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“The German experience should be regarded as a lesson. Initially, after the codification of German law in 1900,
academic lectures were still based on a study of private law with reference to Roman law, the Pandectists and
Germanic law as the basis for comparison. Since 1918, education in law focused only on national law while the
legal-historical and comparative possibilities that were available to adapt the law were largely ignored. Students
were unable to critically analyse the law or to resist the German socialist-nationalism system. They had no value
system against which their own legal system could be tested.” Du Plessis W. 1

Paper Abstract
What explains that in patriarchal societies it is the father who passes on his name to his child
while in matriarchal societies the child bears the surname of his mother? The biological
reality is the same in both cases: it is the woman who bears the child and gives birth to it.
Thus the answer does not lie in biological differences but in cultural ones. So far in feminist
literature the analysis relies on a patriarchal background. Not many attempts have been made
to consider the way gender has been used in matriarchal societies. Maybe one of the reasons
of this is that matriarchy in itself is viewed by many scholars as being a myth. The purpose of
this paper is to demonstrate that not only matriarchal systems really did exist in Ancient and
precolonial Africa but also that these societies used the deification of the mother figure as a
way to promote women rights in particular and human rights in general.
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INTRODUCTION
The idea of social construction is fundamental to the concept of gender as it shows that gender
stereotypes are shaped by society. For that very reason it is important for feminist research to
take into account the fact that if, in patriarchal societies, gender stereotypes are a means to
promote male supremacy, woman‟s subordination, and all the other nefarious supremacist and
fundamentalist doctrines; in matriarchal societies putting the mother figure on a pedestal and
the ensuing gender stereotyping does not give rise to the same rules of oppression.
Notwithstanding the general lack of scientific value of gender stereotyping, it is important to
show how in matriarchal societies such stereotyping has been used to promote values
associated with maternity and therefore with the female sex: loving care, fairness, generosity,
competence in nurturing and protecting all forms of life, courage. Such values have reflected
on African matriarchal societies‟ laws and institutions. Hence, from the legal point of view, it
is equally interesting to study laws and institutions which are specifically meant to promote
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women rights and a humanistic society. Thus highlighting ancient and precolonial womencentered laws can inform modern Africa and the world.
The paper focuses mostly on Ancient Egypt because it is the most-documented ancient
African state.2 Besides, comparing ancient Egyptian laws and practices to various African
customary laws reveals many similarities that exist. Documenting the existence of an earlier
indigenous model can help situate and, indeed, challenge the authenticity of the changes that
later occurred3. It also serves as a way of identifying an indigenous African jurisprudence in
gender and the law.
In July 1972 a Colloquium on “the Civilization of the woman in African tradition” was
organized by the Society of African Culture under the patronage of the government of the
Republic of Ivory Coast4. From the papers studied in the plenary sessions and in commissions
reports were made5. The conclusions made in those reports, as well as the arguments
developed in the various papers, will be brought to attention in relation with known facts
about the ancient Egyptian civilization.
Fables, tales and sayings will also be used as valid tools for understanding African culture,
values and laws.
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Cheikh Anta Diop offers a valid explanation of the importance of focusing on Ancient Egypt: “The history of
Black Africa will remain suspended in air and cannot be written correctly until African historians dare to connect
it with the history of Egypt. In particular, the study of languages, institutions, and so forth, cannot be traced
properly; in a word, it will be impossible to build African humanities, a body of African human sciences, so long
as that relationship does not appear legitimate. . . . Imagine, if you can, the uncomfortable position of a western
historian who was to write the history of Europe without referring to Greco-Latin Antiquity and try to pass that
off as a scientific approach.” The African origin of civilization, myth or reality, Lawrence Hill books,1974, p.
XIV. According to Diodorus of Sicily, Egyptians came from Ethiopia and retained the customs and manners of
Ethiopians. Diodorus of Sicily, The Library of History, Books II, 35-IV.58, translated by C. H. Oldfather,
Harvard University Press, 2000 (available online at: http://www.homestead.com/wysinger/strabo.html, retrieved
August 26, 2009): “Now the Ethiopians, as historians relate, were the first of all men and the proofs of this
statement, they say are manifest. For they did not come into their land as immigrants from abroad but were
natives of it and so justly bear the name “autochthones” (…)The Aithiopians say that the Egyptians are settlers
from among themselves and that Osiris was the leader of the settlement. The customs of the Egyptians, they say,
are for the most part Aithiopian, the settlers having preserved their old traditions.” Herodotus (History, 440
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Book
2,
translated
by
George
Rawlinson;
available
online
at:
http://classics.mit.edu/Herodotus/history.2.ii.html) indirectly answers the question of Ancient Egyptians‟ skin
color (and whether or not they were indigenous Africans or immigrants) when he argues the point of the origin
of the Dodona oracle in Greece: “The Dodonaeans called the women doves because they were foreigners, and
seemed to make noise like birds. (…) Lastly, by calling the dove black the Dodonaeans indicated that the
woman was an Egyptian.” For more details on the ethnic origins of Ancient Egyptians, see: The African origin of
civilization, myth or reality, Cheikh Anta Diop, Lawrence Hill books; “Aristotle and the Melanity of Ancient
Egyptians” Mubabinge Bilolo, in ANKH, Journal of Egyptology and African Civilizations, n°6/7, 1997-1998, pp.
139-160.
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Between the seventeenth and late nineteenth centuries, African states were undermined as a direct consequence
of the intensification of the transatlantic slave trade, causing Africa to sink deeper into political chaos.
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Matriarchy6 does not operate as a mirror image of patriarchy in that it would be a system
based on the oppression of one sex by the other. Many authors, unaware of their androcentric
and eurocentric bias, deny that Africa has ever experienced such a system. Describing
matriarchy as a myth seems to be the opinion of contemporary mainstream anthropology7. It
is therefore essential to define clearly what is meant by the term "matriarchy", in order to
establish that matriarchy is neither a mirroring of patriarchy (“patriarchy‟s nightmare”8, i.e.
amazonism9) nor is it its stepping stool (based on a concept of evolutionism)10. Ifi Amadiume
explains why matriarchy cannot be defined as the equivalent of patriarchy:
“It is not the direct opposite of patriarchy, or an equivalent to patriarchy, as it is not based on
appropriation and violence. The culture and rituals of matriarchy did not celebrate violence;
rather, they had a lot to do with fecundity, exchange and redistribution.”11

