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Women's Networks: An Exploration Into Their 
Use For Empowerment And Social Change 

A. Baltzersen* 
•f 

INTRODUCTION 

The concept o f ' ne twork ing ' has gained the attention o f anthropologists, 
sociologists, pol i t ical scientists and business people alike, because network 
analysis serves to identify how individuals l ink together to achieve targeted 
goals, how informat ion is dis tr ibuted, who are the key people, and how group 
decisions'are made.' But much o f this valuable research has yet to take culture 
in to explicit account. 

This paper w i l l focus on women's networks through a literature review of 
cross-cultural studies on women as well as an analysis o f my field experience wi th 
ne twork ing among Afr ican women university students while I was an exchange 
student at the Universi ty o f Ife, I le-Ife, Nigeria . - The task o f reviewing the 
literature is arduous; it is broad, diverse and often unfocused. Cancepts ot 
ne twork ing must be gleaned f rom the studies; there is as yet no generally 
accepted def ini t ion o f the term 'ne twork ' . The defini t ion is being refined by each 
new empirical study. Through this review, which predominant ly focu.ses on the 
Uni ted States and the continent o f Afr ica , I hope to derive a composite defini t ion 
in a way that avoids the common pitfal l o f cul tura l blindness. 

The focus on women's networks is par t icular iy salient to women 
researchers because network analysis explores the tools women use to influence 
their environment or create an environment to recognise their achievements in 
societies which often ignore that the key arc social and pol i t ica l actors w i th in 
society. These networks are, thus, women created and designed. I t is also 
significant- to examine women's networks because they seem to occur 
universally. Yet, 1 do not want to imply that this means universal equivalence. 
Indeed, there exist a variety o f network types wi th in any given culture, in 
different classes.' 

The central question to be explored here is; i f women do define their 
networks (the participants, the functions and the goals), should we expect that 
women can or w i l l use those networks in a strategy to effect change in their lives 
and the larger society? Or , does the environment (the society) which difines 
women through its policies and ideology serve to hmit how women wi l l define 
themselves and their networks so that networks merely serve to maintain the 
status quo? 

In the Uni ted States, the surge o f interest in women's networks is often 
at tr ibuted to feminism and the women 's l iberation movement ' . Nonetheless, 
nextworking is not a feminist phenomenon; it is not even excltisively a lemale 
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Phenomenon.- Yet feminist theory and methodology have made networks 
visible and analytical ly signficant where they had been neglected or deemed 
t r iv ia l by conventional social analysis. A feminist emphasis recognises the need 
for women to define their reality, w i th the support o f other women.' ' I t envisions 
women helping to empower other women. A feminist analysis does not seek 
merely to describe women's lives, but to understand in a more coherent fashion 
the reasons why women choose particular .strategies and to analyse the 
differential success o f those strategies. Women's networks reveal one o f the 
critical ways in which "the personal is po l i ca l . " I t is a strategy for use by 
individual women, to politicise their personal experiences and to share 
awarenesses learned through communicat ing their shared experience in to the 
broader comtnuni ty . Because women's networks do not occur in a vacuum, but 
in an invironment which influences them and defines them, I w i l l examine 
networks wi th in the context to the ' pub l ic /p r iva te ' d ichotomy. 

N E T W O R K I N G IN P U B L I C / P R I V A T E ' S P H E R E S 

The strategies women employ to influence their surroundings reflect how 
women define their needs and the range o f influence they seek w i t h i n their 
environment. Thus, ne tworking does not occur in a vacuum. W o m e n are 
actively choosing strategies to contend wi th or to change the condit ions in which 
they live. Their environment falls understate con t ro l , even in remote areas. H o w 
the state defines women, their roles in society, and the value i t places on their 
con t r ibu t ion is cr i t ical to women. Such definitions often undervalue women's 
contr ibut ions and increases their oppression. The definitions focus on women's 
reproductive roles and either ignore or devalue women's product ive activities. 

The European conquest and creation o f various colonial administrat ions in 
Africa is par t icular ly il lustrative on this point . We know that Afr ican women in 
pre-colonial societies actively participated in society through trade, agr icul tural 
p roduc t ion , their roles in kinship networks, and economic contr ibut ions to the 
household. Pre-colonial societies had no strict delineation o f po l idca l , 
economic or social inst i tut ions. A m o n g Yoruba women, for instance, this meant 
that they had a pol i t ica l voice through kinship structures and their economic 
roles; they possessed the abi l i ty to levy sanctions." 

Throughout the colonial period, women used their sanction power to 
attempt to inlluence colonial administrators. In the Aba Women's War o f 1929, 
Igbo women used their sanction o f "s i t t ing on a m a n " to change colonial 
taxation policies. Such policies were instituted to force Igbo men into the wage 
economy and to make them responsible for paying the tax levied against women 
who were their wives. Such policies ignored the internal economic divisions o f 
the household, women's financial contr ibut ions , and defined women as 
dependents on the men they were married to. Women were defined in terms o f 
so-called private, domestic roles; poli t ics was defined as public and, therefore, 
the male domain . The women's actions d id not conform to the colonial 
administrators ' not ion o f politics, and they responded by disregarding the 
women's protests. This scene was repeated across the continent. Whi le I do not 
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want to suggest that pre-colonial structures were inherently more beneficial for 
women, it does ilustrate the role colonial administrators played in a shift 
towards defining women solely in relation to their reproductive roles. The 
colonial period also represents an al terat ion o f Afr ican societies in to a greater 
structual delineation o f insti tutions. 

Throughou t most o f rura l Afr ica today, p roduc t ion continues to be largely 
subsistence based despite the in t roduc t ion o f large-scale commercial farming. 
Women play p r imary roles in food produc t ion . Labour continues to be divided 
by gender and age. M e n are often drawn in to urban areas in search of wage 
employment to earn cash to participate in a accomoditised economy. W o m e n , 
the elderiy, and children remain behind to fa rm the marginal land available for 
subsistence p roducdon . Women may rely on the sale o f surpulus produce to earn 
cash to meet their f inancial obHgations to be household. Failure to produce a 
surplus may preclude women's f inancial contr ibut ions f rom men. Through this 
process, women's status gained through productive activities diminishes; they 
lose their independent status as income earners. 

Foreign development agencies, w o r k i n g in conjuct ion wi th now sovereign 
state bureaucracies, introduce rura l development projects ostensibly to improve 
rura l hfe and increase agricul tural p roduc t ion . This generally has meant the 
in t roduc t ion o f cash crops or green revolut ion techniques provided to men, 
fo l lowing the western concept o f farming as a male activi ty, completely 
disregarding the reaUty o f farm labour in Afr ica . This is often accompanied by 
land reform measures geared towards privat is ing landholdings in the name o f 
male 'head o f house'. Through such policies, widely documented in the 
development l i terature, women's productive roles are ignored. Women farmers 
are, rather, associated w i t h subsistent, unproduct ive agriculture. Policies 
assume that to increase agricul tural p roduc t iv i ty , men must farm using modern 
techniques. Women's contr ibut ions are devalued. Women's projects, i f they 
exist, are oriented towards health and reproductive programmes. 

