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Abstract 

The problem of gender inequality is one that has remained almost unresolved in both Western and African feminists 

theorizing. The logic of Western supremacy is what has continued to color people‘s understanding of gender 

relations. The fact that Africans are no longer under colonial rule does not imply that they are free from Western 

colonial influences. I contend that the influence of colonialism is heightened in the system of coloniality that 

continues to plague the mindsets of Africans. Despite many positive strategies African women activists provide to 

address gender inequality, African societies still suffer from a marginal logic that abhors equality. Afro-

communitarianism is used as a framework to interrogate the issue of gender opposition and to provide an 

alternative epistemic tool to address the logic of gender inequality. Thus, I argue that the value of human 

relationships is incomplete without complementarity. The preceding claim is what undergirds this project‘s belief in 

the complementary nature of personhood.  Complementary personhood speaks to the importance of recognizing 

varied human identities and differences within any social context. The authenticity, rights, and autonomy of an 

individual are legitimate because they fill a gap in a complementary connection that results from coexisting with one 

another. I will employ a decolonial strategy to argue that the logic of opposition that undergirds gender relations 

ought to be deconstructed. In doing so, I will challenge the Western understanding of patriarchy and propose new 

ideas for addressing the problem of gender inequality using the Ezumezu system of logic. 
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Chapter One 

General Introduction 

 

1.1 Introduction. 

I will attempt to deconstruct Western patriarchal and colonial understandings of gender and gender roles that 

currently influence post-colonial African societies, and further reconstruct a non-patriarchal and decolonial 

understanding of gender relations. Questions concerning  social construct that both affirms and invalidates one 

gender over the other is discussed in the majority of sociological and anthropological literature. The framework that 

underpins this understanding of gender, gender roles, gender-relations and identity is socially constructed. This 

framework presents two different genders of - woman and man - as binary opposites within the social constructivist 

and feminist literature. The preceding implies that what determines gender relations is based on the socially 

constructed meanings that accrue from understanding gender and gender relations in terms of binary 

opposition.This train of thought is seen in Shepherd‘s (2010) claim that patriarchy as an ideology is a social 

construct that determines gender relations and how it is understood in societies. The hierarchical notion of gender 

relations also flows from this train of thought that places the male sex at the apex of social relations (Shepherd, 

2010; Gqola, 2015; Sesanti, 2016; Coetzee & Du Toit, 2018). The above supposition indicates that there exists 

gender inequality that thrives on the meanings that are attached and understood in terms of gender relationships. 

This is a point of entry to thinking about how gender categories are conceived and construed against an Afro-

centric understanding of gender that is neither oppositional nor hierarchical but complementary within African 

ontology.  

My thesis will not argue that African societies are not gendered. It will argue that African societies have the 

concepts of gender and gender roles but that these do not immediately translate to gender lop-sidedness or 

inequality. Gender relation within the African socio-cultural context is understood in many societies as 

complementary (See Oyewumi, 1997; Besong, 2021; Oluwagbemi-Jacob and Uduma, 2015). Yet, this does not 

imply that in traditional African society that promoted gender complementarity, that abuses of gender and gender 

roles were not possible. Abuses are possible, but we must be able to separate a norm from its abuse. Using a 

three-valued logic variant known as Ezumezu, I will examine and reframe the conventional African cultural concepts 

of gender and gender roles as complementing rather than antagonistic. Other scholars have made similar 

interpretations, but I aim to go beyond their views by providing a logical basis and a decolonial perspective. Thus, 



   11 

while some literature on African feminism blames traditional African culture and others absolve traditional African 

culture and blame colonial cultural influence for propagating gender inequality in post-colonial Africa; what has yet 

to be adequately addressed in the debate is how the traditional African culture, which assigns varying gender-

complementary roles did not ‗typically‘ promote gender inequality. The vacuum in the literature described above is 

what this thesis tries to fill. I will consider the following issues as I work toward this goal:  

a. How can one apply Afro-communitarian personhood in order to deconstruct Western patriarchal and 

colonial understandings of gender and further reconstruct a non-patriarchal and decolonial understanding 

of gender and gender roles/relations?  

Sub-questions: 

i. How does a Western patriarchal understanding of gender influence and perpetuate gender inequality in 

African societies?  

ii. How can the concept of gender be broken down and then rebuilt through the prism of Afro-

communitarian personhood? 

iii. What theoretical ramifications can we anticipate from the application of Afro-communitarian 

personhood to the issue of gender inequality? 

My starting point is that the meanings that result from understanding gender as complementary or oppositional are 

a function of logic, in contrast to African scholars like Amadiume (1987), Oyewumi (1997), Nzegwu (2001), 

Uchendu, (2003), Uduma (2018), and Besong (2021), who argue for either gender fluidity or complementarity. 

Hence, an interrogation of gender interpretation that fails to engage with the logic of gender complementation or 

opposition cannot adequately address the issue of gender inequality. There is a variety of literature that discusses 

the problem of patriarchy and gender both in Western and African feminist literature. However, the complexity of 

the debate between Western and African feminists shows the loopholes in Western feminists thought to adequately 

account for the place of women of African descent in Western feminists‘ advocacy for gender equality. I intend to 

give a more robust discussion on the criticisms against Western feminism as well as some Western scholars who 

argue for a liberal understanding of gender relations in the West as the research progresses.   

It is also necessary to mention that the idea of gender that I argue for or intend to put forward is one that stems 

from the African context. Hence, the aim is to show why and how the idea of gender inequality may not apply to the 

Afro-centric meaning and interpretation of gender difference. A conception of gender that thrives in gender 

inequality should be understood as a lopsided, misconstrued, and misinterpreted notion of gender in the African 

place. Importantly then, what is problematic is not ‗gender‘ but ‗gender inequality‘ that stems from the 
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misrepresentation of gender as a problem rather than gender inequality. When interrogating the notion of gender, 

we must pay attention to specificities regarding ideology, culture, or even the religious interplay that skews and 

endorses the ideas of gender and patriarchy that thrive on an unequal gender binary. According to Maria Lugones 

(2010), the problem of gender inequality is one that should be interrogated based on the histories of the colonized. 

This means that the influence of colonial logic intersects with gender inequality and should not be overlooked. 

Thus, it is best not to conceive of the challenge of gender inequality as socially influenced but also as colonial 

baggage. This is why in interrogating the problem of gender, contexts and culture must not be overlooked. Social 

constructivist theorist views gender as a social construct that mandates that gender division, roles, and identity are 

socially produced in the majority of sociological, anthropological, and feminist literature. However, the majority of 

gender literature neglects to mention that people's social identities within a specific culture and setting, as well as 

the meaning and interpretation of gender and gender roles, are not constant. For instance, according to certain 

academics (Sultana, 2011; Shephered, 2010; Bryson, 1999), gender (and the patriarchy) are designed expressly to 

degrade women. I will argue that this claim or assumption cannot be plausible when interrogated within different 

socio-cultural contexts. What would be defensible is whether or not there is abuse of gender relations within these 

contexts. And if the historicity of any cultural context promotes an oppositional gender binary, then unequal gender 

relations would be found in such cultural contexts. This means that the socio-cultural relations of such a community 

thrive on gender binary opposition. But, if gender relations are not understood or construed as oppositional within 

the cultural context of a people, and there exists gender inequality, the question would be, why the abuse of 

gender? The response to this query will serve as the cornerstone for comprehending the Afrocentric view of 

gender.   

In his deconstructionist philosophy, Derrida avers that the essence of philosophy, or what philosophy should 

concern itself with, should be deconstruction. Jacques Derrida‘s (1967) idea of deconstruction draws our attention 

to the oppositional logic that undergirds dominant Western ways of thinking, exemplified in his idea of metaphysics 

of presence. According to Derrida, presence is always privileged over absence. This means that one term of the 

unequal bifurcation of reality is privileged over the other. The same logic undergirds the understanding of the 

performances of feminine and masculine qualities as seen in most feminist literature. The problem we should 

identify is the logic on which the bifurcations of masculine and feminine performances are based.  

The preceding is what accounts for gender inequality and the systemic privileging of one gender over the other in 

Western society (Shepherd, 2010). The pervasive prevalence of gender-based violence in most African cultures 

has been exacerbated by the systemic favoring of one gender over the other. The understanding and expression of 

gender and gender relations in Africa's public and private spheres have reportedly been influenced by the infiltration 
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of Western concepts, such as patriarchy, according to Pumla Gqola (2015). What this means is that the meanings 

that accrue from Western infiltration of gender categories are used to recreate gender inequality in ways that 

encourage the subordination of one gender over the other. It is important that we return to the African historical 

ideas surrounding patriarchy to deconstruct the ideas that promote gender inequality in present-day African 

societies (Gqola, 2015). Some feminist analyses of the gender inequality in Africa refer to a "set of polarized binary 

oppositions in which the privileged male is the normative standard against which the subordinate female is 

measured" (Eze, 2008:106). In the majority of African cultures, this inferior categorisation has persisted in modeling 

gender inequality (Lebeuf, 1963; Mohanty, 1991; Amadiume, 1987; Pereira, 2003). As such, theorizing on gender 

binary opposition and current conceptualizations of gender relations in Africa is to unveil and deconstruct Western 

colonial structures in African societies (Amadiume, 1987; Oyewumi, 1997; Nzegwu, 1994; Uchendu, 2003;  Sesanti, 

2016; Coetzee & Du Toit, 2018).   

In African communities, biological (sex) and even social (gender) inequalities were not the standard of relations or 

quite revealing before colonialism. I contend that this view differs from how gender differences are perceived in 

Western countries. Furthermore, I explain that within the socio-cultural context of African communities like the 

Akan, Efik, Igbo and even Yala, persons and the organizations of society, are not hinged on an opposed structure 

of sex or gender differences. Among the Igbo, for example, there were, and there are still women societies, groups 

and associations like the umuada, umuokpu (association of women born in a given community), ime-nne 

(association of women born in a given clan/kindred), ndi-nne (mothers‘ association) (See Acholonu, 1995). For Yala 

men and women in Nigeria's Cross River State, the situation was the same and remains the same. These male and 

female organizations play various but significant roles in the Igbo and Yala societies. 

According to the aforementioned, African communities do not oppose the biological disparities between men and 

women. Additionally, these variations are not employed to undervalue one gender over the other. The differences 

between genders are harnessed complementarily to advance the community. So, sex and gender are not 

conceived as oppositional but based on the different roles that men and women play. What, perhaps, was not there 

was the subordination of one gender or their roles as either superior or inferior. Amidst this division of roles in these 

communities, families and clans, leadership positions fall on men in patrilineal societies, on women in matrilineal 

societies, and on anyone in societies that are both. Difference, in this way, does not amount to inferiority or 

oppositional.  

I shall examine the Afro-centric concept of gender relations in Chapter 5 for a more in-depth exploration of this 

argument. In her examination of gender in Yoruba society, Oyeronke Oyewumi may have been alluding to the rigid 
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concept of gender categories that despises the flexibility of gender difference as the creation of women. As a result, 

according to Oyewumi, "females in pre-colonial Yorubá society had multiple identities that were not static or hinged 

on their female anatomy (these could, for example, include farmer, hunter, mother, cook, warrior, and ruler, all in 

one body)" (Oyewumi, 1997:14).  Additionally, Sesanti (2016) cites colonization and Christianity as factors that led 

to gender inequality and the exclusion of women from socio-cultural institutions in African societies. For example, 

Sesanti argues that the inferiorizing of women in Zululand was due to male superiority being exerted on amaZulu 

women, as construed in Christian doctrine. In other words, the Western, Christian understanding of patriarchy 

promotes a system of hierarchical domination in the relationship between the sexes (Sesanti, 2016).  

The interrogation of women‘s experiences of gender inequality within different socio-cultural contexts would help 

draw our attention to the dynamism of gender issues in Africa (Arndt, 2002). According to Naomi Nkealah (2007), 

African feminists have deployed different strategies in responding to the inequities and challenges that are 

identified in the Western conceptualization of feminism. This has resulted in the varied feminist interrogation of 

gender inequality from both an African cultural and geopolitical perspective. According to Nkealah (2007), West 

African feminism is an example of indigenous feminist thinking that seeks to reexamine the goals of feminism in 

Africa. Motherism, which emphasizes women in Africa (excluding the diasporas) and fostering society, is one of the 

versions of feminism in West Africa that aims to overcome the challenge provided by the Western feminist concept 

of gender relations (Acholonu, 1995). 

Femalism is another theory that emphasizes the transcendence of the female body as the cornerstone of 

understanding feminist discourse. (see Opara, 2005:192). Nego-feminism (Nnaemeka, 2004) and snail-sense 

feminism (Ezeigbo, 2012) are two further Afro-feminisms. Nkealah argues that the idea that undergirds these 

feminisms is hinged on the notion of complementarity, collaboration, and gender inclusion. These tenets are also 

inherent in the ideas of Womanism (Nkealah, 2007). Womanism addresses the cultural experiences, colonialism, 

and dominance that have shaped African women's life (Ogunyemi, 1985; Kolawole, 1997). By highlighting the 

interaction of class and race in the various manifestations of gender oppression, womanists aim to expose the 

oppression of women of African origin. Womanists also contend that African women's identity is inextricably linked 

to their culture and femininity. This indicates that the notion that forms the basis of the African conception of 

femininity has its origins in African culture. What this means is that the idea that undergirds the African 

understanding of femininity has its root in African culture. By implication, women of African descent‘s identity and 

femininity are interwoven into their sense of community belongingness.  
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These feminisms are ‗‗sensitive to African women‘s experiences within specific contexts with regard to patriarchy, 

colonialism, neo-colonialism, modernization and globalization‘‘ (Obiora, 1997:367). African feminist theorizing seeks 

to address the challenge of ‗feminism‘ from an African perspective. In doing so, African feminists consider African 

socio-cultural historicity to draw out appropriate tools for gender equity (Nkealah, 2007). Another reason why most 

African feminists seek to detach their focus and specificities from Western feminism is that the ideas that underpin 

African feminism is not seeking detachment from men per se, but seek to promote a transformed understanding of 

gender equity for both men and women. It is now obvious that African feminism's main goal is to advance gender 

equality in modern African societies. However, they do so in ways that are different from those of Western 

feminists. In Chapter 3, this argument will be further developed. 

Nkealah further argues that if the context and specificities from which African feminists seek to address the 

challenge of gender inequalities are not clearly outlined, African feminist theorizing may reinforce the binaries of 

inclusion and exclusion that were intended to be addressed. This concern is addressed in Chapter 5 where Afro-

communitarian personhood (that is, complementary personhood) is used as a theoretical tool to critically analyze 

and show how gender inequality is illogical from the perspective of complementary personhood.  In keeping with 

the foregoing, Olajumoke Akiode (2018) contends that gender inequality should not exist in African communitarian 

life since African cultures are communitarian. Her worry is that communitarianism should be accommodative with its 

values of recognising others‘ being and rights. So, gender imbalance, which has to do with one gender dominating 

and subordinating other genders, is a misnomer in African socio-cultural context. This line of reasoning is also 

present in the claims made by most African academics (see Uchem, 2001;  Balogun, 2010; Chimakonam, 2018;  

Mosima, 2018; Oelofsen, 2018; Schepen, 2018; Imafidon, 2018; du Toit, 2018; Matolino, 2018; Edet, 2018; and 

Egbai, 2018). 

Akiode questions the status of women in African philosophy as well as the gap between gender inequality and the 

promises of communitarian worldview. The African philosophical quest, Akiode explains, ought to be concerned 

with the existential reality of relatedness. According to Akiode, African identity should account for the place and 

voices of women, children, future generations and the environment. The call for African identity does not yet 

account for the place and voices of women because the colonial mentality is what undergirds the current distorted 

African mindset, which needs to be expunged using a decolonial framework. She argues that expunging the 

colonial mentality from the African thought system will unveil the fact that African philosophy that excludes, 

marginalizes, or silences women‘s voices is an aberration to the thought processes of the African people (Akiode, 

2018). I contend that there is no gender inequality between the sexes in the framework of Afro-communitarianism, 
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and that, as a result, a complementary conception of personhood can be used as a tool to deconstruct and then 

reconstruct an Afro-centric understanding of gender relations that does not thrive on the oppositional logic that is 

the foundation of gender inequality.   

It is best that we understand that gender in itself is not a problem because there is gender distinction between the 

sexes in many African societies, and yet this did not lead to gender inequality as it did in the West. As mentioned 

earlier, the subordination of one gender by the other did not exist in some African societies because no gender-

specific role was more important than the other (See Oyewumi, 1997; Acholonu, 1995; Ogunyemi, 1985). As earlier 

shown in the work of Oyewumi, both males and females can be hunters, warriors, cooks and tend to younger 

children.  

Gender fluidity in African societies is an indication that complementarity is a necessary aspect of African societies. 

So, the preceding view on gender could not be weaponized to subordinate one sex. Socially, there were roles 

specific to the different genders in African societies. There were also a lot of overlaps as both men and women 

could take up similar roles, as shown above. Among the Igbo, for example, both men and women could be healers, 

but midwifery was exclusive to women in most African societies. This exclusivity in gender roles does not mean 

men are less important. Similarly, men and women may plant food crops, but there are instances where men till the 

soil while women plant the seeds. This also does not imply that women cannot or are not allowed to till the soil for 

planting. To further buttress gender fluidity and complementarity, I will discuss the triangle of gender relations from 

an Afro-centric perspective in Chapter 5. I present an African-centered perspective of gender relations based on a 

trivalent logic using Afro-communitarianism against the Western understanding of gender relations as oppositional. 

I will introduce the social constructivist theory of gender and how it relates to gender inequality to my readers in this 

chapter. By doing this, the context for my thesis‘ argument will be clearly shown and understood. 

 

1.2 The Research Problem, Gap, Aim and Objectives. 

 
According to Catherine J. Nash, "patriarchy is a system of relationships, beliefs, and values embedded in political, 

social, and economic spheres that structure gender inbalance between men and women; the dominating end of the 

uneven split is dominated by men‖ (2020:1). The sociocultural distinctions that are used to distinguish between 

masculine and feminine attributes are the simplest definition of gender in the Oxford online dictionary. The gender 

identities and gender role expressions of the various genders are sometimes determined by these variances. The 

socio-cultural interactions that occur over time might cause gender to evolve, therefore it is not necessarily 
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static  (Oxford online dictionary, 2020). According to the definitions of patriarchy and gender, some African 

feminists have argued that gender is not static or understood from within static socio-cultural contexts, despite the 

various meanings that society and individuals attach to it (See Oyewumi, 1997; Besong, 2021; Oluwagbemi-Jacob 

and Uduma, 2015). 

According to Nash's definition of patriarchy, the term can be interpreted as  a "people's culture, beliefs, value 

system and expressed in concrete forms through a structure that either promotes equality or inequality" (2020:1). In 

order to support an African notion of complementary relatedness that is not based on Western supremacist logic, 

several African scholars have argued against the term of patriarchy as being Western (See Oyewumi, 1997; 

Besong, 2021; Oluwagbemi-Jacob and Uduma, 2015). People tend to understand patriarchy and gender in various 

ways based on cultural differences. For instance, in most Western societies, the agitation for gender equality is due 

to women being dominated, repressed and inferiorized by Western men (See West and Zimmerman, 1987; 

Shepherd, 2010). I argue that in that same Western society, there are places where women are Queens, for 

example, in the case of late Queen Elizabeth Windsor. The preceding example indicates that some Western 

societies, in spite of women‘s domination, have women in supposed men's positions. On the whole, patriarchy and 

gender are problems that need to be addressed in most Western and African interrogations of gender inequality. 

The gap that drives this research, however, is the misconception that results from problematizing patriarchy and 

gender without carefully examining the logic of gender relations in most African communities and by African 

scholars. Thus, the problem of this research is that there is not enough emphasis given in the literature to the 

epistemological and logical ramifications of viewing gender and gender roles in Africa from a Western perspective. I 

will argue that gender relations are seen differently by different groups of people and societies, particularly in 

traditional Africa, where there is complementarity between the genders rather than gender opposition. In Chapter 5, 

I will present a theory of gender-complementarity. 

The problem of this research, thus, hinges on the literature that overlooks or pays inadequate attention to the logic 

and epistemological implications of interpreting gender and gender roles in Africa from a Western perspective. I will 

argue that there are diverse ways various peoples and cultures construe gender relations, especially in traditional 

Africa, where there is gender-complementarity rather than opposition. I will articulate a theory of gender-

complementarity in Chapter 5.  

My research aim is: 
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To deploy the Afro-communitarian concept of personhood to deconstruct Western patriarchal and colonial 

understandings of gender that currently influence post-colonial African societies; and further reconstruct (into a 

theory) a non-patriarchal and decolonial understanding of gender relations, the germs of which are prevalent in 

some traditional African societies.   

This aim includes the following objectives: 

a. To expose some aspects of African culture that perpetuate gender inequality. 

b. To show how the Western patriarchal understanding of gender and its binary logic perpetuates gender 

inequality in Africa. 

c. To show how we can deconstruct and reconstruct the concept of gender using decolonial frameworks. 

d. To investigate the Afro-communitarian personhood's anticipated theoretical ramifications when applied to 

the issue of gender inequality. 

e. To demonstrate, using a trivalent logic that the understanding of gender in most traditional African societies 

is complementary. 

f. To articulate a new framework for gender-complementarity in African philosophy   

The issue of gender inequality (that is, unequal gender relations) is construed as emanating from a system that 

thrives in binary gender opposition (Shepherd, 2010; Coetzee & Du Toit, 2018; Tamale, 2020). These binaries 

classify humans into oppositional categories that place one gender over the others (Shepherd, 2010). Accordingly, 

the conception of gender as construed within this framework is one that depends on the binary opposition of 

masculine versus feminine. Within a system that thrives on oppositional logic, the attributes of masculinity and 

femininity are interpreted as opposed binaries. Hence, what should be understood as the natures of male and 

female qualities are represented as the dominant (male) and dominated (female), and popularized as such in most 

feminist literature (West and Zimmerman, 1987; Shepherd, 2010; Gqola, 2015). 

  

1.3 Proposed Methodology. 

 
According to Appiah and Mudimbe (2003), philosophical analysis works with conceptual issues that are amenable 

to both reason and proof. The method also deals with systematic analysis or breakdown of ideas for logical 

consistency and perspicuity. In this research, I will be using philosophical analysis, and the method of 

conversational thinking. With the first method, I will define and clarify the key concepts of the thesis to create room 

for fresh vistas on the topic. I will also employ the method to interrogate conventional ideas in the literature and 
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constructively present my thought in a precise, critical, argumentative and novel way. According to Appiah and 

Mudimbe (2003), the analytical method is characterized by an emphasis on argumentation precision and clarity, 

frequently using formal reasoning. This approach calls for a clear reasoning procedure that is consistent and 

coherent when addressing a conceptual issue to analyze and reassemble the notion of gender and gender 

relations. I will also use conversational thinking to address Western hegemonic impositions. Here, we will use the 

method to attempt to critically analyze the relationship between concepts developed using a Western paradigm and 

those developed in Africa canon. The conversational method is a decolonial African philosophical method that 

studies relationships between variables and the context of such relationships (See Chimakonam 2021, 2018). It is a 

―formal procedure for assessing the relationships of opposed variables, in which thoughts are shuffled through 

disjunctive and conjunctive modes to constantly recreate fresh thesis and anti-thesis each time at a higher level of 

discourse, without the expectation of the synthesis‖ (2017:120). This relational process is called ‗creative struggle‘. 

Thus, the conversational method employs the ‗creative struggle‘ strategy to study relationships aimed at negotiating 

contradictions and reaching complementation. This method will be used to study the values of social and 

conceptual relationships like the one between various genders in society; and between the concepts of gender, 

personhood and Afro-communitarianism. This enables fair engagement between two or more opposing factors that 

is balanced, rigorous, critical, and long-lasting, as is the case with gender and gender relations in African 

philosophical traditions. This method is useful in the reconstruction of the idea of gender. It will be used to navigate 

relationships that allow for lopsided gender opposition in favor of gender complementarity.   

 

1.4 Expectation of Original Contribution. 

 
This thesis will employ a decolonial method that uses a complementary logic to address the diverse understanding 

of gender identities and relationships in Africa and elsewhere. The new theory and concepts which will be based on 

a trivalent logic are necessary to comprehend the distinctive nature of gender inequality in Africa. This is significant 

because the majority of Afro-communitarian literature (Mbiti 1969; Menkiti 1984; Oyowe, 2014b; Ikuenobe, 2016; 

Molefe 2019, etc.) centers on issues of virtue, rights, moral standing, and interpersonal connections. 

This innovative understanding of gender relations will open up possibilities for further investigation into how African 

philosophy might be used to address the issue of gender inequality relative to women's status in Africa. Therefore, 

the emphasis is on expanding the conversation about personhood to include understudied analyses of the 

metaphysical, social, moral, and political concerns connected to patriarchy, gender, and gender relations. This will 

contribute to the sparse theorizing on the subject. 
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1.5 The Social Construction of Gender. 

 
Many feminist analyses of gender and how it relates to gender inequality are grounded in the social constructivist 

understanding of gender. It is often difficult to detach sex from gender as they are sometimes used interchangeably 

or mostly conflated. In recent feminist writings, the notion of sex influences gender. Hence, some scholars have 

argued that sex mutually reinforces gender (see Marecek et al, 2004; Mikkola, 2019). Nonetheless, it is often 

difficult to conceive that the idea of gender is human‘s constant creation due to human social interactions. 

Accordingly, deliberate action is required to dislodge social expectations concerning gender relations (See Lorber, 

2010). Judith Lorber expresses the idea that what we consider gender has nothing to do with the natural ordering of 

things. Lorber, like most moderate feminists, views gender as nothing more than a cultural overlay. She 

acknowledges the difference in physical and biological characteristics between males and females. Lorber claims 

that ‗‗the differences between women and men are socially meaningless until social practices transform them into 

social facts‘‘ (2010:40). This means that the biological and physical differences between males and females cannot 

ground gender inequality if the society‘s pattern of logic does not impose gender classifications that are translated 

as social facts. Beyond Lorber's assertion, I will contend that physical and biological distinctions between men and 

women have significance because they help us comprehend the distinctiveness of various gender identities. If 

gender differences are meaningless, then every gender, including LGBTQI+ is meaningless, and there would be no 

need to address gender inequality. In fact, gender difference is what became part of the colonizer‘s weapon to 

inferiorize the colonized.    

