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her history and, I hope, for all peoples of African descent. Goree Island links
us back to a past of pillaging and destruction during the Atlantic slave trade.
It calls us to remember the thriving, ancient empires of Ghana, Mali, and
Songhai which existed prior to this bloody era of our history. The shared
roots of all African peoples cannot be ignored, in spite of different
nationalities in contemporary contexts. Knowledge of how our history
mitigates and shapes contemporary struggles, has the potential of affirming

our identities while empowering us to create innovate strategies which

effectively address unique realities.

Afro-centric Feminist Thought:Self-Reliance

Moving from my personal perspectives of Self-Reliance, let us continue
tracing its emergence as a fundamental paradigm within Afro-centric
feminist thought. Afro-centric feminisms re-conceptualize and re-define
issues and frameworks which are central to the specificities and the
experiences of African women. Black women scholars and activists draw on
pre-colonial traditions of survival and Self-Reliance which are overlaid by
destructive, colonialist forces and mitigated by Black women's creative acts
of resistance. Women's writings and activism lead the way to a more
holistic, non-patemalistic, non-hierarchical, and non-racist approach to
development issues. Issues such as motherhood, polygyny, land ownership
and other societal realities surrounding the African family are addressed by
African women and men who support their vision (Davies, 1986:6).
Specifically, the feminist vision of women in Africa and in the African
diaspora incorporates unique ways in which our history is re-claimed.
History thus acts as a starting point for a re-conceptualization of studies

which address women'’s livelihoods. Such vision acknowledges continuity



between and the cyclical pattems inherent in the time pattems of past,
present, and future. With the onslaught of colonialism and racism through

imperialism, African women have had to find new mechanisms for coping

with everyday life. S
A feminist vision as articulated by DAWN (Development Alternatives

with Women for a New Era) members addresses the worsening status of the
majority of women in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. The nature of the
development process, as well as cultural biases and patriarchal structures
within the societies themselves, have increasingly marginalized women. For
the masses of women in these societies, basic needs for survival have been
de-prioritized for outward-directed development. Inadequate food, fuel, and
water supplies, financial/debt problems with structural adjustment policies,
culture, and the escalation of militaristic repression are all signs of a global
crisis which has its roots in the west but its worst manifestations on the
economic periphery. Crisis constitutes the time "when a structure or system
reaches a stage when it must either undergo major changes or break down"
(Sen and Grown, 1987:50).

Self-determinist strategies which emphasize women's innovation and
perseverance in the face of race, class, and gender oppression form the
starting point for Afro-centric analyses and activisms. Women are
articulating and affirrning a diversity of feminisms as a political movement
which is "responsive to the needs and concems of different” societal realities
expressed by women living in specific contexts (Sen and Grown, 1887:19).
Women's struggle for emancipation necessitates a clear understanding of
macro and micro forms of oppression. A long term vision incorporates core
activities such as: "political mobilization, legal changes, consciousness

raising, and popular education" (Sen and Grown, 1987:87). On the national
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Qverview:Women and Work

Emphasizing historical and contemporary Self-Reliant strategies, I will
analyze both the sexual division of labor as this relates to land ownership
and family laws within a primarily national context but also given
international forces. My purpose is to highlight the transformations of
women's work in market and familial/household spheres through pre-
capitalist, colonial, and neo-colonial eras. Women's work includes all types
of labor in the productive sphere--commerce, for wages, field work, as well
as domestic tasks--house cleaning, women's garden plots, bearing, rearing,
and educating children, cooking meals, and other types of family care
(Beneria and Sen,1981). Focusing on women's work allows me to emphasize
women's survival and self-determnining strategies for economic development
given the constraints and the authority of Senegalese state institutions.
Finally, two questions will be asked in this context: How do women's
livelihoods(roles, status-position and material condition) facilitate or
constrain their access to critical resources in order to attain and maintain
economic autonomy? How do Senegalese women maintain and maximize
their decision-making powers towards providing health and happiness for
their loved ones and for Africa’s future?

Throughout the thesis I emphasize the ways in which women have
been marginalized and how women have used Self-Reliant strategies, which
shaped past societal structures, to mediate contemporary forms of race,
gender, and class oppression. In so doing, very little attention is given to
development planners and projects initiated from western countries. Rather,
societal transformations, the nature of the state and of African women's
activism and survival imperatives, remain paramount. This brings us to the

terms which I use to describe the state. Given the prevalence and the
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multitude of Socialist ideologies espoused by many African leaders, I often
refer to the past societal structures as 'pre-socialist’. However, Leopold
Senghor's(Senegal’s first president) plan for state development incorporates
both socialist themes as well as technocratic aid from the capitalist world
order. In this case, both socialist ethics, as understood by Senghor, as well
as capitalism through foreign ’aid,’ become intrinsic to the nature of
Senegal's development. Understanding this ideological hybrid has important
ramifications for my use of both 'pre-socialist’ and/or 'pre-capitalist’

terminology, and for the;qutcome of development practices (see L

g

Hunter,1990d).
Senegalese women's power, contrary to notions of patriarchal power

as 'a tool of domination,’ afirms long-standing norms of Self-Reliance,
espouses creative acts of resistance, and re-instates women's "control over
[their] existence and the existence of others" (Steady, 1981:30-1). Throughout
the thesis, my notion of power is open-ended and multi-dimensional as I
shift from patriarchal notions of power to that espoused by middle-class
women's organizations and grassroots strategists. In the latter case, 'power’
refers to women's ability to organize, to take direct action through finance

management, initiative, and perseverance, and to influence the direction of

their own, familial, and community lives (Underwood, 1988:23-

34;Peterman,1981:26-7). As such, power is positive, empowering, and

interactive, as opposed to hierarchical and marginalizing.
Chapter 2 provides a historical accounting of women's livelihoods in
pre-socialist West African societies and, in particular, of Senegal's Wolof and
Lebou women and men. I then trace the transformations of peanut and
fishing commerce from the colonial era to the birth of the Senegalese state,

and note specific land and tax laws and policies which deny women their
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formerly ensured mechanisms for maintaining autonomy and prestige.
Emphasizing the Self-Reliant nature of African societies does not preclude
the hardships and varying forms of oppression which existed; it does,
however, relate the ways in which Africans shaped their past histories. This
phenomenon serves as an important guide to my analytical framework.

Furthermore, it has important implications for contemporary challenges faced

by African societies and communities globally.

In Chapter 3, I summarize various theoretical paradigms which
address the negative impact of development policies in light of women'’s
changing survival imperatives. Pre-socialist norms of Self-Reliance and the

alterations of societal structures due to race, class, and gender oppression,

shape women's contemporary strategies.

Chapter 4 addresses my two case studies: women's work in the rural
peanut commercialization process and in the urban, informal fish market

sector. My analyses of women's livelihoods emphasizes both micro and

macro forces.
In Chapter 5, I move beyond literature reviews to emphasize women's

continuing roles as actors who are central to societal survival. A close

assessment of a variety of women's organizations and coalitions is

undertaken.
In my conclusion, Chapter 6, I summarize the main points of my thesis

and pose specific questions about women's alternative visions(strategies and

unifying potential) in terms of development in regional, national, and

international contexts.
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