As a matter of fact matriarchal communities are the most convincing illustration of the fact
that societies where men are the main leaders and societies where women are the main leaders
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will be organized differently and have different, if not opposed, values12. Amadiume
accurately identifies a structure of violence and appropriation established in present day
Africa by a colonially imposed monolithic male gendered power structure13 in opposition with
a traditional female generated social and moral values14. Her analysis is based on the
following definition of matriarchy:
“Patriarchy and matriarchy are social and political ideologies which directly decide the role and
status of women in society; how society is to be organized; and how social subjects are to relate
to one another. They are also ideologies which decide the degree of violence and abuse of
human rights that is permissible in society. Matriarchy as was constructed by African women,
had a very clear message about social and economic justice. It was couched in a very powerful
goddess-based religion, a strong ideology of motherhood, and a general moral principle of
love.”15

In order to understand how matriarchy came to life, it is essential to first examine the building
blocks of the matriarchal system (I). They are the pillars on which the values and institutions
characterizing the matriarchal system were built (II).
1. The Building Blocks of the Matriarchal system
1.1. “It is the economy ...!” – The economic foundation of the matriarchal system
1.1.1. Women’s Control of Agriculture and Trade
1.1.2. The equal value attributed to each individual’s contribution
1.2. “At the beginning was Mother” – The spiritual cement of the matriarchal system
1.2.1. God is a Mother
1.2.2. A religion dominated by women
1.2.3. Sacred Art Paying Homage to Motherhood
2. The Political Institutions Arising from the Matriarchal System
2.1. A Telling African Tale: Gender counts
2.2. The African Queen mothers
2.3. Women’s councils
Conclusion - Using Ancient Tools to Fight Fundamentalism and to Promote a Gender
Sensitive Democracy in Africa
***
I. The Building Blocks of the Matriarchal system
A matriarchal society is a society where the maternal values of caring, courage, compassion,
nurturance, and fertility (prosperity) are predominant. In this sense, matriarchy stems from
respect shown to the female half of the humanity due mainly to their knowledge of plants
(medicinal or poisonous)16 and to the dominant part they played in agriculture. Matriarchy is
12
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therefore a tribute to the ability of women to ensure food security and proper health care for
the community.
1.1.

“It is The Economy ...!” – The Economic Foundation of the Matriarchal System

Bachofen, Morgan and Engels based their view of a primal, universal matriarchy on an
evolutionary theory according which, matriarchy is the primitive, savage state of human
societies whereas patriarchy is the evolved state of civilization.
Cheikh Anta Diop put paid to these theories by demonstrating in a book focused on the study
of the respective cradles of patriarchy and matriarchy that, instead of having one system
evolving from the other, they are two separate systems originating from specific geographic
and economic circumstances17.
1.1.1. Women’s Control of Agriculture and Trade
Using the theory of environmental influences on early social and political forms, Cheikh Anta
Diop argues that the patriarchal regime has its origin in harsh nomadic life, where women‟s
economic contribution is basically non-existent18. He cites linguistic and archeological
research showing that early Indo-European‟s communities led a nomadic life in the dry and
desert lands of Eurasian steppes. The hardships of that life and the little economic role of
women in that context sealed their fate in the Indo-European social systems (they need to
bring a dowry to the man who will have them, they live cloistered19 and their husband and
male-kin have life and death power over them).
Conversely, southern regions of the world, particularly Africa, being endowed with fertile
lands, favorable to the development of agriculture and sedentary life, made it possible for
matriarchal systems to emerge.
From this point of view, it is useful to note that African myths designate women as being the
inventors of agriculture20. The way Diodorus reports the legend, Isis and Osiris are both to
thank for the invention of agriculture:
“Osiris was the first, they record, to make mankind give up cannibalism; for after Isis had
discovered the fruit of both wheat and barley which grew wild over the land along with the
other plants but was still unknown to man, and Osiris had also devised the cultivation of these
fruits, all men were glad to change their food, both because of the pleasing nature of the newlydiscovered grains and because it seemed to their advantage to refrain from their butchery of one
another.” 21

African men were not allowed to forget who they were to thank for the greatest invention for
the well-being of humankind (food security). Agrarian religious rites, celebrate the feat of the
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Diodorus_Siculus/1A*.html (retrieved February 25, 2011),
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African Eve (elevated to the status of Goddess). Diodorus of Sicily narrates such an agrarian
rite:
“As proof of the discovery of these fruits they offer the following ancient custom which they
still observe: Even yet at harvest time the people make a dedication of the first heads of the
grain to be cut, and standing beside the sheaf beat themselves and call upon Isis, by this act
rendering honour to the goddess for the fruits which she discovered, at the season when she first
did this. Moreover in some cities, during the Festival of Isis as well, stalks of wheat and barley
are carried among the other objects in the procession, as a memorial of what the goddess so
ingeniously discovered at the beginning.”22

In a paper focused on the economic role of Yoruba women, Dr Awe Bolanle interestingly
starts with the highlight of the following facts:
“Underlying their political and social arrangements has always been a sound economy. Living
in a region which is fertile, well watered and endowed with other natural resources, the Yoruba
had passed the stage of subsistence agriculture and had for a long time been able to produce
enough for themselves and a surplus to be traded with others.”23

In this economy based on agriculture and trade, “there is a definite specialisation based on
sex” states Bolanle24. She further notes that women‟s major role in food processing (with a lot
of surplus) and in the craft‟s industry led to their being major traders both at the local level
(town and surrounding areas) and at the regional one (Yoruba country and their neighbours).
It is so much so that: “The instinct to trade is almost inborn and is nurtured from childhood; a
Yoruba girl learns not only to produce a particular commodity but also how to market it.”25
Women traders developed a marketplace economy in which they ruled supreme, holding the
monopoly on the trade of many commodities (agricultural surplus, cosmetics, baskets, pottery,
tie-dye and batik, beads ornaments, hairdressing, manufacture of salt, food catering industry26,
etc.27). The market women organized in order to promote and protect their interests. Awe
Bolanle gives the example of the Yoruba women market organization:
“For the convenience of their trade, these market women usually form themselves into
associations of people selling the same commodities, and through these associations they inform
one another of sources of supply and demand and also decide prices.”28
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The central place of women in the economy is also emphasized by Amadiume, describing
African women‟s role she notes:
“Their economic role was not confined to the household and wider kin-corporate units. They
managed and controlled a very extensive market network where they were selling and buying.
These market places were also social places where outings were held after life-cycle ceremonies
involving birth, marriage and death. Markets and marketing were not governed by pure profit
values, but the basic need to exchange, redistribute and socialize. That is why traditional
African systems were not capitalist economies. They have variously been described as
subsistence, communal and redistribution economies.”29