I would argue that Lorber‘s claim that social practices precede the interpretation and meaning of gender is 

plausible, but she fails to capture that socio-cultural practices are not static and varies from culture to culture. The 

same applies to the ideology that undergirds any cultural practices. According to this claim, gender construction are 

intertwined with social structures  (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). My take is that the concept of gender should be 

interrogated from within other cultural contexts using a different cultural lens other than that of the West. This will 

serve as a useful starting point for identifying and addressing the Western-centered definitions and interpretations 

of gender relations that are prevalent in most Western feminist literature and are at odds with how gender relations 

are understood in the African context. 

The reconceptualization of gender is an important aim of this research since it can be argued that the lopsided 

conception of gender mentioned above sustains a system of unequal power dynamics between the sexes (Bryson, 

1999; Sultana, 2011). A philosophical exploration of an African perspective on gender through the Afro-

communitarian discourse on personhood will allow for a novel way to interrogate conceptions of gender. This will 
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serve as a useful heuristic foil for comparison with the Western conceptions of gender in Western feminist literature 

that points to the power dynamics existing between genders based on Western dual gender configuration and 

bifurcation. In carrying out this task, I draw from salient features in African moral and political thought (such as Afro-

communitarian conceptions of personhood), to address gender inequality and relations.  

The thesis will first examine what gender entails and its underpinnings to unequal gender relations. The research 

engages with and adds to existing African feminist projects that analyze the relationships between Western 

hegemonic understandings of patriarchy and gender. In terms of adding to the literature of Afro-feminism, I 

investigate the logical implications of Afro-communitarian discourse on personhood that encapsulate the notion of 

gender in the conceptual understanding of gender and gender relations. I intend to deconstruct current and 

subsequently reconstruct a new conceptual understanding of gender relations (that is, using the framework of 

complementary personhood), from which the problem of gender inequality can be addressed within African 

philosophy.   

 1.6 What is Afro-communitarianism? 

 
The debate concerning personhood in African philosophy is influenced by Western liberal and communitarian 

philosophical postulations on personhood (Molefe, 2019).  Liberals and communitarians emphasize socialization as 

the birth place of human identities in both Western and African philosophy tradition (see Neal and Paris, 1990). 

Therefore, communitarians stress how the community contributes to individuals' socialization through social 

interactions, whereas liberals view personhood in terms that place more emphasis on the individual personal 

identity and neglect the importance of social ties (See Molefe, 2019). I contend that an African understanding of 

communitarianism is not just concerned with how members of the society are socialized, but also with how these 

socializational processes help members build a strong character that fosters community harmony. 

I contend that what distinguishes African communitarianism from the way communitarianism is interpreted in the 

Western tradition is the importance Afro-communitarians place on moral character and communal harmony. 

Generally, Western communitarians do not overlook the fact that a person‘s identity is individuated communally 

(see Molefe, 2019). By this, they consider social relationship an important aspect of Western communitarianism. 

However, Afro-communitarians place more emphasis on character development as the consequence of social 

relationships, which contribute to the acquisition of personhood (Molefe, 2019).  Although the community might be 

the focus, Afro-communitarians do not overlook the importance of personal identity and autonomy (see Molefe, 

2019). It is the concern for people‘s personal identity and autonomy that characterizes the debate on personhood 
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within Afro-communitarian literature. The debates on personal uniqueness are common in the writings of 

researchers who  highlight the value of both persons and communities and those who account for personal identity 

based on their conception of personhood. The former group is referred to as extreme communitarians, and the 

latter group is referred to as moderate communitarians. Both Mbiti (1969) and Menkiti (1984) are viewed as radical 

communitarians since they place a strong emphasis on building one's identity through social connections. Noah 

Dzobo corroborates Menkiti‘s argument in his claim that ―community belongs to the very being of man,‖ hence, ―an 

individual who is cut off from the community is nothing‖ (1992:132). In other words, individuals necessarily exist in a 

community, for it is in a communal relationship that personhood is achieved. A number of academics have criticized 

Menkiti's theory regarding community precedence. For instance, moderate communitarian Kwame Gyekye (1995) 

defends the position of the individual in her community. According to Gyekye, each person is an integral member of 

the community and can use reason to further their development as individuals. Hence, she is said to possess the 

rational capacity to ratiocinate and negotiate her personhood rather than being subsumed or consumed by the 

community, as it is the case with radical communitarianism (Gyekye, 1995). 

This debate between radical and moderate communitarians sets the stage for more contemporary contributions 

concerning personhood in African philosophy. On the one hand, Mpho Tshivhase (2013) questions the notion of 

rights, as discussed by both radical and moderate communitarians. Even in the moderate communitarian strain, 

she believes that discussions of personhood in African philosophy are still overly other-regarding because they 

place more stress on the community's rights than those of the individual. The normative definition of personhood 

held by Menkiti, on the other hand, was attacked by Nompumelelo Zinhle Manzini as being gendered, ableist, and 

anti-queer because it "marginalizes at least one of the categories of gender, people with disabilities, and queer 

people" (Manzini, 2018:1). 

According to Tshivhase (2013), the definition of a person can become subversive to people's uniqueness if it 

oversimplifies rights and autonomy. So, both Tshivhase and Manzini share a concern about the notion of rights in 

Afro-communitarian personhood. In response to that concern, one can explain that community norms subsume but 

do not consume the individual (Iroegbu, 1995). What this means is that individual rights are individuated 

communally.   

Polycarp Ikuenobe (2016), on his part, argues that the debate about personal identity between radical and 

moderate communitarians can be resolved if personhood is conceived as a robust concept. Ikuenobe‘s thought on 

a robust conception of personhood is in defence of the ideas of radical communitarianism. According to Ikuenobe, 

the criticism against Menkiti‘s argument by Matolino (2014) is uncharitable if Menkiti‘s argument is read as a moral 
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theory of personhood, which he claims does not repudiate individuality and autonomy.  Ikuenobe further contends 

that Matolino's effort to clarify the rights dispute between radical and moderate communitarianism does not 

invalidate Menkiti‘s theory. Furthermore, Matolino‘s concept of  limited communitarianism; Ikuenobe explains, is a 

naturalistic interpretation of rights that is similar to Gyekye's theory of restricted communitarianism that emphasizes 

the fundamental status of rights (see also Matolino, 2018a; Chemhuru, 2018). 

Contrary to Menkiti's theory of personhood, Matolino's argument on personhood generally falls short of explaining 

how one may account for individual rights in Afro-communitarianism. Ikuenobe defends and grounds his conception 

of human rights on African communal values (Ikuenobe, 2016). Ikuenobe‘s understanding of dignity differs from the 

dominant Western liberal view, which involves an individualistic rendering of the nature of humans. However, the 

Western overemphasis on individualistic rights is inappropriate to account for the rights of vulnerable persons. A 

plausible African view is one that accounts for the rights of individuals without overlooking the value of mutual 

respect. Ikuenobe's claim is similar to Menkiti's in that it emphasizes the importance of the greater good of the 

community over personal egoistic interests that are harmful to communal harmony. However, it is not subject to the 

criticisms leveled at Menkiti's theory that it ignores the role of the individual as a free rational agent.  

 Additionally, Menkiti's position does not equate to granting supremacy to the community at the expense of 

individuals. Molefe contends that Menkiti's assertion rather highlights the ways in which African cultures are set up 

to address pressing local concerns. According to Molefe, Afro-communitarians theorized that normative standards 

are to safeguard individual rights. However, this theory has been challenged by a number of scholars. Afro-

communitarianism has been criticized for being gendered and lacking support for women's individual autonomy and 

authenticity, in addition to the charge that the community consumes the individual in this philosophy (see 

Tshivhase, 2013; Oyowe and Yurkivska, 2014; Akiode, 2018; Manzini 2018). This assertion is supported by the 

importance Afro-communitarians attach to the community as opposed to individuals. Therefore, Tshivhase (2013), 

Oyowe and Yurkivska (2014), Akiode (2018), and Manzini (2018) argue that the process of integrating people into 

society overlooks women's presence in the discourse of personhood since they are wholly underrepresented in it. 

According to these scholars, African conception of personhood as it is, is not, in fact, gender-neutral but rather 

masculine and ableist. However, this critique does not render the concept of Afro-communitarian personhood 

implausible or non-egalitarian (Metz, 2013; Oelofsen, 2018; Molefe, 2019). In order to stress the value of Afro-

communitarian personhood, Rianna Oelofsen, for instance, uses Ubuntu as a framework. According to her, Ubuntu 

does not minimize egalitarianism and is not oblivious to gender. She argues that the foundation of the Ubuntu ethic 

provides an equitable view of interpersonal relationships. The relationship that stems from this kind of relational 
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ethic is non-subversive. Instead, individual subjectivities are fostered and nurtured within an egalitarian 

understanding of the community to improve the characters of persons. It is through this development that the 

relationship between the sexes can ―mature and become richer and deeper as a result of the different parties 

having well developed individual characters, allowing for harmonious relationships between people‖ (Oelofsen, 

2018:43). What this means is that Afro-communitarian personhood can be harnessed in addressing gender issues 

in modern-day societies (Metz, 2014; Metz, 2013; Oelofsen, 2018). Olajumoke Akiode (2018) contends that women 

will likely be marginalized no matter where they are if the mechanism that supports gender inequality in various 

areas of African communal culture is not destroyed.  This indicates that addressing the problem of gender 

inequality cannot be done on the basis of blaming others, but rather through a deliberate deconstruction of the 

system that promotes gender inequality.  

Maria Lugones (2010) and Sylvia Tamale‘s (2020) provided useful insights to rethink the concept of gender using 

Afro-communitarian personhood. According to Tamale, the concern of the Afro-feminist ought to be to 

reconceptualize the concept of gender. This will help dispel the legacies of slavery and colonialism that intersect 

with Western patriarchal domination. Lugones brings our attention to the issue of some Western anthropologists 

misinterpreting gender roles as gender inequality because they believed the logic of relationships in Africa was the 

same as that in the West. 

I take up Lugones and Tamale‘s call for further research, as I use Afro-communitarianism as a theoretical tool to 

critically interrogate the concept of gender and patriarchy from within African philosophy. I will contend that there is 

no gendered distinction between the sexes in the context of Afro-communitarianism, and that this idea can, 

therefore be used as a tool to first deconstruct, then later reconstruct, the ideas of gender and patriarchy that are 

the primary causes of gender inequality. The issue of gender inequality has a specific root that I hope to address in 

this effort. 

Any efforts to solve the issue must first examine the philosophical sources from whence it springs. In this regard, I 

hope to demonstrate how the Western tradition's gender and patriarchal abuses deprive women of some of their 

humanity. This is due to the fact that the environments in which the abuse takes place do not acknowledge such 

women as belonging to the same ontological category as men. I will go on to argue that this (deliberate or not) 

dehumanization of a person is in opposition to how Afro-communitarian ideology views the principles of human 

coexistence. Afro-communitarianism  is used as a theoretical instrument to critically interrogate the issue of gender 

inequality within African philosophy. I will continue to engage with this argument in my study. I will contend that 

there is no gender inequality between the sexes in the context of Afro-communitarianism, and that this conception 
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of personhood can therefore be used as a tool to first deconstruct then reconstruct a novel theory of gender 

relations. 

1.6 The Western Understanding of Gender. 

 
Within feminist and socio-psychologist writings, the abuse of gender relations and gender inequality are understood 

as products of patriarchy. Western feminists do not problematize colonialism and slavery as contributing factors to 

gender inequality.  In Western feminists theorizing the patriarchal system is what structures gender inequality 

between men and women. Nevertheless, gender performances are argued to be dynamic as it may vary from 

culture to culture (Miller and Sperry, 1987). The preceding is what accounts for the social constructionist 

understanding of gender and gender roles (Miller and Sperry, 1987). The preceding is what accounts for the 

argument that gender is not intricately biological, but a matter of socio-cultural performances (West and 

Zimmerman, 1987).  According to Judith Butler (1990), gender is a socially constructed performance that structures 

male and female behaviours. In other words, gendered performances are characteristics that are either tailored 

towards feminine or masculine qualities. The qualities of femininity and masculinity become a place holder in 

differentiating societal expectations of gender performance. These societal expectations are what conjoins sex and 

gender, as societal expectations of male and female behaviours are most times tailored towards biologically 

assigned sex.   

In contrast to gender, which is the ―socially constructed sex is a biological categorization based primarily on 

reproductive potential‖ (Eckert & McConnell, 2013:1). The above paragraph demonstrates how the concepts are 

intertwined and cannot be separated from sex. The idea is that although biological sex is the foundation of gender 

construction, the issue is that biological difference is overemphasized in ways that are wholly unrelated (Eckert & 

McConnell, 2013). The presumption that "women should mince and men should swagger, or [that] women should 

have red toenails and men should not" (Eckert & McConnell, 2013:1).  

However, it is true that there is still a difficulty in clearly defining sex as biological and gender as social. On the one 

hand, gender is understood as the result of social nurturing. On the other hand, sex is simply a biological given 

(Eckert & McConnell, 2013). The argument is made that "nature and nurture intertwine, and there is no obvious 

point at which sex leaves off and gender begins," notwithstanding the distinction between sex and gender. (Eckert 

& McConnell, 2013:1). There is no singular objective feature found in the biological distinction between male and 

female sex. Because of this, sex is determined by a person's "anatomical, endocrinal, and chromosomal features, 

and the choice among these criteria for sex assignment is based very much on cultural beliefs about what actually 
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makes someone male or female" (Eckert & McConnell, 2013:1). Inferentially, social construction underlies the 

biological differentiation between male and female as well as the significance that comes with seeing oneself as 

either male or female. According to Anne Fausto-Sterling's case: 

Labeling someone a man or a woman is a social decision. We may use scientific knowledge to help us make the 

decision, but only our beliefs about gender – not science – can define our sex. Furthermore, our beliefs about 

gender affect what kinds of knowledge scientists produce about sex in the first place (2000:3). 

One would concur that gender othering is a matter of society belief after considering Fausto-Sterling's claim above. 

I contend that the categorical separation of male and female alienates people who do not fit either gender. For 

example, hermaphroditic, intersexed, and transgender, whose sexual labeling falls outside societal construction, 

are considered anomalous. Having presented an overview of what gender construction entails in Western literature, 

it is necessary to mention that most African scholars‘ theorizing on the discourse of gender is in contrast to the 

Western view. Even though gender is understood by both African and Western scholars as emanating from societal 

beliefs, the difference lies in the system of logic that undergirds the social construction of gender. In Chapter 5, I will 

make the case that gender disparities should not result in negative or unequal social hierarchy because the relation 

between genders should not be opposed but complementary. 

I will argue that the undue inferiorizing of one gender by another is what encourages uneven gender hierarchy and, 

thus, gender inequalities that place women in subordinate positions in contemporary societies. I will explain why the 

Western gender binary, which treats gender relations as opposed factors, must be overcome in order to have a 

complementary understanding of personhood. The aforementioned criteria should be taken into account because 

feminist scholars tend to focus on sameness when, in fact, our humanity is best reflected in complementary 

relationships in the diversity of the sexes. I will also show in Chapter 5 that the presence of difference merely shows 

that no fixed, homogeneous conception of gender positioning can explain gender difference, with the exception of 

when it is viewed through the prism of complementary personhood. I will make a case for an understanding of 

gender relations that rejects the unfavorable social identities that come with difference and maintain gender 

inequality in Africa in accordance with the concept of complementary personhood. I argue that feminist decolonial 

projects should interrogate the logic of gender relations that undergirds Western feminist theorizing as a 

transformative move towards gender equity. The point is that the problem is not in the difference but in the 

lopsided/unequal meanings that accrue from varied interpretations of the concept of gender. I intend to show why 

we must pay attention to the system of logic that elevates one gender over others if feminist decolonial projects 



   27 

must achieve its goal (that is gender equity). In order to make sure that the organization of my argument is 

consistent throughout, I will now provide a brief outline of the rest of my thesis 

1.7 Outline of the Thesis. 

 
The reader is given an overview of the context of my research  problem in the current Chapter. I discussed the 

issue of gender inequality and how it appears in African societies as gender inequities. In order to accomplish the 

research's objective, a debate of how Western and African feminists conceptualize the issue of unequal gender 

relations will be conducted. I also emphasize how Western colonial infiltration is the root cause of ongoing issues 

with gender relations that are rooted in patriarchal norms against women in contemporary African societies. These 

issues both support and prolong gender inequality. In order to counteract the detrimental effects of gender binaries 

in African societies, this chapter offers some evidence for why gender inequality and uneven gender relations in 

Africa are issues that need to be addressed. This is crucial because it will make clearer the benefits of studying and 

employing African philosophical ideas in order to address issues that are not adequately addressed by African 

philosophy. By doing this, I present the reader with feminist writing from the West and Africa that stresses the 

significance of tackling gender inequality. 

My intention is to show the struggles and strategies articulated to challenge the manifestations of gender 

inequalities and thus forge a path for the interrogation of gender-related issues within African philosophy. The 

remainder of the project's research objectives will be determined by this analysis. I shall discuss why it is critical to 

address gender inequality in the context of Africa in the remaining sections of my thesis. I utilize Afro-

communitarianism as a helpful tool to assess the issue I discovered during my analysis. The next Chapter will 

consequently focus on a consideration of Afro-communitarian personhood. 

In order to critically assess the problem of uneven gender relations and its connection to gender inequality in Africa, 

Chapter 2 critically engages with the idea of Afro-communitarianism. It will provide us with a new resource to 

reconceptualize patriarchy in most African societies. I will start by engaging with the literature on Afro-

communitarian personhood that is considered foundational, after which I will look at contemporary discussions on 

Afro-communitarian personhood. In these accounts, I will tease out the debate that characterizes personhood in 

African thought. To investigate more closely, the implications of personhood for gender relations, the discussion will 

focus on the socio-moral underpinnings that stem from understanding human existence as constitutive and 

expressed in mutual interdependence. Finally, I will suggest a different, mutually interdependent Afro-

communitarian conception of personhood (and, hence, ethics). I will make the case that using this account of 
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personhood will help us study the issue of unfair gender relations from an African philosophical perspective. My 

Afro-feminist theory of gender and gender relations will be based on this alternative idea or understanding of Afro-

communitarian personhood. 

Some Western feminist theories on the subject of gender production are presented in Chapter 3. I propose a 

counter argument made by African feminist activists on the idea of patriarchy and gender roles being universalized 

in Western feminist thinking. My goal is to present a complementing personhood-based Afro-communitarian theory 

of gender and gender relations.The goal is to illustrate how gender inequalities of any kind contradict the logic of 

complementary personhood. I, therefore, present an account of an ideal gender relation within the framework of 

complementary personhood. In light of this ideal understanding of gender relations, one can argue that contexts of 

interpretation of gender relations may differ from culture to culture, but gender in itself is not problematic. One can 

also argue that the continued problem of unequal gender relations stems from a misconstrued notion of patriarchy 

that seeks to conquer and dominate rather than complement and co-exist. A complementary understanding of 

gender relations will become the springboard on which we can begin to rethink the issues that arise from this 

misconstrued idea of patriarchy, gender and gender relations in Africa. 

Chapter 4 examines the concept of coloniality and the importance of decoloniality concerning gender constructions 

and interpretations. The discussion on decoloniality sets out the framework for understanding the foundations of 

gender construction and how current gender conception has been colonized. The argument is that, to make sense 

of the influences of coloniality, we must first examine the underlying logic and ontology that undergirds any concept. 

This Chapter motivates the need to critically examine the logic that undergirds gender inequality as enshrined in the 

conceptualization of patriarchy. This discussion will also open up new ways of rethinking the concept of patrilineality 

and the logic that undergirds its construction within the African context. Hence, one must note that the term 

patriarchy itself is a contested concept when analyzed alongside notions of patrilineality and matrilineality using 

African ontology. This critical exposition is necessary to ascertain the foundation of concepts and how the meaning 

of some concepts defies the logic and ontology of other cultural contexts when engaging in decoloniality.  

The concept of decoloniality cannot be discussed without touching on coloniality and colonialism. However, my goal 

is not to explore the ideology of colonialism but to unveil the evil of coloniality that has continued to distort the 

interpretation and logic of the African people. By logic, I mean the framework that characterizes the overlaps 

between African ontology and its thought system. This cultural framework can enable us to map the infiltration of 

meta-narratives concerning patriarchy and gender in African societies. This Chapter sets the ground work that 

illustrates an African triangle of gender relations that acknowledges patrilineality and matrilineality as part of the 
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ontology of the African people. The principles of Afro-communitarian personhood are discussed in Chapter 5 along 

with how they relate to the concept of complementary personhood. I start by outlining the fundamental aspects of 

Afro-communitarian personhood that were covered in the previous chapter. The significance of including these 

fundamental characteristics in our analysis of gender will be discussed. 

First, I present the core features of Afro-communitarian personhood, as discussed in the previous chapter. In doing 

so, the essence of incorporating these core features in our analysis of gender was outlined. The need for an 

alternative view of personhood that emphasizes the value of a multi-perspectival approach in interrogating the static 

and oppositional conceptualization of gender from inside African philosophy will also be explained. To investigate 

more closely what this multi-perspectival approach may entail, I argue that a complementary interpretation of 

gender and gender relations will open up new vistas to rethink strategies that will overturn the incidences of gender 

inequities in African societies and beyond. In doing so, complementary personhood becomes the lens through 

which the discussion on gender and gender relation will be based. What will a complementary concept of gender 

bring to our knowledge of gender relations in African society? This is the question this chapter aims to answer. The 

central argument here is that if patriarchy, gender, and gender roles have been identified in African decolonial 

feminist writings as products of Western gender categories, then the solution lies in the reinterpretation and in the 

right understanding of gender and gender relations. This new way of rethinking gender will be my novel proposal, 

which will contribute to the discussion on gender relations as it intersects with the problem of gender inequality in 

African societies.  

I summarize my thesis in Chapter 6 and discuss the significance of a complementary understanding of personhood, 

gender, and gender relations in the context of African philosophy. A chapter-by-chapter synopsis of my thesis is 

also provided. So, in order to address issues that are overlooked within African philosophy, I reiterate in the 

chapter's conclusion the benefits of exploring and using African philosophical notions. I also set out anticipated 

criticisms against the idea of gender relations that I propose in the thesis.  In doing this, possible criticisms that may 

arise in conceptualizing gender relations using a complementary lens were highlighted. Hence, the logic that 

undergirds the notion of complementary gender relations was used as a possible response to the criticisms. 



   30 

Chapter Two  

Conceptualizing Afro-communitarian Personhood in African Philosophy 

 

2.1 Introduction 
 

Afro-communitarians have identified two conceptions of personhood in the theorizing on personhood. Within the 

identified conceptions of personhood, the metaphysical and normative understanding of personhood has continued 

to surface in the theorizing of African philosophers. One of these concepts is metaphysical and the other is 

normative. According to Motsamai Molefe, ‗‗the first metaphysical notion of personhood pertains to facts that 

constitute a thing called a human being; it is a specification of the biological classification of human beings as a 

species‘‘ (2019:2). The second metaphysical notion of personhood is a matter of personal identity (Molefe, 2019). 

These metaphysical conceptions come with a normative understanding of what constitute the idea of a person in 

African thought. I will focus on the metaphysical and the normative conceptions in analyzing personhood in this 

Chapter. The aim of this Chapter, is to provide us with the basic philosophical tools to rethink the problem of gender 

and the politics that characterizes its construction. My goal is to go beyond already established notion as well as 

interpretations of personhood in African philosophy. This is to address the thesis research problem. I intend to offer 

an interpretation of personhood and pursue some of its  features with regards to gender. I seek to lay a foundation 

for further investigation, interpretation and the reconceptualization of gender within the framework of personhood in 

African philosophy. In doing so, it will illustrate the plausible features in personhood that can become useful in 

addressing issues within Africa and beyond.  

I will begin this Chapter by providing a summary of African philosophy on personhood. After doing this, I will 

address the fundamental explanations of personhood and some recent debates on personhood in African 

philosophy. The preceding would serve as the foundation from which I will construct an Afro-communitarian theory 

(i.e., complementary personhood) in order to answer my research question. 

2.2  An Overview of Personhood in African thought.  

 

In African philosophy, the idea of personhood and personal identity, Molefe has argued is influenced by debates 

between liberals and communitarians in the Western philosophical tradition (Molefe, 2019). The debate between 

liberals and communitarians is one that centers on the role the community plays in the socialization and 

development of personal identities (See Neal and Paris, 1990). Liberals tend to oversimplify the role of social 

relationships in understanding personhood. Communitarians are consider the role of social relationships in making 

sense of personal identity. The notion of personal identity in the discourse of African philosophy tends to also differ 

between Afro-communitarians whose notion of personhood account for personal identity solely in terms of social 

relationships and those that account for it by emphasizing the importance of the individual in her community in 
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making sense of personal identity. These groups of African scholars are either called radical communitarians or 

moderate communitarians. To make sense of personhood from a radical or moderate communitarian perspectives, 

the nature of personhood is emphasized to show the place of an individual in her community. In my introductory 

statement, I mentioned that, the debate on personal identity, points to what constititute the human person. And this 

idea of the human person is drawn from certain ‗‗specification of the biological classification of human beings as 

species‘‘ (Molefe, 2019:3). This understanding of a human being comes with certain connotations that validate an 

individual existence. This notion of a human being or person is what Kwame Gyekye explains thus: 

What a person [human being] acquires are status, habits, and personality or character traits: he, qua person 

acquires and thus becomes the subject of acquisition, and being thus prior to acquisition process, he cannot be 

defined by what he acquires. One is a person because of what he is, not because of what he acquires 

(1992:108). 

According to Gyekye, personhood is independent of any traits or routines picked up through socialization. Here, a 

person's ontological makeup is taken into account (see Molefe, 2019). As a result, this conception of a person in 

African philosophy emphasizes the "ontological" or "descriptive" notions of human nature‖ (see Wiredu, 1996:159; 

Ikuenobe, 2016:144; Oyowe, 2014a:46). Certain characteristics that are inherent in a person are referenced by the 

concept of ontological personhood. Ikuenobe's explains, "a descriptive conception of personhood seeks to analyze 

the features and ontological make-up of an isolated [human] individual" (2016:118). This idea of personhood is 

focused on the ontological foundations of what makes up human nature. The metaphysical aspect of Kwame 

Gyekye's (1995) and Kwasi Wiredu's (1996) theories of human nature can be seen in their discussions on personal 

identity (see Molefe, 2019). The theories of John Mbiti (1969) and Ifeanyi Menkiti (1984) are regarded as radical in 

African philosophical thought. In highlighting the essence of community in interpreting personal identity, particularly 

in terms of social ties, they are seen as radical communitarians. The early proponents of moderate 

communitarianism include people like Kwasi Wiredu and Kwame Gyekye (1995).  

