti-pass campaign became 
the benchmark in the struggle for freedom in South 
Africa—we all remember valiant and powerful 
women raising their fists and marching under the 
tune “Amandla, Amandla!” That tune inspired 
scores of liberation movements whose ideals of 
freedom and equality ultimately prevailed, with 
the end of the apartheid regime and transition 
toward a more inclusive and democratic society in 
1994. Perhaps these political considerations and 
asymmetric distribution of power and treatment 
of states at the global level also played a role in the 
fact that the United Nations commemorated its 
first IWD in 1977, more than three decades after 
its creation—and after more countries had become 
sovereign states. 

The contribution of women to Africa’s development 
goes beyond the fight for freedom and equality dur-
ing the colonial and apartheid era, however. It is 
much broader and part of a long historical process 
going back several centuries, including the pre-
colonial and colonial periods. In effect, despite the 
constraints imposed by the colonial institution, 
some of which included racial discrimination and 
division of labor along gender lines, women’s per-
severance in the sphere of subsistence agricultural 
production ensured the survival of families, making 
them the bedrock of resistance in the face of eco-
nomic uncertainty and political instability. 

In this context, assessing the contribution of women 
to Africa’s development from a historical perspec-
tive provides a better understanding of potential 
causes and historical processes underpinning gender 
inequality in the region. It also has the potential to 
shed some light on the extent of women’s contribu-
tion to Africa’s development and the growing wave 
of economic empowerment, besides the struggle 
for freedom. In effect, while freedom is the first 
critical step to personal growth and emancipation, 
economic empowerment is the sure and sustainable 
path to true equality. 

Colonial 
institution 
and gender 
production  
Although it is relatively 
more difficult to trace 
studies focusing on 
intra-household distri-
bution of resources and 
gender production in 
pre-colonial Africa—
owing in a large part to 
the preeminence of oral 
traditions, the absence 
of household surveys, and distortions of knowl-
edge in the colonial period—there is a larger body 
of research devoted to gender production in the 
colonial period (Boserup 1970; Alesina et al. 2011; 
Ajyampong and Fofack 2014). The majority of these 
studies highlight gender segregation with respect to 
economic activity. In particular, they point to gender 
bias in the nonagricultural sector and division of 
labor by gender in the agricultural sector, with some 
types of work strongly associated with women, and 
some types with men. 

Reviewing the gender-linked  division of labor in 
the colonial period, numerous scholars have estab-
lished that African women performed mostly domes-
tic duties (Boserup 1970; Guyer 1984). Outside the 
household, in the realm of agriculture, women were 
primarily employed as workers, helping their hus-
bands with food production and conservation. In 
contrast, and as sole owners of the family enterprise 
and related production factors, men enjoyed the full 
control of household assets and inherent production 
under that social division of labor.  

Inequality in the ownership and distribution of 
resources and sexual division of labor in agricultural 
production was widespread across Africa, irrespec-
tive of the colonial power. A review of the production 
process in the central region of Cameroon—a French 
colony— shows that husbands had the ultimate right 
of disposal over the production of goods from sub-
sistence farms, even though their contribution to 
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the production process was limited to clearing fields 
(Guyer 1978). This responsibility for a single task was 
in contrast to women’s continuous work and sustained 
effort, which extended over the whole food produc-
tion chain: preparing the land, planting, weeding, 
and harvesting. 

Similarly, studies have shown that the division 
of labor in the context of household production 
followed the same pattern in British colonies. For 
instance, in addition to doing most of the plant-
ing, weeding, and harvesting in Kenya, women 
in the Luo community were also responsible for 
housework and childcare and for storing and 
managing the food supply, while Luo men had 
very specific and time-sensitive tasks and lim-
ited responsibility with respect to agricultural 

production (Hay 1976). In addition to pastoral 
activities, their contribution to the food produc-
tion chain was limited to clearing the fields and 
breaking the ground for first cultivation. 

At the same time, a number of studies have estab-
lished that the division of labor along gender lines in 
the agricultural sector was not always clear-cut, but 
determined by local conditions [Baumann (1928)]. 
Though men consistently played a role in the initial 
phase of agricultural production by clearing the 
farm, there are a number of societies where they 
also participated either directly or indirectly in 
other aspects of food production, especially with 
the transition from shifting cultivation (hoe culture) 
to plough culture. 

“You educate 
a woman; 
you educate a 
generation”
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Although women’s work continues to be prominent, 
there are geographical areas where men actively par-
ticipated in the whole chain of food production. This 
is particularly the case in the steppes and savannas 
of the Sudan and East Africa, where the man shares 
the work of hoe culture; he hoes the ground, sows, 
weeds, and harvests, alone or with women. In a 
few cases in the northeast, for instance,  men actu-
ally play a more prominent role (Baumann 1928). 
However, in the Central and West African regions, 
all the man does is to clear the ground, leaving all 
the rest of the work to the woman.   