Thus , western development agencies in co-operation w i t h Af r i can 
governments play a role in dei ining the 'publ ic ' and 'pr ivate ' w i t h respect t o » 
women. The 'pub l ic ' is economically impor tant and is pol i t ica l . I t excludes 
women. The 'pr ivate ' is the domain o f women who are dependent on male 
household heads; i t is outside o f polit ics; women are apol i t ical . I t is evident, 
however, that the state actively defines 'pr ivate ' relations and decides when i t 
w i l l intervene, based on state interest. This is clearly influence o f the private 
sphere by the pubUc. Can we not also assume that the domestic sphere 
(theoredcally occupied by women)influences the public sphere? A n d , can we not 
also presume that public , pol i t ical policies which are shaped by men incorporate 
their 'pr ivate ' (stereotypic) def in i t ion o f women in to those public policies? 
Therefore, women and the private or domestic sphere are not apol i t ical at a l l . 
Mechanisms which attempt to fix women in to a private sphere whol ly ignore 
the different use o f social interaction and resources w i t h i n different cul tura l 
settings where women do indeed infiuence public decision-making. Several 
studies cite the ways in which women either seek to influence men or create an 
environment to celebrate their achievements. 

Nelson argues that , despite sexual segregation in Midd le Eastern societies. 
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women use their infiuence in basic economic and pol i t ica l institutions where 
kinship infiuences public figures'". Women use their social resources to nego
tiate marriage alliances, as controllers o f produce or property, in support ing or 
rejecting male poli t icians, or in their authori ty w i th in the family and household. 
Women's elaborate friendship networks exchange in fo rmat ion vi ta l to decision
making; this in format ion is denied to men through segregation practices, but 
upon which men heavily depend. Midd le Eastern women's solidari ty groups also 
oversee women's conduct especially as it relates to sexual misconduct, in other 
instances, they use supernatural powers as saints, healers, or sorcerers, to 
exercise power over men. 
Nelson's Study brings to the fore the importance o f Kinsh ip , and the use o f ' 
social resources in the pol i t ical process. Whi le i t focuses on women's segregated 
sphere, it does not thereby assume this sphere is devoid o f influence, or 
apol i t ical . She argues that the paucity o f in format ion on women's abi l i ty to 
influence public act ion is perpetuated by western male researchers who lack 
access to women's activities, and since they are ' invisible ' , they lack value. 
O 'Barr is equally cr i t ical o f western male definitions o f poli t ics and pol i t ica l 

actors, which rely on the visible activities o f men in bureaucratic structures. 
This bias presumes that the household is private, except for the assumed male 
head, who connects the private w i t h the public. Because they refuse to examine 
the interests w i t h i n the household, male researchers certainly fail to see that 
women's strategies influence their surroundings and pol i t ica l life. 

Hirschmann has made an impor tant con t r ibu t ion towards understanding 
how men's private (often stereotypic) definitions o f women become a part o f 
policy. '^ I n his study, Hirschmann interviewed 90, predominant ly male, c iv i l 
servants o f the M a l a w i government to gain in fo rmat ion regarding government' 
policies on rura l women he found: 

Many Ma lawian men - when asked - are more than ready to explain how 
much they appreciate the role o f women in agricul tural p roduc t ion ; 
they w i l l acknowledge that women are in many cases responsible for 
most w o r k related to food product ion and they are v i ta l to the rura l 
economy. I n their view o f 'social reali ty ' they appear to see women as 
ful ly part icipat ive, essential to both home and fa rm, to reproduct ion 
and producf ion . Yet by the time programmes emerge, and are executed, 
they generally reflect a far more l imi ted evaluation o f the role o f women, 
as homemaker, seeming to ignore theirproduct ive contr ibut ions to the 
e c o n o m y ' \ 

Malawian government policies towards women centre on their 
reproductive founcfion because o f 'b iological vulnerabi l i ty ' . Other policies seek 
to reserve places in secondary education for young women. Aside f rom these two 
examples, women are referred to as 'homemakers ' or 'farmers wives'. 

Few women ho ld positions o f power in planning or po l icymaking w i t h i n the 
Malawian government. There is no section in any planning agency to prepare 
projects on women or to evaluate projects in terms o f their impact on women. 
W o m e n in senior positions are in small , 'soft ' ministries o f communi ty 
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development, social welfare and health. 
Hi rschmann identifies several types o f attitudes prevalent among male 

Malawian bureaucrats in their approaches to women's issues: 
1. Men are superior to women; the reasons are attributed to tradition, nature, or 

Christianity. Public policy should not interfere with "established patterns of 
behavior in the private sphere." 

2. Men think little about women in development issues because, in Malawi, there is 
no sex discrimination; you cannot segregate farming into men and women. 
3. To the extent that women are disadvantaged, it is their own fault, and they 
should do something to rectify it. 
4. The emphasis on women's issues is something the west is trying to foist on 
African governments. Women's "emancination must come slowly and carefully or 
else there will be contusion"; and 
5. There is an evolutionary process at work. Because the west is now developed, it 

, j can bother about the exploitation and subordination of women. There are still too 
many problems in the developing world to worry about women too much'". 

In sum, the deeply gendered policies inst i tuted by European colonial 
administrators which one sought separate definitions o f p roduc t ion , reproduc
t i o n , poli t ics,social relations and the family, and two overlayed those wi th a 
belief in a sexual divis ion o f labour, were handed to many Afr ican governments 
at independence. The power transferred f rom European men to Afr ican men 
heading local bureaucracies was bolstered by delineated, male-defined 
institutions to assist in maintaining or establishing a comparative advantage 
over Afr ican women . Men are capable o f using their roles as policymakers, 
ut i l is ing their private (stereotypic) views o f women, through the process o f 
bureaucratisation, to emerge wi th policies that certainly do not conform to their 
actual knowledge about women's producUve roles but serve to create and 
perpetuate unequal advantage. I t is my assertion that male-defined, male-
control led inst i tut ions dichotomise through ideology and pol icy 'public" and 
'pr ivate ' spheres which in fact are nonexistent. 

W i t h i n this context, then, and rather than belabouring how oppre.sed 
women around the globe really are, I prefer to explore the strategies women 
employ to inlluence their surroudings and improve their positions. T o contend 
wi th dai ly rout ine, women often organise informal networks; to expand their 
sphere o f inlluence, women sometimes tu rn to formal networks. I w i l l first tu rn 
to the in formal networks. 

