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Caribbean Women & Pan Africanism

Bonita Harris

Hello! This is about all any scasible female Caribbean petson can say upon
meeting such a subject. Afier that greeting, you wait for it fo say something and
haope for the best. I waited in vain but it said nothing, noteven to friendly women
I tried to introduoce it to — until I bumped into Mr. McKenzie. Then it began to
say all sorts of things,

In Search of Mr. McKenzie is a book wrilten by two black England-born
Caribbean women about their quest for their father. Years of investigation by the
sisters who were raised in children’s homes revealed that Emest McKenzie-
Mavinga was a dedicated activist of the Pan Africanist movement who travelled
from his home island, Trinidad, to Britain and perhaps Africa. The Caribbean
farnily he Ieft behind (Trinidadian wife Catherine Eugenia and daughter Lynda,
the sole survivor of her mother’ s nine children) and his abandoned English family
(Lithuanian Jewish refugee wile Elsie; her daughter by a previous marriage,
Sheila: and their four children - Andrew Arthur Cipriani, Teddy Albert [after
Marryshow], Thelma Mary and Jane who renamed herself Isha) knew nothing of
each other. Neither family knew of his Pan Africanist work and his comtades in
the movemcent seemed to have been unaware of the existence of the woten or the
chiklren. In (he book there is a photograph of Caribbean delegates at the Fifth Pan
African Conlerence held in Manchester, October 1945, with Eruest McKenz’e,
Lushington, Gittings, Rojas and George Padmore of Trinidad, D. M. Harper of
British Guiana, Ken Hill of Jamaica, and a single wotnan, Amy Garvey.
(Mackenzie-Mavinga and Perking 1991),

The recorded history of the Pan Africanist movement is adorned with the
hames of many outstanding Caribbean men. But one has to look wide and deep
to find the women. There is one notable exception: the Garveyite wing of Pan
Africanism (the only place where masses were (0 be found, and which perhaps
permitted Pan Africanism at that particular point in its past to be described as a
“movement™} had a mass following of women: women's sections (such as the
Women's Universal African Motor Corps and the Black Cross Nurses), a Ladies
Division, women on the Board of Management (Eva Aldred, Amy Ashwood,
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Gwen Camphbell, Connie Phillips, Mirs. A, Peart, and Amy Aldred), and a ship of
the Black Star Line named Phyllis Wheatey after the 18th century African-
American poet (Cronon 1973).

Information is scarce on the women who would be the natural allies and the
round-the-clock secretaries of our leading Pan Africanists, those who would have
made it possible through their work in and out of the home for the work of Pan
Africanism to go forward. Litlle is known, for example, of Mrs, Williams, wife
of the Caribhcan Pan Africanist Henry Sylvester Williams. not even her name;
or about Dorothy, diligently colonised by George Padmore to Turther the cause
of Man Africanism during his liletime and afler, except that they were both
Europcan women.

We find Mrs. Blyden by a process of deduction. Hollis Lynch, in his preface
10 the biography Edward Wiltnor Blvden: Pan Negro Parrior, noles that helpful
information came from Isa Blyden “who at eighty-five still has vivid recollec.
tions of her father.” If there is a daughicr, there must be a mother, She is foumg
(notin the Index) on page 38 in a discussion of the conflicts between “educaten
hiacks and the mulatio ruling class”™ in the USA. “Blyden himself had in 1855
marricdamaulatto - Sarah Yates - the niece of B. P. Yates. a wealthy merchant who
was at that time the Vice-President of 1iberia. Their retationship turned out to be
uncongenial, and Blyden claimed that this was because her loyalty 10 the mulattg
cligue 1ok precedence over her loyalty to him as ber hushand: but at least par
of the explanation must lie in the [act that his wife was semi-literate and did noq
share his intellectoal interest, and (hat Blyden, who became an itinerant withow
aregular income, was not a good Gnily provider and far from anideal hosbang,™

