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WS4461G/ HIST4607G : History of Women and Gender Relations in Africa 

Prof. Katherine McKenna 

Tuesday 1:30-4:30 

Women in Africa today are exceedingly diverse and accomplished, despite the negative news we 

read every day about violence, disease and poverty. Even those who recognize this often assume 

that women’s growing influence in African societies is a recent development due to the influence 

of modern liberal values. Contrary to this, in the past African women were not the victims of 

male domination, but held powerful leadership roles, were strong economic contributors and  

respected  members of their extended families. African feminists today draw upon these 

traditions as a source of empowerment. This course will examine African women’s roles in the 

past as well as factors that undermined their status and changed gender relations such as slavery, 

economic forces and colonialism. 

Course Objectives 

 Develop a knowledge of how gender is an important factor in understanding history 

 Learn about the variety of sources that allow us to reconstruct a history that was not 

always present in official written records such as linguistics, oral history, archaeology, 

anthropology and material history 

 Examine the variety of important roles that African women fulfilled in the past 

 Trace the shifts that occurred over time that changed gender relations and undermined 

women’s roles such as slavery, economic forces and colonialism 

 Come to an understanding of how their traditions have empowered African women today 

Evaluation 

This course will be conducted as a combination of a short introductory lecture for each class 

followed by a seminar. Readings will be assigned every week and students will be expected to 

come prepared to discuss them. Each student will be required to give a short (10 minute) 

introduction to course reading which will raise questions for discussion. The following week, a 

paper based on the reading (5-6 pages) will be due. The major assignment in this course will be a 

research paper on a topic dealing with and aspect of the history of women and gender in Africa. 

Students are encouraged to discuss this with the professor before the essay proposal is due in 

week 8 of the course. This will consist of one or two paragraphs describing the topic and the 

approach or thesis the student plans to present, plus an annotated bibliography of 8-10 scholarly 

sources  that will be used. The proposal should be 6-7 pages. The final essay will be due in the 

last class and will be 12-15 pages long. 
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Mark Breakdown   

Class Participation  15% 

Class Presentation    5% 

Class Presentation Essay 20% 

Research Essay Proposal 20% 

Research Essay  40% 

Class Schedule 

Introduction: 

1. January 5 The Importance of African Women’s and Gender History 

2. January 12  The Status of Women in Africa Today 

Pre-Colonial History: 

3. January 19 Flexibility in Gender Roles  

4. January 26 Women of Power: Queens, Queen Mothers and Female Warriors 

5. February 2 Women’s Economic Roles and Contributions to the Family Economy  

6. February 9 Women’s Spiritual Roles and the Importance of Motherhood 

Challenges to Women’s Traditional Roles 

7. February 23 Women, Gender Roles and the International Slave Trade 

8. March 1 Christian Missionaries and Sexuality  

9. March 8 Women’s Resistance to Colonialism: Rebellion and the 1929 “Women’s War” in   

        Nigeria 

10. March 15 Colonialism, Migration and Economic Change 

The Post-Colonial Era 

11. March 22 Women’s Contributions to African National Liberation Movements 

12. March 29 Gender Roles, Modernity and ‘Development’ 

13. April 5 Women’s Activism and Struggles for Peace in Africa 