The discussion between radical and moderate communitarians paved the way for more recent contributions by 

individuals who support or refute Menkiti's communitarian theory. Polycarp Ikuenobe is one such scholar who 

argues for Menkiti‘s communitarian thesis and shows that he some scholars may have misread him. According to 

Ikuenobe, the criticism against Menkiti‘s argument by Bernard Matolino (2011) is uncharitable if read as a moral 

theory of personhood, which he claims does not repudiate individuality and autonomy. According to Ikuenobe, 

Matolino‘s attempts to clarify the issue of rights between radical and moderate communitarians by arguing for what 

he calls limited communitarianism does not invalidate Menkiti‘s account of personhood. Ikuenobe (2018), argues 
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that Matolino (2011), like Gyekye (1997) holds a similar idea of limited communitarianism as he points to the 

foundational status of rights by putting forward a naturalistic interpretation of rights. Ikuenobe asserts that 

Matolino's assertion confounds Menkiti's ontological and epistemic views of a person. 

According to Matolino, Menkiti views communitarianism as an essential underpinning of African traditions and 

philosophy. In other words, from a moral standpoint, Menkiti's concept of community suggests that the community 

and its interests alienate personal freedom and autonomy. However, Matolino accepts the fact that if Menkiti‘s claim 

is interpreted as a moral view of personhood viz-a-viz the community, then one can draw out its practical 

implications for African society‘s ethically, socially, and politically. Contrary to Matolino's assertion, Ikuenobe (2018) 

demonstrates that Menkiti's idea of personhood is not undermined by individual rights or autonomy, refuting the 

objections of Menkiti's account made by Gyekye and Matolino. He continues by arguing that Menkiti's notion of 

persons is a moral-theoretical  perspective, as opposed to the interpretations Gyekye and Matolino have given his 

argument. Ikuenobe then set out to demonstrate that Matolino and Gyekye's critiques are mostly misunderstood by 

offering a sympathetic reading of Menkiti's explanation of personhood. Ikuenobe asserts that Gyekye ''interprets, 

maybe incorrectly, Menkiti's definition of personhood viz-a-viz the society to infer that lack of personhood implies 

the loss of rights'' (Ikuenobe, 2018:84) in order to demonstrate what these misunderstandings are. Menkiti's 

perspective, if given a charitable reading, does not preclude the rights of individuals, and Ikuenobe explains 

Menkiti's view in a way that shows why Gyekye's interpretation is imprudent and why it entails a misinterpretation of 

Menkiti's view. 

Ikuenobe's explanation of Menkiti's perspective clarifies the errors in Matolino's critique of Menkiti's theory of 

personhood. It's interesting to note that he found the same error in Gyekye's understanding of Menkiti's argument. 

Menkiti's theory of personhood, according to Matolino, is "the philosophical position that views communitarianism 

as the determinant of African ontology" (2011:167). Matolino believes that the same claim inhers in the argument of 

scholars like Mbiti (1969) and Tempels (1959), that sort of ―present African reality as monolithic‖ (2011:172). What 

this means, then, is that their claims ―invariably ascribe all African ontology or ‗essence‘ to communitarianism‖ 

(Matolino, 2011:167).  Here, Matolino implies that the whole gamut of African philosophizing is reduced to ontology 

and communitarianism.  This "essentialism is needlessly thickened by the burden of having to be everything that is 

African philosophy, and subsequently, having to account for everything that passes for African philosophy," as 

Matolino puts it (Matolino, 2011:180). African philosophy would become a reductionist endeavor, according to 

Matolino, if it were practiced or understood in this way (ibid). In a similar vein, "[a]ll of African socio-cultural 

traditions would be reduced to communitarianism." (2011:172). Matolino further buttresses his claim as he notes 
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that ―radical communitarianism, as defended by Menkiti, asserts that, it is the sole authentic view of African thinking 

on personhood‖ (2011:24). Menkiti's communitarian thesis, in Matolino's opinion, "presents itself as the only 

factually correct ontological feature or basis of all African thoughts and philosophy" (2011:168). The implication is 

that radical communitarianism "extends itself in ways that appear harmless and true" (2011:168); Menkiti is alleged 

to have portrayed African communitarianism as a "true explanation of African life... or an account of how Africans 

perceive reality" (Matolino, 2011:168). This indicates that Menkiti views communitarianism as either hegemonic or 

unchanging because it is "all over the continent and the fact that many ethnic groups identify and share in its major 

claims makes it the ultimate truth of African life" (Matolino, 2011:168). The preceding demonstrates that "the 

ontological priority of the community vis-à-vis individual rights" (2011:164); this priority also "informs the African 

personality-the nature of persons; how they are conceived as a metaphysical category and how they are expected 

to conduct themselves as a result of that ontology" (Matolino 2011:168). These assertions by Matolino imply that 

Menkiti's testimony is presented as an accurate representation of traditional African ideas. According to Matolino, 

Menkiti‘s claim and Gyekye‘s account of personhood pose a contradiction when analyzed. This contradiction for 

Matolino lies in the argument on individual rights that is ignored in Menkiti‘s thesis. However, Matolino agreed with 

Gyekye‘s position that ―traditional societies did recognize individual rights‖ (2011:177), but rejected Menkiti‘s 

position. 

Matolino (2011) argues that Menkiti‘s view is an ethno-philosophical representation of African cultural past that 

justifies its claim by glorifying the past and seeking out ways to return to that past glory. As mentioned earlier, 

Matolino believes that this position would ―reduce African thinking to a group activity that is both static and 

unanalytical‖ (2011:169). Matolino criticizes this ethno-philosophical recapturing of African past as essentialist that 

is presented as communitarian. The preceding claim accounts for the critiques against Menkiti‘s communitarian 

thesis. According to Matolino, Menkiti‘s communitarian thesis cannot be consistent with the changing conditions of 

African people in modern African societies. In other words, ―most parts of Africa are fairly modernized and are 

governed by rules and structures that do not retain the structures of classical communitarianism‖ (Matolino, 

2011:170). Matolino, on the other hand, thinks Menkiti's explanation of personhood is an ontological metaphysical 

explanation of African reality. For Matolino (2011:35), ―when we talk about ontological constituents of any given 

entity or entities, we tend to talk in terms of key characteristics that are fixed and do not lend themselves to 

vicissitudes of change‖ (2011:35). This claim implies that some ontological facets of personhood are not subject to 

change. We might start to see how the communal can be used as the foundation for moral personhood if Menkiti's 

interpretation of communitarianism placed an emphasis on moral and epistemic development. In the words of 

Matolino, "[T]he process of learning the moral code of society and any successful internalization of such a code is 
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epistemological growth" (2011:34). The preceding can also be seen as a sort of "moral growth," since moral status 

develops together with moral development. Persons who possess this moral status ―are held as upright for 

forsaking the kind of conduct that is considered deleterious to the harmony of society or inter-personal relations ...‖ 

(Matolino, 2011:34). 

Even if Menkiti's concept emphasizes the growth and learning that come with personhood, Matolino still has a 

problem with the epistemic-moral-growing in the status of personhood (as opposed to metaphysical) grounds of the 

individual and community as they are "becoming". Matolino criticized this notion on the grounds that moral 

advancement and status, which are indicators of rational growth, may "constitute the ontological status of persons 

in African thinking" (2011b:34). According to this reasoning, "those who lack such epistemic moral traits, such as 

babies, are non-persons, and adults who have failed to use their epistemic-moral-growth to navigate their paths to 

personhood have also failed at personhood."(2011b:34). Matolino's issue is with the cognitive standards that relate 

to one's epistemic skills and establish one's ontological position. 

Matolino indicates that conflating epistemological or moral status with metaphysical ontological status can be 

problematic. As he states it, Menkiti‘s use of ‗‗it to refer to the lack of moral status of a child is also problematic, 

because ‗it‘ does not carry any moral quality‘‘ (Matolino, 2011:28). Because epistemological and ontological 

differences cannot be equated, it would be redundant to specify a moral distinction between children and adults. 

According to Matolino, despite the reasoning differences between children and adults, babies are nevertheless 

ontologically equal to adults. Menkiti was offering a metaphysical ontological account of personhood, but that 

should be enough to say. Ikuenobe clarifies the misunderstanding of Menkiti's concept of communalism by 

defending Menkiti's distinction between a "person" and a "community" Ikuenobe claims that Menkiti never intended 

for his concept of personhood to serve as an accurate or uniform depiction of all African cultures. Menkiti would not 

say it if that were his intention. ―My aim in this paper is to articulate a certain conception of the person found in 

African traditional thought‖ (1984:171). In no way does this statement suggest that his idea of personhood is a 

move to situate his claim as the only authentic or factual description of African traditions. Another point Ikuenobe 

raised is that communitarianism, as represented by Menkiti, is not implying that his version should be taken or 

understood as the ontological essence of African reality, traditions, and philosophy that explains everything African 

(Ikuenobe 2018). ‗‗It is uncharitable, as Matolino did, to accuse Menkiti of providing a false account of 

communitarianism, and for ontologizing and essentializing communitarianism in African traditions‘‘ (Ikuenobe, 

2018:88). The main claim made by Menkiti was the formulation of a notion of personhood according to which 

"morality ought to be considered as essential to our sense of ourselves as persons" (1984:176). If Matolino had 
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been charitable in his reading of Menkiti, he would have recognized that the word "ought" denotes a normative 

vision, rather than a factual account of a single, unbroken African tradition (Ikuenobe, 2018:88). Menkiti contends 

that many cultures share some aspect of his conception. When something is true, it doesn't always show the same 

characteristics; they show up in different ways and to varying degrees (Ikuenobe, 2018:88).  

As stated by Ikuenobe (2018), Menkiti's notion "suggests that these features or practices would have "family 

resemblances" or may involve different "shades" in the spectrum of communalism." Thus, according to Ikuenobe 

(2018), Menkiti's concept of Afro-communitarianism is "rooted in the African traditions of a group of people with 

common kinship, aspirations, values, and beliefs, living together close by, sharing, and organizing various aspects 

of their lives cooperatively in a community." Menkiti refers to a community (communalism) as a "mental 

commonwealth with others whose life histories encompass past, present, and future" (2004:324) in order to convey 

this idea. According to Ikuenobe, This idea of communalism implies a sense of a "commune," since it involves 

"collectivities in its truest sense." It involves relationships between people (living and dead) that are expressed 

within their epistemological, social, political, moral, metaphysical or spiritual communion and relationships. Menkiti 

contends that although the concept of communalism has its roots in a tight kinship of neighbors, this does not 

exclude its normative applicability to contemporary society (2018:89). 

 It makes sense to interpret Menkiti's theory of personhood and communalism to theoretically explain the similarities 

among the various "shades" of beliefs, values, and ways of life in traditional African societies‖ (2018:89). The 

preceding describes what Menkiti means when he refers to a "maximal definition" of personhood. According to 

Ikuenobe's definition of personhood, "attainment and ascription of social-moral status in the community, [that is], 

the sum total of the descriptive biological, metaphysical, and psychological features, as a material condition," is a 

conditional biological, metaphysical, and psychological feature (2018:94). 

It follows that a person must meet the social and moral requirements of personhood. However, one needs to 

possess the metaphysical traits of freewill, reason, and action in order to meet the social-moral requirements (ibid). 

Menkiti's understanding of personhood and the accompanying ideas of autonomy and rights that may arise as an 

evaluative and descriptive features should be read in order to comprehend Menkiti's explanation of personhood 

because both elements are crucial for understanding Menkiti's thesis. However, when given a "minimal definition," 

metaphysical personhood and autonomy merely refer to the intangible abilities that are present in all people. The 

essence of this substantive moral position or metaphysical powers, according to Ikuenobe, "depends on how it is 

used in the communal context of available options, goods, conditions, and interests" (2018:94).  
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Ikuenobe explains why Menkiti's communitarian account is a social-moral thesis that accounts for individual rights 

and autonomy, so clarifying Matolino's and Gyekye's main objections of Menkiti's position. This thesis demonstrates 

how the community influences people's ability to effectively use their rights and autonomy to make decisions that 

advance their own interests and well-being. As a result, Menkiti's account has been misrepresented in Gyekye and 

Matolino's comments. Ikuenobe argues that Menkiti's account focuses on the moral essence of the person who is 

acquired and immersed in a society rather than an essentialist metaphysical ontological thesis regarding the 

existence of an abstract, lone, and atomic understanding of a person, with rights, and autonomy. According to 

Menkiti, a person has a maximal definition when the moral account is added to the physical, metaphysical, 

psychological, and biological characteristics of humans, which show the person's minimum definition (2018:99). 

The preceding shows that though Matolino‘s criticisms may be valid on the basis of his argument; we can also see 

that his reading of Menkiti may have been uncharitable as defended by Ikuenobe. It suffices then to say that a 

plausible African view of a person acknowledges individuals' responsibilities to harness their innate capacities and 

respect and protect others. Ikuenobe's support of Menkiti's thesis only reiterates the importance of placing 

community benefit above personal egoism, which is harmful to peaceful coexistence. Ikuenobe argues that the 

opposing viewpoints or arguments on individual rights and autonomy are a result of a confluence of socialization-

related factors and the inherent individuation of human beings in communal settings. This assertion is also made by 

Noah Dzobo (1992:132), who notes that because "community belongs to the very being of man," "an individual who 

is cut off from the community is nothing."  

This argument, like Menkiti's, places the common good above individual interests that are detrimental to a sense of 

community cohesion.  Therefore, Menkiti asserts: community primacy does not imply community domination (See 

Molefe, 2017). According to Molefe, Menkiti's assertion highlights the ways in which African cultures are set up to 

address pressing local concerns. According to the theories of Afro-communitarians like Ifeanyi Menkiti (1984) and 

Pantaleon Iroegbu (1995), the fact that a community prioritizes its values over an individual's possessions does not 

result in the community domination its normative standard are established guidelines that safeguard the individual. 

Therefore, while the rules do engulf the individual, they do not consume her. The Ezumezu logical system is the 

logic that supports this kind of reasoning (see Chimakonam, 2019; Chimakonam & Chimakonam, 2022). 

Chimakonam (2019) & (2023) shows how three-valued logic with a truth-glut system he calls Ezumezu can be used 

to support conclusions in African philosophical systems. L. Uchenna Ogbonnaya (2018) contends that African 

ontology can be used to infer the personhood logic that upholds communal precedence. Therefore, we must 

engage with African ontology in order to completely comprehend what underpins the logic of personhood from 

Menkiti's theory.   
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Ramose (2002) contends that Ubuntu is thus both the basis for and the origin of African  ontology. In light of the 

fact that African essentiality or ontology serves as the foundation for African philosophy, he contends that this 

source should serve as the distinguishing feature of African philosophy. On the contrary, according to Ogbonnaya 

(2018), African philosophical tradition is not only the foundation of African ontology but also has roots in it. 

Ogbonnaya thus refuted Ramose's claim because ubuntu is not the foundation of African philosophy. According to 

Ogbonnaya,  African ontology is the basis of African philosophy. Thus, while Ubuntu is a component of African 

philosophy, it does not serve as the basis for the entire discipline.  

The logic that grounds personhood is inherent in African ontology, which is the intellectual investigation of the 

African manner of being. This implies that a logic underlies every logical philosophical inquiry or ontology. 

According to Ogbonnaya (2018), the fact that distinct philosophical systems and civilizations are based on different 

logics "also shows (that) there is no absolute logic, which paves the way for the complementarity of logics. This is 

what drives comparative philosophy." ―Logic, therefore, is what makes one philosophical tradition different from 

another‖ (Chimakonam, 2015c:45–46). Philosophical traditions provide various approaches to examining reality, 

and logic in philosophy promotes philosophizing (Chimakonam 2015c:10). Chimakonam claims that "philosophy is 

therefore a philosophy because it is the custodian of a given logic which defines it" (Chimakonam, 2015c:110).  

Ogbonnaya contends that, contrary to Chimakonam's assertion that logic determines philosophy and logic, ontology 

does so (Ogbonnaya, 2018:122).   Accordingly, he defines "ontology as the science of reality, of which logic and 

philosophy seek to understand and explain its nature" (Ogbonnaya, 2018:122). Ogbonnaya argues that to define or 

shape a philosophy's logic as well as its ontology, one must first comprehend what it entails to fully understand 

reality. Similar to this, every philosophical argument or piece of reasoning rests on ontology (2018:122). 

As Ogbonnaya continues, "philosophical modes may vary from culture to culture, but it is a picture of that culture's 

ontology that manifests itself through the culture." (2018:128). Therefore, when we interact with a people's culture, 

additional components of that culture that derive from its ontology are at play. The background ontology of a given 

culture, whether it be Western, Eastern, or African, can be said to constitute the foundation of that philosophy 

(Ogbonnaya, 2018). It suffices to say that the logic of African communitarianism regarding Menkiti‘s thesis can best 

be understood through the lens of communitarian ontology, one that thrives on a relational conceptual framework. 

From the preceding argument with regard to the logic of personhood, it is clear that Afro-communitarian 

personhood does not alienate one gender over the other. Recall that I discussed the arguments of Tshivhase 

(2013), Oyowe and Yurkivska (2014), Manzini (2018) and Akiode (2018) in Chapter 1. Perhaps, a brief recap is 

necessary for the purpose of clarity. According to Tshivhase (2013) and Manzini (2018), the full spectrum of Afro-
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communitarian personhood falls short of capturing the essence of personal freedom and autonomy. This means 

that a system that is overly other- and ableist-regarding hides the individuality of people.  

Afro-communitarian personhood is gendered, according to Oyowe and Yurkivska (2014). It is dominated by one 

gender, I believe, is what they were saying. Accusing a system of being gendered plays into a woke culture that 

demonizes gender rather than its imbalance, as demonstrated by gender inequity. In contrast to African society, 

Akiode's (2018) thesis centers on the enterprise of African philosophy. She cites the egalitarian nature of Afro-

communitarianism's beliefs as the foundation for her argument. In light of this, she contends that it is incorrect to 

say that there is a gender imbalance in African philosophy and academia, and that this issue needs to be 

addressed. 

The claims made by these scholars are valid when analyzed alongside the reality of gender inequalities in our 

societies and academia. However, it is worthy of note that the values of Afro-communitarian personhood are 

egalitarian. I believe the problem lies in how the concept is analyzed and used.  Based on this, we may conclude 

that the idea of  Afro-communitarian personhood is still tenable and that its egalitarian principles can be used to 

address gender inequality problems that are ignored in modern African societies. Rianna Oelofsen, for instance, 

emphasizes the principles of equality in the Afro-communitarian notion of personhood by using Ubuntu as a 

framework. She contends that Ubuntu respects both genders equally and does not compromise egalitarian values. 

According to her, the foundation of the Ubuntu ethic is an equitable view of relationships (Oelofsen, 2018). 

This type of relational ethic produces relationships that are not subversive. Instead, in an egalitarian conception of 

the community, individual subjectivities are encouraged and nurtured to produce fully formed individual characters. 

It is through this development that the relationship between the sexes can ―mature and become richer and deeper 

as a result of the different parties having well-developed individual characters, allowing for harmonious 

relationships between people‖ (Oelofsen, 2018:43). What this means is that Afro-communitarian personhood can 

be harnessed in addressing gender issues in modern-day societies (Metz, 2014; Oelofsen, 2018; Molefe, 2019). 

The preceding discussion indicates that the criticisms against personhood with regard to individual autonomy do 

not render it implausible (Molefe, 2019; Metz, 2014; Chimakonam, 2016). If we can see the deep-seated implication 

of personhood practically and theoretically, it would become useful in addressing gender inequities when read as a 

moral theory. For this reason, personhood is not conceived as an individualistic concept. Based on this claim, the 

value placed on relationships is considered groundwork for human interpersonal relations. In other words, from a 

relational perspective, the concept of personhood addresses the questions of authenticity and autonomy (Molefe, 

2019). There are two normative conceptions of personhood in African philosophy, which are typically distinguished 
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in the theorizing or discussions on personhood in the literature. One way that a person can be regarded ethically 

relevant is by virtue of specific ontological traits they have. This assertion is also a given when discussing political 

philosophy's views on human rights and dignity (see Behrens, 2011; Toscano, 2011). However, the term "person" 

suggests that the person is deserving of respect, either as a moral patient or as one having a moral standing (see 

Molefe, 2019; DeGrazia, 2008). In other words, this concept of personhood directs our attention to our obligations 

and respect for one another (Molefe, 2017a). We must also keep in mind that this concept of personhood 

emphasizes some key ontological characteristics, such as sentience, consciousness, or rationality, as prerequisites 

for what defines a person without regard to how they are used (see Singer, 2009; Metz, 2013a). With this in mind, 

the second idea of normative personhood is concerned with whether an action or a person's character is 

commendable (see Molefe, 2019; Presbey, 2002). 

Within this notion of personhood, an individual‘s personhood is premised on her moral maturation. When we 

critically engage with this idea of personhood, it is evident that personhood, in this sense, is strictly not a matter of 

ontology. What this means is that there are some socio-moral implications that stem from understanding 

personhood that is not limited to ontology. What is of importance in this discourse of personhood, is how individuals 

become morally conscious in developing their character (Molefe, 2019; Chimakonam, 2019).To be called a person 

in this light, she has to deploy her moral virtue in the expressions of her moral capability. A person's failure to be 

humane does not negate her humanity or the fundamental decency to which she is entitled as a human being 

(Wiredu, 2009; Behrens, 2011; Chimakonam, 2019; Molefe, 2019). Moreover, to have failed in personhood is to 

lack the moral abilities to be compassionate. In this context, personhood can alternatively be defined as "being 

patient-centered and the other agent-centered" (Molefe, 2019:29). 

Patient-centered thinking according to Molefe, "respect is grounded on the basis of particular ontological properties, 

and the agent-centered notion identifies beings that have upheld the standards of excellence set forth in their 

societies" (2019:5). Although "the agent-centered notion of personhood is one that is 'dominant' or 'germane' or the 

pinnacle of an African difference in philosophical theory" (Masolo, 2010:135; Ikuenobe, 2006a:117; Wiredu, 

2009:13), it is not the most common or germane conception of personhood. Consequently, I want to concentrate on 

a certain definition of personhood throughout this research. This idea of personhood will serve as the foundation for 

my research problem analysis. Nonetheless, it is necessary that I take my readers through some of the debates 

and developments in the discourse of personhood that have been articulated in the literature. In doing so, it will 

provide the framework to tease out a novel conception of personhood that best suits my research purpose. As a 

result, I will review the literature on personhood and take into account the arguments that form the basis of 
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personhood in African philosophical thought. While examining several objections to the concept of personhood, I 

will also participate in some conversations or contributions to the discourse on personhood. 

2.3  The Foundational Debates On Afro-communitarian Personhood 

 

Afro-communitarian founding scholars John Mbiti, Ifeanyi Menkiti, and Kwame Gyekye are credited with starting the 

traditional or basic discussion about personhood (Matolino, 2013). Although Mbiti may have started African 

thought's theorizing on personhood, the discussion in the African philosophical discourse is focused on defending 

either a radical or moderate account of Afro-communitarian personhood (See Molefe, 2019). Menkiti is referred to 

as a supporter of extreme communitarianism. Because it is said that Menkiti's idea of communitarianism ignores or 

disregards the rights of people, it is seen as extreme (Menkiti, 1984:181). Contrarily, moderate communitarianism's 

primary tenet is its emphasis on rights, especially in light of Menkiti's description of personhood in African thinking 

(Gyekye, 1992; 1995). The argument that Menkiti is not a radical communitarian is supported by Molefe and 

Ikuenobe. In fact, they contend that Menkiti's idea of Afro-communitarianism is a strong moral-political philosophy 

that has been unfairly interpreted by detractors (Molefe, 2016, 2017a; Ikuenobe, 2018). Some academics disagree 

with the proponents of Menkiti's view of communitarianism, contending that, when properly interpreted, both radical 

and moderate communitarian theories recognize individual rights. (Matolino, 2009; Famakinwa, 2010). 

The question of rights in Afro-communitarian thought is one that has undergone scrutiny in line with Western 

notions of rights in political philosophical discourses (Molefe, 2019). The question Molefe tries to decipher in his 

analysis of personhood is that if Menkiti‘s argument on personhood is seen as normative, how then is individual 

rights so important in the discourse of Afro-communitarianism? To answer this question, Molefe defends an inward-

looking idea of personhood that consider duties as the springboard for achieving the common good as primary. 

Consequently, Molefe argues that ―rights, if they feature at all, will only do so incidentally‖ (2019:6).  

Earlier in this Chapter, I discussed Bernard Matolino‘s (2011) criticism of Menkiti and his attempt to clarify the issue 

of rights between radical and moderate communitarianism. We saw that his criticisms were considered a 

misinterpretation of Menkiti‘s thesis by Ikuenobe (2018). Molefe (2019) also points to Matolino‘s elucidation of the 

issue of rights between radical and moderate communitarians as unsuccessful. 'Limited communitarianism' is the 

subject of Matolino's defense. Using a naturalist interpretation comparable to Gyekye's, this concept of limited 

communitarianism emphasizes the fundamental status of rights (see also Matolino, 2018a; Chemhuru, 2018). 

Matolino's concept of personhood does not, however, fully resolve the problem of rights within Afro-communitarian 

personhood. According to Molefe, Matolino's position "simply assumes the ontological veracity and moral-political 
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universality of the idea of rights" (2019:7). Ikuenobe (2006a, 2016, & 2018) is a different academic who has made 

contributions to the rights in debate in African thought. Using the concept of personality, Ikuenobe addresses the 

question of individual rights. When considered in the perspective of Afro-communitarianism, personhood, according 

to Ikuenobe, possesses a realistic conception of rights. Both the Western and African philosophical traditions 

interpret the concept of rights in terms of ontology (Gyekye, 1992; Ilesanmi, 1995; Deng, 2004). The ontological 

properties as outlined by these scholars are rationality as espoused by Immanuel Kant or relationality as the basis 

for community harmony by some African scholars like Thaddeus Metz (Metz 2010; 2011; 2012).  

