Pursuing Gender Equality in the African
University
Amina Mama

Abstract
Africa urgently needs strong, creative and intellectually productive institutions of
higher learning to address continental knowledge needs in a manner that is closely
grounded in the political and cultural aspirations of Africa's diverse peoples;
women as well as men. This requires academics and academic administrators
working in African universities to be deeply sensitive to the challenges of gender
equality, social justice and democratisation, it requires that we dedicate ourselves
to building knowledge institutions that demonstrate these basic values and work
towards producing both the people and the ideas that will see to their propagation
in the wider society. Ensuring equity of access at all levels and in all areas of the
higher education sector is a minimal condition for the pursuit of gender equality.
This requires developing a combination of institutional and intellectual strategies
to advance the practice of gender equality in educational institutions, and to equip
them for the production of both the people and the ideas that existing political
and policy commitments to gender equality demand.

Intellectual Development, Universities and Gender Equality
Intellectual development is a key aspect of cultural development. Without a degree
of dedication to intellectual development, our cultural, economic and political
development, prospects are likely to remain severely constrained, lacking in insight,
foresight and hindsight.
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The importance of education - and the renewed emphasis on Africa's need for
a strong system that includes higher education - is recognised, perhaps more
profoundly than ever before, as we find ourselves living in what many refer to as
the knowledge era.
Mamphela Ramphele (2002, ix), formerly a Director at the World Bank, recently
acknowledged that tertiary education
is a critical pillar of human development world-wide. In today's life-long learning
framework, tertiary education provides not only the high level skills necessary for
every labour market, but also the training essential for teachers, doctors, nurses, civil
servants, engineers, humanists, entrepreneurs, scientists, social scientists, and myriad
personnel. It is these trained individuals who develop the capacity and analytical
skills that drive local economies, support civil society, teach children, lead effective
governments, and make important decisions which affect entire societies.
However, the fact that the World Bank now states something that Africans have always
understood, effectively signals the targeting of African universities as a key site for a
new round of interventions, in the name of globalisation. However, while the meaning
of 'globalisation' continues to be a deeply contested terrain, much as 'development'
has always been, there is little doubt that the interventions of particular agencies are
designed to advance their particular agendas. There are many stakeholders involved in
the renewal of African higher education (international financial agencies, aid agencies,
United States (US) foundations, African governments, African regional organisations
and educational associations, to name only the most evident). They have diverse,
sometimes contradictory, sets of interests. It would seem self-evident, for example,
that the World Bank's agenda for African higher education must surely owe more to
the 'Washington consensus' of the day, than to the visions and aspirations of millions
of disenfranchised and disempowered Africans (Mama 2003, 1).
The massive market and labour market needs of our economies are already well
recognised and very prominent in the policy discourse. I will therefore pay more
attention to the intellectual and political philosophical aspects of education, with special
reference to the challenges of gender equality in postcolonial contexts. Development,
to my mind, requires much more than technical skills, particularly when development
requires social transformation, and includes commitments to gender equality, social
justice and democratisation.
Development is also about much more than gaining control of the political
kingdom, as we learnt in the 1960s onwards. It is also about much more than getting
our economies right, as we have learnt through the 1980s and 1990s. Africa's many
crises and challenges demand the development of intellectual capacities that are
critical, that refuse to be constrained by the received disciplinary boundaries and
hierarchies of knowledge production, and that, instead, draw on and activate the
collective experience and insights that have been accumulated in our societies over
thousands of years. We need to corral our resources and our minds, and apply ourselves
to addressing Africa's problems.
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Intellectual development is an aspect of cultural development. Without a sense of
culture, of collective history and context, we are disabled. It becomes hard to cultivate
a sense of purpose and social responsibility, both of which are prerequisites for even
a minimal level of integrity. By integrity I mean both the cultural integrity that arises
from a sense of self-knowledge and self-respect. I would suggest that the capacity for
political and economic integrity is, in fact, contingent on this sense of self, place and
history. This kind of integrity does not emanate from some essential singular aspect
of identity (e.g. a race, a gender, a religion or a class) but, rather, from the integration
of the various historical conditions (i.e., social, political and economic) that make up
our social reality. It is our awareness of these conditions and our responses to them
that must guide our development. This is both an intellectual challenge and a matter
of culture.
One of the core tasks of institutions of higher learning is that of developing an
intelligentsia tasked with integrating a profound understanding of the dynamics of
culture that arise in this particular context into the 'technical' arenas of politics,
governance and educational institutions. This challenge cannot be evaded or
obscured, as the importance of theory and context is one of the profound lessons
of the postcolonial era. We are a generation that has witnessed - and survived - the
costs of inappropriate universalised approaches to modernisation, rooted in often
inappropriate and imported formulae and uncritical mimicry. These have focused
too narrowly on grand industrialisation projects, many of which have failed or had
dire social and environmental consequences, and which have intensified gender
contradictions and inequalities instead of ameliorating them. We have also witnessed
the manner in which Africa's development has since been circumscribed further by
increasingly narrow economic doctrines that dominate our landscape, and living
through the different outcomes of these doctrines in our various countries (Mkandawire
and Soludo 1999).
It has become quite common to explain some of the unforeseen outcomes of
development/underdevelopment as being matters of 'culture'. I would suggest that
rather than neglect culture, we accept that even the most technical, material and
economistic approaches to. development exist in continuous relation to the
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of redistribution - of gender justice - is greeted with shouts about culture and tradition
being interfered with. These shouts are often visceral, rather than thoughtful reactions
to change. Today we are well aware that exclusively masculine and misogynistic