In his account of why the Blyden relationship proved uncongenial, Mr. Lynch
vnwiklingly suggests that Pan Africanism is a matter of ‘intellectual interest” for
a chitch of men and not about the miltions of ordinary literate or otherwise
competent persons who comprise the masses of Africa and the African Diaspora,

“Not a good family provider and far from an ideal husband” — this seems qp
apt description of Mr. McKenzie , whose daughters spent the better past of thejy
childhood in the 19405 and 1950s in various children’s homes in Englang,
because , according to him, his wife “found it wholly impossible 10 care for the
children,” or as he wrole in another letter to the childcare authorities, “She jg
affecting that she is not fecling healthy encugh to take care of them.”

“Sheis affecting!” observed the man of the house. Yet. even from this distance,
it does not reguire much imagination to reconstruct life in bombarded. food ang
fuel short wartime and post-war Binningham for a woman. arefugee, aLithuanjay
Jew, with five children and a politically active black Caribbean hushand who wag
a herbadist, journalist, public speaker, preacher and frequently away “on bugj.
ness.” Although deeply sensitive toracial discriminationand the plight of Africay
people, he was perhaps not onconscious of but not sympathetic to the burdens hig
wife and children were forced 10 shoulder, This awlel gap beiween theory ang
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praciice, and the personal and public political realm remain unfortunately all too
commonamang many of our leamed male reformers. (It must be noted, infaimess
rather than in criticism, that the daughters drew none of these negative inferences
from what they learntof their father’ s life and woik. They were very prond of what
he was and he is treated very sympathetically,)

C.L. R James, whom the sisters were able totrack downand secure an audience
with, remembered him warmly “as a figure of authority who sat and directed
while the younger men did the running around.” This male type is well known
among Caribbean women of all classes and ethnic groups. When infrequently at
home, they tyrannise the household, treating children as persons without rights
and the mother and other adult females as infantile.

The case of Catherine McKengzie, a teacher’s wife, who watched eight of the
children she bore die, and brought up her surviving daughter until she was 13
years at which point she herself, as the enphemism goes, *passed away,” leaving
Lynda in the care of her refatives, speaks volumes about the infant mortality rate
and health care for the mass of women in Trinidad at the time.

Before we go much forther, a brief word needs to be said on the question of
race. Regrettably, people, even scholars, stili speak of and treat the Caribbean as
if we were all of African descent. An activist friend Vanda Radzik pointed out to
achagrined colleague and brother of ours, Clive Thomas, that even his very good
and well illusteated book, The Poor and the Powerless (Monthly Review Press)
managed to convey this impression. The fact that the publishing company had
selected the offending (through the crime of omission) visvals did not save him.
Tt is surcly careless of a writer as sensitive to these concerns as we know him 10
be to leave these matters in the hands of publishers thereby running the risk of
having the images nuliify the text.

Here, in Guyana, are some of the original Caribbean women of the Amerindian
peoples - the Akawaio, Arekuna, Arawak, Warran, Patamona, Carib, Wai Wai,
Makushi and Wapishana. It is a shameful thing that geographical and other
barriers still prevent women whose ancestors came from elsewhere from estab-
lishing meaningfnl contact and supportive relations with more indigenous
women. Indo-Carihbean women (foreparents from India) are a majority in
Guyana and in Trinidad & Tobago, and exist in visible numbers in other parts of
obr region. There are also other women, inclading Javanese, Chinese and
Europeans in our territories. Pan-oriented ideas and initiatives therefore have to
approach us in a way that does not exclude our sisters and does not extract us or
distract ns from our mission of women’s emancipation. And they must engage us
with African women as they daily battle under conditions of creshing poverty,
domestic violence, desert, war and the exercise of male power in all places.

This paper started out with very modest intentions: an attempt by an activist
to find a nexus between Caribbean women and Pan Africanism. I soon became
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clear that it was alsoan opportunity and duty te introduce anomber of women who
bring to the topic a useful perspective.