Another institution through which women gather capital for economic venture is the “Esusu
institution” called “tontine” in Senegal, where it is also managed by women. This is an
institution that is so embedded in African culture that it was transported by the women who
were sold as slaves. Studying the life of freed slaves in Turkey in 1909, Garnett notes a social
organization among black women that has all the trademarks of the traditional African women
associations: the tontine system, the solidarity network they extend to men, the associations
headed by women who are also responsible of religious rituals for the well-being of all30.
In a paper with a revealing title, “The myth of the inferiority of the African women”, Thelma
Awori states:
“African women have always been an economic asset to both their husbands and their
fathers and this single factor made her subjugation and domination a little more difficult. (...)
Amongst agricultural people her work in the fields was responsible for much of what was the
family wealth (...) It is not unknown in traditional African society for women to achieve great
independence through their own economic activities.” 31

African women‟s economic independence was based on a strong internal trade of agricultural
surplus and craft goods they produced and sold themselves. This power base was undermined
first by the slave trade and then by the colonial economy of mono-culture and eliminating
local crafts with the importation of Western manufactured products.
Although they dominated the economy, women did not use the genderized division of labour
as a way to oppress men and belittle their input. On the contrary, matriarchal societies
generated a principle of the respect of each individual‟s contribution to the community‟s
welfare.
1.1.2. The equal value attributed to each individual’s contribution
Although gender and gender stereotypes play a role in the social and economic organization
of matriarchal societies, they are not used to establish a hierarchy between men and women.
Isis is celebrated but so is her brother-husband Osiris. The role of the latter in spreading the
technique of agriculture and civilizing mankind is underlined in the legend related by
Diodorus. The First couple works as a team and the love they bear one another reflects on all
of humanity. Isis, Osiris and their offspring, Horus, represent love in all its forms: marital
love, maternal love, filial love, brotherly/sisterly love extended to all human beings like the
rays of the sun.
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This idea of a gendered pair working as a team of equal partners (as equal as twins), and not
on a master/mistress-servant basis, is rendered by the symbols associated with Isis and Osiris,
as noted by Diodorus:
“Now the men of Egypt, he says, when ages ago they came into existence, as they looked up at
the firmament and were struck with both awe and wonder at the nature of the universe,
conceived that two gods were both eternal and first, namely, the sun and the moon, whom they
called respectively Osiris and Isis, …”32

As stated in the Cultural commission report of the colloquium on the Civilization of Woman
in the African Tradition: “In Africa, the hierarchy is not based upon sex but upon the family
and the age.”33. Oyeronke Oyewumi‟s argument that biology as a rationale for organizing the
social world is a Western construction not applicable in Yoruban culture where social
organization was determined by relative age34 is not entirely exact. Gender does play a role,
only it is not the same as the one it plays in patriarchal societies. In the latter it is used as a
means of enslaving women (by appropriating their bodies, their time, their work), whereas in
the former it serves as a way of ensuring that each sex feels valued and participates to the best
of their abilities in the community‟s economic welfare.
For instance, in African agrarian communities, the traditional division of labor is genderized.
Ki Zerbo describes women as being the ones who selected seeds, planted crops, and processed
the raw material into edible food, while men cleared the fields and participated in harvest. He
gives the following explanation to the way tasks were distributed along gender lines:
“Seeding was done by women because they were symbols of fertility. Of course they were
overwhelmed with work. Throughout the day they had to do a myriad of tasks. But the division
of labor was such that the tasks requiring more physical strength were reserved for men, for
example clearing fields. Harvesting and transporting grain were women‟s responsibilities.” 35

One African tale is very popular, although the details may vary, the core story is always the
same: individuals manage a feat by putting together their respective talents and skills36. At the
end of the tale, children have to choose which of the three individuals deserve the reward and
that brings up an endless argument, the answer being that without each individual‟s specific
talent and skill the extraordinary result that has been achieved would not have happened. With
this tale, children, of both sexes, are taught, from an early age, to recognize and value each
individual‟s contribution to the community‟s well-being.
In Senegal, various Wolof sayings state the equality of, and respect due to, both sexes: “Goor
baax na jigéen baax na” (“To have a boy is good, to have a girl is good”); “Benn loxo du
32
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tàccu” (One hand does not clap); “Ñaari loxo ñooy tàkk tubéy/sër” (it takes two hands to knot
a loincloth/wraparound skirt).
In Yoruba country (“territory stretching from the town of Atakpamé in Togo eastwards across
Dahomey (Benin) into most of southwestern Nigeria”37), women‟s participation in all the vital
sectors of the economy is sanctioned by positive values. Bolanle testifies to that fact:
“There are many Yoruba sayings commending industry in a woman and emphasizing the
distinct nature of a woman‟s contribution. A woman without a trade is regarded as a danger to
the society. (…) There is also the general acknowledgement of the fact that both men and
women are expected to contribute to the economic weal and a woman‟s contribution is looked
upon with as much favour as that of a man”. 38

She cites a Yoruba proverb summarizing that view:
“It doesn‟t matter who kills a snake, be it a man or a woman, so long as the snake does not
escape.”39