iterations of our complex and diverse cultural realities need to be contextualised for
what they are (as exclusive, anti-democratic and unjust, not to mention aesthetically
unappealing) and marginalised. For example, the high levels of violence, particularly
sexual violence, in many of our societies should not be excused or justified in the name
of culture. For every man who would claim that wife beating is a tradition, there are
as many women (and many men) who will argue that this is a misrepresentation of
our cultures. If indeed the abuse of women has long been tolerated in parts of Africa,
then we should be unearthing and problematising the historical and social conditions
that have given rise to such an aberration. Rather than attempting to justify brutal and
misogynistic practices, we should be working towards ensuring that such practices are
rendered unacceptable and eradicated as the scourge that they present. Surely woman
beating, rape and child rape are not things we wish to credit with the term culture, or
to claim as African!
Following the same example through from popular to policy discourses, let us
take something we are very proud of. Here in South Africa, as a result of the dynamic
mobilisation of South African women, we now have one of the most advanced legal
and policy frameworks for addressing the abuse and violation of women in the
world. However, our pride in such an achievement is dented on a daily basis by the
empirical evidence that this same nation exhibits the rape, maiming and killing of more
women than any other country in the world. And this is not a country in the throes
of a recognised war. Unable to make sense of this phenomenon, many now speak of
a 'culture of violence'. This suggests a remarkable level of contradiction. Gender is
only one of the dimensions through which culture is so patently manifest, but it is
pervasive. Everybody 'knows' and 'does' gender at some level. Furthermore, gender
is clearly not just a matter of individuality. Gender operates and permeates the lived
reality of social, institutional, political, economic life.
Yet at the same time, culture - defined as the lived reality of the people and
displayed in all the livelihoods and lifestyles that have emerged in the course of
human development - is also the repository of our survival. In postcolonial society
culture has not only been a key aspect of colonial oppression, but also been central
to the resistance and survival of peoples subjected to various forms of oppression,
marginalisation and humiliation, most of them gendered.
Edward Said (2003), in an essay he presented at the University of Cape Town
(UCT) some years ago, reminded us of the special privilege that most societies
afford to the academy, noting that this distinguishes universities from government
bureaucracies, from other workplaces, or indeed our homes. With this privilege come
certain social, moral and political responsibilities. In the same lecture, he further drew
our attention to the manner in which specific social and cultural circumstances must
define the meaning of academic freedom.
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I share his view that universities are privileged institutions, even in Africa where
we have the weakest higher education sector in the world. In South Africa, with a
relatively well-endowed set of institutions, universities seem to me to be regarded
as having a special role too, although there is some contestation over just what that
role entails, now that the structural transformation has been implemented. I would
further suggest that what happens in South African universities also has much wider
relevance, not least because of the leadership role it is playing with regard to regional
integration.
Yet here in South Africa, intellectual development has faced the particular
constraints imposed by a deeply and intransigently racist regime - that of apartheid.
That this regime was also one of the most extremely patriarchal and misogynistic on the
continent is something very apparent in the cultural fabric, in the particular positioning
of African women in the national economy and all the institutions of this land. Most
obviously, the legacies of apartheid have bequeathed South Africans with very limited
development capacity in all fields. This situation retards the implementation of all
that has been achieved in the last decade - the highly impressive national policies and
expressed commitments to gender equality, democratisation and justice.
With regard to gender, higher education institutions have a special responsibility
for pursuing the existing national, regional and international policy commitments to
gender equality, here and all over the continent.
What does this mean?
In the first instance, this requires that they take steps to ensure that they are not
themselves reproducing the problem of gender inequality and injustice within their own
institutional systems, policies and procedures. This means taking gender seriously in
all aspects of institutional development and staffing, planning and service delivery.
Second, one looks to higher education institutions as providers - it is incumbent
on them to produce people equipped to advance national policy agendas. This means
training gender-competent graduates, able to understand and uphold constitutional
and international commitments in their various spheres of work.
Third, we might look to the universities as key sites for research and knowledge
production - to generate knowledge that is not constrained by gender biases and
assumptions. This requires research and scholarship that does not passively reproduce
the gender-biases of malestream epistemologies, methodologies and disciplinary
rubrics. Today, as our knowledge about gender and gender relations in all their
complexity has grown, it is clear that the institutional, pedagogical and epistemological
demands of gender equality require much deeper levels of specialisation than
we might initially have anticipated. The gender equality agenda requires gendercompetent theory, research and analysis that are grounded in a thorough and respectful
understanding of African realities, which extends across the disciplines.
The aforementioned dearth of home-grown capacity - the human resources
necessary in a nation seeking to pursue accepted policies on gender equality is evident
in the yawning and persisting disparities between new progressive policies and the
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persisting realities that South Africans still live out. Some of the most pronounced of
these exist in the arena of gender. Yet these are often neglected, in the South African
context, where transformation discourse is profoundly dominated by race.
In focusing on gender I am in no way seeking to supplant the very necessary and
ongoing business of struggling with all the other dimensions of inequality. I would
rather suggest that if we begin to develop effective gender equality strategies, in a
manner that is sensitive to the peculiarities of South African institutions, then we
will also find ourselves addressing and being better capacitated to address the other
dimensions and dynamics of oppression.
South Africa is not the first African nation to introduce commitments to gender
equality in its national constitution, or the first to allow women equal access into
universities. I therefore propose to discuss the experience of gender strategising in
African universities, so providing a continental backdrop against which we can proceed
to address the opportunities and challenges presented to African universities and to
South African universities in particular.