The first of these women is Selma James. (For the record, at ong lime the wife
of C.L.R James, another of our leading Caribbean Pan Africanists.) Sclna, a
lifelong activist in various liberation movements, eventually made her way to that
one thing which unites all women: housework. Inso doing, she broke new ground
for all of us as well as enriched scholarship for those who have eyes to see and
ears to hear, When the day comes, as it surely will, where waged housework and
childcare is az unchallengeable and commonplace as the eight-hour day for paid
workers, pensions for the elderly and retired workers and freedom from slavery,
we shall have to single out Selma for her pioneering work.

In March 1993, the Wages for Iousework Campaign, started by Selma James
in Manchester (for those intercsted in life’s Liitle synchronicities, also the site of
the famons Fifth Pan African Conference) was twenty-one years old. An
important milestone was passed when following the Nairobi meeting ending the
UN Decade for Women in 1985, the TN agreed that “The remuneraied and, in
particular, the unremunerated contributions of women to ali aspects and sectors
of development should be recognised, and appropriate cfforts should be made o
measure and reflect these contributions in national accounts and economic
statistics and wn the Gross National Product. Concrete steps should be taken to
quantify the unremunerated contribution of women lo agriculture, food produc-
tion, reprodnction andt household activities.” When Pan Africanists adopt as
theirs this campaign to have women’s work counted we shall know that there is
a place for women in the movement,

The second woman is the economist Peggy Antrobus, who has worked
tirelessly in our region and abroad to wake up policy makers to the fact that
Caribbean women are the poorest of the poor in the Caribbean. UNICEF, she
noted, was the first intemational agency to call attention to the negative impact
of structural adjustment on the poor, particularly on women, children and the
elderly. “However, given the fact that it is women who take responsibility for the
care of children, the elderly and the sick, it is only fair (o acknowledge that it is
mainly poor women who bear the weight of these measares.”

She bad topoint out that “throughout the Decade (for women), we spoke of the
need for “integrating women in development” as if they are outside development,
‘What we should have discovered by now is that far from being outside, needing
to be integrated, women’s labour, both paid and unpaid, is central to the equation
- but in a way which is highly exploitative.”

Arguing for the recognition of gender as a critical variable in planning she
reminds us that “(1) Women make up slightly more than 51 percent of the
popuiations of our countries of the Caribbear; (2) They are the key actors: in
agriculture, food production, marketing and processing; as providers of heatth,
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education and other services, both within and outside the formal, monetised
sectors; in manofacturing and services in the formal sector of (he economy; and
in the informal sector, where their activilies represent a creative response to the
absence of opporivnities for earning an income in the formal sectors of the
economy; {3} Women represent the majority of the unemployed, and the poor.”
(Antrobus 1989). This, of course, is also true for women who are the main
producers in Africa. Inthe parts of the continent riven by uncivil wars, the burdens
of production and reproduction have to be borne by women and girls on all sides
of the conflict while negotiating bullets and minefickls, norsing wounded
warriors and non-combatants, coping with increased domestic violence, moumn-
ing and organising the wherewithal for the funerat rites for the many dead.

The third woman is Andaiye, the Guyanese women’s activist and gender
researcher. In Guyana, where all the available indicators and quality of life
indices demonstrate that Guyanese women and children are far worse off than
their Caribbean cousins, she called for the fight against women’s over-represen-
tation among the ranks of the poor 1o be treated as “a humanright, a political and
an economic imperative.” For those who fing ‘pure’ bread and buiter imperatives
maore compelling, she emphasised the economic argument: “Reproductive work
is critical to the economy because it is work which, at the level of the household,
shapes the human resources that are the base of all development,” (Colloguinm
on Poverty organised by the Institute of Development Studies, University of
Guyana, March 1993)

A little ynacknowledged stumbling block to Pan Africanism, at least where
women are concemetl, is the matter of how our concerns are mediated, translated
and communicated to us. What do we here in the Caribbean know of the concrete
lives of African women (and they of vs) except that which is informed by our
imagination and the television world powers where they penetrate?