Changing dynamics of gender 
relations 
Still, a number of studies have focused on the extent 
to which the theoretical division of labor that under-
pinned pre-colonial Africa and produced a certain 
equilibrium in the dynamics of gender production 
might have been affected by the introduction of cash 
crops and the emergence of resource extraction dur-
ing the colonial period. In this line, Mullings (1976) 
argues that the shift towards increased production 
of export crops during the colonial period destroyed 
the pre-existing reciprocal division of labor. In effect, 
the new equilibrium that emerged from the rise of 
colonialism confined African women to the produc-
tion of food crops, and the preeminence of women 
in subsistence agriculture has continued to this day.  

Some scholars have argued that the shift toward 
increased production of export crops and the expan-
sion of the mining sector during the colonial period 
destroyed the pre-existing reciprocal division of 
labor (Mullings 1976; Henn 1984). While women 
continued to play a critical role in subsistence agri-
culture, men abruptly reduced their initially limited 
contribution to food crop production to discretely 
and inelastically allocate their time to cash crop 
production and natural resource extraction as labor-
ers. Reflecting on that sexual division of labor in the 
agricultural sector, a European director of agricul-
ture in Uganda famously declared in 1923 “Cotton 
growing could not be left to women and old people.” 

This transformation in the colonial period affected 
time allocation for both men and women. The larg-
est workload fell on women, who had to work even 
longer hours without commensurate benefits. As 
men gradually shifted from food crop to cash crop 
production, and later to export-oriented extrac-
tive industries, women had to assume full control 
of the food production chain, from clearing and 
farming to harvesting, while at the same time being 
fully responsible for housework and childcare. In 
this context, and not surprisingly, research on the 
colonial period established that women, on average, 
worked 70 hours a week in Cameroon, compared to 
46 hours in the pre-colonial period. Meanwhile, men 
worked an average of 55 hours a week (Henn 1978).

Recent empirical evidence suggests that the gender 
gap in the number of daily working hours remains 
significant in Sub-Saharan Africa. Despite the gener-
ally declining trend and reduction in the length of 
work in the post-colonial period, women continue to 
have much longer working days in Africa. In 2007, 
a World Bank study noted that on average African 
women worked 13 hours a day in households and 
outside labor, while men’s daily average number of 
hours devoted to work oscillated around 8 hours.

In addition to managing the entire food production 
chain, women also contributed directly or indi-
rectly to the growth of the cash crop industry and 
the expanding mining sector by supporting male 
workers confronted 
with forced labor and 
low wages (Guyer 
1978). Wages received 
by male workers in the 
cash economy were 
extremely low and had 
to be supplemented with 
food and other goods 
produced by women, 
an informal coping 
mechanism that may 
be viewed as the unpaid 
labor of women subsi-
dizing the structurally 
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low colonial wage—also often referred to as the 
“starvation wage.” 

It has been established that the colonial extraction 
of economic surpluses from the African population 
was among the main reasons behind the higher 
work load faced by African workers, and especially 
women, who assumed greater responsibilities both 
inside and outside the home as a result (Henn 1984). 
In practice, that colonial extraction was achieved 
through several channels, including higher taxes, 
forced production of cash crops, resource extraction, 
food levies, and removal of men to work in sectors 
leading colonial production.

However,  in addition to gender bias in the nonagricul-
tural production sector and sexual division of labor in 
the agricultural sector, the asymmetric nature of the 
relationship between men and women in the colonial 
period was also fueled by inequality in access to oppor-
tunities and technology. In this regard, it has been 
argued that women cultivated food crops using tradi-

tional methods, while 
men used modern 
scientific methods 
as a result of insti-
tutional support to 
the export sector by 
the colonial admin-
istrations (Boserup 
1970). At the same 
time, women had 
smaller farms, less 
fertile lands, and 
limited opportuni-
ties for occupational 
mobility and wage 
employment, which 
all contributed to 
productivity gaps 
between subsistence 
and export crops 
(Guyer 1984). 
But  irrespective 
of gender con-
siderations, the 

indigenous population had only limited access to 
the more fertile and productive intra-marginal 
lands in settler economies such as South Africa and 
Zimbabwe. Naturally, this further constrained the 
prospects of raising the productivity in the subsist-
ence agricultural sector dominated by women in the 
overwhelming majority of countries, especially with 
a growing number of male workers migrating to the 
cash economy, mainly mining in South Africa and 
agricultural commodities in Zimbabwe.