African women are still the main providers that they were in the past40. However with
colonialism imposing its its patriarchal economy and outlook, women‟s economic
contribution has been rendered invisible.
In 1999, the Director for Regional Services in the Department of Agriculture, Land and
Environment of the Northern Province of South Africa, Ms Tsakani Ngomane, exposed in
vigorous terms the devaluation of women‟s work:
“Women, especially resource-poor rural women, are important stakeholders. In the
agricultural sector alone, their productive roles surpass by far their reproductive role. As
invisible actors in development, their contribution to socio-economic development and poverty
alleviation is poorly understood and most often deliberately under-estimated.” 41
In sub-Saharan Africa, the patriarchal blindness to the value and bulk of women‟s work is

even more impressive:
“Globally, women produce more than half the food that is grown. In Sub-Saharan Africa and
the Caribbean they produce up to 80% of basic foodstuffs but receive less than 5% of extension
resources. The importance of targeting the real clients in agricultural development whether on
primary production, resource conservation, training, technology development, land matters and
access to credit cannot be overemphasized.” 42

Mamane Boukari notes the same situation in a specific West-African country:
“The extent to which women constitute the motor of economic and social development in
Senegal is matched only by an equivalent lack of social gratitude. This cruel paradox is
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nourished by a kind of masculine fundamentalism which has always confined women to
secondary roles.” 43

The “masculine fundamentalism” noted by Boukari is a product of colonialism and of the
imported patriarchal religions which do not let women play the leading roles they have in the
indigenous African religion.
To entrench their position as leaders of their communities, women put forward their unique
skills, responsibilities and abilities as mothers. They “milked” for all its worth the fact that
they are the sex who bears life and gives birth.
1.2.“At the beginning was Mother”44 – The spiritual cement of the matriarchal system
Rashidi argues that, in the earliest times in Africa, religious concepts were developed in
which the female deity played a major role. He describes her the following way:
“|S]he had an all encompassing influence and was universally acknowledged as the greatest and
ultimate seat of power. She was both the giver and sustainer of life.”45

The concept of a Supreme Mother is also documented by Rosalind Jeffries, who, in a paper
entitled “The Image of Woman in African Cave Art”, successively studies: “The Primal
Mother in Cave Painting” and “The Supreme Mother in Sculpture”46.
1.2.1. God is a Mother
In its conclusions, the Colloquium on The Civilization of the Woman in African Tradition
notes:
“According to ancient myths, the creation of the woman is linked to the origin of death. It is
when death appeared in the world, that God created the woman so that life would not die for
ever. Since this time, says the legend, men die but life still goes on. The African woman appears
as the giver of life, the saviour, the nurse and she only gives mankind its possibility to survive in
history.”47

The Ancient Egyptian legend of Isis and Osiris relates the same myth of Woman (Isis) being
the Saviour and the one to guarantee resurrection from the dead (of her twin brother and
husband, Osiris) and protection from the evil forces of Chaos, Disorder and Sickness (their
brother, Seth). Accordingly, the Ancient Egyptian faith is totally and unequivocally non
misogynistic. There is no Fallen Woman in its sacred myths, and the female is first in the
order of Creation according to the Ancient Egyptian genesis:
“In a papyrus dating from the time of the Ramesside dynasty (13-12th century BC) God
proclaims: „I am the one who has made the primeval waters in order for the Celestial Cow to
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come into existence. I am the one who has made the Bull for the Cow in order for the joy of love
to come into the world.” 48.

In the African Creation stories, the Primordial Mother created woman then man. They are the
First Twins (like Isis and Osiris), hence, the special status of twins and their mothers in many
African communities.
In the ancient Egyptian genesis, Nut is the Cosmic Mother who gives birth to Moon and Sun.
In the Sereer49 religion also, God is a “She”. Babacar Sédikh Diouf, a researcher, author of
articles on the culture and religion of the Sereer rejects the term animism to describe African
religion. To make his point, Diouf cites Gravrand:
African religion, seen through the Sereer religion, has most of the traits of a religious trend: it
has a theory, latent, but coherent, oriented toward sacred transcendence as source of life,
communication and participation. An ethics proposed by the old tradition, with a sense of right
and wrong. A popular cult. Places of worship. A corpus of prayers. A mystical life, reserved for
initiates. A well-prepared staff, from Pangool [ancestors‟ spirits] priests, seers, healers and
leaders of religious worship, the Saltigi, not to mention a multitude of celebrants dedicated to
family and local cults. A whole life based on the religious experience. It is a true religious path,
whose central theme could be formulated as follows: the divine in man.”50

Diouf exposes the strategy used by women to impose themselves on the theological front. He
writes:
“It is quite clear, imaginations had to be struck. And that is why in Egyptian antiquity,
goddess NT (NuT) gave herself the title of “Mother of the Universe” while, today still,
ROOG, the name which Sereer gives to God reveals itself as meaning “Blessed
Virgin”.” 51
In Diouf‟s interpretation, the etymology of “Roog” (Sereer for God) is “Toog” (the virgin).
This femininity of God is confirmed in the everyday language when the Sereer say speaking
about men: « Nqoox Paal, Yaay um Roog ” (“the black bull, his mother (is) God”). In order to
tighten his demonstration that for the Sereer Roog is a female entity, Diouf gives as further
proof the following prayer little boys offer to Roog when they go to bed at night52:
Danaas
I am going into sleep
Nqoox paal
(me) black bull
Yaay um Roog
My mother is Roog
Daapaam lanq
Earth is my bed
Hakandu bil
Roc is my pillow
Hulwa Roog
Sky is my blanket
Dingoor juwaam
Ocean is my fence
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Wegoor njelem

Strong iron is my door53

It is not only God who is a “She”, in Ancient Egyptian theology as well as in other African
theological discourse, the main guardian spirits and sacred principles (goddesses) are of the
female gender.
1.2.2. A Religion Dominated by Women
In Senegal, the guardian spirits of the main cities are female. Most of them live in rivers like
Maam54 Kumba Bang in the city of Saint-Louis and Maam Kumba Lamb in Rufisque. Maam
Kumba Kastel watches over Gorée island, Maam Mboose is the tutelary guardian of the city
of Kaolack, while the capital city of Dakar belongs to two guardian spirits, a male (Lëk
Daawur) and a female (Maam Kumba Cupaam).
Adna Kumba Njaay is the name the Sereer give the Earth. Adna means earth in a global sense,
Kumba Njaay is a very common name in Senegal (Kumba is the first name, Njaay is the
family name). The Sereer faith grants the earth a sacred status which makes it obligatory to all
to treat it with care and respect. As a matter of fact, it is nature as a whole which is, in the
eyes of the traditional Sereer, a multiform manifestation of Roog Seen (“Seen” means “Who is
everywhere and nowhere”55). Consequently the Sereer developed a very sure knowledge of
nature conservancy.
By giving the earth a female gender and by housing in rivers the communities‟ guardian
spirits, the two most important elements in agrarian societies, water and earth, are explicitly
entrusted to the care of women. Hence the predominant place of women in the indigenous
religion‟s “clergy”. They usually perform the most important rituals and prayers for
prosperity, fertility and protection from disasters, as priestesses.
As stated in the colloquium in Abidjan in 1972:
“The woman presides over fetish convents, initiation rites, and agricultural rites for fertility. She
orders the moon, the sun and the rain.”56