Hear Awa Thiam. “For a long time,” she explains, “*African men delighted in
doing down their womenfolk, and indeed they still do, This campaign must cease,
The problems faced by African women have always been dodged, played down
in their own communities, both by the governmenis in power and by reactionary
or pseudo-revolutionary inteHectuals.”

She speaks for all of us when she tails, “There is no longer any question of
accepting excuses for distegarding these problems, least of all the excuse that is
most frequently put forward: that the liberation of Black people in general is far
and away more important than the liberation of women. At the risk of repeating
ourselves, we say that our wish to stand up as a race, with our own specific
characteristics, confronting all other races, does not in any way invelve brushing
aside the problems of the African woman’s deplorable situation, We go beyond
the racial problem, since we are taking our stance, not enly as Black women,
African womcen, bt also as members of the human race without regard for any
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ethnic considerations. As Far as we are concerned, this human race consists of
social classes and two categories of individuals, men and women, whose
relationship (o each other is that of dominating to dominated.” (Awa Thiam
1986).

In January 1993, some male colleagues of ours organised a high-powered
seminar “Environment and Development.” It was hosted by the University of
Guyana and the Office of the President and funded by UNDP. In a five-minute
Viewpaoint programme on the radio, “Wifing the Environment, In Other Words,
Nagging.” Jocelyn Dow of the Red Thread women's organisation illustrated the
divergence of our views:

“I wish toofTend no one i this Viewnoint but wonld argue that if we are serions
about creating a new democratic climate we must debate our differing views
publicly. But T want to say that present throughout the day were various notions
of environment which I contest. The first is that the ‘environment’ is something
special and divorced from day to day life and activity; which resides ir the quality
of air, water, quantity of trees, gold, pollution or the pumber of logs or wildlife
you can export and which is conirollable by scientific intervention, govermment
authority and the *big’ companies. People spoke of Rio, sustainable development
and overarching institutions tocontrol environmentally unfavourable behaviour,”

“No one spoke of poverty, structural adjustment and its adversarial relation.
ship t the environment; there was no framework within which we examined our
prescat state, what were the main concems that needed immediale action, what
the new government has inherited that has major environmental consequences,
inheritances like Iwokrama, Barama, Demerara Timbers Limited, Omai, Hunt
Oil etc., a totally battered health care sysiem, a destroyed educational system andg
over it all, the policy of strnctural adjustment. That is what is overarching, It is
because of the IMF structural adjustment policies that we have all these big
companies wilh their big capacity to extract our wealth, their big concessions and
the small refurn they give to our economy.,”

“The discussions seemed devoid of any mention of people. . . whenever the
discussion in the workshop I participated in came to the question of a mechanism
for environmental policy and moniloring, every imaginable reason why thig
authority would be betier vested in a ‘high calibre man,” or a Minister, than jn
peaple’s organisations was given; reason upon reason was put to limit wide
participation ..."do you mean that every time a company wishes to invest in g
natural resource, you woukd have to consult people?’ . . . If you mention that
women were the primary caretakers of the environment, that provoked facetioys
comments ... ‘perhaps what we need is a group of three wise women and a man?®
There was an argument about whether indigenous peoples should have what were
deséribed as “saper rights.’”

Then there is Sistren, the Jamaican Theatre Collective, which developed out
of the initiative of a group of working class wornen in 1977, In another kind of
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world, their talent and skili in utilising popular methodolegies for consciousness
raising and organisation building would be remunerated far above the levels
presently being awarded university political scientists. Afier eleven years as
Sistren's Antistic Director, Honour Ford Smith sent herself on leave, saying:
“Founders need a chance to take structured study leave and grow through
expasure to other women's groups, organisations, theatre and general educa-
tion.” (Sistren 1988). This should be arule for all leaders: mandatory study leave
at least once per decade.