It is essential to state once more that this Chapter gives us the fundamental philosophical framework for 

reconsidering the gender problem and the politics that shape its construction. Going beyond accepted ideas on 

Afro-communitarianism in African philosophy is my aim. I want to provide an interpretation of personhood and 

investigate some of its overlooked aspects in relation to gender. I want to create a groundwork for future research, 

interpretation, and rethinking of gender relations within the context of personhood in African thought. By doing this, 

rather than concentrating on its flaws, as was the case earlier in this Chapter, it will give us greater insight into the 

plausible and prominent aspects of personhood that others can explore in the future. I am not entirely concerned by 

these criticisms.  My issue is whether or not these objections are directed at the idea of personhood itself or at the 

social context in which it is applied in both academic circles and African societies. I contend that the issues with the 

concept of personhood that have been raised are not inherent to the concept of personhood. Instead, they are 

issues with multiple points of view that have a sentimental and biased interpretation that needs to be contested. 

Molefe (2019) supports the assertion I'm making. Molefe claims that the criticisms against personhood are not the 

notion itself but rather "the practitioners, be it philosophers or cultures of praxis, and not so much" the concept itself. 

I will employ the concept of personhood in a complementary way that defies gender inequality of any sort. This will 

help dispel the criticism put forward by scholars like Tshivhase (2013), and Manzini (2018), who claim that 

personhood, as it is construed in African philosophy does not embody the features of individuality. What this means 

is that it neglects the importance of individuality in appreciating the uniqueness of persons. I will discuss African 

scholars who either set the pace for the discussion on Afro-communitarian personhood or have contributed to 

current discussions that make up the literature on Afro-communitarian personhood after providing an overview of 

the debates about personhood in African communitarian thought. This will shed light on the personhood discussion 

that is taking place in African philosophical circles. To reiterate, considerations of Afro-communitarian personhood 

are seen as fundamental within African philosophical circles and are prevalent in the literature. The reason for this 

is that other talks or contributions on the subject of personhood either argue for or against these fundamental 
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notions of personhood. Afro-communitarianism has a metaphysical strand that culminate in an ethical view of what 

people should do that is somewhat dissociated from ontology. 

Earlier in this Chapter, I identified the different discussions and understandings of personhood that are construed in 

African philosophy. These discussions and understandings are classified into metaphysical/ontology and 

normative/ethical. My intention in this Chapter, is not to engage with all of them. Instead, I want to focus on the 

communitarian account's interpretation of personhood. I will explain the stages of Afro-communitarian debates, 

starting with Mbiti, and Menkiti. These accounts are necessary as most scholars in African philosophy critically 

engage the Afro-communitarian theories by the aforementioned philosophers. Although some African scholars may 

prefer to start with Menkiti in their conceptual mapping, I intend to begin with John Mbiti for the purpose of clarity. It 

is important that I begin with John Mbiti‘s account of personhood because his argument has influenced the writings 

of Afro-communitarian scholars with regard to personhood. That said, I will also engage with more contemporary 

contributors to the issue of personhood in African thought. 
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John Mbiti 

What Mbiti describes as an African notion of relatedness is ontological and the account is comparable to Tempels'. 

An ontological viewpoint can be used to comprehend their elucidation of personhood. African ideas of personhood 

are examined by Mbiti in the following way: The individual does not and cannot exist in traditional life except 

through corporations. He is dependent on others, including members of earlier generations and people living today. 

He merely contributes to the totality. Therefore, the community must collectively make, generate, or produce the 

person. The collectivism embedded in Afro-communitarianism is captured in the dictum, "I am because we are; 

since we are, I am" (1969:108–9). 

Given that our beingness is inextricably linked to our relationships and interactions with members of our community, 

one can read Mbiti's thesis as being community-oriented. The community's importance in the formation of the 

individual is the foundation of Mbiti's communalism theory. Mbiti goes on to say that the kinship system serves as 

the foundation for the structure of African societies. According to Mbiti, the kinship system is a collective community 

in which people are communally-individuated. As a result, the kinship system for Mbiti, serves as both a descriptive 

and an evaluation tool (Mbiti, 1969). The kinship system's descriptive interpretation only enumerates the various 

kinship arrangements present in traditional African societies. Judgements on the relative importance and worth of 

ties created through the kinship system are evaluated in the worth of our familial relationship (Mbiti, 1969). Thus, 

the extended family is the most fundamental type of kinship, with the grandmother in a patrilineal structure of 

community and the grandfather in a structure of community that goes through the mother's line as the heads of the 

home. This then serves as the framework for societal connections (ibid). Mbiti views each person as, first and 

foremost, a family member. In other words, they are someone's brother, sister, father, mother, grandfather, or other 

relatives such as a son or daughter, aunt, uncle, niece, or nephew. 

According to Mbiti, a system of kin is an integral part of  African society, forming the basis for our understanding of 

personhood, because certain relational principles within the kin system shape our identity. So,  Mbiti asserts that 

the kin system in Africa is an important part of the African community because we cannot develop into full human 

beings without relationships.  Ultimately, the "intrinsic value of the kin system lies in the understanding that our 

relationships with others are neither optional nor dispensable to human flourishing" (1969:141). The assertion that 

the community is what makes and generates the person further supports this thesis. Mbiti contends that pursuing 

relationships with others is fundamental to human well-being. Additionally, Mbiti's concept of the family can be 

viewed as including more than just blood relationships through the relational significance of the community 

(ibid).The connections people make in their community reflect the connections they make within their families. As a 
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result, for Mbiti, communal bonds are a strengthened version of familial ties.The renowned adage "I am because 

we are; since we are, therefore, I am" is the foundation of Mbiti's central thesis on communitarian personhood, as 

was previously described (Mbiti, 1969:141).  

On the basis of this maxim, Mbiti developed the idea of personhood as a process accomplished through communal 

living. An individual is regarded as a component of the total when we understand what communal living implies 

because "he owes his existence to other people, including those of previous generations and his contemporaries," 

as stated in the quote above. Thus, he or she is merely a component of the total. Because the individual depends 

on others, society must make, generate, or produce that individual (Mbiti, 1969:141). In light of this, Mbiti's 

argument views the metaphysical conception of persons as constitutive. The ethics of personhood flow naturally 

from this comprehension. In other words, how we react to and treat others depends on how we interpret 

personhood within a relational context. As a result, Mbiti's ethics is linked to interpersonal interactions between 

people who have a common concept of the value of human contact and relationships. It follows that Mbiti's ethics 

are prescribed regarding how individuals ought  to advance rather than jeopardize their own humanity or that of 

others. This can only take place when people communicate in ways that can lead to successful partnerships. 

Without communication between two people, no relationship can last. 

Ifeanyi Menkiti 

The discussions in the literature on personhood are largely focused on Ifeanyi Menkiti's essay from 1984, "Person 

and Community in Traditional African Thought," which is heavily critiqued (Molefe, 2019; Asante, 2018; Amato, 

2018). The second article, published in 2004, is named "The Normative Concept of Personhood," and it "mainly 

deals with clarification of some of the issues that Menkiti thought necessary to correct, but the essay's core remains 

unchanged. Menkiti‘s first essay received so much criticism that one would have thought that the whole gamut of 

philosophizing in African philosophy only started after Menkiti‘s essay came to the limelight. One reason I identify 

as a factor contributing to the critique is that certain concepts used by Menkiti needed clarification. For instance, 

Molefe stated that even ―the title of the first essay is not specific about which notion of personhood that will be 

under consideration‖ (Molefe, 2019:18). Recall that the discussions on personhood are classified either as 

metaphysical or normative. I mentioned that a metaphysical notion of personhood is what constitutes our idea of a 

human being. The idea of a human being consists of specifications that are either understood in biological or 

normative terms depending on the account of personhood that is being considered. Thus Menkiti‘s first essay on 

personhood is criticized for its lack of conceptual clarification on the aspect of personhood that is under 

consideration.    
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It is clear from the second essay's title that Menkiti wants to advance a normative understanding of personhood. 

But the opening article promises "to articulate a certain conception of the person found in African traditional 

thought" (1984:170).  The previous was accomplished by contrasting Western and African notions of personhood. 

According to Menkiti (1984:170), "Western notion of personhood defines it in terms of some "lone" property of the 

individual."  The Western perspective is believed to have based its definition of personhood on psychological 

characteristics, including consciousness, memory, and rationality (Molefe, 2019). The African perspective, in 

contrast to the Western perspective, defines it by appealing to the "environing community" (Menkiti, 1984:170). 

From this comparison, it is evident that personhood in the Western tradition is defined in terms of some unique 

internal psychological characteristics, whereas the African tradition places an emphasis on communal interactions 

but is not solely limited to them. So, in order to be a person, there must be both an internal and exterior process 

(Chimakonam, 2019). Descartes' and Mbiti's formulations of personhood are another helpful method to interpret 

Menkiti's contrast between Western and African notions of persons. This is equivalent to Descartes' "I think 

therefore I am" and Mbiti's "I am because we are, since we are, therefore I am" (Molefe, 2019:29). It is clear that 

although Mbiti bases his concept of personhood on social connections, Descartes bases his on a person's capacity 

for ratiocination. This kind of differentiation has metaphysical roots and is comparable to the search for personal 

identity. In other words, Menkiti's concept of personhood, which derives from Mbiti's, aims to explain how a person 

becomes socialized in her society (Molefe, 2016). This is due to the fact that in Western conceptions, emphasis is 

placed on the individual rather than the collective, as it is in the African environment. Menkiti's describes significant 

desimilarities  between Western and  African conceptions of man. For him, it is not some static attribute of reason, 

volition, or memory that constitute a person, as one may have it in the Western canon. The community and its 

associated norms make a person in the African conception personhood (1984:171).  

This does not ignore an individual's ontological characteristics as exhibited by their body, reason, will, or memory 

when those aspects are seen separately. As is well known, Gyekye disagrees with Menkiti's definition of 

personhood. Gyekye contends that these characteristics are a part of the human being and must be fostered by the 

community (1992:108).  Accordingly, "as far as Africans are concerned, the reality of the communal world takes 

precedence over the reality of individual life histories, whatever these may be" (Menkiti, 1984:172).  

The concept of collective links highlights the idea that our historical or social context is an important place to start 

when negotiating a person's lived experiences (see Amato, 2018:38). This implies that our socialization or 

humanization is highly influenced by the social reality we experience (see Gyekye, 1992). In other words, we 

cannot fully comprehend human experiences and the concept of real individuality without human sociality.  The 
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person comes to understand himself as a part of a collective as a result of first recognizing this community as a 

tenaciously persistent reality of the psychophysical cosmos. The person starts to think of himself as a man in this 

way (Menkiti, 1984). 

Menkiti's statements may imply that collectivism offers the social belongingness in which relationships are formed 

and fostered to assist people perceive themselves as members of the social world. The human consciousness 

grows through these connections as she starts to understand her place in the human world. What Menkiti refers to 

as the "collective facts" are described in detail. They are what make it possible for someone to learn "language," 

which is the construction of mental attitudes and dispositions (see Molefe, 2019). 

Menkiti's concept of "collective facts" is "virtually the same as the position that construes personal identity entirely in 

terms of social relationships," according to Molefe (2019:10), it may be argued that a definition of individuality along 

these lines is metaphysical because it emphasizes extrinsic communalistic  components as the basis for 

personhood as a personal identity (Molefe, 2019:10). Menkiti's viewpoint is contrasted in two ways: first, as a topic 

that tackles moral and normative issues; and second, as a topic that addresses a metaphysical question of 

socialization and personal identity (Molefe, 2019). According to Menkiti, incorporation is "the process through which 

one must embody norms or standards prescribed by the community" (1984:172).  "Personhood is something that 

has to be achieved, and is not given simply because one is born of human seed"  (Menkiti,1984:172),  However, in 

a critical sense, personal identity cannot be viewed of in terms of achievement or morality (see Molefe 2019).  

Molefe asserts that "it is unfortunate for an individual to 'fail' to develop language and other important functional 

human properties, but it is not a moral failure" (2019:10). Beyond the problems of personal identification, the 

problem of moral failure is identified. For this reason, Menkiti contends that the concept of excellence is entwined 

with the normative idea of personhood (Menkiti, 1984). Personhood in this sense refers to the process of creating a 

solid personality that is focused on moral excellence (Menkiti, 1984). 'Moral excellence' is a concept that pertains to 

ethics. Menkiti contends that  the fulfillment of moral excellence is what transforms a person from having the status 

of an  infant, which is defined by an absence of moral functionalities, to having the status of a person of later years, 

which is distinguished by a widened development of ethical sense without which personhood is viewed as evading 

one (Menkiti, 1984:173). 

Menkiti calls this kind of modification "ontological development." The concept of progression that Menkiti employs in 

the aforementioned argument carries a  "minimal and maximal notion of personhood" (Molefe, 2019:10). The 

minimal idea of personhood is ontological in nature, while the maximal perspective, in his words, "speaks to how a 
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moral agent uses her static qualities to carve out morally excellent humanity, one that is characterized by moral 

virtue" (Molefe, 2019:10). Some academics have observed the ambiguity between Menkiti's maximalist and 

minimalist views of personhood (see Darwall, 1977; Toscano, 2011; Metz, 2013). As a result, some academics 

have intervened in contemporary discussions to either add to the discussion or provide a favorable explanation of 

Menkiti's idea of personhood. 

Gyekye on Personhood 

 

In his theory of personhood, Menkiti used the idea of community precedent, which Gyekye found problematic. 

However, the question Gyekye grapples with is the essential nature of a person. His conclusion is that an individual 

cannot exist without socialization (Gyekye, 1992:318).The foundational relationship that an individual has with 

others is shown through Gyekye's concept of personhood. But he criticizes Menkiti's communitarianism as extreme 

based on his notion of community primacy. Motsamai Molefe argues that the reading of Menkiti by Gyekye is 

flawed. Community primacy, in Molefe's view, is a moral principle for comprehending the idea of collectivism. 

Gyekye, like other critics of Menkiti‘s theory, think his conception of human nature does not create room for the 

individual to find herself while in existence with others. According to Gyekye, a moderate communitarian conception 

of personhood sees the self as being partially absorbed by the community. Thus, Gyekye distinguishes between 

the normative and metaphysical origins of the idea of personhood in African philosophy. Gyekye stated that his 

"focus is mainly on the normative aspects of personhood"  (1992:101). 

I should probably mention in the discussion of personhood that some scholars, both in African and Western 

philosophy, have argued for the ideas about the social standing of the individual that are comparable to the 

metaphysical interpretation of personhood in African thought held by Menkiti, which gives the community 

primacy over the individuality of persons (1992:103). To confront the metaphysical issues, Gyekye notes that some 

scholars, both African and non-African, argue for the sociality of individuals, one that is comparable to Menkiti's 

metaphysical interpretation of personhood in African thought, which places the community before the needs of the 

individual (Gyekye, 1992). 

According to some (Molefe, 2019), the metaphysical explanation of personhood is an account of personal identity. 

Unlike Menkiti, Gyekye asserted that a definition of personhood that speaks to personal identity, whether it be in 

terms of an individual or a collective, is what constitutes a person in terms of metaphysics. More so, the normative 

conception of personhood is also said to be ambiguous because within this idea lies a ‗‗patient-centred (minimalist) 
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and an agent-centred (maximalist) notions of personhood that requires explications‘‘ (Molefe, 2019:30). According 

to Molefe, Gyekye's concern is one that is seen in the context of the individualistic understanding of personhood. 

It's vital to remember that Gyekye bases his main objection against radical communitarianism on the interpretation 

of Menkiti's metaphysical argument. In this context, he writes: 

(Radical) communitarianism immediately sees the human person as inherently … a communal being, embedded 

in a context of social relationships and interdependence, never as an isolated, atomic individual (Gyekye, 

1992:104). 

Gyekye asserts that the aforementioned is accurate, but only from the perspective of social interactions. Instead, 

according to Gyekye, "the human person is, as well, other things by nature, aside from being a communitarian 

being by nature." (1992:111). The metaphysical explanation of personhood must go beyond a focus on 

interpersonal interactions to show the individual's place within the community. Gyekye is alluding to the fact that a 

human is endowed with essential traits like reason and the capacity for independent thought (ibid). This line of 

reasoning holds that both the social and the personal aspects of personality must be taken into account. A realistic 

theory of personhood must, therefore, give these two components equal weight (Gyekye, 1997). This conception of 

personhood is referred to as "moderate communitarianism" because it places equal weight on a person's social and 

private spheres. 

At this point in his explanation of personhood, according to Molefe, Gyekye "makes a theoretical shift from a strictly 

metaphysical concept of personal identity to a moral one involving moral status" (2019:29). Gyekye's moderate 

communitarianism holds forth the promise of a particular conception of personhood that strikes a balance between 

the individual and societal dimensions. The individual facets of autonomy and rationality, "ground dignity; and the 

communal facets our duties/obligations to advance the common good" (2019:29). According to Molefe, "the 

individual facets entail a theory of moral status/dignity, which in turn serves as the foundation for human rights" 

(2019:29). As a result, Menkiti is more focused on the normative idea of personhood as the agent-centered notion, 

whereas Gyekye wants to ground personal identification in a metaphysical interpretation (Molefe, 2019). Although 

patient-centered (and moral status-focused), Gyekye's definition "ends up as a normative idea of personhood" 

(Molefe, 2019:29). Gyekye has been criticised for being overly ambiguous in his writings on what personhood 

entails, whether it be personal identity or moral standing (see Matolino, 2014), which is a fault in his analysis of 

personhood. 
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Menkiti's view of personhood had the same conceptual flaw that Gyekye had noted. This is because, according to 

his final analysis (see Matolino, 2014), the problem he discovered in Menkiti's study was not well captured and 

addressed. As a result, "we do not see a critique of Menkiti's notion of personhood per se, but rather a parallel 

discussion obfuscated by a confusion of the different notions of personhood, be they metaphysical or normative" 

(Molefe, 2019:28). According to Molefe (2019), Gyekye's misinterpretation can be justified due to the ambiguity that 

can exist in terms of moral standing and personal identity while subscribing to Gyekye's minimal notion of 

personhood. 

Making sense of African moral-political philosophy requires consideration of the concept of normative personhood. 

Gyekye's defense of individual rights, therefore, draws on a different notion of personhood that is derived from a 

naturalistic understanding of rights (see Donnelly, 1982a; Oyowe, 2014; Molefe, 2017a). More recent discussions 

on personhood will highlight the contributions of some scholars to the community-individual debate. 

Matolino and Ikuenobe on Personhood 

The discussions on personhood by Bernard Matolino are based on the writings of Kaphagawani (2005) and 

Ikuenobe (2006a). One of the contemporary scholars who has added to the conversation about personhood in 

African philosophy is Matolino.  He agrees with Ikuenobe's idea of personhood or his alternate proposal for 

communitarianism, while rejecting Kaphagawani's. The Kaphagawani account of personhood demonstrates that 

"there are [four] ways of conceiving personhood in African philosophy: the Akan/Yoruba conception of it, force 

thesis, shadow thesis, and the communalist thesis" (Matolino, 2014:2). In contrast, Matolino partially supports 

Ikuenobe's view of personhood while rejecting Kaphagawani's since it lacks crucial conceptual explanations.  

Didier Kaphagawani‘s ―concept of personhood has drawn the attention of many scholars in African philosophy‖ 

(2005:332). However, Kaphagawani‘s interest is to show how ―a person is conceived in … Africa‖ (2005:332). 

Kaphagawani explains that his attempt is to analyze the various conceptions of personhood within African 

philosophy. Kaphagawani's repeated use of the word "person" does not, in Molefe's opinion, "quite tell us what 

concept(s) of it is under consideration" (Molefe, 2019:30). However, by examining the four theses he brought forth, 

it is possible to come up with a resolution (Molefe, 2019). According to Kaphagawani, the ―conceptual analysis of 

the Akan and Yoruba cultures, the word employed to describe personhood (eniyan) is ambiguous when taking into 

account both the normative and literal meanings of personhood‖ (2005:332).  

However, the agent-centered notion of personhood, as described by Molefe (2019), is the normative notion of a 

person in the debate on personhood. This is due to the fact that the normative rather than the "literal" meaning of 
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the idea of personhood is given more weight (ibid). More contentious critiques of the normative idea of personhood 

have come from Afro-communitarianism researchers. Note that Kaphagawani's analysis indicates that there are 

other conceptions of personhood that are not communitarian. In order to avoid the issue of conceptual ambiguity, 

my objective is to concentrate on the communitarian element of personhood. This argument seeks to make my 

case clearer and ensure that everyone understands the idea of personhood as I articulate it in the Chapter. The 

force thesis, shadow thesis, and communalism thesis are all interpreted by Kaphagawani (2005) in terms of the 

Akan, Yoruba, East, and Southern African perspectives on personhood. 

I will briefly emphasize Kaphagawani's communalism thesis even though my purpose is not to analyze 

Kaphagawani's stance but rather Matolino's.  Placid Tempels Bantu philosophy had an influence on Kaphagawani's 

idea of personhood. People are "defined and individuated communally in light of the communalism thesis," 

according to Kaphagawani (Kaphagawani, 2005:337).   This concept of personhood refers to the metaphysical 

qualities or spiritual characteristics that make up human nature. Kaphagawani may have opted to concentrate on 

the metaphysical idea, but Molefe (2019) claims that his viewpoint lacks a clear explanation of personhood. 

Matolino, who disagreed with Kaphagawani's description of personhood, has come under fire for failing to 

conceptually define the problem he was trying to solve by doing so. Molefe claims that because Kaphagawani and 

Matolino are unable to properly identify which definition of personhood they are pursuing, they are caught up in a 

conceptual muddle. This "distinction appears to be lacking in both Kaphagawani and Matolino's analyses" (Molefe, 

2019:30). The "communalism thesis," which is connected to Mbiti's portrayal of an essentialist rendition of 

personhood that is strictly a metaphysical account of humanization/socialization with regards to personal identity, 

exhibits the same conceptual ambiguity (Molefe, 2019). 

According to Molefe (2019:31), Mbiti asserts that communal relations "makes, creates, or produces the individual" 

(1969:108). The preceding implies that the place of social relatedness cannot be over-emphasized. As a result, one 

could contend that though Matolino's criticism of Kaphagawani cannot pass as a conceptual explanation, Matolino 

is correct to reject  Kaphagawani's work on the basis of conceptual ambiquity. The metaphysical/descriptive and the 

normative conceptions of personhood are two distinct ideas that Matolino, like Ikuenobe, makes a case for in 

African philosophy (see Matolino, 2014; Ikuenobe, 2006a, 2016). But according to Matolino, the descriptive and 

metaphysical definitions of personhood are both valid methods for discussing personhood. But because 

metaphysics is more pertinent to philosophy than the latter, Matolino emphasises it more. According to Molefe, 

providing descriptive explanations of objects is the essence of metaphysics. The sole priority of metaphysics is thus 

a mistake (Molefe, 2019).   
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Additionally, Matolino describes the idea of a person as communitarian as the "normative." Matolino contends that 

the community bestows or defines a person's personhood. Molefe disputes Matolino's assertion and finds this 

conceptual shift difficult to accept. Initially, Molefe contends that Matolino was incorrect to suggest that Ikuenobe 

borrowed his normative conception of personhood from Wiredu given that this idea permeates the concept of 

personhood used by the majority of African philosophers, including authors like (Menkiti, 2004; Gyekye, 1997; 

Metz, 2010; Van Niekerk, 2007; Behrens, 2011; Molefe, 2016; and Oyowe, 2014a, 2018), among others. This does 

not entail that, under certain circumstances, it is impossible to discuss the communitarian concept of personhood. 

To differentiate between the metaphysical and the physical, one must be cautious. 

According to Matolino, personhood is communitarian since it highlights the importance of the community to achieve 

personhood. However, Molefe (2019) emphasizes that we should keep the idea of personhood itself apart from the 

procedures or circumstances necessary to realize it. As a result, it would become both philosophically tenable and 

analytically correct "to be able to distinguish the conditions and means for achieving personhood from the concept 

itself" (Molefe, 2019:32). It is problematic, according to Molefe, to refer to a notion by its methods while neglecting 

its normative component. 

Furthermore,  personhood emphasizes human agency rather than what she accomplishes as a moral actor while 

maintaining her humanity. As a result, character rather than just deeds should be considered when discussing 

morality (Molefe, 2019). It is crucial to highlight that the distinction between character and deeds can be tricky 

because the former is frequently taken to be the result of the latter. It is sufficient to notice that personhood places 

emphasis on the character of the agent, whose deeds help develop a good character (Molefe, 2019). 

In other words, Menkiti's assertion that personhood is a process of obtaining "all the inbuilt excellences" necessary 

for it (1984:173) captures this agent-centered conception of personhood. This means that moral perfection is a key 

component of personhood. The argument being made here is that personhood gives moral virtue value. The 

character-based essence of personhood as conceptualized within the idea of humanism and individualism can be 

used to infer the implication of this proposition. As a result, it might be seen as egoistic on the one hand and 

humanistic on the other. If we can investigate its individualistic and communitarian features without losing sight of 

the significance of human autonomy, Molefe feels that this notion of personhood can be problematic when 

construed as communitarian (2017a; 2019). The exposition of the literature on personhood is required because 

scholars who have theorized on Afro-communitarianism have come under fire for either omitting conceptual 

nuances or failing to distinguish between the various understandings of the concepts of personhood for better 

understanding. In order to clear up any confusion, I will propose and concentrate on a specific definition of 
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personhood—complementary personhood—as I examine the issue of gender disparity. By using the concept of 

complementarity, I will demonstrate how this understanding of personhood varies from other conceptions of 

personhood as well as the connections between this new concept of personhood and existing conceptions of 

personhood. This concept of personhood needs to be explained. 
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2.4  A different framework for Afro-communitarian personhood: complementary personhood  

 

There is at least some common emphasis on the values of the community that connect with what defines an 

individual as a person, be it social or normative, throughout the explanations of personhood described in the 

previous section. The concept of interconnection, relationships, and interdependence that exist amongst individuals 

of any particular community underpins the conceptualization of normative personhood. Understanding that a person 

is only viewed as a person in relation to others is at the foundation of these shared basic principles. This is also 

comprehensible in terms of individual identity. As an example of interdependence, consider Mbiti's claim that the 

community creates the individual and the relationship and connectivity suggested in his well-known "I am because 

we are" statement (Mbiti, 1969:141). 