I N F O R M A L N E T W O R K S 

I n f o r m a l networks are characterised by a lack o f legal (i.e. ju ra l -po l i t i ca l ) 
recognit ion; they have a diffuse structure, a f l u id hierarchy; they are m u l t i - • 
purpose and flexible.'"' I n fo rma l networks function wi thout specifically-
identified leaders, meetings or agenda. They may sponsor specific events to 
celebrate holidays or rites o f pa.ssage, but these activities are peripheral to the 
group's overall focus, which often revolves around sharing daily tasks, 
companionship, chi ld care exchange, co-operative market ing, or work groups. 
T o cohere, the i n fo rma l ne twork must meet the needs o f the members as they 
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themselves define them. The goals and functions o f in fo rmal networks change 
according to the needs o f the members, and may be multifaceted. Thei r au thor i ty 
is expressed by their abi l i ty to impose sanctions on network members or beyond. 
Sanctions may take the f o r m o f gossip, expulsion, or exerting influence on 
pol i t ica l circles which might be male dominated. 

The participants o f in formal networks are generaly k i n , fictive k i n , 
neighbours, friends, and sometimes co-workers. Groups are variously referred 
to as ' i n fo rmal networks ' , in formal social networks ' , mutua l aid groups' , mutua l 
support groups' , or reciprocal exchange networks' . '* In fo rma l networks assist in 
socialisation, t ransi t ion through rites o f passage, as well as deep, abiding 
friendships." Neighbours play a v i ta l role in per forming day-to-day acdvities.'* 
For poor women and women f rom ethnic and racial groups marginahsed in a 
society, networks o f friends, neighbours and k i n are used to survive a harsh 
social chmate. Several studies discuss similar networks among Af ro -Amer ican 
women.''^ I n add i t ion to the types o f economic exchange discussed earlier, 
activities may surround gaining access to public means o f support , such as social 
security or welfare payments.^" For middle-class women, neighbourhood 
networks may be used to enhance their children's educational opportuni t ies or 
to protect their privileged hfestyle.^' These networks concentrate on women's 
roles as mothers and wives. 

Networks often assist women through t ransi t ional phases in their lives 
when women move to an urban area, go away to school, or migrate to a new 
country. Several studies explore these circumstances. Smith-Rosenberg 
examines the in fo rmal networks o f women in mid-eighteenth to mid-nineteenth 
century A m e r i c a . A t that t ime, young women were integrated especially in to 
the networks o f their mothers. As young women left home to attend school, their 
mothers' extended networks assisted in their adjustment to school. Meanwhile , 
new networks were established among classmates. Through the use o f extended 
networks, the sociahsation o f appropriate norms and values continued. Seller 
identifies a s imilar process for European immigrant women to the Uni ted States 
whose contacts w i t h i n the Uni ted States estabhshed them in ethnic communit ies 
through housing, jobs, churches, friendship and marriage. Seller also explores 
the informal networks o f immigran t Ladna women through Uni ted States 
government immig radon procedures and in j o b counseling. The networks o f 
these immigrant women in the home country cared for the migrants ' ch i l d r en . " 

D o informal networks play a greater or lesser role for women's t ransi t ion 
and socialisation when they choose alternative lifestyles? I t becomes a more 
conscious decision on their part to seek others who share a common condi t ion 
and values. Women who choose alternative lifestyles may either reject or be 
rejected by k i n . I n a study on rural-urban migra t ion in Botswana, researchers 
discovered that attitudes o f villagers towards male migrants were respectful 
whereas female migrants were viewed wi th suspicion. Mig ran t women in this 
study were single, widowed or divorced. They migrated to gain greater freedom 
from famil ia l responsibilities, and responded in interviews that they wou ld not 
return to their villages.^" 

L i v i n g in an environment which stresses adherence to narrowly-construed 
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roles can be diff icul t for women. W i t h i n a rural Afr ica context, where a woman 
may not have access to adequate support for herself and the means to 
communicate w i t h others sharing a s imilar s i tuat ion, the d i f f icul ty o f 
estabhshing a replacement network constrains her ab i l i ty to migrate. I f she does 
move to the ci ty , she may seek in fo rma l networks w i t h women who live in close 
p rox im i t y to her. 

Nelson illustrates the t ransi t ional role that in fo rmal networks play for • 
urban migrant women residing in the shantytown o f Mathare Val ley, outside 
Na i rob i , K e n y a . " This study looks at buzaa (beer) brewers who share a common 
condi t ion through their dlegal economic acfivity. Women entering the 
communi ty are adopted in to a woman's house, taught a stage in the brewing 
process, as well as how to survive in the valley. When police raids occur, women 
help one another hide the beer and brewing equipment. I f women are arrested, 
their i n fo rma l ne twork w i l l bail them f rom j a i l , help to pay fines, and then re
establish her trade. 

The women's solidari ty is heightened by the host i l i ty directed towards them 
f rom the outside communi ty . They are viewed as prostitutes and r idiculed by 
their families. But while relations w i t h k in may be strained, this does not prevent 
the children o f Mathare Valley women f rom spending periods o f t ime in the 
home vdlages o f their mothers. In this circumstance, the p r imary in fo rmal 
networks, developed through shared economic activities as well as physical 
p rox imi ty , provided the strongest bonds among these migrant women; yet, the 
networks tend to be fiuid because o f the mobi l i ty o f ind iv idua l members. 
Contact w i th village k i n networks is m in ima l . 

Other studies describe the isolat ion confronted by some migrant women, 
especially when they accompany men who are their husbands. Strange discusses 
the isolat ion o f women in Malay t o w n s . T h r o u g h a man's education and 
contacts, he may get a j o b in the city, and brings the woman to w h o m he is 
married. She lacks employment opportunit ies in the ci ty, and is further cut o f f 
f rom her in fo rma l ne twork who w o u l d assist in her dai ly household duties. 
Women in such a si tuation are forced in to greater economic dependence and 
reliance upon their husbands. Whi le i t wou ld seem l ikely that women sharing 
such a si tuation wou ld fo rm a neighbourhood network, this is not discussed by 
Strange. Oppong, Oka l i and Hough ton investigate a s imilar phenomenon 
among Ghanaian women who resettle w i th their husbands in established cocoa 
communit ies. A g a i n , women lack access to k in networks, agr icul tural land and 
wage labor, a l though they may be employed on plots al lotted to their 
husbands." 

Coupled w i t h their isolat ion, women in such circumstances face role 
conflict over their roles as wives and mothers. This is par t icular iy true among 
elites^* in urban areas where western ideology is more prevalent. Women are 
encouraged to define themselves as wives and mothers and accept economic 
dependence on men who are their husbands. 

This secfion has explored the participants and functions o f in formal 
networks. K i n , fictive k i n , neighbours and friends are active in dai ly networks. 
Neighbours and local communi ty members predominate where women might be 
separated f rom k i n through physical distance or lifestyle. The functions o f 

41 

in fo rmal networks are many and varied. They operate as a source o f 
companionship, a.ssistance in day-to day life, easing the t ransi t ion to new 
surroundings, and in at taining employment or public assistance. Women who 
are isolated f rom their support networks and income-earning opportunit iesface 
a growing dependence on male contr ibut ions to the household. This may occur 
as a result o f inadequate opportunit ies to network w i t h female peers or to 
achieve status derived f rom an increased reliance on their husbands. 