Gidbon Mutiso summarizes the process by which women took control of the spiritual field
and used it to extend their political power:
“There is enough oral history from the old people to suggest that the agriculturalist peoples who
migrated from area to area gave women extremely significant places in the rituals connected
with the settling of new areas. The woman was the one to appease the Gods so as to seek favour
for the productivity of the new area. By extension following this line of logic, one can
hypothesise that since women were the intermediaries with the Gods and furthermore since selfsufficiency in crops was necessary, it is possible that they utilised this structural position to
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acquire more socio-political rights (and duties) than has been suggested by colonialism
research.” 57

In view of the way the patriarchal structures of the Muslim and Christian Religions are largely
used against women‟s rights on the African continent58, effective secularity is a must. Until
the September 11th tragedy, fundamentalism was widely seen as a women‟s concern more or
less overblown; whereas assaults on women‟s rights should be seen worldwide as assaults on
what (literally) makes our humanity. These writings from DAWN (Development alternatives
with women for a new era) sound in this light like an unheeded alarm bell:
Fundamentalism is not an isolated Southern phenomenon but a global issue. Apart from its
specific religious, cultural and political bases, certain features are common to fundamentalism
across all world regions. It is always constructed around a notion of purity and impurity in
which „the other‟ is perceived as intrinsically evil and must be eliminated or „cleansed‟.
Fundamentalist discourse naturalizes the family, sexuality and gender relations and excludes
women from the public sphere. Everywhere, fundamentalism uses women‟s bodies as a
battlefield in its struggle to appropriate state power. Fundamentalism is not religious, but a
political phenomenon with impacts at national and international levels. 59

But it is not enough to denounce fundamentalism. It is equally important to actively promote
secularity. Secularity means the respect of all religious beliefs and an equal treatment from the
State towards all religions and their followers. Asia does not turn its back on Buddha,
Hinduism, Brahmanism, Confucianism, Shintoism,... just because there are mosques and
churches on Asian soil. To prevent the “attempt to colonise the souls” of Africans, Diop made
this interesting suggestion, in a book based on essays written at the eve of independence from
Western colonial rule:
Christians and Muslims have a liturgy, are organised and can engage in religious
propaganda. Both groups are making feverish efforts at converting the 85 millions Africans
whom they call pagans! Thus, the final westernisation or easternisation of Africa depends on
which one of the groups is successful in the final analysis. It is reasonable to think that an
African federal government will provide equal chances to members of the traditional religion by
calling an ecumenical council and its high priests, in order to encourage the creation of a
hierarchy, of a better adapted liturgy, the formation and training of a caste of priests on the
continental level, the deepening and normalisation of a dogma based on ancestral
Monotheism.”60

The African religion is a non totalitarian, non misogynist monotheism. It is a non totalitarian
monotheism in the sense that its message is that all beliefs, all cults, all spirits deserve respect.
It is a true monotheism because it is founded on the belief of a Unique Goddess Creator61.
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The ancestral Monotheism, Diop points at, was engraved in African men and women souls
with graphic, sculpted and painted images of the Supreme Mother giving birth to the universe
or with statues and figurines of a bare-breasted woman with a suckling infant on her knees.
1.2.3. Sacred Art Paying Homage to Motherhood
Indigenous African theology relies on the mother figure to convey the idea of a caring,
compassionate, generous, all loving and all powerful God. Associating God to the image of
motherhood is also a way of enhancing the status of the female sex. The essentialism so
abhorrent to mainstream Western feminism – as it has proved a limiting stereotyping in
patriarchal culture - is the basis of the African matriarchal ideology. Amadiume points it out:
“For us African women, matriarchy – that is, African women‟s construct of motherhood – was a
means of institutional and ideological empowerment.”62

Amateurs of African art are quite familiar with sculptures portraying a black woman, totally
naked or bare breasted, holding on her knees a suckling infant (in Ancient Egypt‟s art that
image is famous as Isis and infant son Horus). Those sculptures emphasize on purpose the
role of mothers as the prime nurturers who lavish on their children a love that is similar, as
much as such a comparison can go, to the love God has for the whole Creation. It is in that
sense that the indigenous African Creator-God is a Mother.
Ancient Egypt, "one of the countries of Africa where the matriarchal system was the most
evident and most enduring"63offers an iconography of goddesses in the nude with breasts and
pubic area clearly marked. Obscene, lewd, disrespectful?
Theological education seeks to highlight with images the essence of the speech. Thus the
concept of a Supreme Mother is used to translate the concept of a creative principle that has
literally given birth to the universe. An illustration of this theological concept is given by the
“open women” in African cave art. The Mother God‟s elongated legs are wide apart over the
opening of the caves. This type of staging shows reproductive African myths where woman
(or feminine principle) is the origin of the universe and of beings64.
In his study of the Basaa myth (Cameroon), which locates humanity‟s birth place at Ngok li
tuba, "Pierced Rock", Oum Ndigi analysis the hole in the rock as symbolizing the womb. He
concludes that Ngok li tuba, "Pierced Rock", is the euphemistic description of the female as
"mother of men”. Ndigi also stresses that "Mother of Men" is one of the Egyptian names of
the uterus, mwt-rmt.65
Religion does not only mark the woman as being "the mother of men" but, more importantly,
it elevates the sexual organs of women to respect and veneration. The solar breast provides
another example. The hieroglyph for Ra has long been described as a centered sun. A woman
Egyptologist exposed, without naming it, the bias of some Egyptologists. She states:
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"Here are the facts. For decades, following, as did my colleagues, the teachings of our masters, I
referred to the hieroglyph of the Sun, represented by a perfect circle marked at its center with a
point as, a "Centered sun"66.