Gender in African Universities
The university is in some important ways a global institution, but one which has
developed under, and sought to respond to, the particular conditions that have faced
the region.
African universities, since their inception have been regarded as having a pivotal
role in overcoming colonial legacies and in generating the intellectual resources for
regional development. The proliferation of institutions after independence testifies to
the commitment of our various governments in this respect.
Women have embraced higher education with particular enthusiasm, because
for them it has offered one of a few 'respectable' routes out of servitude. Whether
they sought to hope for more than a life of hard labour of the farms, to aspire beyond
their market stalls and trading duties, or simply to develop professional careers that
would enable them to contribute to their societies beyond the circumscribed domestic
and reproductive duties, African women have pursued education. In the context of
this overall expansion, and the fact that independent Africa's universities have never
excluded women in the manner that the Western institutions had done previously,
has resulted in incremental increase in the number of women gaining access, and
earning degrees.
Even so, gender inequalities have persisted in African universities, both in the
institutional profiles, in their cultures, and in their core business of teaching and
research. This persistence has both institutional and intellectual aspects, beginning
with the simple matter of inequity, the numerical imbalances that the history of colonial
rale - itself an extreme form of patriarchy - has bequeathed us. Much of this legacy
persists in subliminal ways, through infomial dynamics that we are yet to unearth
and purge from our institutions. This is difficult and challenging work, because it
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involves changes in psychology, personal practices (including our expressions and
practices of sexuality) institutional procedures and cultures and in all the work that
we do. All this requires a substantial epistemological redirection, the development of
organisational strategies within a philosophical framework that is compatible with the
political transformations and redirections that our societies have embarked on. This is
a matter of struggle and contestation, and involves questions of recognition, but also
questions of redistribution, questions of power and questions of resources.
Institutional challenges
The historical record indicates that the colonial regimes had little room for women
in institutions. In most of our countries very few women were allowed into formal
employment, and those taken on in colonial civil services had to resign when they
got married (Denzer 1991). With regard to education, this was extremely limited
and centred on domesticating African women according to the tenets of Victorian
England. The. curriculum for African girls focused on vocational skills, home making
and hygiene. Makerere College, Uganda's premier higher education institution,
only admitted its first women students in 1945 and this was after a long straggle.
This 'experiment' was closely monitored and regulated, and the number of women
enrolled fluctuated between 1 and 13 in the years leading up to independence. In
1968 there were still only 328 women at Makerere University (Kwesigye 2002). The
National University in the Congo was established in 1954 and although women were
not formally excluded, none were admitted until 1962. The National University of
Côte d'Ivoire had only 6.75 per cent women in its enrolment as late as 1971 (Ajayi
et al. 1996,184). Nigeria, Ghana and Kenya reflect a similar situation, and that in the
French, Portuguese and Belgian colonies was generally worse all round, with hardly
any African men and no African women receiving higher education until liberation
allowed the establishment of universities to proceed.
Today, over three decades after independence, we still do not have comprehensive
gender statistics available. One key source suggests that only 3 per cent of Africa's
professoriate are women, and that women make up only 25 pert35 Tc( li.384 T8) Tj0.053 T
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Table: Women's enrolment in African universities
Ratio

Percentage

Country

Average: (18
countries)

33.3

Highest:

Over 50

Swaziland (51%), Libya (51.9%)

40-50

Angola, Egypt, Madagascar, Senegal, Morocco

30-40

Ghana Kenya, Nigeria, Uganda, Zambia

20-30

Congo, Malawi

10-20

Ethiopa, Mali, Sierra Leone

Lowest:

0-10

CAR

Range: = 9% (CAR) - 51 (Swaziland)