Ne twork ing may be altered when women perceive that their relations w i t h 
men are advantageoas to their status. They may be isolated f rom other women 
and solely responsible for domestic tasks (unless they hire domestic help); 
otherwise, they may participate in networks which seek to solidify class posi t ion. 
Thus, it appears that changing circumstances, par t icular iy regarding economic 
activities or social status, wi l l either lead women to fo rm new networks based on 
their new needs, or promote isolat ion. ' 

i 
Informal Networking: Ife Experience ^ 

The fo l lowing discussion is a subjective report, a personal account o f my 
ini t ia t ion and absorpt ion in to the University o f Ife (Unife) communi ty as 
accomplished through my networks w i t h women students. M y experience is 
vastly different f rom many researchers in Afr ica , part ly because my pr imary 
objective was not as a researcher but as a student. As such, i t is not a theoretical 
discussion; i t is descriptive. I t nonetheless shares my impressions o f interactions 
wi th women who are embarking on lives as adult women in Nigeria. They are in 
transit ion in many ways. They are seeking alternatives to their mothers ' lives, 
and are torn between customary values and the influences o f Euro-Amer ican 
ideology. I t is a cont inuat ion o f the historic struggle for Afr ican identi ty to 
survive western domina t ion . 

Background. Unife is located in rural southwestern Nigeria approximately 
three kilometers tfrom the historic Yoruba town o f Ile-Ife. Unife is one o f the 
oldest o f 19 universities in the country. I t offers bo th hberal arts and science 
degrees in both graduate and undergraduate programmes. 

Statistical records o f student enrollment are generally unreliable. The 
Office o f Planning recorded 9,489 students enrolled dur ing the 1981 — 1982 
school term; unoff icial ly , that number rose to approximately 14,000." Gender 
specific data is equally diff icult to obta in , partly because enrollment figures have 
only recently been kept reflecting gender. Figures pertaining to women's 
enrollment can be gleaned f rom the housing records, a l though, this is also an 
inadequate measure. Because o f an acute housing shortage on the Unife campus 
dur ing the 1981 — 1982 academic year, friends wou ld share their rooms w i t h 
others who d id not officially receive accommodations. This practice was referred 
to as "pirating'. I t was more acute in men's residence halls than women's, but 
both fail to accurately count hall residents. Nonetheless, 2,472 women were 
reported on housing records. Women students represent approximately 
18—20% o f the undergraduate popula t ion and 4—13% o f the graduate student 
popula t ion . ' " 
Vnife Women Students. I t is a diff icul t task to por t ray the ' typ ica l ' Unife 
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woman student wi thou t adequate statistics, yet I believe i t is impor tan t to 
provide some background. Treading l ight ly , based on conversations and m y 
impressions, I provide the fo l lowing informat ion: 

The average Unife woman student dur ing my stay was roughly between the 
ages o f 18—23. Some older, marr ied students also studied at Unife , relying on 
kinship networks to care for their children at home. Mos t o f the women students 
were f rom the Yoruba ethnic group which predominates in southwestern 
Nigeria. She may have grown up in either Lagos or Ibadan, large urban centres 
in southwestern Nigeria. She was more l ikely to be Chris t ian than M u s h m . She 
was also l ikely to be s tudying in education or the social sciences, a l though law 
had become a popular field o f study. 

Young Niger ian women w o u l d ho ld many household responsibilities even i f 
the family had household help, either hired or young extended family members 
f rom rura l areas. C o m m o n duties wo u ld include markedng, meal preparat ion, 
cleaning, and watching younger brothers and sisters. Such tasks are t ime 
consuming and demanding. As a result, many women sought to study away f rom 
home. This wou ld free time to devote to studies. I t wou ld also help to evade 
parental restrictions, par t icular ly those imposed by mothers concerning social 
activities, dat ing, or r id ing in cars. Several students stated that their mothers 
expected them to be content to remain homebound except for special occasions. 
This caused considerable strain between the o lderand younger women. Mothers 
wou ld strive to provide for the material well-being o f their families th rough their 
income-earning capabilities, while p rov id ing a religious environment in the 
household. But the younger women were desirous o f testing their wings. 

The women students at Unife were often pre-occupied w i t h western 
fashions, cosmetics, skin lighteners, hair straighteners, high heels, hats and 
romance novels. Their appearance was outwardly sophisticated. They were 
caught between two worlds. The lure o f western life promised glamour but often 
conflicted w i t h the customs and culture o f Nigerian life. The conflict became , 
part icularly acute as the women looked forward to college graduat ion and life 
beyond. 

I rarely encountered women students who d i d not expect to be marr ied by 
t h i i r mid - to late—20s. -Even more rarely d id women expect to remain 
unmarr ied; that was not a viable op t ion . There was a strong emphasis on bearing 
and rearing children. Several respondents expressed the desire to have f rom 2 to 
4 ch ih ' i cn . They l ikely came f rom larger families. 

Divorce , or separation, was not uncommon in the eariy 1980s in Nigeria. 
Many women students d id not look forward to marriage because o f an abiding 
distrust o f men. Women realised that they had to rely on their o w n capabilities to 
provide for themselves and d id not want to become too dependent on men. 
Nonetheless, they idealised Christ ian marriage as offering a way to success and 
happiness. L ike their mothers, this younger generation expected to juggle family 
and career dur ing their marriage to provide for the well-being o f the household. 

There was a tacit understanding that the best jobs wou ld go to men, so 
women students d id not appear to outwardly compete wi th male students. One 
woman told me that for a woman student to attempt to publish an article for the 
student law j o u r n a l wo u ld be ' f r ivo lous . Male students, she argued, wou ld 
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comandeer reading materials mak ing them unavailable for others. Trave l to law 
libraries and contact w i t h individuals who could assist students in their task was 
easier for male students. I n the end, the w o m a n d i d not envision that rewardsfor 
such an effort w o u l d equally accrue to her". She expressed that she w o u l d be 
judged, par t icular ly by her future husband's fami ly , on her at tent ion to the 
home. Therefore, her identi ty was not to lie in what k i n d o f lawyer she was, bu t 
rather what k i n d o f homemaker and mother. 

Informal Networking. Ne twork ing began for me p r io r to m y a r r iva l at the 
Unife campus. The IRSEP programme provided administradve contacts for me, 
but more impor tan t ly , w i t h the naifffed o f friends o f previous exchangees who 
wou ld help in my settling i n . 

M y in i t i a l ne twork o f friends were close friends o f each other, or were 
related (sisters or cousins). They were friends f rom secondary school, o r f r o m 
their honie t o w n , and f rom the same ethnic group. Occasional adul t ne twork 
members ( k i n or friends o f parents) were employees o n campus. They were 
sometimes consulted on academic concerns, but more frequently for f inancial 
assistance. 