In an interview in the same issue of (he Sistren magazine, she posed and
answered instructively a number of questions. About the origins of Sistren she
explained; “It came partly about through the opening of the seventies, the crash
programime and so on. But another part of it was a visien of women’s popular
theatre, which came out of feminism, socialism, experimental and political
theatre and education. Without this thinking, the organisation would not have
been unique. This is often overlocked —— the theory behind the work.”

On Sistren’s biggest achievements she pointed to *“The creation and develop-
ment of a working class popnlar theatre and an autonomous (stressed in the
original) women’s organisation over the last eleven years, which has had national
impact on working class women in terms of elping to show an altemative (o
oppression.”

On one of Sistren’s mistakes she highlighted “The move away from nsing
personal testimony as the basis of work. Instead, we got bogged down in old
fashioned processes of administration. We spent so much time in meetings we
hardly had encugh time to getany work done. The meetings themselves depended
on absiract reasoning, debate and argument skills. Since not all of us were able
to do that, people became suspicious and bored and agreed to things they didn’t
always understand. Then when they found out what it really meant, they'd
‘unwork.”

“Why would personal testimony have helped? It would have helped us to deal
with our own creativity; given us a place to express interpersonal problems non-
verbally. And because we are women and most women experience political
problems in the so- called private area of life it wonld have made that link between
otir social structures and our work,”

This last statement containg a truth that truly grasped can make all the
difference in organising for transformation: Most women experience political
problems in the sa-called private area of life,

The understanding, experience, methodologies and teachings of Sistren mul-
tiptied and applicd thronghout Africa and the diaspora could do infinitely more
toadvance Pan Africanism thanamillion conferences of the type already held and
possibly already planncd for the futore,
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Although women have been the backbone and the guts of anti-colonial,
national liberation, independence andall freedom movementsand the organisations
which led or supported them, in no place do any majority of women enjoy even
relative freedom. This stark reality is usually relegated to a mitor point made in
passing by writers, theoreticians and observers of these processes who approach
their research without the necessary gender bias. Tnstead of la luta continua for
women, life is the continving private and public colonisation, deepening impos-
sibly with structural adjustment. We see the mass raping of women in what was
once progressive Yugoslavia; skin and bones for what was once Somali women
and children; the battering of women on all sides of the Angolan tragedy; the
battom of the Atantic for flecing Haitians. Where on the agenda of Pan
Africanism are these matters which cannot wait? In what way will they sidetrack
the movement? What is the relation of the fathers and the sons and the brothers
to the rest of African humanity? What can Pan Africanism as the twenty-first
century approaches be about, if not, first and foremost, the fate of women and
children?

“We started campaigning for wages for housework, the unpaid labour that
most women do every day of theirlives ...” Selma James explains, “It was not just
a demand for money, but a new political perspective which was especially
important for the working class because it deals with power relations which
socialists and feminists often didn’t see.” (James 1992) Pan Africanists often
don't see it either.