Nigeria, with 60 higher education institutions, has the continent's second largest
higher education sector (after Egypt), with an estimated 900 000 students enrolled
at any given time (Jibril 2003). This amounts to a gross enrolment rate of just 5 per
cent. It is important to note that Nigeria has been exceptional in its provision of
tuition-free education, which mitigates economic differences. Overall, 35 per
cent of students enrolled in Nigerian Universities are women. Beyond these gross
figures, the profile still reflects a deeply gendered distribution, with women still
predominantly located in relatively marginal and poorly resourced fields of study
that largely conform to the conventional gender divisions of labour. There must now
be a substantial number of African women who have obtained higher qualifications
through the almost five decades that have passed since independence, but today
only 12.5 per cent of academic staff are women. This figure most likely reflects the
increase detected in some institutions, where the deterioration of the universities has
led to the departure of many male academics. Nigeria has resisted introducing any
kind of affirmative action to redress these marked gender inequalities.
To take another example, Uganda with 29 higher education institutions and a
rapidly, growing sector, has seen an increased gross enrolment from 2 to 3 per cent
(Unesco 2004). Gender disparities have continued to be marked. The highly contested
affirmative action strategy adopted by the National Resistance Movement in 1991
increased the enrolment of women from 27 per cent to 34 per cent. Only 17.8 per cent
of university staff are women. Within this, the profile reflects the typical pyramidal
picture with women concentrated at the bottom: very few women are professors, and
women make up only 9 per cent of associate professors, 29 per cent of senior lecturers
and 30 per cent of lecturers.
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These advances are not very impressive and thus do point to the importance of
affirmative action. At the same time, they point to the limitations of focusing narrowly
on the question of women's access. Access clearly needs to be accompanied with other
forms of support, most of which are not forthcoming; a point I return to below.
Comparatively speaking, South Africa fares relatively well in terms of its numerical
gender profile, but nonetheless is still far short of gender equity. South Africa's gross
enrolment rate is 15 per cent and this translates into about half-a-million students
enrolled (Subotsky 2003). There have been significant demographic changes in the
profile of South African gaining access to higher education. However, the sector is
not growing as anticipated, and only 16 per cent of those who enrol actually complete
their degrees and the access is still highly restricted to a small elite. The main reasons
for the dramatically high fall-out rate appear to be financial (Cloete et al. 2004).
Black students and women's access to the more prestigious fields of science
and engineering, and to graduate study, is not improving significantly. In terms
of employment, the under-representation of black and female staff remains
pronounced. Women make up only 37 per cent of academic staff and only 9 per cent
of senior management. South Africa has only 2 women Vice-Chancellors out of 23
nationwide.
More importantly, what the above data tells those of us working in South African
universities, after a decade of equal access, is that gender inequity is not likely to
wither away. This has not happened anywhere else in Africa during the last five
decades in which women have had equal access. Nor has gender inequality withered
away in the West. Yet there are still those who like to argue that with time the existing
inequities will diminish.
The gender profile in South Africa, while not the worst on the continent is, however,
mediated by race, in a manner that sees very few black women occupying senior
positions and this is especially true of the academic staff profile. There has been a small
increase in the number of black women who have become senior administrators and
some of these have gained professorships through the administrative track. There has
been very little increase in the number of black women employed as senior academic
staff, and this is especially so for black South African women of African descent.
Why is this so? What are the forces keeping black women at the bottom, or
pushing them out of academic careers in African universities, and are these the same
or different for South Africa, where legislation and policy provisions are so much
more advanced?
Equity strategies: enhancing access
Observers note that there is a salient tendency within institutions to place the
responsibilities for persisting inequalities outside the institutions themselves, and so
to evade institutional responsibility for the poor equity profile. The whole focus of
administrative and financial reforms facilitates this evasion.
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We have not therefore even begun to assess the gendered implications of the new
governance and management systems, although in the West these have already been
described as bringing about a re-masculinisation of power. Another area that has yet
to be seriously addressed is that of curriculum transformation, within which matters
of power, pedagogy and content are located. Now that the major restructuring of
the higher education landscape in South Africa has been carried out, it is time to get
on with the business of transformation teaching and research, and the institutions
themselves.
The fact is that African campuses in general have not been very comfortable
places for the growing numbers of women finding their way into universities. Indeed,
the growing contradiction between the numbers of highly educated women, and the
persistence of feudal and conservative gender politics can be identified as one of the
factors leading to a deepening gender consciousness in our societies.