While Menkiti's idea of individuality is flawed, according to Gyekye (1992), no human being is independent, and in 

order to exist, a person must interact with and be connected to their community. On the other hand, Eze believes 

both Wiredu and Gyekye's theories of personhood are unsatisfactory because they both hold that the community is 

the ultimate arbiter of who ought to be considered  as a  person. Nevertheless, he refers to Afro-

communitarianism  as a "discursive formation between the individual and community" (Eze, 2008:386) while using 

the terms of interdependence, interaction, and interconnection. This shows that a person actively participates in 

forming her personhood rather than simply adhering to social norms. 

According to Molefe (2019), there is some conceptual ambiguity in the discussions on personhood that has to be 

clarified in terms of metaphysical and normative personhood. This clarity, according to Molefe, is necessary for a 

better understanding of the distinction between the concepts of personhood. Ramose's claim that "to be a human 

being is to affirm one's humanity by recognizing the humanity of others and on that basis, establish humane 

relations with them" (2002:42), however, has a profound impact on understanding the socio-moral foundations of 

personhood. As a result, there are two implications to the quality of humanity or what makes someone a person. 

The significance and value of interdependence, relationships, and interconnection are demonstrated via a critical 

analysis of Ramose's claim. Ramose may also be charged with failing to distinguish between speaking about 

human nature, individual identity, or normative personhood. I contend that a careful examination of Ramose's 

assertion reveals that it encompasses both the ontological and normative dimensions of personality. The reader 

should be aware that some scholars have called our attention to the ambiguity of the minimalist definition of 

personhood, which is the point elucidated here.  
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It can be interpreted in two ways: one is entirely philosophical and the other has some moral components (see 

Molefe, 2019). Finding the ontological characteristic that directly motivates moral concern and care for the 

individual in question is the other part (Molefe, 2019). She belongs to the moral community since she possesses 

the ontological characteristics, making her deserving of moral esteem. Menkiti's analysis of personhood is 

considered to lack the distinction between these two simple notions of personhood. Also noteworthy is the 

possibility of arguing that personhood is solely about personal identity if one adopts a minimalist understanding of 

personhood. However, if one bases their argument solely on the second contrast, it would seem that the minimalist 

notion is moral. 

One interpretation of it is wholly metaphysical, whereas the other is somewhat moral (see Molefe, 2019). The other 

aspect involves identifying the ontological property that makes the individual in question an object of direct moral 

concern and regard (Molefe, 2019). By possessing the ontological features, she is a member of the moral 

community, thus deserving moral respect. The distinction between these two minimalist conceptions of personhood 

is said to be lacking in Menkiti‘s analysis of personhood. It is also important to note that, if one relies on the 

minimalist conception of personhood, one can also argue that it is strictly about personal identity. But if one relies 

on the second contrast, then it appears that the minimal conception is moral.  

Nonetheless, Menkiti is criticized for failing to distinguish between these categories in his analysis (see Molefe, 

2019; Matolino, 2014; Gyekye, 1992). This explanation of the conceptual ambiguity around the idea of personhood 

has as its goal to open up a channel for me to interact with a specific conception of personhood that is most 

appropriate for my research goal. Returning to the key elements that define the analysis of personhood, It is also 

possible that there is an inherent connection and interconnections that grow from our interpersonal understanding 

of existence, according to Krog's (2008) idea of interconnectedness-towards-wholeness. This claim can 

alternatively be seen as making reference to one's sense of identity and the process through which one joins a 

group through socialization. Jonathan Chimakonam refers to this aspect of socialization as Conversational 

personhood. Finally, we can draw the conclusion that the ibuanyidanda philosophy of Innocent Asouzu, and 

particularly his principle of integration, which declares that "everything that exists serves a missing link of reality" 

(2005:438), speaks to reciprocal interdependence as the basis for human life. 

For Asouzu's ibuanyidanda philosophy to be understood in its appropriate context, it is crucial to comprehend the 

idea of complementary reflection. Complementary reflection is a particular kind of mental contemplation that takes 

place. The mind must reflect on its biases and preconceptions to overcome the limitations of narrow-mindedness. 

Complementary reflection promotes an open-minded approach to the study of reality in order to achieve a complete 
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and thorough comprehension of human relationships (Asouzu, 2005). The concept of complementary reflection can 

be viewed as either a method or a way of thinking. It can be used as a method of philosophizing that is intended to 

bring about transformation. Contrarily, complementary reflection as a mindset calls for the letting go of our 

preconceptions and prejudices that undermine complementary partnerships. As a result, with further reflection, 

there are some fundamental traits that are consistent with the principles of Afro-communitarian personhood.  

So, upon further consideration, there are several fundamental traits that are consistent with the principles of Afro-

communitarian personhood. Some key characteristics are mutual dependency, interrelatedness, and coexistence. 

In order to comprehend the concept of complementary reflection, Asouzu presents four guiding concepts. These 

principles immediately address the aforementioned characteristics. The "principle of integration" is first. It claims 

that "[a]nything that exists serves a missing link of reality." The second is the "principle of progressive 

transformation," which holds that "[a]ll human actions are geared towards the joy of being." The third is the 

"Ibuanyidanda imperative," which states, ―allow the limitations of being to be the cause of your joy‖. The fourth is 

the "truth and authenticity criterion," which reads, "never elevate a world-immanent missing link to an absolute 

instant" (Asouzu, 2005:273-316; 2011:105). 

The application of Asouzu‘s theory of human relationality would demonstrate that: (1) Every person is a essential, 

without which the existence of other missing links would be impossible. (2) A lack of coexistence indicates a lack of 

existence in oneself. (3) The process of mutual dependency and complementarity lightens the load on oneself. (4) 

The absence of division and duality characterizes a mature human society. In other words, equality is upheld as a 

fundamental value. We can pursue a revolutionary knowledge of gender relations by using these four principles. 

Complementary reflection would become a framework that speaks to the importance of recognizing varying human 

identities and difference within any social context. An individual authenticity, rights, and autonomy are valid as an 

undeniable component in a complementary relationship, one that is borne out of mutual co-existence.  

Personal identities are viewed in this context as networks of multiple realities, each of which plays a vital role in 

identifying a certain identity. For instance, we may discuss gender identification and ideological preferences that 

are not based on absolutist mindsets. These provide us examples of situations in which gender diversity or gender 

difference could be justifications for pursuing gender complementarity rather than the reality of gender inequality 

that blights gender interactions. As a result, complementary reflection offers, via its four guiding principles, a 

method for resolving the issues that diversity and gender inequity present in gender interactions. In the end, every 



   56 

gender has a special contribution to make as a gap, and a healthy complementary gender collaboration is one that 

brings happiness in gender relations.  

It follows that, regardless of debates over certain facets of Afro-communitarianism, there are still at least a couple 

basic features of such accounts of personhood that are shared by most scholars and serve as the basis for Afro-

communitarianism, whether it is metaphysical or normative. Remember how I said that some academics have 

questioned whether these common characteristics may be used to address gender issues as well as contemporary 

concerns (see Matolino and Kwindingwi, 2013; Tshivhase, 2013; Oyowe and Yurkivska, 2014). 

According to the argument, gender differences and individual rights in contemporary society are not taken into 

consideration by this conception of personhood. The success of Ubuntu, according to Matolino and Kwindingwi, 

"largely depends on undifferentiated, small and tight-knit communities that are relatively developed" (2013:202). 

This kind of community, in their opinion, is "notorious for their dislike for outsiders, intolerant towards divergent 

ideas and place a high price and value on blood relations in recognizing the other" (Matolino and Kwindingwi, 

2013:202).  

In contrast, this thesis demonstrates how a complementary view of personhood may explain gender inequalities in 

contemporary African communities. To do this, I will demonstrate how the accounts that have been offered may 

address both this criticism and any others that might follow from using the concept of personhood as a 

supplementary concept. I will give examples to show how, in the context of Africa, this complementary personhood 

might best address the issue of gender relations and inequality. 

2.5  What is Complementary Personhood?  

 

Both Asouzu's ibuanyidanda philosophy and Chimakonam's Ezumezu system of logic are  frameworks that I intend 

to explore in my thesis. As part of my formulation of personhood as complementary, I utilize these methods to 

develop a complementary-based notion of Afro-communitarianism. The two theories mentioned above were not 

specifically described as "accounts of personhood," but depending on my research study, a social idea of 

personhood can be regarded as an Afro-communitarian account. A personhood perspective that best addresses 

the issue of gender disparity is contained within the context of these methods. 

On the one hand, the idea of ‗missing links‘, as employed by Asouzu, speaks to the constitutive components of 

human existence that are devoid of imposed classification and interpretation that limit the idea of 

interconnectedness-towards-wholeness. This ontological constitutiveness of human beings will become the basis 
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for understanding complementary personhood.  Ezumezu system of logic, on the other hand, will become the lens 

through which the nuances that exist in blurring the lines of gender binaries can be reconceptualized and 

reinterpreted. By doing this, I hope to bring to the reader's notice the effects of imposing the hierarchy of gender 

bifurcations and dichotomy in interpersonal relationships and how they affect how we understand and 

conceptualize gender in interpersonal relationships. 

The complexity of comprehending human diversity is supported by gender complementarity within the context of 

complementary personhood since it challenges gender opposition. As I explore the fundamentals of complementary 

personhood, this may be the most important aspect of my research. Human diversity is the basis for 

comprehending the nature of mutual dependency and interaction within the framework of complementary 

personhood. One would see why complementarity is essential for understanding human differences once we start 

to think critically about them. Human diversity is acknowledged in complementary personhood, not as a reason for 

opposition but as a motivation to explore reciprocal relationships in understanding our individuality. The foregoing 

suggests that if the governing attitude is one of complementary examination, then differences of any sort should not 

be perceived as a threat. The preceding claim may not sound convincing to those who believe social relations and 

attitudes could be detached from social policies, systems and structures. Nonetheless, it is important to bear in 

mind that human social behaviours are directly tied to the systems and structures that governs them. We find this 

structure in the logical and ontological frameworks that underlie a given social system. The governing thought 

system of any given society does not operate in a vacuum as they are products of the worldviews and thought 

processes of people (logic and ontology) in such a society. This thought system shapes the way people in a society 

reason and behave. Take for example, the structure of racism that is engrained in structures and systems and 

expressed in racist attitudes. Hence, the human mind must learn to accept reality in its wholesomeness by imbibing 

a complementary attitude  that abhors exclusivity (see Asouzu, 2011). An attitude of complementarity could result 

from the implementation of my proposal and address the negative connotations, exclusion, and bifurcation in 

gender and gender relations.  

In other words, if one gender tends to subvert or dominate other genders in society, it is an indication that the 

complementary mindset that abhors absolutism is lacking. This assertion is supported by Asouzu's ibuanyidanda 

philosophy, which aims to demonstrate how uncontrolled absolutism may result in the erroneous perception of 

superiority and hierarchy in a society where everyone is distinctively different. The main shortcoming of other 

proposals in Afro-communitarism is their failure to articulate or clearly base their analysis on a truth glut type of 

three-valued logic that can ground complementary relationships. It is not enough to use concepts that gesture at 
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complementarity between men and women, individual and community or even between individuals, if one‘s logical 

framework is bivalent or two-valued logic. Such a system will be marred by structural inconsistency that can lead to 

absolutism. By absolutism, I mean the tendency of a pair in a binary relationship to elevate itself above the other in 

keeping with the lopsidedness of two-valued logic.  

The effects of self-absolutism in interpersonal relationships of any sort that denigrates others are highlighted by 

Asouzu in his ibuanyidanda philosophy. Complementary personhood, therefore, considers gender inequality as a 

problem that stems from unmitigated gender absolutization due to gender bifurcations and hierarchies grounded in 

bivalent logic. Complementary personhood also considers the complexity of gender interpretations to account for 

gender relations in a way that defies unequal gender relations. It is necessary to eliminate all sorts of incompatible 

exclusionary attitudes within the complementary paradigm to tap into the individual richness of collectivism. To 

overcome the limitation posed by the Western gender binary, complementary personhood emphasizes the 

conscious unlearning of habits and attitudes that can pose a challenge to complementary gender relations. The 

complementary mindset sets the groundwork for interrogating the essence of gender difference in a world of unique 

gender identities without running the risk of absolutizing one gender over the others. A change of mindset is 

perhaps crucial in understanding the value of complementarity as employed in complementary personhood. In 

other words, when we speak of complementary reflection as a process of attaining personhood it should be ―a 

process where the mind is educated to see beyond its narrow enclave‖ (Asouzu, 2005:26).  

Therefore, it is a process that trains the mind to be attentive to other people and willing to engage in real, thorough, 

and respectful interaction. The path towards a complementary view of gender relations might be said to have 

started when the mind is receptive to difference. In light of the fact that our societies are not homogenized, a 

complementary conception of gender relations would thus serve as the foundation for comprehending personhood. 

Similarly, in using the Ezumezu system of logic,1 we find a path to gender reinterpretation that draws our attention 

to the misuse and misinterpretation of gender that sustains gender inequality. Hence, it is important for us to 

critically analyze the foundation of gender inequality as well as interrogate its interpretations in contemporary 

societies that place a static meaning in the ways gender is conceived and interpreted in everyday life as well as in 

academia. The ultimate aim of complementary personhood is to project an Afro-centric interpretation of gender that 

defies unequal gender relations. Some scholars may understand gender as a social construct, but it is best not to 

overlook the role of context, logic, and goals concerning the meanings attached to gender. The preceding implies 

that different societies understand gender differently in line with the logic that undergirds their ontology. Thus, we 

                                                           
1
 The discussion on Ezumezu system of logic is explored extensively in Chapter 5. 
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can see how the colonial mindset was used to achieve a goal, that is, domination, whilst employing the mechanism 

of gender hierarchy (see Gqola, 2015; Mendoza, 2016; Sesanti, 2016; Coetzee & Du Toit, 2018; Uchendu, 2003; 

Nzegwu, 1994; Oyewumi, 1997; Amadiume, 1987).  

A critical analysis of the concept of gender inequality will create new ways of interrogating the concept within 

African philosophy. To do this, I employ the idea of complementary gender relations in the discussion on the African 

triangle of gender relations that draws our attention to the ways the meaning and reinterpretation of gender have 

been distorted. This is because gender in itself is only a form of identity that identifies our differences as humans. 

Nonetheless, the abuse of gender has created the tension of gender incommensurability, as seen in the different 

forms of gender inequalities that besiege our societies today. It becomes a problem when most mainstream 

feminist literature fails to make this clarification, which has also contributed to a pattern of thinking that creates the 

‗we against them‘ mentality in the reading of gender issues. The struggle to ascertain one‘s position as ‗we‘ further 

creates the tension of opposition that is not productive for transformative gender relations in contemporary African 

societies. I argue that this opposition leads to the constant validation and invalidation of one gender over another. 

Thus, my aim is to show why gender inequality must be the focus of interrogation rather than gender. Gender, as 

stated earlier, simply points us to the different human identities. However, it is also important to understand what 

gender identities entail in different contexts. The focus of this Chapter is personhood; thus in Chapter 5, I will 

provide a thorough analysis of how complementary personhood can alter the effects of gender inequality. 

The purpose of this thesis is to account for an understanding of Afro-communitarian personhood that attempts to 

address gender inequality that supports gender imbalances in our society, it is crucial to keep in mind my 

understanding of Afro-communitarian personhood. Hence, complementarity, as used in this understanding of 

personhood should not be misunderstood as creating a different form of binary opposition. Rather, it should be 

understood as a form of conscious reflection on the importance of mutual interdependence.  As a result, it is seen 

as a denial of the assertion that an Afro-communitarian conception of personhood prioritizes one gender over the 

others, as demonstrated in the preceding Chapter. Thus, the following potential characteristics of complementary 

personhood are within its framework: mutual reliance, equal footing for discourse, complementarity, and mutual 

coexistence. These fundamental aspects of complementary personhood aim to address the gender inequity that 

has plagued African society and academia while advancing a male-centered episteme in the African philosophy of 

personhood.   

2.6  Conclusion 
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This chapter's main idea revolved around an Afro-communitarian conception of personhood. I discussed various 

African philosophers' conceptions of personhood, which may be seen as foundational as well as contemporary 

debate on Afro-communitarianism. They all believe that an individual must live in a society in order to achieve 

personhood, despite the diverse conceptions of what it is to be a person that permeates each of their narratives, as 

I have noted. This suggests that an individual can only exist in a community. These theories of personhood  are 

metaphysical theories with unavoidable ethical ramifications. 

The metaphysical view of personhood, which informs the ethical understanding, is prescriptive in that it prescribes 

how people should behave toward those who are also considered to be humans. Personhood is, therefore, a 

process through which a person gets more compassionate in their conversational interaction. It is also possible to 

characterize this concept of personhood as normative. I then go on to develop my theory of Afro-communitarian 

personhood utilizing the philosophical and logical systems of Chimakonam's Ezumezu system of logic and 

Asouzu's ibuanyidanda philosophy. 

I conclude that additional knowledge of personhood will serve as the foundation for exploring and comprehending 

the issue of gender inequality in the context of African ontology. Finally, I emphasized how problems related to 

gender inequality raised in the literature will be taken into account by a complementary notion of gender. The next 

chapter examines African feminist perspectives on patriarchy and gender and Western feminist understandings of 

these topics. This is significant because it is practically impossible to talk about gender inequality without also 

reviewing the challenges of patriarchy. 
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Chapter Three: 

The Exclusion of Women of African Descent in Western Feminist Theorizing. 

 

3.1  Introduction.  

 

Western feminism emphasizes equality between men and women and women's liberation from Western men's 

patriarchal dominance. The problem with Western feminism (as it affects Africa) is that it neglects race-related 

oppression and domination towards women of African descent. This is what brought about the disconnect between 

women of African descent and Western women's concern, which in turn necessitated women of African descent's 

activism (hooks, 2000). 

 The theories of various Western feminists on the subject of gender inequality are presented in this chapter. I 

achieve this by presenting arguments made by female activists in Africa against the idea of patriarchy and gender 

roles being universalized in Western feminist theory. The intention is to demonstrate how gender inequality of any 

type is at odds with the principles of complementarity. I will show how Western feminist theory views patriarchy, 

gender, and gender roles. The ideas of some African feminists on the difficulty of feminism and their response to 

the absence of women of African origin from Western feminist thinking will also be presented.   

3.2  An Overview of Western Feminism.  

 

Western feminist theorizing and activism primarily fall into four different periods. These periods are often identified 

as first, second, third, and fourth-wave feminism. The goal of these waves may be similar, that is, to dismantle 

gender inequality. However, some Western feminist concern is to dismantle the system that sustains ‗white 

supremacist patriarchy‘.2 The goal of Western feminism may be to dismantle gender inequality, but the approach 

and modes of actions are said to be different. The various waves of feminist ideas are interwoven into a web of 

struggles like women's rights, civil rights, and social justice. The preceding is what accounts for the varied waves of 

feminism as well as the struggle for gender equality under the law and within socio-economic strata. The existing 

tensions and varied approaches and modes of action would make one question: What kind of equality does 

                                                           
2
 The terms ‗white‘ and ‗black‘ to categorize peoples is now regarded in the literature as colour branding. By implication the use of white or 

black is considered racist and derogatory. Jonathan Chimakonam (2019) and Kwesi Tsri (2016), have drawn out the racist ramifications of 
the term ‗black‘. Chimakonam has described this color-racism as ‗the politics of color-branding‘. So, in this project I will use Western 
supremacy in place of white supremacy and women of African descent in place of black women.  
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Western feminism seek? It is also important to point out that the waves of feminism do not follow a linear 

consensus of progress, even though it roughly follows a linear timeline. That said, one can argue that the progress 

within the waves of feminism is determined based on the mode of action employed.   

For instance, first-wave feminism fought for women's rights through the women's suffrage movement, which 

demanded that women have the right to vote, in the late 19th century. The women's suffrage movement did not pay 

much attention to women of African origin despite being marginalized and subject to discrimination, even if feminist 

pioneers like Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton were praised for fighting for women's rights (Moon & 

Holling, 2020). In the campaign for women's rights, suffragists of African origin, including Ida B. Wells, Ellen 

Watkins Harper, and Sojourner Truth were not acknowledged as significant figures (Lorber 2010; Rakockzy, 2004). 

In the end, the 19th Amendment to the United States Constitution gave Western women the right to vote in 1920. 

Due to the Voting Rights Act of 1965, women of African ancestry were only granted the right to vote 45 years after 

all Americans of African descent were granted the right to vote. 

From the 1960s through the 1990s, second-wave feminism addressed a far wider range of topics, including wage 

equality, reproductive rights, female sexuality, and domestic abuse (Krolkke and Srensen, 2006). The 

aforementioned objectives were accomplished through judicial legislation and rulings, much as the first wave of 

feminism. However, despite some attempts, racial justice was not given the same emphasis as gender in the 

second-wave movement as it was with gender. Instead of racial injustices, second-wave feminists focused primarily 

on gender inequality. The gender gap between Western women and Western men did, however, begin to close; 

nonetheless, the gap between Western women and Western women, or even between women of African heritage 

and Western men, mostly remained unchanged (Davis 1983; Clifford, 2001). 

In the middle of the 1990s, third-wave feminism emerged in an effort to combat female heteronormativity. This 

indicates that the premise that every sexual interaction is between heterosexual people was redefined as the third 

wavers' main goal. The main objective is to celebrate diversity in terms of color, class, and sexual orientation. 

Because of this, third wavers were not opposed to redefining feminism per se, but rather to rejecting the 

preconceptions that are attached to femininity. The implication here is that the characteristics of femininity that 

promote gender inequality exclude women's experiences, particularly those of women of African origin, whose 

stories are disregarded in the rhetoric of second wave feminism (See Marbley, 2005). The earlier is what 

distinguishes the third wave from the second wave and heralds the start of intersectionality theory. Lawyer and 

activist Kimberlé Crenshaw first used the term "intersectionality" in 1995 to refer to the interaction of race, class, 

gender, and other personal traits that shape African American women's oppression.   
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Nevertheless, intersectionality is employed to demonstrate how the oppression of women of African origin extends 

beyond race and gender to other social and cultural characteristics that exacerbate women's oppression 

(Crenshaw, 1989). Intersectionality, which has its roots in the experiences of women of African origin, aims to make 

sense of the various types of violence that arise from racial and gender injustice on a theoretical, political, and 

doctrinal level. Other feminists of African ancestry who supported the emancipation of women from sexual and 

class oppression as well as gender and racial discrimination were Deborah King, France Beal, Mari Matsuda, 

Patricia Hill Collins, and Kimberlie Crenshaw (Gordon, 2016). 

According to the intersectional framework, one cannot examine the idea of gender alone without highlighting the 

interaction of the elements, including the realities of women's oppression. Crenshaw describes the 

interconnectedness of gender, racial, economic injustice, challenges to fair opportunity, and social justice. In order 

to comprehend intersectionality, Crenshaw (1995) contends that we must focus on the intersecting issues that are 

present in feminism, class, and anti-racist politics. This indicates that intersectionality is intended to challenge both 

Western superiority and feminist exclusivity (Nash, 2008). Because of this, the intersectionality hypothesis has 

become more well-known throughout time and is now a key concept in women's studies. 

Fourth-wave feminism has a significant media presence that enables individuals, particularly young women, to 

participate in politics (Harris, 2010). The experiences of women with gender inequality have been the subject of 

several internet conversations in recent years. The Everyday Sexism Project, Feminist Fightback, UK Feminista, 

Pink Stinks, and Fourth Wave London Feminist Activists are just a few of the new online groups and initiatives that 

have developed to fight this injustice. 

These groups have, perhaps, provided a forum for feminist discussion and helped feminist ideas expand 

throughout many groups (Dean, 2010). However, the existence of the fourth wave of feminism is being disputed on 

the grounds that greater online participation does not always herald the arrival of a new wave (Munro, 2013). 

Nevertheless, fourth-wave feminism is said to have made feminism more approachable to women from all 

backgrounds, including those who have childcare duties, health issues, impairments, etc. (Day & Wray, 2018). 

Therefore, the internet has been helpful in bridging the gap between women who can participate in online debates 

about issues affecting women (Redfern & Aune, 2010). It is significant to emphasize that the many feminisms I 

have discussed in this section are not without critics. As the discussion goes on, I will go through some of the 

criticisms of Western feminism. I will explore patriarchy, gender, and gender roles in Western feminist thinking after 

briefly reviewing the various feminist movements. 
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3.3  Patriarchy, Gender, and Gender Roles in Western Feminist Theorizing. 

 

Patriarchy is defined as a global system of domination that stems from the idea of Western male supremacy rooted 

in the foundation of Western modernity (Mills, 2003). Western modernity can be understood as a system of socio-

political and economic organization inspired by the European Enlightenment (age of reason). For instance, Rene 

Descartes‘ Methodic doubt; Francis Bacon‘s inductive method of science and Kant‘s rationalism supplied the 

intellectual basis of the enlightenment. The Enlightenment period brought about the bifurcation between sense 

experience and reason; wherein reason is considered superior to the senses. This train of thought also features in 

Western categorization of reality, including logic, in which the value of Truth is superior to False. This became the 

basis of European Modernity on which the European male is considered superior to the European female, that led 

to gender inequality, and the varied forms of feminist agitations. For example, the Aristotelian two-valued logic is 

what justifies the Westerner‘s idea of superiority as seen in slavery, colonialism, racism, sexism, classism and 

religious bigotry.  

Bivalence and determinism are the two major tenets of two-valued logic. Every assertion is either true or false, 

according to the principle of bivalence, and every claim is either necessary or impossible, according to the principle 

of determinism. When these ideas are combined, they create an imaginary line of difference between groups like 

sexes, races, classes, etc. and designate the group on the other side as inferior since they are deemed false or 

impossible. In this sense, the lopsided bivalent logic that underlies Western modernity places Western men as 

superior to Western women (patriarchy), Western women as superior to African women (racial discrimination), 

Western peoples as superior to African peoples (racial discrimination), rich people as superior to poor people 

(classism), etc. 