The foremost task o f in formal networks at the beginning o f the school term 
was to orient newcomers to the campus. There were few, i f any, fo rma l 
programmes for this purpose. M y network helped me to locate professors and 
classes, assisted me in a foreboding registration process and in interpret ing class 
schedules. M y supplemental or ientar ion included where to shop, where to eat, 
how to f ind health care, how to speak Yoruba or pidgeon English, how to wear 
t radi t ional Niger ian dress, and how to cook Niger ian food . 

Another formidable task at Unife was to secure housing in one o f the 
campus hostels." Ne twork assistance eased the wa idng and room al locadon 
process which was fraught w i t h bargaining, arguing and persuasion along the 
chain o f command to the hall warden. One friend who I w i l l call ' A y o ' had a 
part iculariy good relationship w i t h one hal l warden. Bo th assisted me in 
obtaining a r o o m . M a n y other students sought Ayo ' s help in securing a r o o m 
assignment. 

For most o f the term, I shared a room w i t h four other women who were 
roughly ten years my jun io r . The room (designed for 3) was crowded w i t h its 5 
inhabitants and our paraphernaHa—fans, lamps, cassette players, luggage, etc. 
Most women preferred to cook their meals rather than eat in the cafeteria. They 
brought small refrigerators, electric cookers, kerosene stoves, as well as cook ing 
utensils. A l l items were stored in the room . Heavy appliance use was blamed for 
frequent power cuts; furthermore, it was a constant source o f discord among hal l 
residents. D u r i n g periodic blackouts, we studied by candlelight in our r o o m , 
often jo ined by friends wi thou t candles. The relationships among my roommates 
could best be described as cordia l , but not close. Each women had more 
important networks outside the r o o m , but there was a sharing o f cook ing 
utensils, cleaning, fetching water, or market ing tasks. 

M y in fo rmal networks were my p r imary source o f socialisation in to the 
university communi ty . Women tended to spend the majori ty o f their t ime 
together; they rarely seemed to spend time alone o r w i t h men. They saw m y 



44 

independence, even m y in i t i a l wandenng a round campus alone, as peculiar, i f 
no t inappropriate. M y feminism caused even greater consternation; we seemed 
to be struggling wi th very different ideologies for our futures. Western fashion 
and romance novels, beauty contests, sexual harassment, and choice o f lifestyle 
were some o f the topics o f intense debate. O n feminist issues, I was frequendy 
alone among the student popu la t ion , except for A y o . Therefore, I sought 
networks w i t h other Amer ican or European women on campus. 

Expl ic i t directives in the sociahsation process involved dealings w i t h men, 
f rom faculty and administrators to students. We newcomers were advised not to 
meet privately w i th lecturers to avoid harassment. To ward o f f advances, women 
met professors i n groups. Where advances had already been made, women 
students might use their networks to resolve the p rob lem, sometimes to report i t , 
but more frequently, i t seemed, to seek emotional support. There was l i t t le 
accord between women faculty and women students. Several informants cited 
that women faculty, w h o were often marr ied to male faculty, felt threatened by 
the possibili ty that women students sought liaisons w i th their husbands. This 
served to divide the female popula t ion wi thou t adequate! questioning male 
involvement. 

In fo rma l networks at Unife displayed many o f the cl 'teristics out l ined 
eariier i n this paper. Participants were a mixture o f friends, a, neighbors and 
classmates. A key element in what I w i l l refer to as ' p r imary ' i n fo rma l networks 
were friends, k i n and classmates who shared a common etii or geographic 
background. For example, students f rom other regions and ethii .^ groups o f 
Nigeria ( Igbo , I b i b i o or Bendelite, for instance) found themselves i n a mino r i t y 
pos i t ion o n campus. Ethnic identi ty and pride was very impor tan t . I n their 
networks, students w o u l d celebrate rituals f rom their local area, including 
special foods, language, music and dress. They wou ld also share 
t ransporta t ion when travel l ing home or carry messages for one another. I 
hesitate to stress ' p r imary ' networks; I do not want to create a hierarchy o f 
networks or to say that close networks d i d not g row out o f friendships w i t h 
classmates f rom different ethnic groups, because they d id . Nonetheless, there 
was a d ivis ion. I t "was evident in the lack o f understanding or knowledge o f 
different ethnic groups and regions, which served to perpetuate stereotypic 
definitions or characterisations o f individuals f rom various groups. 

Ano the r element which created close in fo rmal networks (and also fo rmal 
ones, as we shall see), was religious aff i l ia t ion . Religion for Nigerians is very 
impor tan t , especially for w o m e n . " Chris t iani ty is widely practiced; evangelical 
unions had a clear presence on the campus. W omen who belonged to these 
unions spent considerable t ime together in prayer, i n bible study, in dai ly chores 
and i n study. 

A y o had many networks. H e r age and experience as a senior student, her 
outgoing personality, and wide range o f contacts f rom all levels o f the hierarchy 
o n campus made her a key person in her networks. She assisted several women i n 
ob ta in ing r o o m assignments, was the key contact for her j u n i o r sister and 
friends, gave emot ional support and food to many others. Younger members o f 
her networks wou ld reciprocate by helping wi th market ing, cooking , cleaning or 
ob ta in ing books for her. Older members o f her ne twork (p r imar i l y friends o f her 
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parents or k i n ) p rov ided f inancial assistance, an oppor tun i ty to retreat f rom 
campus on a Sunday afternoon, or contacted her parents when necessary. I t 
often appeared that A y o channeled much more out to her networks than she 
received, at least f r o m her peers. But , perhaps she had been assisted in her earlier 
years on campus, so that i n her last year, she was reciprocadng to younger 
members. 

I n conclusion, f rom such p r imary networks, women found emot ional 
strength, friendship, and a sense o f personal achievement. Ne tworks create an 
atmosphere that permit ted the release o f tension, the explorat ion o f ideas and 
mutua l sharing. New members wou ld be incorporated in to a p r imary network 
when deeper friendship and mu tua l ob l igadon developed. Other in fo rma l 
networks w o u l d funct ion in less personal ways such as sharing class notes, s i t t ing 
together in class, or d is t r ibut ing lecturer directives. As new interests w o u l d grow, 
or as ideas w o u l d change, networks w o u l d also change. 