Struggles for Gender Equality in African Universities
There has been a long and sustained struggle to increase women's access into higher
education all over Africa. However, the struggle for equality of access is only the
first step. Once in, what are the conditions that women encounter, and how do they
work for or against equality of opportunity and gender equality in their educational
or professional lives?
The situation is diverse and varied; a scenario in which each step forward reveals
further challenges. At Makerere the potentially positive effects of an increased intake
of women students as a result of affirmative action was immediately hampered by the
fact that it was not accompanied by any expansion of female residences, with the result
that women were left to fend for themselves. On the same campus, the Department of
Women's and Gender Studies was created in 1991, but for many years (until 2002)
and despite its size and the institutional support for its establishment it was very
inadequately accommodated. In Zimbabwe, there is an affirmative admissions policy.
However, the fact that most women have to find accommodation has rendered them
highly vulnerable to private landlords, especially as student poverty has increased.
More recently, women students attempting to commute between town and campus
have also found themselves vulnerable to security forces. In Rwanda, the lack of oncampus residences for female students is identified as constraining women's uptake
of higher education in a context in which it is not acceptable for women to be outside
their homes in the evenings.
Infrastructure is only the most tangible aspect of the equal provisioning and
resourcing that must follow on to give substance to the increase in women's access.
However, the allocation of buildings is deeply emblematic of the institutional culture
and the level of seriousness with which commitments are expressed. The real challenges
lie beyond questions of access and numerical parity. Gender equality requires working
to change the institutional culture so as to create the conditions for women's equal
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participation in all levels and fields of higher education. The most direct route involves
identifying and tackling the particular problems that face women seeking to pursue
studies or careers face within academic institutions. Women's equality is constrained
by all the encumbrances that result from persisting inequalities in gender roles, sexual
politics and practices, and the perpetuation of these within universities.
Over the years an impressive list of thinkers and researchers has challenged the
gender inequalities pervading universities, technical colleges and teacher-training
institutions all over the continent (as evidenced in the work of Assie-Lumumba;
Gaidzanwa; Kasente; Kwesigye; Oloka-Onyango and Tamale; Sail; Phiri). This work
takes the discussion of gender equality beyond the questions of access into matters
of instititional functioning.
Gender inequality has mainly been tackled through the various affirmative
strategies implemented at a small number of African universities, with clear but
limited effect on the numbers of women students enrolled and the hiring of women
academics. As far back as the early 1990s, women have demanded that universities
do a number of things to advance gender equality, including the following:
• increase admission of women to their programmes
• appoint more women in academic and administrative positions
• introduce capacity-building training programmes for women
• establish mentorship and career development programmes for women
• develop strategies for head hunting and nurturing women (see Bemiett 2002;
Namuddu 1995; Kwesiga 2000; Tamale and Oloka-Onyango 2000; Sail 2000).
Most of these strategies are essentially liberal and comprimise two basic steps: (1)
bring women in and (2) facilitate their advance by topping up their skills.
The premise of such programmes is that the institutions themselves are affirmative
rather than transformative. They assume that institutions are basically gender-neutral,
and if they function properly, skilled-up and well-mentored women will do just as
well inside them as men. The core business can proceed more or less as before, with
women alongside men in all activities.
Up to a point, these affirmative strategies work. In qualitative terms, women who
have been availed of training programmes and given some form of mentorship are
usually immensely appreciative of whatever opportunities they have been privileged
with, and almost unanimously confirm the value of such programmes to their career
development. There are some difficulties, most obviously the difficulty in finding
enough black women to serve as mentors. Reorientating and training white men
and women to mentor black women in ways that actually do, in fact, empower them
requires deploying resources to offer training opportunities to the already overprivileged members of the community. Furthermore, bringing back those who are
finally retiring so that they find a new role mentoring young black women perpetuates
the concentration of jobs within the old boy's networks. More generally, it is highly
debatable whether such affirmative programmes will eventually lead to deeper changes
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determine people's experiences, successes or failures, and which influence just who
they become. In other words universities are cultural institutions responsible for
producing citizens.
The institutional culture of a university is profoundly connected to the political
context within which it is situated, as these are highly porous institutions, through
which people come and go bringing and leaving with their cultural and intellectual
capital.
At a workshop held in Durban in 2002 (Ford Foundation 2002) with the aim of
visioning African universities for the future, participants gave various descriptions
that highlight the fact that universities have gendered institutional cultures.
The educational institutions of our countries exist to perpetuate the status quo, to
transmit the values, beliefs of the ruling group, which often consists mostly of men.
Currently, universities play a significant role in constructing male supremacy and
perpetuating male dominance and control. The varsity of the future should make it
possible to dislodge patriarchal values.
Gender equality is perpetuated through the persistence of conservative gender
ideologies and exploitative sexual politics in the institutional cultures of our
universities, and by the institutional reluctance to engage proactively with their
impact on academic life.
The examples that can be invoked to demonstrate these depictions are rife.
However, the documentation of the African university experiences as gendered is
largely recent.
In Nigeria women sought to address the problems of sexual harassment on Ahmadu
Bello University campus as far back as 1982, but the attempt failed as a result of direct
intimidation (Pereira 2004). The collection edited by Gaidzanwa (2001) details the
machinations of gender identities - particular masculinities and femininities - at the
University of Zimbabwe. The research documents many of the ways in which gender
operates to marginalise women - women students are assumed to be primarily seeking
husbands rather than degrees; female students are expected to provide domestic and
sexual services for male students; lecturers assume dating rights over women students;
women academics are expected to exhibit maternal and feminine behaviour, and are
castigated or demonised when they either fail to, or resist doing so.
Down the line, those attempting to protest against indignities and humiliations that
are often individually experienced are likely to find themselves isolated, the issues they
raise turned back on them as personal deficits or difficulties. Such individuals ran the
risk of being tar-brushed as 'over-imaginative', 'disruptive' or 'destructive'.
More routinely, black, and especially women academics who do not behave in the
manner that is expected of them - and toe the liberal line - are quite simply deprived
of collegialism. Women, especially black women academics, are isolated, infantilised
and kept under a steady pressure of academic disparagement. They are endlessly
positioned as scholars who are yet to prove their worth, yet to earn professional respect,
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with the result that even the most dynamic among them are likely to find themselves
racked with insecurities that accumulate over the years.
Gender-based violence and sexual harassment represent the crudest extremes of
this transfer, and position women as sexual objects, subject to unsolicited advances
and intimidation from male administrators, lecturers and/or students. The evidence
suggests that sexual harassment and violence, and the pervasive threat of the same in
environments where it is a given feature of institutional life, can have extreme effects
on the academic and career performance of women. There is now a substantial body
of work and policy developing to address and challenge the prevalence of sexual
harassment and other forms of sexual corruption in African universities (Bennett
2002).
This year saw the publication of the first book addressing the status of black South
African women in the academy (Mabokela and Magubane 2005 ). The contributors
to that volume offer valuable qualitative and experiential evidence about the internal
culture of various South African universities. Such work points to the diversity and
complexity of the interconnected dynamics of gender, class and race, and the manner
in which these take different shapes and forms in different institutions with different
legacies.
This provides only a preliminary indication of the detailed in-depth documentation
required to form the bedrock (and provide the database) for strategies to overcome
gender disparities in a given institutional context. The fact is that institutions vaiy
widely. Furthermore, the experiences within them depend very much on the details
of status and location. Senior academic women and men have gendered experiences
quite different from those prevailing at more junior levels, and student experiences
are distinct from those of their lecturers; administrators and finance personnel live
different lives from academic staff, whose lives differ profoundly from those of the
various service staff, many of whom have been excised through outsourcing. The
effects of gender are deeply imbued with other aspects of class and status, and there
is a tendency for the hierarchical structure of the university to interact with other
aspects of privilege or lack of privilege, to either mitigate or compound the experience
of specified groups.
Gender inequalities on the intellectual front have also been consistently challenged
by the growing cadre of feminist scholars, especially since the 1980s. The challenges
to male-domination of Africa's intellectual culture have taken two main forms: genderinformed scholarship and efforts to institutionalise Gender and Women Studies in
African universities.
Intellectual challenges
Naledi Pandor, the South African Minister of Education, echoes our nationalist
forefathers and the founders of African universities in her recognition of the
importance of science and technical skills. What she adds is a call for women to
develop technical skills and pursue scientific careers. This is because she wants