Look at us! Most of us who have escaped the crader forms of poverty work at
low income jobs in the food, education, health, agriculture, export processing
zones, public and other service sectors. (We see the unpaid domestic work woinen
do as the root of all our problems because work done for no pay in the home is
responsible for the low pay similar jobs are awarded outside the home.) Where
we see women in so-called non- traditional occupations, such as the security
services in Guyana, the explanation is to be found in the fact that they are low
paying. This world of work is dominated by vrreformed men aware of the level
of dependency and prepared to exploil it to the fullest. Economic dependency
faken with the burdens of domestic lahour drive those with spunk and possibilities
to migrate at the earliest opportunity. Many Caribbean women dream of migrat-
ing to a place where homes have running water, light at the flick of a switch, fuel
at the turn of a stove knob, lanndry washed and dried at the press of a batton, food
purchasabie around the corner for a proportion of the family’s income instlead of
hunied and gathered — and why shouid they not? It is after all the Iast decade of
the twentieth century?! For us, motherhood is by and kurge compulsory, children,
the getting or aborting, onr responsibility. In short, it is not bard fo have no time
for Pan Africanism, especially when it has nothing to offer vs bat ongoing
argument.
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In Guyana, in the Working People’s Alliance, one crilicism raised against
leading women activists described as having “deserted” the “political” struggle
was that we had abandoned the fight for power for the fight for empowerment. In
the first place we did notabandon the party which we played alarge partinhelping
to shape and build. We kept more than one foot in the door and held one head in
key areas (finance, programme, propagandza, decision making) becanse empow-
erment requires that women with a gender bias locate themselves in as many
places as possible, and the place where political authority may be exercised and
political culture transformed would be a place to be, We simply rescheduled our
time and energies and extended the scope of our influence. In the second place,
the women aclivists who became women’s activists saw their work as highly
political, work which had been neglected for too long in the parrow interests of
the broader political struggle,

While we lent our not inconsiderable resources to the Working People’s
Alliance bid for state power at the 1992 ¢lections which were free enough to
defeat the attempits of the 25 year-old dictatorship to remain in office but not se
free that the WPA was able to win more than two token seats, some of us did utter
the heresy (hat, yes, we were actually more interested in the empowerment of
women than the achieving of state power by ovr party, especially if a choice about
where our minds and bodies would be had to be made. I should note here that the
WPA, while far from perfect, was remarkably free from the horrible male
chawvinism and sectarianism which characterised parties of the left in the
Caribhean,

I recommend the reading of former Black Panther Elaine Brown's A Tuste of
Power for those who want (o understand something about the culture of male
dominated ‘progressive” political organisations and armed struggle units. ‘Bean-
tiful,” one of the adjectives used on the jacket in a promotion blurb by Ciaude
Brown (Manchild in the Promised Land) to describe the Panthers, is not well
chosen. The book also supplies ample clues to an understanding of how and why
Winnie Mandela became what she is reported 10 have become and raises another
guestion: why is not the male institution where she won her spurs and which now
sporns her not being called to account?

The organisation which we formed in 1986 while remaining leading members
of the Working People’s Alliance was Red Thread. (Judging from the ethnic
voting patterns in the October 1992 elections most of the 200-plns women in Red
Thread would have cast their ballots, not in favour of the main party of the
organisers [WPA] but for the incumbents or the opposition party which won.) It
was organised across party lines among women in Indo-Guyanese and Afro-
Guyanese communities and had the following objectives: {) To organise women
to eam money through a process of self-management and collective endeavour;
2) To link income generation and personal development to community develop-



30 Bonita Harris

ment; to enhance leadership capacities within communities; 3) To provide
appropriate educational and skills training; 4) To increase the participants’ self-
knowledge and heighten their consciousness of their shared conditions; 5) To
facilitate an experience of paid work which involves participants in decision-
making and does not depend on subservience of any kind. With the acquisition
of a heavy-duty vehicle, we have expanded our work intw an Amerindian
community not served by the coastal road system.

This may sonnd very NGOish to persons raised on superior political
organisational traditions. We are unapologetically anon-govemment organisation
but we donot make a fetish of it; it is simply a mechanism through which women
may move in a very practical way to self-emancipation, which in our tisne and
place was articulated by Walter Rodney as the only real road to freedom for the
working people, The seven women whoorganised Red Thread (Andaiye, Jocelyn
Dow, Bonita Harris, Diana Matthews, Danuta Radzik, Vanda Radzik, Karen de
Souza) took the organising principle of collective leadership which distinguished
the WPA among political parties, a step further. We constituted ourselves into a
Resovrce Unit of the organisation and function in this capacity, rather than s
leaders. The membershipof the Resource Unit is fluid as women move in and out,
depending on the needs or the riches of the period, personal passions and
consiraints,