It is crucial to be clear about the context and framework of inquiry being used while discussing the concepts of 

patriarchy, gender, and gender roles. The information that came before is crucial because it deals with issues 

related to beginnings and origins, contextual becoming processes, influences, and practices that make up a 

people's history. The subject of patriarchy, gender, and gender roles is examined in this chapter through the 

viewpoint of Western feminism's structural opponents. The distinctive characteristics arise from the fact that 

feminists' analyses of the ideas of patriarchy, gender, and gender roles vary greatly depending on the context. In 

my examination of how Western feminists have questioned the notions of patriarchy, gender, and gender roles, I 

will be concentrating on how they have done so and the issues they are attempting to solve. The phrase "Western 

feminism" refers to a dominating, Western-led feminist movement that strove to confront the gender disparities 
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ingrained in the skewed European modernity paradigm. According to others, this issue mostly affects Western 

women and not all women (Moon & Holling, 2020). 

The patriarchal norm, or system of dominance that is based on the idea of Western male superiority, is the root 

cause of the gender disparity issue as Western feminists understand it. Western feminism has typically focused on 

(Western) women's experiences of dominance in order to critique Western supremacist patriarchy (Moon & Holling, 

2020). 

However, Western feminism tends to be constrained when gender inequality concerns are examined outside of the 

context of Western women's experiences and mixed with the interaction of race. I shall demonstrate how (Western) 

feminism effectively upholds "Western male supremacy" in order to demonstrate the limitations of Western 

feminism. 

The idea behind the previous assertion is that Western feminism ignores or fails to take into consideration the 

experiences of women of various cultural backgrounds. It fails to take into account the problems of women of 

African heritage while promoting gender equality with Western men (Cargle, 2018; Moon & Holling, 2020). In this 

chapter, I will go through some writings by Western feminists who have questioned the ideas of patriarchy, gender, 

and gender roles as well as the underlying epistemologies that have shaped these interpretations. 

An examination of what an African conception of gender relations may suggest for gender inequality will be based 

on an explanation of Western feminist theory on the aforementioned terms. This will help provide the foundation for 

how I investigate certain African feminists' issues later in the chapter. It is also significant to note that Western 

feminists' theorizing of patriarchy, gender, and gender roles is done within a system established on a Western 

supremacist ideology and entrenched to achieve Western supremacy as we begin discussing Western feminists' 

theorizing and understanding of these concepts. A consideration of patriarchy as an ideology is necessary to 

comprehend what Western supremacist patriarchy is all about. 

3.4  Patriarchy as an Ideology. 

 

Ideology is a combination of the Greek terms "idea" and "logos." An ideology's etymological definition is "the study 

of ideas." Napoleon Bonaparte, Karl Marx, Karl Mannheim, and Friedrich Engels, among others, used the word 

ideology to describe the socially conditioned perceptions, suppositions, and presuppositions that constitute 

knowledge, even if they may simply be an accumulation of fundamental assumptions. This means that ideologies 

are socially constructed to serve as knowledge even though it is not knowledge per se, but a set of beliefs 



   66 

rationalized to support action. For instance, patriarchy is constructed using the belief in ‗male-supremacy‘, just like 

racism is constructed based on Western supremacy. The notion of ‗male-supremacy‘ is then used to justify 

dominance while attributing this same dominance to features that are inherently natural as is the case with gender 

difference. One can infer that most ideologies exist as strategies to control others. For example, we can point to the 

beliefs that undergird patriarchy, racism, classism, and sexism. Similarly, ideology is what colors people's mentality 

and opinions concerning socially determined dominations. When one closely analyzes most sociological research, 

there are varied opinions on whether patriarchy is socially constructed or simply the outcome of the innate 

differences between the sexes (see Marecek et al, 2004; Mikkola, 2019). But, arguments in many other literature 

have shown that it is an outcome of mere belief in the superiority of men over women. 

Therefore, it is unsurprising that evolutionary psychologists believe that gender inequality is an inherent part of 

human social structures. The preceding implies gender inequality should or must be seen or understood as part of 

human existence. This thought pattern sustains certain ideologies like patriarchy that are made into social facts. 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels assert that ideologies "can be social deceptions that are propagated and controlled 

by social agents" in order to support their assertion. (According to Skirberkk, 2005:20). It will be difficult to evaluate 

patriarchy as an ideology without questioning the contribution of Western supremacist modernity to its 

development. 

Thus, one cannot overlook how the notion of Western male supremacy is situated in the ideology of patriarchy. 

According to Mathias Moschel (2011), the European modernity that undergirds racism is a system that operates 

under a contradictory colour–blindness (i.e. skin color being both the ground for racism and affirmative action). I 

argue that the system of racism cannot operate under contradictory color-blindness. Racism is systematized and 

projected through racial groupings. Take Color Conscious: The Political Morality of Race, for instance.  Amy 

Gutmann, K. Appiah, and Anthony provide the groundwork for understanding the place of race and racism and its 

implication for politics and morality. The argument is that racial justice cannot be attained through the guise of 

color-blindness. Appiah on the one hand, argues that the idea and nature of race can become problematic 

especially when it has to do with the issues of racism. According to Appiah, ―race‖ has no biological but social 

constructive basis, when explored historically. Thus, the historical invention of race and its social influence creates 

the category of difference among different groups of people. Arguably, people may convene under the grouping of 

race to fight against racism. Nevertheless, the aspect of identity may require more than combating the system of 

racism (see Appaih & Gutmann, 1998). On the other hand, Gutmann argues that racial justice cannot be attained 

by being color-blind; as ‗‗fairness, not color blindness, is a fundamental principle of justice‘‘(Appaih & Gutmann, 
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1998:118). One can infer that this contradictory colour-blindness is what contributes to Western feminists‘ failure to 

account for the oppressive experiences of African women.  

So, activists of African descent began to critically theorize and unveil the invisibilities that foreclose African 

women‘s experiences. It is for this reason that theorists like Kimberle Crenshaw (1995) and bell hooks (2000) seek 

to address how  ‗Western supremacy intersects with gender inequality. Crenshaw and other intersectional theorists 

use the intersectional framework to unveil how systems of oppression and inequality inform and shape the lives of 

people (Crenshaw, 1995; see also Weber, 1998; hooks, 2000; McCall, 2005; Romero, 2017). One can infer that 

these systems of oppression embedded in Western modernity, are entrenched through Western supremacist 

patriarchy and global capitalism that work together to oppress women. What this means is that in the system of 

Western supremacist patriarchy "men hold power and are the central figures in the family, community, government, 

and larger society" (Saraswati et al. 2017:3). When this kind of dominance is critically analyzed, it becomes clear 

how Western modernity positioned Western men as part of the patriarchal system. So, what Western male 

supremacy does is that it ensures that the power remains in the hands of Western males (Mills, 1997). This same 

power is what undergirds the manifestations of global capitalism that sought to maximize profit for capitalists 

through exploitation (Marx & Engels, 2001). To engage with the ideology of patriarchy, one must not downplay the 

workings of Western male supremacist ideology. This is because the ideology of Western male supremacy is what 

undergirds what bell hooks (2000) calls ‗white supremacist patriarchy‘  

I will draw from bell hooks's concept to explain the ideology of patriarchy. According to hooks, the "interlocking 

systems of classism, racism, and sexism work to keep women exploited and oppressed" (2000:109). What this 

means is that the ideology of ‗White supremacist patriarchy‘ works in a web of the aforementioned 'isms'. In a 

nutshell, classism, racism, and sexism work in mutually reinforcing ways to sustain the ideology of patriarchy. So, 

when we begin to examine how the system works as it pertains to the aforementioned 'isms'; one would see how 

''white women's economic gains is the enslavement and subordination of Third World women'' (hooks, 2000:109). 

The preceding implies that the struggle of Western feminists differs considerably from that of Women of African 

descent due to the intersections that are largely ignored in Western feminism. To put it differently, the loss of 

Women of African descent is the gain of Western women. So, we can argue that ‗Western supremacist patriarchy‘ 

is an ideology that trivializes the place of women in Western society while neglecting the experiences of women 

from other cultural contexts.  

Western supremacist patriarchy sustains gender inequality as instituted by modernity. One can also argue that the 

Western modernity that instituted the ideology of patriarchy created the status quo inherent in the social 
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understanding of gender categories and the roles that stem from these categories practiced in most Western 

societies (Coetzee, 2001). Western supremacist patriarchal thinking is also what characterizes and reinforces male 

dominance and power legally, politically, socially, religiously, and economically (Rakoczy, 2004; Rothman, 1994). 

The call to dismantle Western supremacist patriarchal norms is the goal of Western feminists and women activists 

who aim to overturn the dominating influence of patriarchy in both public and private spheres in Western societies. 

3.5  Patriarchy, Gender, and Gender Roles? 

 

A Western idea of patriarchy cannot be applied to all cultures. The main problem is that there is no overarching 

concept of patriarchy that would account for various situations and societies. However, most academics agree that 

Western dominant patriarchy is to blame for the problem of gender inequality that plagues the majority of nations 

around the globe (see Christ, 2016; Lerner, 1986). Patriarchy, as defined by Western feminists, is when men are 

socially indoctrinated to dominate women. One may assert that patriarchy is mostly systemic.  In addition, the 

systematic aspect of patriarchy gives males power over women's sexuality, ability to reproduce, and property rights 

(Sultana, 2010; Omolade, 1987). 

According to Watto (2009), Christian religious ideas enable the oppression of women and are ingrained in Western 

supremacist patriarchy. To support this assertion, Ara Wilson (2000) contends that "patriarchy is a formal 

sociological or anthropological category for societies organized into kinship groups and governed or dominated by 

the elder male" (2000:1493–4). She bases this claim on the Old Testament paternal ruler of a family, tribe, or 

church. 

When we take a moment to consider the facts of disparities in gender and male supremacy that define modern 

societies, Wilson's thesis becomes plausible. However, when seen through the perspective of other socio-cultural 

circumstances relevant to gender relations, Wilson's thesis would lose some of its validity. The imbalance in the 

relationship between genders in the majority of Western societies is shown by the dynamism present when we 

evaluate gender interactions from a non-western background. In Chapter 5, I want to demonstrate the reasoning for 

gender relations in the African context. 

Similar to this, Barbara Katz Rothman contends that biblical genealogical rendering of sons born to their fathers 

sustains the systemic nature of patriarchy. According to Rothman "children are born to men, out of women, in the 

patriarchal kinship system... women bear the children of men in this system" (1994:141), In matriarchal 

communities, the roles  and identities of women are unique and intricate to the survival of their community; women 

are not merely extensions of male figures explains Rothman. The value of women cannot be overemphasized as 
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they "produce and reproduce the body of society in matriarchal communities, women  are not vulnerable but are a 

source of recreation" (see Petersen, 1982:141; Phiri, 1997:22 ). 

A critical look at Rothman‘s analysis of matrilineal society points us to matriarchy, the opposite of patriarchy. But, 

the preceding understanding of matriarchy differs considerably from what matrilineality entails within the socio-

cultural context of African people. The concept of matrilineality is not just about being able to assert one‘s position, 

own properties, or bear children that are under the control of women. It is worthy of mention that the meaning and 

significance of matrilineality have a deep-seated implication in understanding African ontology as a whole. The 

notion of matrilineality in Africa is directly connected to African ontology; the totality of  African sense of being and 

identity are products of the logic that undergirds the African system of thought. I will discuss in more detail the 

connection of matrilineality to African ontology in Chapter 5. 

The preceding claim calls for rereading the concepts of patriarchy and gender roles, bearing in mind the role of 

Western modernity in its construction. Western supremacist ideology of patriarchy is institutionalized in such a way 

that it works privately and publicly to oppress women. For example, Sylvia Walby explains patriarchy as both 

private and public (1990:178). Although most women work outside the home, Walby claims that private patriarchal 

entrenchments remain generally domesticated because women must care for household responsibilities and men's 

wants. Even worse, some people are oppressed and forced to perform free household work away from public view. 

She continues by claiming that in private patriarchy, males actively benefit from treating and oppressing women 

(see Rabe, 2014). This means that most men contribute to the oppression of women, either through violence, or 

are mostly not involved in the care of the children born to them. Such a situation becomes a problem that women in 

that position would have to bear. Walby (1990), points to the fact that public patriarchy thrives through societal 

interpretations of the Western supremacist notions of gender roles that inferiorizes the role of one gender over the 

other. In a nutshell, private and public patriarchies collectively subordinate women. 

When we examine patriarchy from Western feminist perspective, one begins to understand how Western feminism 

only addresses the issues of Western women in power. But Moon and Holling (2020) argue that the goal of 

feminism must go beyond asserting women‘s rights, gender equality, or the need to be accepted in the world of 

men. According to Moon & Holling (2020:1), feminism should serve as the foundation for the liberation of all "people 

who have been economically, socially, and culturally marginalized by an ideological system that has been designed 

for them to fail." In this way, Western feminism can be criticized for lacking the plan to address the oppressive 

experiences of all women and not just Western women. This claim is because Western feminist struggle to 

dismantle Western-supremacist patriarchy has always been concerned with (Western) women's experience. 
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According to Moon and Holling (2020), this kind of mindset jeopardizes the feminist project as it operates with a 

singular identity: the identity of Western women.  

There is a need for "a significant reconfiguration of the feminist project, one that is differently grounded ideologically 

and that is intersectional in focus" in order to advance toward liberatory feminism (Moon & Holling, 2020:1). If the 

aforementioned assertion is not taken seriously, feminism would not advance. In its current form, Western feminism 

has a position of power inside the West and bases its ideology on a "gendered victimology that conceals its 

participation and functionality in White-supremacy" (Moon & Holling, 2020:1). Thus, Western feminist discourse 

"positions women as victims of Western male hegemony, and fails to hold Western women accountable for the 

production and reproduction of White-supremacy," erasing the position of victimized women. It's interesting to note 

that Western feminists who support women's rights rely on Western epistemology or European modernism, the 

same body of knowledge established to uphold inequality through the opposing logic that underpins gender 

inequity. Moon and Holling, who contend that feminism must recognize and address "critical transformative 

intersections with other identities in political and social life," support this assertion. (2020:2). 

In light of the aforementioned, it is important to be mindful of how a people's epistemology might be used to 

address inequities in feminist discourse when discussing the subject of feminism. Indeed, it is problematic and 

exclusivist for Western feminists to address gender and inequality concerns from a "Western racial frame" (Feagin, 

2013). This is so because the epistemology and ontology of Western feminists are based on a pattern of knowing 

and comprehending the world that reproduces racial inequality and Western supremacy. As was previously 

mentioned, the classical two-valued logic that supports European modernity is the foundation for the logical 

framework that supports racial inequality and other types of inequities. In light of the aforementioned assertion, the 

'racial frame' is what maintains racial discrimination and Western superiority while making underlying structural 

racial inequalities opaque and difficult to identify (Aida & Feagin, 2012). The nature of women‘s oppression in 

African is a peculiar one. First, they are excluded by the concept of "woman" in the history of Western supremacy 

patriarchy. In order to undermine the (Western) patriarchal influences on Western feminist thought, Calafell 

contends that the "racial frame" must be addressed (Calafell, 2014). The premise of this argument is that Western 

feminists have not really questioned the epistemology underpinning Western domination. 

Therefore, Western women and feminists are culpable in ignoring or failing to challenge the biased frames of 

Western epistemology. The structural aspect of Western epistemology, according to Moon and Holling, "hinders 

recognition of the concerns of gendered-racial populations unless they are framed in ways that align with Western 

ways of knowing that make for conditions that contribute to discursive violence." (2020:5). According to Moon and 
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Holling (2020), the concept of discursive violence is the deliberate or ongoing exclusion of women of African origin 

from social conceptions of feminism. The marginalization and overt acts of violence against women of African 

descent are also ignored while discussing the social realities of these women. Based on the above, Western 

feminism may advocate for gender equality, but fails to address the challenges of women from other socio-cultural 

contexts. This mindset of exclusivity is what manifests as toxic 'Western feminism' (see Cargle, 2018). Furthermore, 

Rachel Cargle (2018) describes Western feminism as ―White supremacy in heels‖ because materially and 

otherwise, Western feminism manifests a form of discursive violence that is deeply rooted in Western epistemology. 

The point here is that although Western feminist movements masquerade to profess and represent the cause of 

women, their primary focus is on the needs of Western women. The goal of the following section is to discuss 

African feminism as a lens through which one will understand the context of women of African descent oppression 

and the movement to dismantle all forms of gender inequality. After illustrating the concern of Western feminists 

and some criticism that point out the ways Western feminism neglects the concerns of women of African descent.   

3.6  African Feminism. 

 

There is little doubt that African feminism differs from Western feminism, given the criticisms leveled against 

Western feminism (see Hooks, 2000; Atanga, 2013; Kamau, 2014). Feminism is said to be heterogeneous. African 

women's theorizing is necessary since feminism is not homogeneous, which indicates that Western feminism 

cannot adequately address the issues facing women in Africa (Atanga, 2013). This perceived contradiction results 

from the fact that some Western feminist theories might become anti-men, which is contrary to the African context's 

ideals of marriage, childbirth, and family maintenance (Atanga, 2013). From the preceding claim, one cannot agree 

wholly with Atanga that all Western feminist advocacies are anti-men, if one critically looks back to the initial 

concern of Western feminists. For instance, the fight for women‘s voting right cannot be said to be anti-men nor 

does it destroy family units and child-bearing. As earlier mentioned, the issue concerning Western feminism is that 

it neglects race-related oppression and domination towards women of African descent. This is what brought about 

the disconnect between women of African descent and Western women's concern, which in turn necessitated 

women of African descent's activism (hooks, 2000). Atanga (2013) also claims that the issues that concern women 

of African descent are handled by Western feminists in an authoritarian way. Therefore, the inability of Western 

feminists to completely understand the intersections of African women's oppression is a sign that the contexts of 

African and Western feminisms do not share the same socio-cultural reality (Gatwiri and Mclaren, 2016). 

African feminism became required as a result of Western feminism's inability to take into account the concerns of 

women of African descent. But before one can comprehend African feminism, one must first grasp the history of the 
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African people and the part played by colonialism in institutionalizing the subjugation of women of African descent 

(Maathai, 2006). African writers and women's rights advocates speak out against contemporary gender 

discrimination as well as past injustices (Atanga, 2013). The aforementioned does not negate the reality that 

feminism in Africa is divisive and often difficult to comprehend (Kamau and Kabira, 2014). The focus of women's 

activism in Africa is to address the issue of gender inequality while standing in solidarity with men in nation-building 

and societal participation, as opposed to most African countries where feminism is presumptuously understood as 

seeking the reversal of gender roles (Kamau and Kabira, 2014). The concept of feminism in Africa is met with 

opposition and a lack of awareness of what it includes due to the misconceptions around it. Therefore, feminism 

has been interpreted in various ways within the context of Africa by women writers and activists in Africa and the 

diaspora. To make sense of African feminism, however, the diverse theorizing of African women activists and 

writers is required. Additionally, the previous section explains how women around the African continent define and 

comprehend feminism. In contrast to challenges facing women of African heritage in Africa, North African women 

may comprehend and identify more with feminism-related issues that originate from Arab cultures (Atanga, 2013).  

Similarly, certain Western South African women who identify more with Western than African feminism can be said 

to do so (Stuhlhofer, 2020). As a result, a good place to start when talking about African feminism is the actuality of 

the African context. Because of this, it's crucial to consider sociocultural settings while figuring out how to best 

address the concerns of women of African descent. The social and economic divisions across African societies are 

significant in the discussion of African feminism, according to the previous claim (Gatwiri & Mclaren, 2016). The 

following passage from The African Women's Development Fund (AWDF, 2019) further supports this: 

We have a variety of unique identities as African feminists. Since we are all African women, whether we live in 

Africa or elsewhere, our focus has been to transform the oppression of women in Africa. Our current battles as 

African feminists are inextricably linked to our past as a continent (AWDF, 2019:1). 

Looking at the charter, one would see that context and history are significant starting points in understanding the 

goal of African feminism. These aspects, as highlighted earlier, are largely neglected or not considered in the 

theorizing of Western feminists. The charter highlights the difficulties faced by African women both in Africa and the 

rest of the world. Beyond the fact that African feminism is context-specific, however, various African women 

activists and writers have produced distinct strands of African feminism.  Consider African feminist theories that aim 

to solve the issues faced by women in Africa, such as ―Motherism, Femalism, Snail-sense Feminism, 
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Womanism/women palavering, Nego-feminism, and Africana Womanism‖3. Because African societies are not 

homogeneous, it is necessary to emphasize that the aforementioned strands of African feminism do not all equally 

reflect the experiences of the African people (Amaefula, 2021). 

To advance feminism's discourse in Africa, one must demonstrate how its principles may be modified to fit African‘s 

unique demands and realities. This section examines African feminism through an examination of the viewpoints 

held by African women writers and activists who work to address problems affecting women in Africa. I will start by 

discussing African feminism in general and Wangari Maathai's movement in particular. It's crucial to understand 

that the sequence of this conversation is not determined by chronological precedence. Therefore, the purpose of 

the explanation of African feminism in this section is to draw attention to the theories of African women activists and 

writers regarding gender inequality and the most effective ways to address the problem. That said, I will proceed to 

discuss the activism of Wangari Maathai on feminism.   

Maathai’s notion of Eco-feminism 

Human rights, environmental, and Nobel Peace Prize winner Wangari Maathai is a Kenyan academic. Maathai set 

out to expose the overlaps and invisibilities in environmental practices that reflect the dynamism of women's 

oppression. To support and elucidate how women are oppressed, she employs the idea of eco-feminism. Start with 

Maathai's concept of eco-feminism if you want to understand her view on feminism. The fact that Maathai is not the 

first female activist to adopt the phrase eco-feminism is significant. In her 1974 book Feminism or Death, French 

feminist author Françoise d'Eubonne coined the term "écofeminism." According to D'Eubonne, Western patriarchy 

is the reason why nature is dying, and as a result, only feminism can save the earth from experiencing an "eco-

death" (Sharnappa, 2016; 2018). The theory According to eco-feminists is discussed as:  

an intellectual and a political position that asserts that the societal mindset concerning women is what constitute 

the dominance of women in patriarchal societies. hence, that same mindset is also evident in ways  natural 

vegetations are plundered and destroyed by industrial capitalism. Men are viewed as exploitative, predatory, 

and subservient to both nature and women, whereas women are seen as life-givers, life-preservers, and 

concerned with the welfare of future generations. 

                                                           
3
 Motherism, Femalism, Snail-sense Feminism, Womanism/women palavering, Nego-feminism, and 

Africana Womanism are strands of African women writers who sought to reconceptualize the meanings 
and interpretation of feminism in Africa. 
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According to the definition of eco-feminism provided above, it may be quite unjustifiable to generalize that all men 

abuse, exploit, or subjugate women. The question that arises from the aforementioned definition of eco-feminism is, 

however, which branch of the movement does Wangari Maathai represent? It is significant to emphasize that 

ecofeminism, whether in Africa or the West, aims to protect the environment through women's activism. According 

to eco-feminists, women have a stronger bond with nature than men (Muthuki, 2006). It follows that women and 

nature are more closely related than men. Maathai contends that women are the first sufferers of environmental 

degradation (Maathai, 2006; Sharnappa, 2016), although there is no proof to support this claim.  Due to the 

aforementioned, Maathai had to concentrate on rural women and the underprivileged. Maathai's fascination with the 

natural world influenced how she interacted with and comprehended it. Her kind of ecofeminism is, therefore, 

rooted in knowledge and culture. According to Maathai, they were surrounded by a variety of trees and plants, 

including the ―mĩtũndũ, mĩkeu, and mĩgumo‖4 some of which produced berries and nuts. There was always access 

to clean drinking water because rain fell dependably and frequently. There were sizable, well-watered fields of 

vegetables, wheat, beans, and corn. Hunger was almost unheard of. She describes the soil as rich, deep red-

brown, and damp (Maathai, 2006:3). Looking at how Maathai describes her rural hometown one would infer that 

she was "always attentive to nature" (2006:43). Maathai believes she has a "kinship with the soil" (2006:47), 

contributing to her immense interest in conserving nature. The problem of nature's deterioration is said to have 

begun with the advent of colonialism in Africa (Abuya, 2018; Maathai, 2009). Colonialism and imperialism are said 

to be the structure that undergirds Western supremacist patriarchy (Muthuki, 2006). Thus, Maathai aims to 

dismantle imperialism and Western supremacist patriarchy that influences gender inequality. When we critically 

analyze Maathai's strand of ecofeminism and what she aims to achieve, we can begin to draw out the dissimilarity 

between her understandings of eco-feminism and that of d‘Eubonne. First, Maathai situates her strand of eco-

feminism within the context of Africa‘s exploitation as a lens through which one can understand the ways 

colonialism and Western patriarchy interplayed with the degradation of women and nature (Stuhlhofer, 2020). One 

may argue that d‘Eubonne‘s goal is similar to that of Maathai's; however, like other Western feminists, d'Eubonne 

cannot be detached from having benefitted from the same imperial system that degraded and exploited Africa 

(Stuhlhofer, 2020).  

The aforementioned suggests that d'Eubonne would not be able to adequately explain the experiences of African 

women without having firsthand knowledge of what it is like to be exploited, degraded, and dominated as an African 

woman.  On the basis of this assertion, one can start to understand Maathai's explanation and how it differs from 

                                                           
4 ―mĩtũndũ, mĩkeu, and mĩgumo are names seed bearing fruits in Maathai‘s elucidation of her environment in Kenya before the advent of 
colonialism (see Maathai, 2006:3). 
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d'Eubonne's. In order to better understand the differences between Maathai's ecofeminism and d'Eubonne's, 

Western supremacist patriarchy has been named as one of the causes of dependency patterns and gender 

inequality in Africa (Rodney, 1973; Lumumba, 2018; John, 2011).  

Due to the realities of gender inequality and the various forms of women's oppression, African feminism, which 

emphasizes the unique experiences of African women, must be pursued. Therefore, it is crucial that the discourse 

surrounding feminism in Africa examine and deal with the colonial forces that continue to support historical and 

contemporary gender disparities in African societies. Despite being motivated by a greater consciousness for 

nature, justice, and peace, the aforementioned demonstrates why Maathai could not neglect or be indifferent to 

gender-related socio-cultural and economic issues that affect women (Stuhlhofer, 2020).  

A comparison between Maathai's advocacy and that of Western feminists can be drawn using the statement that 

comes before. Being an African woman who was accused of being un-African and rebellious, Maathai had to deal 

with a lot of difficulties. One can assume that Maathai's battle is a result of the opposition to and inadequate 

comprehension of feminism in the majority of African societies. For instance, when she confronted Kenya's 

leadership about environmental degradation and corruption, her concerns were disregarded, and instead, she was 

criticized on the grounds that her actions were "un-African" and that she lacked the qualities of a proper African 

woman (Maathai, 2006:196).   