Pursuing Gender Equality in the African University

67

women to equal men in contributing to modernisation and development (Pandor
2005, 2-8).
Indeed the need for technical skills -- for the rapid production of 'manpower'
_ as it used to be called in the early days of independence and national development
- lay behind the rapid establishment of higher education systems all over Africa. The
focus on science is also not new - most of our nations were similarly committed to
modernisation, industrialisation and economic growth - and privileged science as
a route to those ends. In Nigeria and Ghana a 60-to-40 ratio directed funding, and
technical and teacher-training colleges soon outnumbered and outpaced universities.
These countries have produced many women scientists but gender imbalance still
prevails. To compound the problem, many of these science graduates have migrated
to other countries where they are not working in locally based scientific fields
As I noted above, universities in Africa have, however, been a space for much
more than technical training - as the main site tasked with the development of African
philosophy, epistemology, methodology, for the development of theory, and the
reproduction of new knowledge rooted in the concerns, interests and world-views of
African civilisations and peoples.
This continental knowledge agenda has included interest in gender, quite simply
because African societies - traditional and modem - are deeply gendered. Furthermore,
patriarchal and unequal gender relations, and the differential exploitation and
instrumentaiisation of these by imperial, nationalist and postcolonial regimes, are a
matter of great relevance to those now committed to gender equality.
There are marked gender divisions in the knowledge arena. One hears much about
the under-representation of women in science and the supposed over-representation of
women in humanities. In fact the picture is far more complex than the general statistical
profile suggests. There is also great variation from one country to another, and between
institutions. Women are for example well represented in some aspects of science (e.g.
health sciences - mostly through nursing) or nutritional science, but almost absent
in the more prestigious areas of medicine; the domain of research is a male preserve
and is white-dominated. In the arts women's apparent over-representation is also
true at the bottom, but not at the top of the system or in the more prestigious areas.
Women - especially black women - are still very poorly represented in history, and
once one moves beyond the undergraduate pool at the higher levels of the fine arts
and social sciences.
The gender segregation of knowledge has so far sought to address the challenge
of getting more women into science through affirmative strategies - public statements
designed to educate the public, scholarships for girls and women. As far as I am
aware, less effort has been directed at getting more men into those areas where they
are under-represented - for example men into nursing.
The point I wish to make about these affirmative-type strategies designed to
change the gender profile is similar to the point I have made in relation to affirmative
strategies concerned with increasing women's access to higher education. They may
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advance some women in some fields, but they do not engage with the now substantial
body of feminist philosophy and theory - the epistemological, theoretical and political
economic challenges that emanate from the critical gender analysis of knowledge and
knowledge production.
In our case these have the added dimension of anti-imperialist critiques of modern
science as these have informed the emergence of postcolonial philosophy and theory
- resulting in what Said refers to as a 'Copernican revolution' in the academy. If, as
he suggests, the US academy is resounding with the voices and perspectives of the
hitherto excluded members of the global intelligentsia - women, Latinos, Africans,
Asians, feminists, gays, lesbians, and so on, then what do we anticipate for African
academic cultures?
Gender and science
There are those who may feel that all this business applies to art and social science,
but not to 'proper' 'hard' science, who assume that gender analysis has no relevance
to the production of scientific knowledge, which they still imagine as existing outside
of its social and political context, as a pure and absolute realm that is universal.
The history of science in Africa suggests otherwise, as does a gender analysis of
the politics of science. Whether one is considering the science of weaponry, or the
fact that Western scientific and industrial development was only possible through the
exploitative and extractive relationship of the West to its former colonies, it is clear that
Africans need to maintain a critical perspective on the history of science as it has so
far emerged. Scientific constructions have been deeply implicated in racist ideologies
and constructions of Africans, and these have invariably been gendered in particular
ways. Some of the strange early scientific constructions of African women continue to
pervade development discourses today, as they are only now being deconstructed and
challenged through the work of African feminist thinkers. Take the widely popularised
case of Saartje Baartman. Her story was exposed in the 1970s and 1980s, when I was
one of the young researchers who read Sander Gilman's article and made a pilgrimage
to the Musee de L'Homme in Paris. Not allowed to view her remains, I made do with
seeing the plaster cast version, and discretely procured a photocopy of Baron Cuvier 's
autopsy report. I had such difficulty believing what I read that I had to call upon a
colleague to confirm my translation from the original French text, back in 1984.
More than a decade later Baartman has been the subject of numerous theses and
several films, and she has been reburied on South African soil. I would note that
this only happened after quite some effort on the part of South African government
representatives, sympathetic French officials, local poets and artists, historians, and
writers. Let me suggest that there is a great deal more recuperative work to be done
if we are to purge science of its historical legacies and begin to own and develop it
in our own right, for our own purposes.
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The male domination of Western-style science and the definition and direction of
science by men in those parts of the world has been the subject of feminist philosophical
challenges since the 1970s. If we take transformation seriously, then the challenge we
face is not just to skill up a greater number of women and get them into science as it
is but rather to address the democratisation of science. What is preventing us from
pursuing a dual agenda of bringing the scientific establishment that we have inherited
into a more respectful dialogue with African knowledges and realities, and peoples
interests and concerns, including those of the people who are women?
Although African universities have almost unanimously privileged science, we
have often been unable to retain our scientists, or to sponsor their work, or to finance the
development of many interesting inventions and indigenous devices into production. I
regard South Africa, having inherited a large scientific sector, as presenting a valuable
new opportunity to the continent, if it can indeed be redirected and democratised away