As a matter of fact, it was not a sun with a dot in the middle, it was more accurately the
representation of the frontal view of a breast with its nipple. Desroches Noblecourt explains
how her eyes were unsealed:
"The problem began to tickle me the day I looked more carefully how the Sun (Rê, Râ) was
carved in stone and was in the spelling of the name of a king of the Fifth Dynasty of the Old
Empire; Sahurê. The shape of the sign was very visible and the center point of the projection
appeared to be indeed a "nipple". I'm finding myself staring at a front view representation of a
breast.”67

The account of how the Egyptologist concluded that there was a breast, where her male
colleagues had always seen the solar circle, is quite instructive. It underlines how certain
“facts”, stated and repeated by scholars (Egyptologists, historians, anthropologists, ...) who
are nonetheless humans with cultural bias (here it is the androcentric bias characteristic of
patriarchal cultures, Amadiume calls it the “masculinization of data”) , deserve to be looked
at, literally, more closely.
The juxtaposition of the symbol of the breast and that of the sun leads Desroches Noblecourt
to name it:"the solar breast." The image is extremely eloquent because it highlights the fact
that breast milk is a source of life and strength as well as solar energy. God is again likened to
a nurturing mother.
In Benin, the Fon and the Akan believe in a Supreme Mother. Her name is Nana-Daho and
her anthropomorphized representation is called Tokpodoun, "multiple breasts." Jeffries noted
that one to seven breasts can be carved on Akan drums68.
Women (queen, priestesses) with bow and arrows were also painted and sculpted by African
artists as a means to show them as the life givers. It was a way to point out the belief that
female power (the shooter/the owner of the bow and arrows) is the basis of male force (the
sun/bow and the sunrays/arrow). In Senegal, the Wolof have a saying which explains the
meaning conveyed by a queen and/or a priestess holding a bow and arrow “What makes it
move is stronger than what moves” (Li yëngu li ko yëngël a ko ëpp doole). The female energy
(active in the universe) and the female human (active on planet earth) are literally in both
realms the ones who call the shots.
Matriarchal societies convey a positive image of women, without any need to demean and
oppress men. Women impose themselves without violence by putting forward their ability to
give and nurture life69. They shamelessly use their bodies as “posters” of an “ideological
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message generating the notions of a collectivism of love, nurturance and protection derived
from womb symbolism.”70
While retracing the history of Africa in school books and in history classes, children should
be taught about the African religion, the religion of the Mother God, the faith that shaped
African civilisation and its institutions.
2. The Political Institutions Arising from the Matriarchal System
African lawmen and lawwomen had, very early in time, captured, summarized and simplified
the most complex laws and principles into short stories, fables, sayings or familiar paintings
and sculptures. Such is the case with the principle of the dual-sex governing system71 which
justification is encapsulated in a tale.
2.1. A Telling African Tale: The Fox and the Stork
Upholding the principle that all human beings are created equal does not mean that
differences should be overlooked. Indeed, in our modern patriarchal world, even in
democratic states who uphold the rule of law, gender-blind systems systematically under
represent women because of societal inequality that undermines women candidates. The
Ancient African tale of the Fox and the Stork, brought to the Western world by the Ethiopian,
Aesop72, is a good illustration of how gender-blind laws can mask profound and systemic
inequality:
At one time the Fox and the Stork were on visiting terms and seemed very good friends. So the
Fox invited the Stork to dinner, and for a joke put nothing before her but some soup in a very
shallow dish. This the Fox could easily lap up, but the Stork could only wet the end of her long
bill in it, and left the meal as hungry as when she began. "I am sorry," said the Fox, "the soup is
not to your liking."
"Pray do not apologise," said the Stork. "I hope you will return this visit, and come and dine
with me soon." So a day was appointed when the Fox should visit the Stork; but when they were
seated at table all that was for their dinner was contained in a very long-necked jar with a
narrow mouth, in which the Fox could not insert his snout, so all he could manage to do was to
lick the outside of the jar.
"I will not apologise for the dinner," said the Stork:
One bad turn deserves another."73
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What is the lesson the Stork gives the Fox? For each meal equality is respected. Each time the
Fox and the Stork have been served the exact same food in the exact same dish. Yet when
seated at the table, "strangely", one has unfettered access to the meal but not the other. The
fable illustrates the African concept of democracy: the meal being the society‟s resources and
access opportunities; the people in their diversity are represented by the fox and by the stork.
African democracy is a recognition and celebration of difference and variety. Leadership is
not about one person determining what is right for everyone else. Leadership is about making
sure everyone has a say in the matter and that a general consensus can be reached.
Consequently, a common feature of ancient and pre-colonial African political structures from
the local levels to the higher ones are assemblies where all social groups are present,
according to age, gender and profession (caste). As stated by Ifi Amadiume:
“The democratic principles governing these assemblies meant that all social groups were
present, including the youth, who were usually organized in age-grades or age-sets. Every
human being had the right to voice an opinion. Those who showed a gift of oratory became very
popular or spokespersons. The system was geared to work by consensus.” 74.

Cheikh Anta Diop gives the following account of the political system in the empire of Ghana:
“Now, Ghana was not a beginning but a continuation: the level of political organization
involved (constitutional monarchy) implies an older system. The emperor governed through a
council of ministers made up of representatives of the diverse classes of society, that is to say
the castes.”75

The queen mother, a political function so typical of Africa, is only the “tip of the iceberg”.
There is an organization along gender lines at all levels.
In Senegal, the Wolof have female mothers (yaay, the biological mother and her sisters) and
male mothers (nijaay, literally “the one who is like a mother”76, the maternal uncles); male
fathers (baay, the biological father and his brothers) and female fathers (bàjjan – contraction
of baay-jigéen/père-femme)77; male husbands (jëkker, the “real” husband and his brothers)
and female husbands (njëkké, the sisters of the husband). At the political level the monarchy is
represented by a buur (elected king) and a linger (queen-mother, senior female in the buur‟s
matrilineage). The gender lines in the matriarchal system are flexible enough to never let any
member of the opposite sex locked out of a function because of its sex. Moreover, African
languages are gender neutral in general, there are no indicators for gender as a rule, more
importantly man does not represent humanity in the language as it does in Western languages
(“mankind” in English, “l‟homme” in French, “Menschheit” in German) Amadiume explains
how that worked:
“… the peculiarity of the African gender language system was such that men and women
could cross gender boundaries, and also share roles and status through genderless terms
and pronouns. Gender was therefore a means of dividing, but also a means of integrating
and co-opting.”78