The preceding illustrates how the goal of African feminism is still poorly understood, even in Africa, by those whose 

reasoning patterns have been colonized regarding women. It is also not surprising that the term feminism, over 

time, is understood from the standpoint of radicalism due to the varied misconstrued notions associated with the 

term feminism (Salzman, 2018). The backlash against feminism comes from both women and men in positions who 

lack the proper understanding of what feminism is as against what it is not. The unwillingness of women leaders to 

challenge laws that discriminate against women is also a result of this issue (Kamau, 2014). Maathai was aware of 

how confronting the system that upholds gender inequality with just women is tough. She, therefore, included men 

in her campaign who were ready and conscious of the need for gender equality. Despite the fact that the fight was 

for women's rights, Maathai emphasized that "fighting battles with women can be very difficult" (2006:116). This is 

because most women in power misunderstood Maathai‘s activism, whereas; the goal was to dismantle the structure 

of colonialism and imperialism that produces gender inequality. This is why Maathai‘s activism focused on 

disadvantaged and rural women. That said, one can infer that Maathai‘s struggle demonstrates the claim that 

feminism in Africa can be controversial and even misunderstood by women. From the foregoing, one can infer that 

the definition of eco-feminism earlier in the section regarding the nature of women was overly exaggerated. 
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To achieve the purpose of her activism, Maathai employed an inclusive strategy that allowed both men and women 

to be a part of the struggle for gender equality. This move was especially to alter the narrative of feminism as anti-

men (Maathai, 2006). The entrenched neo-colonialist socio-political structures that uphold gender inequality, rather 

than the backlash against African feminism itself or men in general, are the real enemies of gender inclusion.This 

was why men's input was needed and necessary to win the war against gender inequality (Maathai, 2006). 

Following Maathai's activism, one would understand how controversial feminism can become, especially when 

misunderstood or when it crosses racial and cultural lines. Because feminism is contentious in terms of culture and 

history, many interpretations of the movement have emerged in response to Western feminists' failings. The 

aforementioned may suggest that if gender complementarity is not promoted, African feminists may face greater 

difficulties navigating measures for gender equality. Therefore, men's participation is crucial to establishing gender 

equality in Africa. 

In a similar vein, scholars like Eric Ndoma Besong (2021) and Rowland Chukwuemeka Amaefula (2021) 

emphasize the significance of men participating in the fight for gender equality. Amaefula contends that the 

perceived oppositional status given to feminist advocacy in Africa is to blame for the backlash against African 

feminism and women activists in Africa. Using the Ezumezu logical framework, Besong (2021) focuses more on 

exposing the logic that should, or that supports, the concept of gender complementarity.  In Chapter 5, I shall 

discuss his concept of gender complementarity in further detail. According to Amaefula (2021), the misperception of 

feminism in Africa is a result of the various theories and re-theories of African feminism developed by female 

activists and writers in an effort to adequately account for the socio-cultural changes and influences that have 

occurred in Africa. African feminists use particular context-dependent interpretations to express their sociocultural 

values for this reason. The aforementioned can also explain the many ways in which feminisms are interpreted in 

contemporary African literature as well as the logic that should be sufficient to comprehend gender relations 

(Amaefula, 2021; Besong, 2021). 

These varied interpretations or understanding of feminism put into perspective the challenge of women in ways that 

would enhance their condition and alter the narrative associated with feminism. Some African women authors and 

critics have even chosen to separate themselves from the idea of "feminism" in order to change the negative 

connotations that are attached to it (Amaefula, 2021). However, a critical examination of the dominant feminism 

ideologies in Africa reveals several inconsistencies in the attempts to rethink feminism (Amaefula, 2021). Instead of 

the numerous conceptualizing and re-conceptualizing that are found in the literature, efforts are focused on 

producing practical results that would resolve the contradictions in the theory of African feminism (Amaefula, 2021). 
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As the majority of theorizing on African feminism can be traced to women activists and writers from West Africa, I 

will focus on that region's debate on African feminism in order to respond to Amaefula's worry. Here, their theories 

on African feminism are used to address the issue brought up by Amaefula. 

African Feminism: The West African Example 

The majority of African feminist movements that aim to counteract Western feminism were developed by or 

presented by writers and critics of Nigerian descent (Amaefula, 2021). The goal is to re-create feminism from inside 

the African setting that will speak to African reality. As a result, we have feminist subcultures like African 

Womanism, Snail-sense Feminism, Nego-feminism, and Motherism. This section tries to examine the stages of 

African feminism, starting with the various meanings and interpretations given to feminism by its critics. This 

explanation will address Amaefula's (2021) worry about the various forms of African feminism present in the 

literature.  

According to Amaefula (2021), the term "feminism," as it relates to meaning and application, can provide difficulties 

for women‘s activists, especially those wary of the misconceptions concerning feminism. The majority of authors, 

then, deliberately distance themselves from the label of feminism while yet advancing its objectives in their writings 

(Amaefula, 2021). One might deduce that the opposition and misunderstandings that result from most Africans' 

inadequate comprehension of feminism may be the reason why women's activists are disengaged from the name 

feminism rather than the purpose of feminism. One such misunderstanding, according to this argument, is that 

"feminism is often interpreted as being anti-male, anti-culture, and anti-religion in its theoretical framework. It, 

therefore, becomes challenging for a woman writer who shares none of these ideologies to take on the feminist 

tag." (Nkealah, 2007:133). The aforementioned supports a few of the justifications given by female writers like 

Bessie Head, Mariama Ba, and Buchi Emecheta for their refusal to identify as feminists (Amaefula, 2021). As said 

by Molare Ogundipe-Leslie: Women have become more apologetic as a result of male scorn, hostility, and reaction, 

and the term "feminist" has acquired a poor reputation. However, the activism and writings of these women authors 

seek  to liberate women from the system put in place to see them fail. 

Looking at Ogundipe-Leslie's argument as instantiated above, what comes to mind is that some women activists 

may have detached themselves from the term feminism but are very much concerned with altering the situations 

and structures that oppress African women. It may be the case that other factors other than male ridicule and 

aggression are responsible for the varied interpretations of feminism and the detachment from the feminists' tag. 

Ogundipe-Leslie‘s argument makes a lot of sense but is also criticized for not being fully supported by research 
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(Amaefula, 2021). One of the arguments against Ogundipe-Leslie's assertion is that most authors are more focused 

on the various connotations of feminism for their detachment than they are on the problems of male derision in 

general (Amaefula, 2021). Adeola James (1990) also shows in her argument that the term feminism, if 

misunderstood, can become an interference to challenge and address the issues that concern women properly. So, 

some writers and women activists are either left with the choice of embracing feminism as it is or reinterpreting the 

idea of feminism in ways that best capture their socio-cultural context and value system (Amaefula, 2021).  

At this point, one can see that the effort to create a pathway to navigate the concerns of women through feminism 

is what has brought about the varied theorizing by African women writers and activists. Some African feminism 

ideologies include Womanism, African Feminism, and Africana Womanism. These theories are formulated as 

suitable alternatives that best speak to the reality of African socio-cultural contexts. Chioma Filomena Steady 

(1981), concerned with reinterpreting feminism opted for a reversal of Western ideology that undergirds Western 

feminists theorizing. Steady‘s understanding of African feminism is to put into perspective and unveil the peculiar 

socio-cultural realities of African women. According to Steady (1981), African women are faced with varied 

experiences of oppression that cannot be fully comprehended when analyzed universally. She also explains that 

the socio-economic conditions of most women of African descent pose a challenge to feminism as those who are 

financially well off may perceive feminism as an attack on men, whereas the intent is to narrow the gap of inequality 

(Steady, 1981). Steady's argument was criticized by Clenora Hudson-Weems (1993) on the basis that the term 

African feminism in itself is problematic. However, Hudson-Weems noted that Steady's worry was in how she 

evaluated and described the hardship and reality faced by African women. Her concern, however, is with the term 

"African feminism," which suggests Steady's argument is consistent with an idea that has failed to adequately 

describe the situation of Africana women (Hudson-Weems, 1993). 

This assertion is the basis for Hudson-Weems' rejection of the terms feminism, womanism, and African feminism. 

The reason for rejecting the aforementioned terms is because feminism, for her, is Western women's notion that 

champions Western women's rights whilst subjecting Africanness to Western supremacist ideology and sustained 

domination. She further substantiates her argument by criticizing the lesbian facet in ‗Womanism‘ the same way 

she supposedly highlighted the pitfalls in African Feminism. She argues that the lesbian focus of "Womanism" will 

be in opposition to the feminist ideals of women of African origin (i.e., the image of Western women who struggle 

against their men to attain equality). She proposes "Africana Womanism" in place of feminism, womanism, and 

African feminism.  
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First, feminism speaks to the concerns of Western women that only justify the interests of Western women while 

maintaining the subjugation of women of African origin, which is the basis for Hudson-Weems' rejection of the 

aforementioned concepts. Second, if the name "feminism" is tied to "African feminism," there would be no 

distinction between the ideas that strive to oppose the inequities of Western feminism. In order to change the 

Western feminism concept, which conflicts with the context and reality of Africana women, Hudson-Weems 

develops "Africana Womanism." Her words are: 

Unlike the White feminist, who is engaged in a long-standing conflict with her White male counterpart over his 

desire to possess her as property, the Africana woman does not view men as her main enemies. White men 

have historically had more institutionalized authority to oppress White women than Africana men have ever had 

to oppress Africana women (1993:25). 

The principles of Africana Womanism as exemplified by Clenora Hudson-Weems are in opposition to the purported 

radical tendencies of Western feminism that seek dissociation from men. To put it differently, her concern points to 

the fact that gender inequality is an institutionalized system of male domination that is not available to Africana men 

to either dominate or subjugate Africana women. What this means is that the socio-cultural context of the Africana 

people does not thrive on the logic of gender absolutism that culminates in gender inequality. Amadiume‘s 

interesting book “Male Daughters, Female Husbands: Gender and Sex in an African Society”  can be used to 

support the idea that women in African society were not always pushed to the edges of society. African women 

were never marginalized or subjected to male repression, as evidenced by the narratives of strong female warriors, 

priestesses, and queens in traditional African cultures. However, it would become indefensible if one argues that 

pre-colonial African societies were free from cultural practices that sought to elevate one gender over the other. 

But, the interplay of external influences like colonialism and coloniality has exacerbated the issue of gender 

inequality.  

To further buttress this claim Akachi Ezeigbo (1996) argues that, the extent and the understanding of what 

accounts for the devaluation of one gender over another vary from one society to another. For instance, if we look 

at how many rights women received in Yoruba society, we can see that "women appeared to have had more rights 

and been accorded more recognition in Yoruba land than in traditional Igbo society" (Ezeigbo, 1996:15). Ezeigbo's 

claim is predicated on the flexible social structure that allows women in Yoruba land to inherit land, which is not the 

case in most Igbo communities (Ezeigbo, 1996). Likewise, in many parts of Northern Nigeria, women may not be 

accorded the same rights as men in many ways due to the prevalence of Islamic religion. However, there are 

examples of women who were Queens in Northern Nigeria. An apt example is Queen Aminatu Mohamud of Zaria, 
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who ruled in the mid-sixteenth century in pre-colonial Northern Nigeria. One can infer then that the issue of gender 

inequality prevalent in the North may be due to the advent of Islamic religion and, later, British colonial rule, which 

caused women great setbacks in asserting their rights (Agbese, 2003).  

Take, for example, in colonial Nigeria, women had to fight against the colonial administration that was inimical to 

women‘s rights. As an illustration of women's resistance to colonial tyranny, Emeka Nwabueze (2005) cites the 

Women's protest in Aba during the colonial administration in Nigeria. The purpose of the protest was to free the 

entire community from the colonial officials' introduction of mass taxation. One can infer that the women‘s riot was 

against colonial rule and not against men in the community. The reason is that women consciously identified the 

cause of their oppression; hence, they carefully employed the riot as a strategy to assert their rights (Nwabueze, 

2005). Women received a sense of direction for their future measures to reduce the exploitation of the colonial 

government by identifying the root of the problem. Therefore, the objective was to overthrow the colonial 

administration structure that had been put in place to rule and force submission (Nwabueze, 2005). 

The illustration given by Nwabueze (2005) is an example that supports the claim that women had rights that were 

recognized in African communities. This example further supports the idea that gender performances existed and 

were intended to counteract the damaging effects of colonialism, which benefited from inequality. Gender 

differences were not employed as a standard for determining gender disparity, as would become clear when we 

critically study the cultural distinctions among the northern, Eastern,  and Western ethnic groups in Nigeria that I 

noted before. It may also be deduced that the many interpretations of African feminism might serve as "signposts to 

the cultural differences among women, including the various dynamics that constitute their lived experiences" 

(Amaefula 2021:295). 

In spite of this, Ogundipe-Leslie takes issue with the assertion that "African women do not need liberation or 

feminism because they have never been in bondage" (1994:542). Ogundipe-Leslie contends that this assertion is 

incongruent with the subjugation of women that prevails in the majority of African societies and results in their 

status as social outcasts. According to her, "in Africa, [a] man is always superior to woman, [and] boys should go to 

school, [while] girls should only go when they can, when there is money to waste and no work to be done at home 

or in the farms and markets" (1994:548). Though Ogundipe-Leslie's worry could be justified, it is impossible to 

ignore the fact that she ignores the background of women's rights that most women's activists use in their 

reasoning. 
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The tension associated with feminism, in Ogundipe-Leslie's opinion, can be addressed via STIWA. As I mentioned 

earlier, there are a number of similar African theories that aim to end the oppression of African women, like 

Nnaemeka's Nego-Feminism (2014),  Opara's Femalism (1999), Acholonu's Motherism (1995), Ogunyemi's 

Womanism and African Womanism (1985) etc. 

For instance, Opara's feminist theory demonstrates the connection between the emancipation of African women 

and Africa as a whole. Opara emphasizes her claim that femalism is a constructive and creative instrument that can 

be utilized to investigate the ways in which the female body has been exploited using the backdrop of Africa's 

exploitation as a lens (2005:190). One may claim that Wangari Maathai's concept of eco-feminism and Opara's 

feminist philosophy are somewhat related. Opara, like Maathai, is an advocate for feminism that embraces males 

as long as they support women's self-actualization. One could contend that femalism does not view men as the 

enemy. Femalism's intrinsic elements, which characterize women activists as those who want to reverse roles with 

men, may imply the denigration of men (Amaefula, 2021). The statement may not be accurate because Ogunyemi 

emphasizes the need for harmony in her book Womanism. 

Black-centered womanism dominates. Accommodationist describes it. It will work to improve men's sexist 

attitudes because it wants to see real unions between families. The lack of feminist wins at the end of female 

author plots can be attributed to this ideological perspective (Ogunyemi, 1985:5). 

It is clear in the above argument that womanists want to foster racial harmony among  families. As a result, the 

womanist theory would have been useful in addressing gender inequalities. Similarly, womanist theory "should 

have been adopted as a standard prescription of gender behavior and goals for the black Africans, if not for the 

endless theoretical constructions of African feminist theorists" (Amaefula, 2021:296). This means that the 

continuous theorizing by women activists and writers makes it difficult to implement already existing theories. 

Amaefula (2021) believes Catherine Acholonu's idea on Motherism is quite similar to that of Womanism in that both 

theories project the complementarity between genders and the defense of African roots and family values. 

However, the dynamism in putting forward an authentic theory of feminism needs collective efforts  (see Acholonu, 

1995:). 

Scholars like Charles Nnolim (1999), and Akachi Ezeigbo (1996) argue that no considerable difference exists 

between the theory of Motherism and Womanism. Nnolim claims that Motherism is simply an addition to African 

feminists' vocabulary. The reason, for him, is the problem that stems from developing too many personal theories 
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by African writers rather than unifying efforts towards achieving the goals of already existing theories. In defense of 

the many African feminist ideologies, Chioma Opara claims: 

In his role as an outspoken gynandrist, Nnolim has shown a strong, if moralistic, identification with the cause of 

women, thus his concern may be justified. But at the phase of the growth of feminism in Africa, it would be 

premature to draw any unfavorable conclusions. Despite a few growing pains, there is no denying that African 

feminism is evolving steadily despite being much more recent than the ideology of its Western forebears. 

Despite the challenges of culture and the socio-political upheavals that have plagued the troubled continent, the 

various currents seem to be thriving root and branch (1999:4). 

Therefore, one may contend that despite the diversity of interpretations of African feminism, the goal of the 

movement is to better the status of women on the continent. Pauline Eboh (1999) believes that African feminists 

may employ the same theme in theorizing on the challenges of women's oppression in Africa, but they do it from 

various perspectives, which support Opara's (1999) assertion. What this means is that the approach may be 

different because they theorize from varied cultural standpoints; the ultimate goal is to address the root of gender 

inequality that besieges African women. The point being made here is that in addressing gender inequality, different 

African writers and activists adopts different theories derived from within the African socio-cultural context; although 

different meanings and interpretation of feminism may accrue from them due to a people's cultural and historical 

experiences. The same applies to the way the concept of feminism has been construed and even misunderstood 

by many who understand feminism as women's way of seeking roles reversal with men.  

The misinterpretation of the concept of feminism can also account for the varied theories that African writers and 

activists formulate to explain their dissatisfaction with the condition of African women and how best to address 

gender inequality without being misinterpreted as seeking detachment or a reversal of gender roles. This has 

necessitated the coinage of varied feminist terminologies that could be understood within the context of Africa. 

Snail-Sense Feminism is another such term or African derivation of feminism. Adimora Ezeigbo (2014) is the author 

of the phrase "snail-sense feminism." The theory suggests that women can work around social constraints and 

overcome challenges.  

Similarly, Obioma Nnaemeka's nego-feminism, which also stands for "feminism with no ego," can be viewed as 

"feminism of negotiation." (Nnaemeka, 2014:377). It's interesting that Adimora-Ezeigbo's Snail-Sense feminism 

highlights the fact that traits like wisdom, sensitivity, resilience, and doggedness or determination that women 

possess are not weaknesses but rather complementary traits that, when utilized with the roles of men, would help 
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develop everyone (Adimora-Ezeigbo, 2014). The role or quality of femininity is not trivialized in snail-sense 

feminism; rather, it is portrayed in both individualized and complementary ways. Adimora-Ezeigbo provides the 

following extra support for the aforementioned: 

Before empowering others, a person must first empower oneself. Before she can assist others in standing, she 

must first stand. The core of Snail-Sense Feminism is the pursuit of personal growth and success. In order to 

succeed in life, a woman must prioritize her  self-actualization and well-being. Her success, will beneficial to all  

(Adimora-Ezeigbo, 2014:35). 

Adimora-Ezeigbo uses the idea of individualism and complementarity to substantiate her argument on what she 

calls ‗Situated Feminism‘. The notion of Situated Feminism, as used by Adimora-Ezeigbo thus:  

to put up with a patriarchal society that is oppressive. According to Chikwenye Ogunyemi, this attitude of women 

in our society is known as the four Cs, or working together, agreement, interaction, and complement. Obioma 

Nnaemeka refers to it and the notion it spawned as "Nego-Feminism," which means feminism of dialogue 

(Obafemi, 2018:29–30). 

The aforementioned illustrates a few theories related to African feminism. The current discussion about African 

feminism is not without its detractors. However, the criticisms of African feminism are different from those of 

Western feminist theory. It is noteworthy that, despite the dominance of Western supremacist patriarchal tenets, 

women writers and critics on the continent have persisted in exerting great effort to understand and improve 

women's conditions. To revisit the concerns with regard to the demonization of feminism, one should be interested 

in exploring what feminism is, as well as what it is not. This clarification would help set in perspective the goal of 

feminism in Africa despite the backlash it has received from most writers and critics. Pumla Gqola‘s notion on 

feminism, as illustrated in her book Female Fear Factory will be a useful resource in the way I tease out the Afro-

centric notions on matrilineality and patrilineality in Chapter 5. Gqola (2021) calls our attention to the disastrous 

effects of Western supremacist patriarchy and how they interact with the many types of worries, as demonstrated 

by the "Female Fear Factory," to produce a variety of fears. 

Gqola's interest is to dismantle Western supremacist patriarchy. Gqola illustrates how patriarchy thrives using 

violence and inversion. This means that patriarchy cannot be fully functional without using violent hierarchies as a 

mechanism for domination. According to Gqola, the system of Western supremacists‘ patriarchy can be dismantled 

by making women's solidarity visible. There is no gainsaying that feminists are already considered as badly 
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behaved women in the ways most people in Africa understand feminism. Perhaps what is required to alter the 

narrative is to remind ourselves of the root cause of feminist advocacy (Gqola, 2021).  

Accordingly, the core of feminism lies in solidarity: women's solidarity unveils the varied forms of Western 

supremacy as enshrined and expressed through patriarchy. Interestingly, in the words of Gqola, ''solidarity is a core 

feminist principle'' (2021:187). For this reason, cooperation is necessary "to contend with a resurgence of cultural, 

economic, and religious fundamentalisms, which represent patriarchal/capitalist extremism" (Gqola, 2021:187). 

Repressive institutionalized structures that will do whatever to preserve male authority and privilege are the ones 

that use and propagate ideas of patriarchal/capitalist extremism (Gqola, 2021). So, Gqola's feminist goal is to 

unravel the politics that sustain patriarchy. In understanding the varied concerns of African writers as illustrated in 

this Chapter, one would see that despite the different contexts of women's activist's writings, there tend to share a 

common enemy, that is, Western supremacist patriarchy.  

It is important to note that women activists do not view men as the enemy, despite the Western supremacist 

patriarchal system actively promoting gender opposition. African writers and activists use the route of gender 

complementarity to include men in their activism to achieve gender equality in order to transcend the constraints of 

Western supremacist patriarchy. This understanding is what Gqola would have represented as a united front 

against patriarchy. In Chapter 5, I will go through the Afrocentric concept of matrilineality and patrilineality, which 

enables an understanding of gender relations defying any sort of gender hierarchy that is  characteristic of the 

ideology of Western supremacist patriarchy in Africa.   

3.7  Conclusion.  

 

From the discussion on Western and African feminisms discussed in the chapter, one would see that notions of 

feminism are connected to wide-ranging issues that represent the concerns of women. Critics of Western feminism, 

as discussed, gave reasons why Western feminism seems to deviate from the goal of feminism (Moon and Holling, 

2020). Cargle (2018) had to refer to Western feminists as "Western supremacy in heels" because they failed to 

address the oppression of women of African descent. Although Western feminism purports to support women's 

rights, the implication of this statement captures how it upholds Western supremacy (Cargle, 2018). These 

challenges have sparked a range of questions about how the intersections of the oppression of women of African 

descent might be accounted for and addressed within feminist thought. Thus, the emergence of African feminism 

sought to unveil African women's concerns regarding gender inequality. The rights of women of African descent are 

not included in the advocacy for gender equality and women's rights in Western feminist theory. Western feminists 
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do not seek equality for all women but for equality with their Western counterparts (hooks, 2000). Women of African 

descent are concerned with addressing the dynamism of women's oppression. They sought to achieve their aim 

through the inclusion of men in the struggle against the Western supremacist patriarchy that has continued to widen 

the gap of gender inequality in African societies. I explored the discussions of women activists and highlighted 

some of the issues that constitute African feminists theorizing. In doing so, the goal of African feminism, despite the 

varied interpretations that are associated with the feminist tag in Africa, is to dismantle Western supremacist 

ideology. That said, the next chapter focuses on the idea of decoloniality as it would set in perspective why 

decoloniality is required as a necessary tool to dismantle the system of Western modernity and its supremacist 

ideology that undergirds gender inequality in Africa. 
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Chapter Four: 

Coloniality and Gender Discourses in Africa: Towards a Decolonial Reconstruction. 

 

4.1  Introduction. 

 

In this Chapter, the thrust of engagement will be to draw out the influences of coloniality on gender discourses in 

Africa. This understanding will then become the basis on which I set out the necessity of decolonizing the notions of 

Western supremacy as they concern patriarchy, gender, and gender relations that were identified in the previous 

Chapter. The purpose of unveiling the idea of coloniality and its impact on gender is to unveil the logic of Western 

gender construction and to show the prospect of employing the African system of thought as a suitable decolonial 

method. Thus, decoloniality will be used to understand the logic that undergirds notions like patrilineality and 

matrilineality in the African worldview. So, to understand what the discourse of decoloniality may entail for gender 

equality, one must go beyond unveiling or recovering legacies dented by colonialism (Chimakonam and 

Ogbonnaya, 2021). What this means is that the discourse of decoloniality should unveil other deep-seated 

significance for research in African philosophy that has to do with the colonial logic and its continued  manifestation 

in the abuse of the meaning and interpretation of gender and gender relations.   

So, in this Chapter, decoloniality will be used to interrogate the logic that undergirds Western supremacy and its 

influence on how people understand patriarchy, gender, and gender relations. In a nutshell, one can infer that since 

coloniality promotes epistemological or intellectual superiority, the way to dislodge such epistemology would be to 

use a counter epistemology from the context of Africa. To clearly articulate this Chapter's argument, I will start by 

discussing the issue of coloniality as it concerns patriarchy, gender, and gender roles. The discussion on 

patriarchy, gender and gender roles will then build up to the discussion on what and how decoloniality would 

become the lens to interrogate the concept of gender relations in chapter 5. The reason why the notions of gender, 

gender roles, and Western supremacist patriarchy must be examined within African philosophy will be 

demonstrated as I conclude the Chapter.     

4.2  What, then, is Coloniality of Gender Discourse?  
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To discuss what coloniality is requires an understanding of colonialism. In sum, colonialism is an administrative and 

exploitative program in which a powerful country rules over another. It ‗‗comes with certain restrictions, impositions, 

suppression, and repression that are entrenched through the use of borders‘‘(Chimakonam and Ogbonnaya, 

2021:1). The territory that is being colonized is an outpost of the colonizer's resources, and as such, it imposes 

rules that disadvantages the colonized. Some of the main features of colonialism include racism and classism 

against the natives. These features are usually institutionalized. Exploitation of natural resources and labor of the 

natives are part of the unfair structures that drive the process. The partition of the continent by European powers 

during the disastrous Berlin conference of 1884–1885 marked the beginning of colonialism in Africa. Some of the 

countries involved include Britain, Germany, France, Spain, Belgium and Portugal, who treated their African 

colonies more or less like overseas properties. The crimes of colonialism include but not limited to murder, 

genocide of local populations, apartheid, racial segregation, economic exploitation and institutional marginalization. 