T H E T R A N S I T I O N F R O M I N F O R M A L T O F O R M A L N E T W O R K S 

Silverman suggests that when women's networks expand their vis ion 
beyond the personal to broader pol i t ica l concerns, their networks fo rma l i ze . " 
Her discussion presupposes the publ ic /pr iva te d ichotomy, is very western in 
perception, and not necesarily applicable i n t h i r d w o r l d nations. For example, I 
would agree w i t h her assertion that goals which extend beyond the immediate 

neighbourhood which seek a broader or more specific audience, are more easily 
accomplished th rough a fo rmal structure. However, the idea that people more 
wi l l ing ly confront their problems in the framework o f a fo rma l organisation 
does not ho ld true cross-culturally, as I know f rom m y experience in Nigeria. 
There, feminist issues were far more easily discussed wi th colleagues at a 
conference I attended than i n dai ly interact ion w i t h peers, but personal concerns 
and troubles were discussed in the supportive environment o f the p r imary 
network. 

Lad ipo provides an example o f the formal iza t ion o f one ru ra l women's 
network in I le-Ife, Nigeria. ' ' ' These women had been marginalised in their 
income-earning activities by the in t roduc t ion o f yel low maize into the local 
economy which became a men's cash crop. Women were appreciative o f income 
generated to the communi ty by the maize project; they wanted to be included i n 
income-earning activities f rom the project. As a result, the Isoya project 
provided the women wi th processing and storage techniques. Women gained 
access to government funds through programmes for co-operative development, 
improved their literacy and numeracy skills, learned to deal w i th bankers, and 
government bureaucracies. To gain that access, they needed to formal ly organise 
in to groups. B u k h provides another example o f ru ra l Ghanaian women's efforts 
to obtain a local health chnic. They formalised a network and registered w i t h the 
nat ional women's c o u n c i l . " 

These Niger ian and Ghananian women organised themselves in to a fo rma l 
network to gain access to public resources. Governments overall are b l ind to 
women's (or men's) small , in formal groups; formaHsing gives public vis ib i l i ty 
and the oppor tun i ty to reach productive resources, i n add i t ion to learning skills 
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which enable them to better cope w i t h their environment. 

F O R M A L N E T W O R K S 

F o r m a l networks are distinct f rom in fo rmal ones i n that their structure is 
generally more hierarchical, w i t h a defined leadership and membership, who 
ho ld fo rmal meetings at specific times for specific purposes. They may be larger 
than in formal groups w i t h less direct contact among individuals . However , this 
is not always true because, as noted above, fo rma l networks often stem f rom 
informal ones. F o rm a l networks may have names, consti tutions (or at least a set 
o f wr i t ten goals), and they may charge membership dues. The most significant 
element o f fo rmal networks according to March and Taqqu is that they are 
legally recognised by the state's ju ra l -po l i t i ca l structure.'* The most obvious 
example o f this is a group which either incorporates or files for non-prof i t status, 
or as in Bukh's study, registers w i t h a nat ional women's counci l . 

A formal network is not synonymous wi th an association or organisat ion, 
however. A n association represents the l inks between individuals (or groups) in 
a ne twork, while the organisation provides the overall structure w i t h i n which 
exchange occurs. ' N e t w d r k i n g ' on the other hand, is the f low among the l inks , 
but also beyond formal boundaries. A network by its very nature is more f lu id 
than the structure o f an organisat ion, and readily extends beyond i t . However , 
the formal structure provides the basis for the shared interest which in i t ia l ly 
brings the individuals together, and helps to define the type o f exchange that w i l l 
occur. I t is also l ikely that friendships, and in formal networks, may grow out o f 
the membership o f a fo rma l network. Thus, the boundaries o f both types o f 
networks remain in f lux. 

Given the complexities o f today's w o r l d , and the greater dis t inct ion 
between inst i tut ions, i t stands to reason that as 'modernisa t ion ' occurs, fo rma l 
networks might replaced in formal ones. A formal structure w i t h a name is more 
visible than an in fo rma l one. I n fo rma l ne twork members may be isolated f rom 
one another, or lack sufficient knowledge to assist in problem solving. A n 
informal network may formalise to reach a wider audience, a specific audience 
(of people u n k o w n to them), or to gain access to producdve resources. I n fact, 
receipt o f financial assistance (public or private) may be contingent upon f i l ing 
registration forms and periodic financial statements. 

Small but fo rmal ly planned support groups have been significant for 
feminists in the Uni ted States who found they needed new networks to share 
their common concerns. Somedmes they may coalesce wi th local , nat ional or 
even internat ional groups. These coalitions attempt to reach a wide, specific 
audience concerned w i t h a range o f women's issues such as reproductive 
freedom, pay equity issues, sexual preference, special interests in educadon, 
employment or the arts. Broad-based coalitions serve to support women's 
financial and creative endeavours in an environment they define. 

Coa l i t ion bu i ld ing is certainly more l ikely to occur in the Uni ted States than 
in Nigeria, for instance. The extent o f access to economic resources, mass 
communica t ion , m o b i l i t y , leisure t ime, or infrastructure affects the success o f 

coal i t ion bui ld ing . I n Nigeria (as elsewhere), poor women lack the time and 
resources to j o i n formal groups; they are l ikely to participate in t rad i t iona l ly 
based savings clubs, market groups, or communal work g roups . " 

I n the eariy 1980s, elite women in Nigeria likewise confronted barriers to 
organising. Several branches o f the Internat ional Associat ion o f Universi ty 
Women ( l A U W ) were unable to motivate member par t ic ipa t ion . Inadequate 
infrastructure thwarted active par t ic ipadon by members. Travel was d i f f icu l t , 
internal telecommunications systems rarely existed, and postal service was 
unreliable. A t Unife, the l A U W branch was heavily dependent upon a 
committed leader to carry out group functions. W i t h o u t that leader, the group 
was inactive. Respondents said the pressure o f bo th academic commitment and 
household chores prevented their par t ic ipat ion. As a result, broad-based 
ne tworking was severely constrained. Even physical p r o x i m i t y cou ld no t always 
ensure effective fo rma l networks because women faced their double day in 
isolat ion. 

Fo rma l networks, as represented by voluntary associsltions, have been 
profusely studied in West Afr ica . They function like in fo rma l networks as 
adaptive mechanisms for urban migrants. '* Whi le there is considerable 
disagreement among scholars about the precise def ini t ion o f a voluntary 
association, it seems generally agreed that i t is based o n one, c o m m o n interest 
and two membership which is entirely voluntary. Yet, i t is acknowledged that 
in formal networks (especially k i n based) influence an individual ' s decision to 
j o i n part icular associadons." Membership in key associations for young men 
provides a means to gain pol iuca l power and prestige denied them in t rad idonal 
age-grade systems. The groups are short l ived; members achieve their nar rowly-
defined goals, and the group disbands.'"' 

This body o f mainstream literature on West Af r i can voluntary associations 
largely ignores women or assumes that women's activities are ancil lary to those 
o f men to w h o m they are married. '" Studies which do examine women's 
voluntary associations do not indicate that women derive s imilar power and 
prestige through their groups as do men. Rather, ehte women's groups reinforce 
their roles as wives and mothers. This has been a t t r ibuted historical ly to the 
types o f women's clubs introduced by women marr ied to colonial administrators 
or missionaries to t ra in emerging elites."^ L i t t l e found that membership in 
voluntary associations for upwardly-mobi le women were basic to achieving a 
status separate f rom their husbands. He has emphasized the criteria o f pol i t i ca l 
posi t ion, occupat ion, income and education for measuring ind iv idua l status."' 