74

Amadiume, op. cit., p.97.
Towards an African Renaissance, op.cit., pp. 120-121.
76
This etymology of the term “nijaay” (ni yaay – like mother) is given by Saliou Kandj, a Senegalese journalist
specialized in African civilization. He did not agree with the meaning Cheikh Anta Diop gave to the term
“nijaay” (na jaay – “let him sell”, meaning that maternal uncles had such complete authority over their nephews
they could even sell them into slavery).
77
This etymology is given by Saliou Kandji.
78
Ifi Amadiume, op.cit., p. 94
75

From the base to the top, gender duality is acknowledged in a way that guarantees both sexes
equal rights and opportunities: girls and boys undergo separate initiation rites79, a man
presides over the training of men initiates, and a woman takes over the training of women.
National coordination is ensured at the top by a female head of state (the queen mother,
lingeer in Sereer and Wolof monarchies) and by her male counterpart (maad or buur in Sereer
monarchies, buur, teeñ or dàmmel in Wolof monarchies).
Tarikhu Farrar explains the rule in Akan society:
“Every office in the Akan political hierarchy (in all its variants) has female and male
counterparts. This practice of maintaining separate, parallel political hierarchies for the female
and male sections of the population is a fundamental and presumably ancient feature of Akan
political organization. In the day-to-day affairs of government in precolonial Akan society,
women did not normally come under the authority of men. All issues pertaining primarily or
exclusively to women (and there were many political, economic and cultural) and all conflicts
between women were addressed within the context of this female political hierarchy.
Furthermore, issues involving both females and males – issues like adultery, rape, marital
conflict, and so forth – were also handled by female stool-holders.”80

B. S. Diouf gives an example of how those gendered organisations ensured a society where
women had the means to uphold peacefully their rights to respect and fair treatment:
Suka Mbul was married to Njem Selbe Naadi (the mother of Coumba Ndofène Diouf II, king of
Sine – Sereer kingdom in pre-colonial Senegal - from 1898 to 1924). The couple had
irreconcilable differences and in order to solve them, Njem Selbe Naadi took up residence at the
village‟s well where the women of “Ngulook” (the association of women initiates) joined her,
out of gender solidarity. For three days and three nights, they danced and sang, deserting their
homes completely. Then the men of the “Kasak” (the association of men initiates), with Suka at
the head, came to ask for reconciliation with the “Ngulook”. They brought an ox as a peace
offering. And peace returned in the homes when the ox was cut up and cooked, the couscous of
renewed alliance and mutual respect was consumed while the drums were beating.”81

Matriarchal societies are societies of peace and justice. In Ancient Egypt, this very principle
was elevated to the status of a female sacred principle, the goddess Maât.
Maat is figured as a bare-breasted woman82, crowned with an ostrich feather83. Queens are the
flesh and blood women who embody the sacred principle of Maat. Pharaoh‟s official titles are
the following; "son of Ra" and "brother of Maat”84. Ma'at is also called" daughter of Ra "85 .
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As a matter of fact, women organized a sociopolitical system based on the ideals of Fairness,
Kindness and Harmony. Those ideals were to be achieved with the participation of everyone
in the decisions that have a direct impact on their life and on the well being of their
community.
Cheikh Anta Diop argues that the acceptance of the matriarchal system by men is based on
the very fact that matriarchy is a harmonious dualism, which promotes the well-being of both
sexes and not just one (as illustrates the fable of the Fox and the Stork). He rightly insists on
the fact that it is not a system based on the “absolute and cynical triumph of woman over
man”86. However, Amadiume is equally right to point out that this balance of power between
the sexes could tilt to the advantage of one or the other according to time and circumstances 87.
After all, nothing is ever static.
A Wolof saying explains how the leadership of women was geared towards fairness, kindness
and equal love towards all:
Njiit ndey ji réew la njaxanaay ley tëddé, it means, A leader behaves as a mother of twins who
lies down on her back to give her children equal access to her breasts.

Hence, in African tradition the true leader is a mother.
2.2. The African Queen mothers
The African queen mother is a female title-holder placed in the highest level of the political
order. The office of queen mother marks the indigenous African political systems, from the
Meroitic Kandake of Kush88 to the lingeer of the Sereer and Wolof in Senegambia89, the
1984, p. 48. Ki-Zerbo confirms that in that African Muslim kingdom it was forbidden to beat women. When
condemned to corporal punishment, the sentence was performed not on their body but upon the roof of their
homes. That everyone would know about it was considered shameful enough for the condemned woman.
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Maigira of Bornu90, the Mafo of the Bamileke (Cameroon)91, the ohemma (literally, “female
ruler”) of the Akan92. Far from being a mere ceremonial figure, she was the true center of
political power.
Matriarchy means that women are necessarily the ones who fashioned the laws that ruled their
communities. According to Diodorus of Sicily, Goddess Isis, the original African queen
mother (once dead she was elevated to “goddesshood”93), was praised for having given
mankind its first laws and for having taught them to practice justice and banish violence from
their midst94. Sereer tradition hold the very same beliefs.
According to Babacar Sedikh Diouf a Sereer legend says that women were the sole monarchs
until the reign of Siga, who remained famous in history as the result of an extravagance which
made her lose the throne. The Sereer tradition teaches among other things that besides having
given life to mankind, women have organized the society and designed the concept of state.
B. S. Diouf notes that this teaching is saved in a drummed message, performed at the
beginning of all public festivities as a means to recall the primacy of women's sovereignty:
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« Siga Baal, ten eetu maat, maat a guutin a roof » that is to say "Siga Baal (Siga is a first
name, Baal according to B. S. Diouf means “Wide hips”) founded the state and the state has
improved after her. "95