from the service of the militaristic, apartheid regime and its male elite, and turned
to the service of a wider section of South Africans, and to work collaboratively on a
broader continental scientific agenda that serves women as much as men.
Mainstreaming gender in the science faculties requires a dedicated intellectual
development strategy, developed on the basis of a detailed gender analysis of the
philosophy and political economy of science, and the impact of this on the nature of
science itself. It requires a critical engagement with the often-implicit role of gender
in determining the agendas and directions of scientific knowledge production.
The political economy and the knowledge agenda of the scientific establishment
deserve to be opened up and redirected to accommodate diverse constituencies, instead
of being left pursuing the legacies left by the hands of deeply entrenched, powerful and
male dominated military and economic interest groups. So far the evidence suggests
that to be a 'good scientist' one still has to 'make it like a white man' and conform
to the establishment, rather than demanding and participating in its transformation.
More broadly, the gender transformation of the humanities and social sciences also
still has a long way to go.
Efforts to mainstream gender in the curriculum development and teaching of
existing discipline-based course take two main routes. The first involves bringing
gender into discussion and posing new questions in the existing discipline-based
teaching. Secondly it involves the introduction of new areas of study. Those generated
through work in the field of gender/women's studies include courses in gender and
development, gender policy and politics, gender and law, social constructions and
theories of gender, feminist theory and research methodologies, feminist histories,
women's movement studies, women's history, sexuality and sexual politics, gender
and health, education, environment, to name only some.
I would suggest that both of these changes have only been possible as a result of
the precedent set by the largely separate emergence of gender and women's studies as a
strong transdisciplinary field internationally. I will discuss the manner in which this has
occurred in African universities, before discussing its impact on the mainstream. The
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field of gender/women's studies has generated new and critical intellectual resources
for intellectual transformation.
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The terrain is now the site of much contestation among diverse stakeholders
located all over the world (IDS 2004). In this arena perspectives rooted in African
realities remain marginal and under-resourced, despite their strategic significance. I
am of the view that there is particular value in the critical perspectives emanating
from then
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oppose the presence of something to do with gender on the campus, not least because
it sounds as if it might attract some international funds.
In the last two decades we have seen the successful establishment of approximately
30 gender/women's studies units across the continent. A total of 30 universities across
the continent responded to the African Gender Institute's survey, identifying their
institutions as sites for teaching and researching gender and women's studies (Lewis
2002). These include
• Ethiopia: Addis Ababa University
• Sudan: Ahfad University
• Nigeria: Ahmadu Bello University, Lagos State University, Obafemi Awolowo
University, University of Benin, University of Ibadan, University of Nigeria and
Usmano Danfodiyo University in Nigeria
• Uganda: Makerere University
• Cameroon: University of Buea and University of Yaounde
• Ghana: University of Cape Coast, University of Ghana
• Malawi: University of Malawi
• Namibia: University of Namibia
•Sierra Leone: University of Sierra Leone
Zambia: University of Zambia
Zimbabwe: University of Zimbabwe
Egypt: American University, Cairo.
South Africa has the largest number of sites (nine), and Nigeria second with seven
universities offering courses in gender and women's studies. Ghana and Cameroon
identified two universities, each serving as gender studies teaching and research sites,
while most other countries included in this survey had only one (Gender/Women's
Studies 2002).
However, the institutional viability of all 30 units leaves much to be desired, as
universities have powerfully resisted making appropriate budgetary and personnel
allocations. Confronted with demands from multiple service-seekers, most of these
units are severely overtaxed, reliant on high levels of external funding and voluntary
overtime and overwork by a small number of dedicated (politically driven) individuals.
As such, they are incapacitated from responding to the demands coming at them.
The existing programmes and departments face many challenges. Kasente (2002
91) provides a frank and honest appraisal of the achievements and compromises at
Africa's largest gender and women's studies department:
the department's experiences in its first decade demonstrate considerable quantitative
growth in terms of student numbers, the development of a national and international
profile and the expansion of research. This however has occurred alongside a
diminishing sense of internal cohesiveness, accountability to the women's movement
and engagement with issues of gender transformation in the broader society.
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The wider reform effort at Makerere has created a situation in which there are now
over 1 000 students enrolled at the department, while half of the ten faculty members
are away pursing doctoral degrees, now a prerequisite for remaining on the university
payroll. The rapidly expanded teaching load has been accompanied by competing
demands coming from stakeholders within and outside the university. From within
the university have come demands related to gender mainstreaming, notably the work
of ensuring that various players are kept aware of the cross-cutting importance of
gender, coupled with demands that burden the department with the task of providing
all the conceptual and practical resources for implementing mainstreaming. From
without have come the competing demands from government for support to the
ministry and various women's organisations, and from international donors seeking
the training of local development workers. The department tried to respond to these
needs by negotiating partnership arrangements with northern institutions. These
enabled the department to establish an outreach programme in gender training, which
set out to achieve the commendable goal of creating a pool of development workers
who would work directly with communities. However, despite its popularity with
the constituencies for whom it was designed, the gender training programme could
not be sustained once donor funding was discontinued.
The South African scenario is one in which there are a number of sites, some of
which are growing while others are contracting. Colleagues at both the University of
the Witwatersrand and Stellenbosch have been compelled to abandon the programmes
they were offering, having been mainstreamed out of any independent existence and
obliged to limit their work to departmental demands. Other campuses are establishing
programmes, but struggle with limited financial and intellectual resources.