Unl ike L i t t l e , I wou ld argue that elite women achieve more status in the 
communi ty th rough their mar i ta l aff i l iaf ion than f rom their product ive roles as 
educators or businesswomen. They can achieve ind iv idua l status through 
education, however. O 'Bar r notes that the idea that women's professional 
advances w i l l spill over into poht ical influence cannot be assumed. Women are 
constrained by cul tura l identi ty, self idenfity, and childbearing."' ' 

Caplan has argued that upper and middle-class women's groups fail to 
exhibit active solidari ty because women fail to recognise their dependence on 
men nor the l imi ted range o f options open to them. '" Elite women, she argues, 
use group membership to gain or mainta in ind iv idua l Status in compet i t ion w i t h 
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other members. Because they are in an advantaged pos idon in comparison to 
lower-class women , their groups adopt a social welfare focus and direct their 
efforts towards ' up l i f t i ng ' lower-class women.'"' Thus, elite women's voluntary 
associadons do not stress mutua l obl igadon and sol idari ty l ike in fo rmal 
networks, yet they do share a c o m m o n condi t ion , and exchange in fo rma t ion . I t 
is ne tworking , but in a different fo rm than that previously explored. 

This raises an issue that is part o f an ongoing debate in the Uni ted States 
feminist communi ty . The phenomenon o f 'corporate feminism' relies on gains 
women have achieved in education, business and the professions through 
col laborat ion w i t h other women." ' Ne twork ing , when used as a means for the 
ind iv idua l to get ahead is criticised as being a vehicle for the advancement o f 
elites. Its model is the ' o ld boy's network ' . I t does not p r imar i ly focus on 
empowering other women; in fact, feminism may be a burden."* I ment ion i t here 
mainly to draw at tent ion to the argument. 

F r o m the literature on Afr ican formal networks, it appears that for rura l 
women, fo rmal networks become necessary to gain access to economic 
resources. For elite women, fo rmal networks are oriented towards achieving 
status through social welfare programs. We w i l l now tu rn to the Unife material 
to examine women's fo rmal networks. 

Formal Networks/Ife Experience 

I under took to study women's fo rma l networks dur ing my stay at Unife. As 
I inquired into the existence o f women's groups, I was frequently t o l d by bo th 
men and women , " they don ' t do anything ' . Indeed, there were few formal 
groups; most were inactive. I suspect, however, that the remark reflected a value 
judgment o n the peripheral nature o f women's activities. 

Table I details the groups chosen for my study. O f the 6,3 groups ( N A U W , 
Unife Women's G r o u p and H a r m o n y 77) were for staff and faculty members 
(al though students were invi ted to j o i n Unife Women's Group) ; 1 group ( W C F ) 
had both staff and student members; 1 group (The Ritz Club) was an al l -women 
student group, and 1 (the L a w Students Associat ion) had both female and male 
members. I chose the L a w Students Associat ion to explore women's roles w i t h i n 
that group. 

Barnes and Peil note that in Nigeria , i t is common for women to belong to 
more than one formal organisadon." ' M a n y informants belonged to more than 
one organisation. However, inacdvi ty was equally common . Groups on the 
Unife campus are constrained by the lack o f t ime members have to spend on 
group acdvities because o f w o r k , study and family commitments . Yet, i t is also 
probable that l i t t le value is placed on group activities. As noted in our earlier 
discussion, the coherence o f a ne twork depends on its value to its members. 

I n short, many of the groups functioned as benevolent social organisations. 
Their fundraising projects were to benefit handicapped or elderly people. The 
Unife Women's G r o u p , however, was raising money to open a day-care centre 
for women who hved and worked in the Unife communi ty . A l l had a defined 
leadership body, charged dues, and held specific meetings at specific times to 
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meet the stated goals o f the organisation. Unl ike the rura l women's co
operatives, these group efforts were not integral to dai ly survival and income 
generation. They were not, therefore, as highly valued. I t was peripheral and 
represented an addi t ional burden on already busy women. 

I t may be that group programmes d id not meet the needs o f members. The 
Unife Women's G r o u p focused on cookery, handicrafts, and book clubs. 
N A U W offered programs dealing wi th women and taxat ion, or women in 
education, but neither was successful. Fundraising programmes to benefit 
handicapped children were said to be the most successful; yet, financial 
donations came more readily than d id contr ibutions o f t ime. I t may be that since 
the membership o f these two groups were married women, they had Httle 
available t ime for group programmes. 

A m o n g the students, the Ritz Club sponsored a well-attended programme 
combining a discussion on "Divorce and the Educated W o m a n , " w i t h 
entertainment and a fashion show. They restricted group membership through a 
lengthy applicat ion process and fined members who missed meetings. 
Nonetheless, few members outside the executive committee were active. The 
Law Students Associat ion sponsored " L a w Week" wi th moot court trials, quest 
speakers, and a dinner. Women members o f the Law Week Committee were 
responsible for contacting patrons for donations, arranging the dinner, and 
hostessing. There was a gender division o f labor w i t h i n this group. 

W C F was the only group which boasted a large, active membership. I t was 
religiously based, fo l lowing a creed that women's impact on society came 
through their roles in the family . W C F sponsored weekly sufjport groups where 
women were encouraged to discuss personal problems. Yet, informants were 
often unwilHng to discuss fami l ia l troubles in support groups in order to save 
face in the communi ty . 

Another means to explain the low status o f women's group on the Unife 
campus is to explore how men, par t icular iy husbands, reacted to the women's 
groups. Given that these were ehte famihes where a woman's status was equated 
wi th that o f her husband rather than her own productive activities, we can 
surmise that male reactions mattered. A t Unife in the early 1980s, divorce was 
not socially acceptable; separation was less disdained. Inf idel i ty among 
husbands or the taking o f addif ional wives seemed common . Yet, th rough 
religious doctrine, women were to be the mora l backbone o f the family . 
Newspaper articles, radio and television programmes chastised women who 
caused trouble in their famdies over husbands' infideli ty. They were to t u r n the 
other cheek. Feminism, or mere independence, were equally derided. Elite 
women were part icular iy vulnerable to accusations o f misconduct. A l t h o u g h 
ehte women earned a separate income, they were heavily dependent on their 
husbands to mainta in their status and hfestyle. Thus, accusations on the Unife 
campus that women's groups were pros t i tu t ion centres or forstered a feminist 
ideology were effective social controls to l im i t women's par t ic ipa t ion . 