B. S. Diouf also underlines the fact that the word "maat", fossilized in the drummed message
about Siga Bacal, is still active in the Sereer language with the same sense of participative
governance on the basis of four essential "harmonious living together" principles: Love,
Truth, Justice and Peace, the four children of Freedom and Accountability.
Female heads of state derive their power from the unwritten but not less binding constitution
of the land. Indigenous African queendoms96 were constitutional monarchies. The monarch
was not a king by divine right, he was elected to the highest office of the state by an electoral
college made up of the representatives of the country‟s main lineages. The Constitution
provided for the appointment of a woman alongside each elected king. She comes to the
office by hereditary rights through her maternal line. Usually, she would designate the male
ruler with whom she would represent the monarchy. A male ruler and a female ruler at the
head of the state is the ideal embodiment of the principle of the creative pair of female and
male working together as a team for the prosperity of all.
Diodorus of Sicily gives an account of the Egyptian theological justification of gender parity
as a principle of government:
“These two gods [the Moon and Sun, Isis and Osiris], they hold, regulate the entire universe,
giving both nourishment and increase to all things by means of a system of three seasons which
complete the full cycle through an unobservable movement, these being spring and summer and
winter; and these seasons, though in nature most opposed to one another, complete the cycle of
the year in the fullest harmony. Moreover, practically all the physical matter which is essential
to the generation of all things is furnished by these gods, the sun contributing the fiery element
and the spirit, the moon the wet and the dry, and both together the air; and it is through these
elements that all things are engendered and nourished. And so it is out of the sun and moon that
the whole physical body of the universe is made complete”97

However, in troubled times she will then appear as the sole ruler of the state.
Queen Poku who was elected supreme leader of her community at a time of crisis, in the 18th
98
century (she was literally their Moses) . On the death of Poku, power was passed to her
99
niece Akouah Boni.
In the 17th century in Angola, it is again a queen who leads the successful resistance against
100
the advancing Portuguese troops. Her name is Ana Jinga (or Zingha) .
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In Niger, queen Sarraounia leads an epic resistance against both her Islamists neighbors and
101
French colonial troops in the late nineteenth century. .
Mary Sivomey adds to the list the following names: "In Lovédou north-eastern Transvaal,
three women: Moudjadji I Moudjadji II, III Moudjadji have succeeded as sole head of the
kingdom they govern. (...) In West Africa smaller states, such as Mampong and Wenchi on
102
the Djouaben are founded by Ashanti women.
In Senegal, oral tradition holds that the kingdom of Waalo had 52 brak (title of the male
leader whose alter ego is the Lingeer) from 1186 to 1855, eight of these brak are women
who ruled starting from the year1202 for some historians while for others, these female
brak ruled starting from the year 1337. The names and surnames of these eight ruling
queens have been retained by the guardians of our oral history (Lofno Youmaïga, Fraena
YoumaIga, Tiapati Youmaïga, Fadouma Youmaïga, Mbagne Wade, Fidio Wade, Doundou
103
Wade, Wade Dafo).
The innumerable number of queens in African history from ancient time to pre-colonial one,
attests to the reality of an indigenous African tradition of women leadership, an embodiment
of a matriarchal system that was much a social reality as the imported patriarchal system now
is. It is indeed the colonial conquest, and the upheavals it brought; that put an end to the
women power in Africa. In Africa Patriarchal rule was not a natural process it was, still is,
imposed by guns and violence (both at the domestic level and state level).
Queens and other women of noble blood are not the only women who have a say in the
decision making processes of their community. Ordinary women are also involved in public
affairs.
The queen mothers were only as strong as the women‟s organizations were. The existence of
queen mothers is therefore closely linked to that of women councils.
2.3. Women’s councils
In Ancient African culture, the need to give woman all her rights and to involve her in all
decision taking processes at all levels was quite specifically addressed.Two Wolof sayings
stress the importance of women‟s representation at all levels as representation Jigéen ku ko
sooraaléwul ndi nga yekk ñamu mbaam (“If you don not involve women in what you are
cooking, you will serve a dish only fit for pigs”). Jigéen ay suñu asamaan fu ñu xiinul du taw
(“Women are our clouds, it does not rain where they are not assembled in great numbers”).
The Charter of Kurukan Fuga, the orally transmitted ruling principles governing the empire of
Mali states in its article 16: “Women, in addition to their daily occupations, must be
associated with all our governments.” Simi Afonja provides confirmation of the effectiveness
of this constitutional law, in Nigeria, by stating that in cities and villages women were
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represented in the council of leaders in the executive and the judiciary104.She also states that
in each Ibo village, women had their own council105.
In the kingdom of Dahomey (Benin) there was a women‟s assembly and a men‟s assembly.
Both assemblies sat separately but had the same prerogatives. In a historical instance, women
ordered mobilisation and war against the invading French army after the men had decided it
was best to surrender. After the women‟s assembly convened, the men‟s assembly accepted
the women‟s decision106.
In Ivory Coast women acted as supreme court judges in the sense that they were in charge of
stating what the law ultimately was. Besides, not one official act, from granting asylum rights
to collecting taxes, was legally perfect without their consent. Any transaction would be void if
they did bot approve of it. 107

CONCLUSION
Ancient practices in which women were more fully included in governmental decision
making can be called upon to promote legal reforms when implementing a gender-equal
democracy.
Recognizing this, the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People‟s rights on the
Rights of Women in Africa in article 9 poses the right for women to participate in the political
and decision-making process as well as their right to be represented equally with men at all
levels in all electoral instances. Article 9 specifically calls for states parties to ensure
increased and effective representation and participation of women at all levels of decisionmaking processes. This provision of the Protocol sounds like a distant echo of article 16 of the
Charter of the Mande.
However, if gender and the law in African tradition teaches us one thing it is that women‟s
empowerment has to take place on various fronts at the same time: economic, religious,
political and artistic. A feminist discourse and feminist principles have to dominate in all
these fields. One of the way of achieving such a feat on the African continent is to
aggressively promote the alternative institutions established in matriarchal societies (dual sex
political system, women‟s assemblies with veto power, organised Indigenous African religion
clergy, ...)
Promoting alternative religious and cultural institutions, disseminating ancient African myths,
laws and traditions honouring the role of women will serve as a reminder to all that another
society is possible and that by basing it on gender equity we will not lose our African identity,
on the contrary we will be embracing it.
.
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