Narrowing gender gaps in the post-
independence era 
However, gender inequality and sexual division of 
labor— illustrated most notably in the preeminence 
of men in the export sector (cash crops and natural 
resource extraction) and the continued ascendancy 
of women in the production of food crops—is not 
due to any innate and intrinsic difference in the 
ability of men and women to perform one set of 
tasks or another. Instead, different efficiencies are 
simply associated with their efforts because the tasks 
are gender-typed. 

The resilience of African women in sustaining food 
production under the constraints imposed by the 
colonial institution and by traditional norms proves 
that they were always physically and intellectually 
capable of economic independence. Perhaps these 
capabilities were simply repressed by traditional and 
colonial practices of land and crop control and the 
Western education system, which divorced women 
from many political, public, and economic activities 
(Gaidzanwa 2003; Akyeampong and Fofack 2014). . 

The independence of many African nations in the 
1960s and the transition toward a more inclusive and 
democratic society following the end of apartheid 
regime in the 1990s have created a new era. Africa 
is now leading the world in the area of gender rela-
tions and dynamics. Across Africa, cases of gender 
equality in political participation are blossoming 
at a rather fast pace, with more and more women 
ascending to the highest offices of the land.  Their 
contribution in other sectors of the economy besides 
agriculture is expanding as well. The latest listing 
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of the wealthiest Africans released by Forbes lists 2 
women (Isabel dos Santos and Folorunsho Alakija) 
in the top 15. 

Similarly, the South African Parliament—with rep-
resentation that is 42.3 percent women— is one of 
the most gender-balanced in the world (in the top 
10). This global ranking is a significant improvement 
from the apartheid era, when women accounted for 
only about 2.8 percent, until the 1990s. Remarkably, 
advanced economies such as the United States, where 
women hold 16.8 percent of seats in Congress, and 
the United Kingdom, where they hold 21 percent, are 
trailing South Africa and several other African coun-
tries, including Angola (38.2 percent), Mozambique 
(39.2 percent), and Rwanda (63.8 percent), Rwanda 
being the world leader.

At the global level, countries such as South Africa 
and Rwanda are among the pioneers in the area of 
gender-responsive budgeting, along with Australia, 
Canada, and the United Kingdom. For these coun-
tries, gender mainstreaming has been strengthened 
within the government. In particular, gender issues 
are integrated into the design and implementation of 
development programs, and gender-disaggregated 
data are systematically collected to monitor the out-
comes and impact of public expenditure allocation 
across gender lines. To the extent that the budget is 
the most important redistribution instrument avail-
able to governments, this augurs well for women’s 
economic empowerment in post-colonial Africa and 
for progress on Millennium Development Goals, 
provided the experiment is sustained and adopted 
by more countries.

The  results and progress toward gender equality 
achieved by countries in the region are increas-
ingly being recognized at the global level. According 
to the latest data released by the World Economic 
Forum Global Gender Gap Index, Lesotho, South 
Africa, and Rwanda (in that order) are now in the 
leading nations where women face the least dis-
crimination in the world, cruising along with Nordic 
countries, and ahead of countries such as the United 
States and France. The Global Gender Gap Index is 

a composite measure based on gender gaps in eco-
nomic participation and opportunity, educational 
attainment, political empowerment, health, and 
survival of women in 136 countries. 

According to the World Economic Forum, the pro-
gress achieved by leading African nations is largely 
attributed to increased female labor force partici-
pation and narrowing wage gaps. In practice, this 
progress is the result of institutional transformation 
and the loosening of traditional norms across the 
region. These changes are most notably illustrated 
by the reduction of gender gaps in education and 
labor force participation, although major challenges 
remain in the latter, especially with the dispro-
portionately large representation of women in the 
informal economy (Akyeampong and Fofack 2013). 

Conclusion  
Perhaps the emerging changes and institutional 
transformations witnessed in the region could 
be more profound in South Africa—the Rainbow 
Nation that was truly founded by both mothers 
and fathers, unlike the United States and many 
other countries where the birth of a nation is often 
associated with the founding fathers. For one, while 
the International Women’s Day celebrated every 
year on March 8 is too global to be country- and 
event-specific, South Africa’s National Women’s 
Day is rooted in the country’s history, born out 
of the historic 1956 march by courageous women. 

The emblem of that historical march—“You strike 
a woman, you strike a rock” —has become the 
national anthem and a commonly shared national 
heritage honored by all citizens, men and women 
alike. One can only hope that, over time, the aspi-
ration for a more inclusive society born out of that 
historical march will grow beyond the borders of 
South Africa to inundate the rest of the continent, 
just as the one organized in the early 1900 in the 
industrialized world has become an annual rit-
ual observed worldwide. Then, progress towards 
Millenium Development Goals will accelerate, not 
just because Equality for Women is Progress for All, 
but also because equality for women will be seen as 
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the foundation for collective and uniform progress 
on the development ladder.
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