Red Thread has become part of a growing neiwork, not yeta ‘pan’ movement,
of Caribbean women of all classes where work goes oh, visits are made by gronps
and individoals, and experiences are shared. This is supporied by similar
developmental work at home where, for example, an education or health
warkshop team would make contacts in a community, visit house to house and
organise sessions. Recent research on survival straiegies by a Red Thread team
conducting surveys in a mining town caused grambling among male frade
unionists when they discovered the women (who were from their community, not
the university) were being paid for their work! In another commnunity, a sugar
worker forbade his wife (a ember of the Red Thread research team) from
cafrying out a snrvey among male heads of households on the grounds that it
wonld shame him. (She was allowed to work in another community. She already
had his consent to carry out interviews with women in her village. He has come
a long way in five years.) We have also discovered, not snrprisingly, that, for
example, women more easily see the link betweern working t©o emd violence
against women and the question of the rights of children; that is, more easily than
men making the concrete conmections between people’s liberation and the status
of women,

Think how protective a wide trans-tribal women’s network could have been
in the former Yugoslavia which boasted traditional male-dominated, well run,
well managed, well stmictured organisalions such as parties amd armies. Think
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how our common sorvival can be assured in mulii-ethric Third World societies
such as Africa when women organise across race and ethnic lines.

Caribbean women may demonstrate sympathy and solidarity with the Pan
African idea, but as it stands today it is not sufficient. The struggle for our
economic independence, for the right to be paid for work, must take precedence
over all other struggles. This is not merely an expression of choice (which it is too;
freedom of choice, ranking high on any list of essential human rights), but also
an expression of good sense, since the free-Africa goal of Pan Africanists will
never be won unless the unshackling of women, the producers and reproducers
of labour power becomes an ahsolute priority of ali organisers, freedom fighters
and wonld-be liberation parties.

How can women be expected toplay an effective and genuine role in the wider
movements needing their talents and energies when they are hemmed in by life
itself? When they are constrained by mnitiple social oppressions which are not
the active concem of pan movements? Imagine a Pan Africanism vibrant with
social truth and peopled with free women.

Until then, culiurcmongerers, tribalists, tyrannisers, famine causers and desert
stormers in all their gnises will continue their dread works, unstoppable. Directly
under the noses of the McKenzie-Mavingas at the offices and secretariats of Pan
Africanism are the patriarchal societies of Africa which make a virtue out of
oppressing and traumatising women and girls. Although much can be said and
needs to be said on the sacrosanct matier of culture, here are just two statements
from African women on it

Medina, a Fulani gir] relates: *“When t was at the end of my second yearinhigh
school, I was told thatmy grandfather, amarabout wielding absolute power inthe
family and thonght of as ‘God-the-father’ by a great number of people including
my parcnts, wished to see me. He had so much auwthority that his children,
rephews, disciples, and all those surrounding him, never argued with his
decisions. When Larrived at his house, accompanied by my parents, he said, after
the formal exchange of greetings and polite formulas: You have always been a
good and obedient child. Iknow that you are alsoa good pupil. I would like to give
you in marriage next Friday (this was a Saturday evening) to your cousin X, who
is continuing his studies in Sandi Arabia. You probably don’t know him, but he
is a good boy and well bred. . . After the wedding, you will seturn to Saudi Arabia
with him and stay there till he has finished his studies.” 1 was thunderstruck.”