Mar r i ed faculty and staff women at Unife were effectively isolated f rom 
informal k i n networks and female peers. Even women's friendship networks 
were targets for uncompl imentary remarks. A m o n g the student popu la t ion , 
social pressure was exerted on women students to conform, a l though the 
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response was no t always visible. A l t h o u g h religious devot ion appeared to me to 

be a survival strategy for some Unife women, it was a hostile environment for 

women. 
T o summarise, the major funcdons o f women's fo rma l networks at Unife 

overlapped somewhat w i th in fo rmal ones. The formal organisation offered 
structured activities, educational programmes, standards o f conduct, a p\ace to 
make new friends and socialise, to achieve status w i t h i n the communi ty 
(however that may be defined by the participants), and opportunit ies to develop 
leadership skills through committee and executive board posts. Overal l , the 
groups t r ied to provide the means to cope w i t h an increasingly complex socio
economic condi t ion and a f o r u m to discuss issues o f concern. Nonetheless, 
whatever benefits women in formal organisations at Unife derive were tempered 
by the peripheral nature o f their organisations and the di f f icul ty in mainta in ing 
active members. Jobs, school, family and societal pressures forced women to 
curtai l personal involvement in groups, or to tread l ight ly so as to avoid 
inf lammg the male communi ty . 

C O N C L U S I O N 

Networks are a t oo l used by women to contend w i t h dai ly life or t o create an 
environment to celebrate their achievements. The functions o f a network change 
depending on the targeted goals, as defined by the group and ind iv idua l 
members. Strategies include the exchange o f in fo rma t ion , influence, economic 
resources, or w o r k . For elite women, networks may be used to protect and raise 
status. Networks may be in formal or formal i n structure, but the exchange 
among network members may extend beyond structural boundaries. 

I f networks are women defined, w i l l they be used to change the Hves o f 
indiv idual members and the communi ty at large? Or , does the environment (the 
society) l i m i t how women define themselves so that networks serve to mainta in 
the status.quo? Can 'the personal is po l i t i ca l ' phi losophy be meaningful beyond 
ind iv idua l networks? 

I n Afr ica today, the combinat ion o f male-dominated western development 
agencies and state policies marginalise women's access to economic resources. 
Their poverty increases along wi th an increasing dependence on male cash 
contr ibut ions to the household, provided such a male exists. Rura l and urban 
poor women share what resources they have through in fo rmal reciprocal 
exchange networks. Sometimes, i n response to an oppor tun i ty to gain access.to 
public economic resources, women formalise their networks. They are using the 
means at their disposal to improve their lives; furthermore, as B u k h points out , 
women may seek projects which improve the communi ty at large. I t seems that 
access to such resources is not widespread; more research is needed to explore 
the extent to which women are successful in creating change. 

The in formal networks o f elite women as evidenced by the Unife students, 
assist i n the t ransidon and sociahsadon to university life, for friendship and 
emotional support. They help to create an atmosphere o f trust and sharing for 
personal achievement not valued i n the broader communi ty dominated by 
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patr iarchal definit ions o f women and status. Sometimes, the in fo rma l networks 
become formal ; but sometimes, women j o i n formal associations look ing for 
friendship. For marr ied women isolated f rom k i n , overwhelmed by the double 
day, and a status to mainta in , seeking new friends may be a pol i t ica l act to be 
constrained by male sanctions. 

The formal networks o f ru ra l women in this study have g rown out o f 
in formal structures to meet the economic needs o f the members. More research 
regarding formalised networks in rura l areas is needed. I n contrast, the fo rma l 
networks o f elite women are peripheral to daily l iv ing and income generation, 
par t icular ly i n the Unife case. They sponsor social welfare programmes but the 
overall intent is to protect class status, rather than using economic resources to 
influence social change. Potentially, elite women could recognise their 
oppression as women compared to men o f their class; they are largely dependent 
on men for their status. The l ike l ihood o f such an occurrence appears remote, 
part iculariy as women in powerful posidons do not challenge nale-defined 
policies and ideology. 

Both types o f networks can be salient to women in t ransi t ion to adapt to 
their new circumstances. I t may be that the networks women establish in 
transi t ional phases o f their lives, par t icular ly as they choose to define their 
environment, that may be the most significant for social change. I t is this phase 
in which the phi losophy o f 'the personal is po l i t i ca l ' becomes most pertinent. 
'The personal is po l i t i ca l necessitates communica t ing personal experiences to 
gain support , and wi th that support challenge existing structures. A net w o r k 
may be the cri t ical element for women to politicise their personal experiences in 
j o i n t efforts w i th other women to effect social change across diverse 
environments. 
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Working Women And Care of The Young Child 
In Western Nigeria 

E.B. mi son* 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

The par t ic ipat ion o f women in the labour force is hardly a new phenomena 
in Afr ica . I n Western Nigeria ' among the Yoruba the importance o f a woman 
having her own economic base has been long recognized.^ A women's earning 
power may provide feelings o f economic independence and ind iv idua l self wor th 
but , more impor tan t ly , it may be directly related to the material qual i ty o f life o f 
her chi ldren. M a n y women, part icularly those in polygamous homes use large 
portions o f their income to provide clothing, books, food and medicine for their 
chi ldren. 

What is new and also problematic is the shift f rom more t rad i t iona l forms o f 
employment, e.g. fa rming, petty t rading or crafts where it hasbeen assumed that 
children could safely and easily accompany their mothers, to modern sector 
labour activities, where the presence o f the chi ld has been deemed unacceptable 
because i t interferes wi th p roduc t ion , or is hazardous to the child's physical 
safety and detr imental to its socio-emotional and intellectual development. 
Interest in chi ld care, par t icular ly care provided outside the home is a recent 
phenomenon generated by the desire to release women f rom the burdens o f chi ld 
rearing so that they might effectively participate in modern sectors o f the 
economy. Emphasis is placed on the importance o f chi ld care provis ion in the 
reduction o f psychological stress experienced by the mother and in the 
enhancement o f employee product iv i ty . Unfor tunate ly , the developmental 
needs o f the chi ld have remained a secondary consideration in such discussions. 

The argument suggests that mothers experience considerable role conflict 
and stress managing the roles o f product ion , reproduct ion and chi ld rearing. 
This stress is exacerbated when w o r k i n g women feel their children may not be 
properiy cared for in their absence. Such high levels o f stress, besides being 
heahh hazards for the indiv idua l woman, may negatively affect family 
interaction and contribute to chi ld neglect, mental health or mar i ta l problems in 
the family. Secondly, mothers w i th chi ld care problems are Hkely to be mentally 
distracted and physically absent f rom work thus reducing their effectiveness as 
producers. 

This paper is concerned wi th chi ld care in Western Nigeria, par t icular iy as i t 
is experienced by mothers in the modern employment sector. Fur thermore, it 
w i l l examine the relationship between current chi ld care provis ion , the 
developmental needs o f the ch i ld , and the need for adequate policy and practice 
in the area o f chi ld care service delivery. The author 's decision to focus on 
women in modern sector employment does not imply acceptance o f the 
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