Gender and Women's Studies Units in South African Universities
In South Africa there is some form of gender/women's studies provided at Rhodes
University, the University of Cape Town, Fort Hare University, the University of KwaZulu-Natal, the University of Pretoria, the University of Stellenbosch, the University
of South Africa (Unisa) and the University of the Western Cape. In 2002 South Africa
had the greatest number of Gender and Women's Studies teaching sites, with 9 out
of the country's 27 universities offering some degree of gender and women's studies
teaching (Gender/Women's Studies 2002).
This scenario of proliferation in the context of scarcity is a revealing one. It seems
that within universities many commit to gender equality and gender mainstreaming,
but few are serious, or assume that it can happen by itself, or that the burden of work
that it demands will be carried out by women in their spare time. So far this is largely
what has happened - the expansion of the field, and the establishment of gender/
women's studies centres offers an opportunity, but if it is not properly supported,
the critical resource it offers to the wider academy will simply wither on the vine.
Gender equality and gender mainstreaming require fuel and expertise, and to date
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what exists is largely located in the 30 or so gender/women's studies departments.
These need to be supported, their numbers grown and strengthened before the small
numbers of faculty staffing them are drawn off into administration and charged with
the management of externally funded gender mainstreaming projects, as has already
occurred in some instances.
When all is said and done, the real question is this: how do we build on these
initiatives, enabling the work they do to be put to good use to advance gender equality
in and beyond the campuses?

Mainstreaming Gender in Teaching
Beyond gender/women's studies, the teaching content has been tackled rather
sporadically, although the political imperatives generate many claimants. Modules
or lectures on gender/women are sometimes included within mainstream courses,
most commonly as an add-on, which does not impact significantly on the rest of the
course, or challenge existing ideas and assumptions about gender in or beyond the
classroom.
To take gender mainstreaming in the curriculum seriously gives rise to a
questioning of the existing teaching. For example, in economics one might ask whether
mainstream teaching is beginning to take up the work of feminist economists who
have problematised the neglect of gender in economic theory and the costs of this
neglect to African development (Tsikata and Kerr 2001; Elson 1991, 1997). Feminist
perspectives have been especially critical of neoliberal economics and the impact on
social development, and on women's lives and livelihoods more generally. Outside
the academy, activists have responded to the worsening poverty of women - in
South Africa and a number of other nations we have seen gender budgetting being
advocated and to some extent pushed onto the policy agenda of government. In the last
few years there has been a substantial project on gender and trade carried out by an
interdisciplinary team of African scholars (Tsikata and Kerr 2001). But is any of this
work taken up in the mainstream teaching of economics in African universities?
To what extent are our historians (1) including the history of African women, and
(2) addressing the implications of the fact that history has been deeply gendered, as
Malawian historian Paul Zeleza has been pointing out for over a decade (Zeleza 1997).
Are military historians reading Jacqueline Cock's internationally famous work and
attending to the masculinity of militarism and military institutions and the exclusive
definition of 'security' and military practice in masculine terms. Or are they taking
note of more gender-competent redefinitions of security, and the manner in which
these have pushed us beyond narrow state-focused notions of 'national security' as
something threatened only by military invasion, to consider human security, economic
security, or security from gender-based violence?
Are the teachers of politics taking the international advances in feminist political
theory at home and abroad or the documented reality of African women's political
activism into their classes and reflecting these in their selection of course readings?
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Are the teachers of psychology staying within the confines of British empiricism,
or are they taking the insights of feminist theorisations of subjectivity and sexuality
into their classrooms, along with the critiques of Abdullah Bulhan, the Somali
psychologist whose early work challenged psychology's servicing of imperialism,
militarism and apartheid?
Briefly put, to 'mainstream gender' in the curriculum of any given institution
requires the re-schooling and re-tooling of teaching faculty. This is a process which
requires not only a high level of leadership and commitment within the institution, but
also the mobilisation of existing expertise and capacity from across the disciplines.
It demands a substantial investment of time and resources.
We are still displaying a tendency to rely on foreign funding and import technical
experts to assist us in 'doing gender '. However, I would suggest that the local response
to these practical and intellectual challenges is far more important, and
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women's access to the institutions, and to the fields in which they are under-represented,
notably science and technology. I have argued that the access-enhancement pursued
by affirmative action to increase admissions, or to apply the principle of employment
equity are not likely to succeed unless we address the factors that make it harder for
women to succeed in academic study and work. In other words we need to follow up
the efforts to adjust the demographics to improve the face and profile of universities,
to effect more profound changes that will actually transform institutional and
academic cultures, in a manner that will ensure that they cease to be difficult places
for women, and so contribute to the advance of gender equality and democratisation
of our societies.
As I have indicated, intellectual transformation is at the core of the work that
universities do, and a central aspect of all efforts to move beyond the development
impasse that has seen Africa perpetually underdeveloped, with gender inequity being
a key aspect of that underdevelopment. Development and transformation into more
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