“,..soin Black Africa it would seem that males have forced women tobecome
their own torturers, to butcher each other. Women have rationalised excision and
infibulation, associaling these with prescriptive practices until they become an
integral part of their traditional or ritual body of customs. This would partly
explain the Fact that women themselves take the responsibility for their own
mutilation. ., , . The average man or worman in Black Africa does not give much
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thought to clitoridectomy and infibulation, any more than to the condition of
women generally. Within mass Black African organisations, whether of the right
or the left, these matters are avoided, on the gronnds that they are not apt to
mobilise the interest of the masses. Who decides this? Who decrees it? Men, and
the dominating ideology of these organisations which, even when they include
some women in their midst, are fundamentally mysogynist.” [Awa Thiam, Black
Sisters, Speak Out, p. 20, 75, 86]

For those who may feel that ‘balance” is missing from this paper, that women
too plenty, here is a lengthy exiract from C.L.R James, the sweetheart of Pan
Africanists. (We also love and respect him.) In his closing thoughts in an address,
“Towards the Seventh Pan- African Congress — Past, Present and Future™ (1976)
he takes us to a hook Child of the Dark by a Brazilian woman, Carolina Maria de
Jesus, “who sat down every night and wrote a diary about the kind of life she was
living in the Brazilian ghetto, It got into the hands of a Brazilian reposier ... When
the book appeared in Sao Paulo, in Jess than six months, 50,000 copies were sold,
It has sold more than any other Brazilian book since the beginning of Brazil
centuries ago. Let me repeat. The book thai has had the widest cisculation in that
huge area is the book by this woman with two years of schooling. That is an
example of what can be done by the mass of the population when it is given the
opportunity o express its nafural ability. Lenin was very much concerned about
that. He always said, give the common people a chance, (hey have the energy,
they have the ability, they have the desire to change. But the ordinary society
suppresses them and keeps them down. If you free them you get energy, you get
initiative, you get forward-looking policy, etc., which can be a tremendous
advance in the economic and social development of any country.”

This is CL.R’s way of expressing Andaiye’s point that “combating women's
‘over-representation’ among the poor is at once a human right, a political and an
economic imperative.”

James then goes to George Lamming’s Natives of My Person, to thediscussion
among the wives of the men who made the Middle Passage ... *“The surgeon’s wife
asks: ‘Why did we follow them here? These men are no good and yet we have
followed them out bhere, why did we do that?" The steward’s wife says: ‘Yes, why
follow them here?” And the lady of the house, who was in charge, says: ‘Because
we are a future. Becanse women are a future’” .., And the last lines of the book are
from the Iady of the house, *A futnre, I repeat: we are a futore they must leam "
According to James, Lamming “has been saying in afl of his hooks: that men
constitate an elite in relation to women, and women have got a capacity, which
men have got to leam.”

CLR concludes his reflections: “I believe that all these matters (and many
more) could be the material for a Seventh Pan-African Congress. And [ believe
that ilis not only Africans who would be able to understand that remendous fnove
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forward there posed, but people all over the wotlid and in the advanced countries
would understand, with cur repudiation of the national staie, our repudiation of
the elite, our respect for the great mass of the population and the dominant role
that it would play in the reconstruction of society, our recognition that ovr elitism
is morally responsible for what is happening 10 the ordinary man (he means
person), our recognition of the capacity they have in them, our recognition of the
need to release the enormous energies of the mass of people, in particular in
women and the peasants — such a congress could be the Seventh for Pan
Africanism but, for that very reason, the First of new worldwide social advance.,”

Throughout Africa and the diaspora, women birth, bring vp and bury much
with desperately little —especially, it must be noted, in a place like Angola. This
paper has atiempted to unearth a small portion of some of this labour to allow it
to speak directly to the question of Caribbean women and Pan Africanism. For
there to existanexus between us and it, especially when its leading spokespersons
continue to be male, it will have to come out uncompromisingly, forexampie, for
the disbanding of all the armies and the fiefdoms of Africa, for the turning of
weapons into washing machines, and, yes, for wages for all the nnremunerated
honsework, vard work and field work which women do which still remain the
basis of all our economies, modern or not, These are not inreasonable demands,
and we do not ask for backpay or compensation for injuries sustained in the past.
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