It was administrative and required the physical presence of colonial officials.  

In order to clarify how coloniality of gender discourse differs from colonialism, I will briefly go over the two terms. 

Coloniality is intellectual rather than administrative. It proceeds from the damage and the institutional legacies of 

colonialism. Arguably, then, coloniality is considered one of the problems that beset the continent of Africa today 

and all colonized peoples. It promotes the intellectual hegemony of the former colonizer through the arts, political 

and economic power, cultural imposition, epistemic suppression and superiorism. What this means is that the 

system of coloniality is dire given that it does not work along the lines of borders alone but perpetuates the 

suppression of epistemologies that are not Western-centered.  

To substantiate this claim, coloniality has been described as the systemic retention of the tools of colonial 

conquest. It involves upholding the standard of Enlightenment while enforcing intellectual hegemony of the 

colonizer on the ex-colonies (see Chimakonam & Ogbonnaya, 2021). There is no gainsaying that the mission of 

coloniality is to subject other epistemologies under Western control. Hence, the so-called Western standard of 

Enlightenment is introduced as hegemonic and universal, whereas the goal is to create an epistemic dichotomy 

between the supposed superior and inferior epistemologies (Chimakonam and Ogbonnaya, 2021). The 

aforementioned is consistent with other Western-centered dichotomous impositions such as "the in-group and the 

out-group, the norm and the normalized, the self and the other, the best and the rest." (Ogbonnaya & Chimakonam, 

2021:2). With these sorts of dichotomies comes the suppression of other vistas of thought.  With coloniality, the 

supposed advanced form of ‗reason‘ (that is, the Western mode of knowing) is used as the matrix to foreclose the 

potential of other forms of reasoning. It is for this reason that Chimakonam and Ogbonnaya refer to colonialism as 
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the tyrant mask worn by modern Western civilization that scares other kinds of logic to the pit of the ethnos 

(2021:2). What this means is that other manifestations of reason are relegated to the margins as there are 

acknowledged as neither reason nor fit for modern life. The preceding explains how Western epistemology is 

accorded a higher value whereas African mode of knowing, logic, as well as approaches to studying reality are 

relegated to the margins.  Thus, coloniality is construed as one of the reasons why the African continent is yet to 

experience progress and prosperity, given the colonization of knowledge. The preceding points to the fact that there 

has been colonial domination and repression of the African epistemic formation.  

According to some decolonial scholars, Africans are incapable of becoming better without transcending colonial 

thought process (Ndlovu, 2018:1). So, any attempt to imagine or produce knowledge that is free from colonial 

imposition requires a return to the history and thought system of the victims of coloniality. The ontology of a people 

is crucial in determining the system of knowledge as well as logic that undergirds their thought process. Ndlovu 

contends that those devoid of their way of knowledge would be a people with no history of their own choosing 

(2018:1). According to Ndlovu (2018:95), the dominance of European-centered modernism undermined the validity 

of "other" knowledge and ways of knowing [that are] beyond the European perspective on experiencing  and 

perceiving reality, despite the importance of comprehending one's epistemic agency. This is what accounts for the 

continued control of the logic and mindset of colonized people.  

To understand the workings of coloniality on the colonized, one must deliberately distinguish the workings of 

coloniality from that of colonialism. What, then, is the difference between coloniality and colonialism? Colonialism 

simply comes with a system of forceful administrative control of territory, which requires the physical presence of 

colonizers. But coloniality is a system of intellectual subordination of the mind and epistemologies of the ex-

colonized peoples. Morgan Ndlovu (2018) distinguishes the prescriptive and performative understandings of the 

concepts. Coloniality, in its prescriptive form, restricts the prospect of transformation that is sought by an anti-

systemic action. This means that the system of coloniality is one that resists any form of decolonial approaches or 

analysis of knowledge production that falls outside the purview of the West. The features of coloniality make it 

difficult for a systematic deconstruction, reinterpretation or reconstruction of any form of dominant epistemology, 

without a decolonial program. By dominant, I mean Western-centered episteme. Coloniality, in its performative 

state, restricts any form of transformation or re-arrangement; it is, however, open to destruction and collapse 

(Ndlovu, 2018). It follows that coloniality's power structure will continue to exist so long as no major change 

happens or is demanded by anti-systemic movements. According to Ndlovu (2018), the demise of colonialist rule is 
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simply a reactive event amid a prescribed ongoing historic system that provides the foundation for coloniality's 

continued existence. 

On the one hand, one can argue that a prescriptive structure of coloniality thrives on contingent circumstances that 

abhor any form of change. On the other hand, a performative structure of coloniality can be ascribed to the activity 

of a parasite as it assimilates itself to the influences of prescriptive coloniality, thereby becoming susceptible to any 

form of anti-structure (Sahlins, 2013). This indicates that the colonizer still has direct and indirect power over the 

colonized as a result of how the colonial system functions. The aforementioned factors could make coloniality 

resistant to some types of deconstructive change but susceptible to changes that are neither deconstructive nor 

aimed at decolonization (Sahlins, 2013). 

From the above, I argue that the shifting performances of coloniality may pose a challenge for the colonized to 

produce an epistemological system that fully captures their history due to anti-decolonial resistance. Thus, what is 

projected as the history of the colonized is mostly the "dust of history that masquerades as a real history to mislead 

the anti-systemic movements that are after its destruction‘‘ (Ndlovu, 2018:97). This is what accounts for the 

misunderstanding that has to do with the end of colonialism with the advent of coloniality. This means that the 

masqueraded version of history has continued to keep coloniality alive amidst the collapse of colonialism's historical 

structure (Ndlovu, 2018).  

The aforementioned demonstrates how African peoples lack the power or agency to create liberating institutions 

that would allow them to choose their own futures free from colonial exploitation. This is due to the perception of 

colonial people as being incapable of forming rational cognition, which is consistent with the Western superiority 

epistemology. Sometimes the colonized themselves fight against the decolonization or destruction of Western-

centered epistemologies or methodologies. The statement that comes before it stresses the impact of colonialism 

and how it has kept the colonized people stuck and dependent on Western knowledge. 

From the above argument, Ngugi Wa Thiong‘o‘s (2009) argument that coloniality is in  place to keep the African 

subjects in perpetual servitude to the Western world substantiates my initial claim. If the colonized dared to 

exercise their agency, it would ultimately lead to a paradigm shift; this is what the colonizer cannot allow as it would 

mean the end of coloniality. This means that ‗‗the exercise of agency by the colonized African subject can lead to 

his/her freedom, a condition that compromises the life of the parasite‘‘ (Ndlovu, 2018:97). The so-called modernity 

that is, the Western-centered modernity is projected as the matrix of justification for the global parasitic activities in 

the African continent, such as slavery, colonialism, apartheid, and neo-colonialism, among other atrocities that were 
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done to the colonized people. Despite the struggle against the aforementioned ills, coloniality has outlived 

colonialism (Mignolo, 2011; Ndlovu, 2018). Walter Mignolo (2011) describes this as the consequence of the darker 

side of Western modernity. Importantly, then, colonialism has also been able to survive the demise of juridical-

administrative colonialism. What this means is that though the colonial administration has been eradicated from 

independent states, the exploitation and domination live on in coloniality. Ramon Grosfoguel substantiates this 

claim as he writes: 

Although ‗colonialism administrations‘ have been entirely eradicated and the majority of the periphery is 

politically organized into independent states, non-European people are still living under crude European 

exploitation and domination. The old colonial hierarchies of European versus non-Europeans remain in place 

and are entangled with the ‗international division of labour‘ and accumulation of capital on a world scale 

(2007:211). 

Interestingly, colonial administration may have collapsed, but the colonial conditions and the epistemological 

system that plays out as power dynamics, remain. Maldonado-Torres also captures this colonial condition as he 

argues thus: 

Coloniality, instead, refers to long-standing patterns of power that emerged as a result of colonialism, but that 

define culture, labour, intersubjectivity relations, and knowledge production well beyond the strict limits of 

colonial administrations. Thus, coloniality survives colonialism. It is maintained alive in books, in the criteria for 

academic performance, in cultural patterns, in common sense, in the self-image of people, in aspirations of self, 

and so many other aspects of our modern experience. In a way, as modern subjects, we breathe coloniality all 

the time and every day (2007:243). 

Maldonado-Torres‘s argument points to how coloniality invisibly influences all aspects of the colonized modern 

experiences. This is why coloniality has been able to live longer than formal colonialism. The debate concerning the 

nature and impact of colonialism is carried out by both the episodic and epochal schools of thought in African 

history. The episodic school views colonialism as a mere periodic sequence in African history. For the epochal 

school, colonialism is a major event in African history. Their analysis of colonialism shows how colonialism 

culminated in "a revolution of epic propositions‖ because ―[w]hat Africa knows about itself, what different parts of 

Africa know about each other, have been profoundly influenced by the West‖ (Mazrui,1986:12-13).  

The foregoing shows that colonialism is a ‗‗global power structure of multiple colonialisms that are disruptive, de-

civilizing, de-humanizing, exploitative, racist, violent, brutal, covetous and thingfying‖ (Césaire,1972:32). Thus, to 
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unveil the power structure of coloniality, one must carefully capture the various ways in which the colonized have 

lost their socio-cultural, ontological, and imaginative worldviews. All aspects of the colonized people are distorted in 

such a way that their imagination of themselves is also tailored toward that of the colonizer (Césaire, 1972). What is 

even more worrisome is that the colonized functionally participates in sustaining the structure of coloniality within 

which they are victimized (Quijano, 2007). This is referred to as the "colonization of the mind" by Ngugi wa Thiong'o 

in (1986). African scholars are fully aware of how colonial dominance traps the production of knowledge as it has 

to conform to the colonizer's matrix of power. 

Frantz Fanon, Aime Césaire, and Ngugi wa Thiong'o, are philosophers of African descent that demonstrate 

awareness of the need to destroy the colonial mindset that has kept colonized people in servitude.  As discussed in 

the writings of the scholars mentioned above, the value of decolonization exposes the detrimental effects of the 

Western epistemic system in Africa. The aim of more recent decoloniality discourse is system creation that may be 

used to dismantle the colonial system. I shall now conceive the idea of coloniality in gender discourse after defining 

colonialism and coloniality. One must first identify the points at which the issues of gender inequality and race, 

class, and sexuality connect to comprehend the workings of coloniality. In doing so, the systemic logic of gender 

hierarchy can be interrogated using a decolonial lens.  

The idea of gender coloniality was put into words by Maria Lugones. She contends that gender coloniality resides in 

certain power dynamics that affect gender inequality and how gender relations are perceived in contemporary 

African nations. Beyond Lugones' example, I contend that logic is the fundamental element of any power structure. 

The same applies to gender inequality driven by a divisive logic that sustains relational power dynamics as seen in 

gender relations. So, when thinking through Lugones‘ analysis of gender inequality, one can see the interplay of 

coloniality in different aspects of gender relationships. For instance, the logic of colonialism describes how the 

repressive system makes it difficult for women of African heritage to live in freedom, integrity, and wellbeing. 

According to Lugones (2010), the preceding is based on a system of indifference that ignores the power dynamics 

that occur at the level of commonplace gender relations. This indifference can be seen in theories about the 

oppression and emancipation of women as well as in ordinary gender relations. 

One could contend that how gender relations are interpreted in gender discourses is determined by the categorical 

division of race, gender, class, and sexuality. The effect of coloniality on gender in African societies should also be 

examined as part of interrogating the logic of coloniality and the epistemological blindness of other epistemic 

purviews. For instance, if one puts into perspective the violent domination and exploitation of the colonized people 

through colonialism, we can begin to think through its impacts on the epistemic and relational understandings of 
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gender. My argument is that the colonized gender interpretation is seen in the complicit attitude of the so-called 

superior gender (the Western man), who have deliberately failed to acknowledge their collaboration with the logic of 

domination that has continued to sustain gender inequality in Africa. If global domination persists with the 

assumption that no epistemic betrayals occur or need to be acknowledged and decolonized, then theorizing or 

investigating gender disparity would be meaningless. In this study, I will investigate gender coloniality by merging 

two kinds of evaluation that I have not seen sufficiently studied. 

On the one hand, I refer to scholarly work on personhood in relation to gender inequality. Remember that this 

research has also highlighted the idea of intersectionality and exposed the shortcomings in Western feminist 

thought. On the other hand, the logical framework is that of the Ezumezu logical system. This explanation is being 

provided in order to demonstrate how the concept that supports coloniality of power may be understood logically. 

This is because people who determine knowledge also determine its logic, and ultimately they are the ones who 

wield power. In order to conceptualize gender coloniality and consider strategies for overturning the 

modern/colonial gender system, I have combined these two frameworks of study. By doing this, it is possible to 

start exposing and addressing the reasoning behind contemporary gender structures that unfairly divide men and 

women. We shall be able to oppose the colonial/modern gender system's fundamentally harmful effects on gender 

relations if we sketch out the logic that sustains gender opposition in broad brush strokes. So, what I conceptualize 

as coloniality of gender is simply the subjection and abuse of gender relations hinged on the Western lopsided 

logic. Also, my intent is to make visible the crucial disruption of gender relations using the framework of 

complementary personhood. Hence, I provide a way of understanding, re-reading, and conceiving gender relations 

within the African purview. To do this, one must reject the modern/colonial opposed gender binary system by 

employing decolonial and transformative notions of gender relations. 

4.3  What does decoloniality entail for Gender Reconstruction? 

 

In the discussion on coloniality, one would see that the survival of coloniality is sustained through a system of logic 

(Western bivalent logic) that projects Western supremacy as the matrix of civilization and power, while, at the same 

time, subordinating other epistemic formations. Decoloniality, therefore, involves ''halting the unguarded march of 

coloniality—the march that carves societies into fragments and crushes regions into subjection'' (Chimakonam and 

Ogbonnaya, 2021:2). It attempts to roll back cultural and epistemic programs that marginalize and repress the 

intellectual imaginary of the colonized. Decoloniality also focuses on discourses that dismantle the structure of 

coloniality, which determine the epistemological status and the mindsets of the colonized. Decoloniality further 
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carves out a path through which the silenced voices of cultures subjected to colonial entrapment can be 

resuscitated. This means that a logical framework that opposes the skewed logic that supports colonialism might 

authenticate the epistemic relevance of these various civilizations. Since humans interpret power, knowledge, and 

being intellectually, coloniality has intellectual roots (see Grosfoguel, 2007; Quijano, 2000; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2015; 

Seroto, 2018). As a counter, decoloniality seeks to uproot these intellectual stumps that make it difficult for the 

colonized to think critically and creatively following their own cultural epistemic vision. Hence, it is important to 

propose a decolonial system that can overturn the logic of coloniality that grounds gender inequality in Africa and 

beyond. One could argue that coloniality‘s impact would be less effective if there were no physical borders. 

(Ogbonnaya and Chimakonam, 2021:2). Unfortunately, the artificial borders created by colonialists re-enforce 

colonial mindset today and make coloniality potent. Many people in Africa require visas, which are sometimes hard 

to obtain, in order to move across borders in Africa. The same people also require visas to travel to various 

countries in the West.  

Surprisingly, many Westerners do not require visas to traverse their own borders or those of other African 

countries. This means that though coloniality is more of mindset and logic entrapment, the physical borders that 

were in place during colonialism contribute to the continued problem of coloniality in contemporary African 

societies. Take, for example, the systemic dichotomy that is in place between the superior/inferior, 

powerful/powerless, insider/outsider. This was first legitimized as colonial borders but later became ingrained in the 

mindsets of the colonized even in contemporary societies. When we look at these dichotomous hierarchies, one 

would agree that they are lopsided and responsible for the issues of racial and gender inequalities that have 

continued to beset the colonized sense of power, relationality, knowledge, and being.  

Likewise, the idea of decoloniality that could counter the logic of coloniality must employ a deconstructive approach. 

What this means is that the logic of decoloniality must be open-ended in that, it must be open to varied 

perspectives that seek to dismantle Western-preferred bivalent (two-valued) logic that undergirds the notions of 

patriarchy and gender as seen in most Western discussions on patriarchy and gender. This two-valued logic 

portrays reality in a dividing, unbalanced, and dichotomous way in which binary contradiction is sustained in all 

manners of judgments. This means that Western two-valued logic grounds and sustains Western hegemony in 

ways that exclude other epistemic purviews that are not considered logical or fit for the modern human.  The 

bivalent logic first draws a discriminatory line between two genders, and then, second, makes their relationship 

lopsided to indicate superiority/inferiority. This same logic of opposition entrenches and sustains coloniality and its 

manifestation in gender inequality. The intent is to illustrate the importance of resuscitating the epistemology of 
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silenced cultural voices that were abused and entrapped in the system of coloniality. Take, for example, the African 

socio-cultural understanding of gender relations that was misinterpreted in line with colonial logic as binary and 

lopsided opposites. This will be re-interrogated through the lens of African logic, which is trivalent and fosters 

complementarity of opposites. This means that the logic that undergirds the African understanding of gender 

relations will be disclosed to problematize the Western construction of patriarchy and gender.   

In making sense of African logic pertaining to decoloniality, one must first understand the disconnection between 

the African modes of being as relational and the Western projection of being as dichotomous. One may as well be 

tempted to ask if logic is not universal, given that it guides human reasoning. Given that the colonized have been 

schooled in a system running on Western-preferred two-valued logic that presents reality as lopsided opposites and 

the valuation of statements as either true or false, which can apply anywhere in the world, the temptation is strong 

to assume that the universality of two-valued logic equates to absolutism. ‗‗A logic is universal if it applies to all 

cultures, but it is absolute if it applies to all cultures, topics, and contexts without exception and limitation‘‘ 

(Chimakonam, 2019:47-50). Chimakonam goes on to argue that there is no absolute logic, otherwise, diversity 

would be incomprehensible. This argument is based on the idea that no system of reasoning that is universally 

applicable can describe reality from various cultural contexts without constraints. African logic that is the Ezumezu 

is believed to have higher expressive power, but it is surely not absolute to axiomatize assertions in all socio-

cultural circumstances (Chimakonam, 2019). According to Chimakonam, all logics are context-dependent and 

requires a relaxation of laws of thought (see Chimakonam, 2019:40). The aforementioned remark points to the 

traditional laws of thought that support Western two-valued logic should not be employed as the standard for 

evaluating all assertions in all socio-cultural contexts and at all times. It is evident from this that it would be 

erroneous to maintain the absolutism that the Western two-valued logic assumes. 

The civilizing mission in Africa was to sell the bivalent logic to the colonized as the only logic to perpetually control 

the minds of the colonized. The universalization of Western logic was not an epistemological coincidence. 

Decolonial scholars like Chimakonam and Ogbonnaya (2021) argue that the Western bivalent logic was a well-

thought-out epistemic system that was instituted in modernity for the advantage of one culture and race. Thus, the 

concept of complementary personhood that was introduced in Chapter 2 and further emphasized in Chapter 5 

should lead to a reawakening of African epistemology in order to challenge the Western conception of personhood 

that is unbalanced and the metaphysics that upholds gender hierarchy. This is why an African culture-inspired 

logical paradigm is needed to overturn the Western logical system that has continued to sustain the system of 

logical/binary opposition in the way reality, as well as gender relations, are conceived. In employing the Ezumezu 
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logical system, which is trivalent, one would see a path to counter the logic of opposition that undergirds coloniality. 

As the Chapter goes on, I will  give a succinct discussion of Ezumezu logic. It is necessary to note that in order to 

distinguish one philosophical tradition from another, a people's ontological context and logic are two essential 

considerations that must not be disregarded. Likewise, one can infer that this logic of Western supremacy was used 

to dethrone, silence, and subordinate other world-views using the so-called Western modernity. To overcome the 

entrapment of Western modernity, only decolonial strategies that speak to the context of the African people would 

suffice. These decolonial methods will  serve as the prisms through which the background logic and interpretation 

of ideas like gender and gender relations might be comprehended from an African context. 

The aforementioned justifies my usage of the Ezumezu logical framework as a decolonial method to dismantle 

coloniality, which justifies the abuse of gender notions and gender relations in colonized African societies. Some 

gender scholars grapple with the coloniality of gender. According to Lugones, the colonial fragmentation of 

epistemic agents is the primary cause of the gender disparity problem. Similarly, coloniality as a system is what 

continuously traps and fragments epistemic agents. This is why colonialism survives through limitations, 

marginalization, discrimination, and injustice in various ways (Chimakonam and Ogbonnaya, 2021). The bivalent 

logic depicts reality and judgments in a lopsided way due to its conventional laws of cognition, such as 

contradiction, excluded-middle, and identity. In it, binary opposition is established as a structure in which opposites 

are presented as superior and inferior sides. The Ezumezu system is trivalent. This means that it has three values, 

with the third being in the middle. It also has three laws obtained by weakening the three traditional laws. In it, 

identity is weakened to obtain njikọka; contradiction is weakened to obtain nmekọka and excluded-middle is 

weakened to obtain ọnọna-etiti. Ọnona-etiti, for example, can be translated as included-middle, and by the third 

value, ―includes what the traditional law of excluded-middle excludes‖ (Chimakonam, 2019). In this way, Ezumezu, 

by its character of trivalence, promotes complementation of opposites rather than contradiction of opposites. In line 

with the humanistic bent of the African worldview, this means that seemingly incongruent factors might complement 

rather than absolutely contradict each other. In variance to the two-valued Aristotelian Western system, which is a 

logic of binary-contradiction, the principles Ezumezu logic of binary-complementarity. Through the lense of these 

two logical systems, gender relations and other related notions cannot be understood in the same way.  

In the system of Ezumezu logic, one important tool of reasoning that guards against epistemic absolutism is the 

'conversational curve‘ (Chimakonam and Ogbonnaya, 2021). The conversational curve is what guides the relational 

process of epistemic variables or realities from the contextual mode toward the center of complementation 

(Chimakonam and Ogbonnaya, 2021). The contextual mode is where individual epistemic identities are recognized 
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as unique in themselves. However, the uniqueness of individual identities cannot be harnessed without 

complementation. This means that complementarity is a necessary part of human relations that should not be 

overlooked.  This is why, the system of complementary engagement abhors all forms of self-absolutism, even 

though the individual realities are necessary for us to make sense of complementary relationships. So, the 

complementary process of the different epistemic agents necessarily begins with instances of disjunctive and 

conjunctive motions, respectively. In sum, the contextual mode shows that there is a process of self-actualization 

that is distinct from the process of complementation that is necessary for these epistemic agents. In a nutshell, the 

motions involved in any conversational encounter do not foreclose individual identities or silence the voices of 

varied individuals. As a result, when epistemic agents complement one another, they are said to act in a 

complementary mode; when they self-authenticate, they act in a contextual mode (Chimakonam & Ogbonnaya, 

2021). 

In Chapter 2, I showed that  Ezumezu logical system in which the intermediate value is a truth-glut rather than a 

truth gap provides the type of logical inference that supports a complementary connection. Ezumezu logic contains 

the preceding logical inference system (Chimakonam 2019). The logical implications of Asouzu's Complementary 

logic (2005) and  Chris Ijiomah's Harmonious monism (2006) are comparable. These logic systems are multivalued, 

created in Africa, and inspired by African culture. This means that a logical framework that reads seemingly 

incompatible variables as subcontraries rather than as contradictions might account for the possibility of 

complementarity in relationships between variables. If one begins to apply the logical system of Ezumezu as a 

decolonial strategy, what would this logical understanding add to the way gender and gender relations are 

understood? 

It is essential to call attention to the epistemological distinction that supports gender distinctions in Western and  

African systems of logic in order to deduce what decolonial gender relations would imply. It is the case that most 

literature that discusses what gender and gender relations entail in Africa points to the African indigenous socio-

cultural context to capture the African mood of knowing. The African socio-cultural context can sometimes become 

oversimplified as it may not fully capture what the African mode of perception or knowledge may entail. The 

preceding is what accounts for the necessity of methodology in the African system of thought. Accordingly, 

Chimakonam and Ogbonnaya, (2021) argue that the talk on methodology cannot be conceived in isolation. What 

this means is that the idea of methodology necessarily exists within the matrix of a people‘s socio-cultural contexts 

or a background logic (Chimakonam and Ogbonnaya, 2021). This is why people‘s system of thought can best be 

framed from their socio-cultural reality that portrays their logic, ontology, methods, and doctrine. While logic and 
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ontology are said to be foundational in a people‘s mode of thinking, in that while logic deals with the laws of 

reasoning and ontology deals with the realities involved in the reasoning processes, methods become different 

ways of applying the laws of reasoning embedded in a logic. It is argued that despite the flexibility of a people‘s 

method, the backbone of that method remains its logic; as it is what determines the thinking pattern that governs 

that system (Chimakonam & Ogbonnaya, 2021). This is why what distinguishes the Western or African patterns of 

thinking is in ‗‗the logic and methods that undergird and drive their inquiries‘‘ (Chimakonam & Ogbonnaya, 2021:4). 

Although a method may offer a way of viewing or comprehending reality, logic determines whether or not a method 

is applicable (Chimakonam & Ogbonnaya, 2021:4). The place of logic in determining what we know or perceive is 

what I have identified as a concern that ought to be taken seriously in any gender decolonial project. Thus, when 

gender and gender roles are considered in light of the Ezumezu complementary logic, a non-binary and non-

oppositional outcome becomes possible. 

Despite the significant progress that women activists and writers have made, there is still the need for an 

epistemological shift that is geared towards dismantling the logic that undergirds the coloniality of gender and 

gender relations in African societies. Colonized people‘s understanding of reality has been distorted in ways that 

sustain the colonizer‘s logic or thinking pattern. My argument is that the primary concern of Afro-feminists should be 

to dismantle the structure of coloniality that has continued to feature in the ways gender and gender roles are 

conceived in everyday encounters. The preceding also accounts for how patriarchy, gender, and gender relations 

are understood, interpreted, and questioned in feminist discourses.  My concern is to navigate through the seeming 

possibility that the colonized, could or would begin to unthink, rethink, unlearn, relearn and reinterpret the meaning 

of terms like patriarchy, gender, and relationships between genders that contradict colonial logic. 

This concern is not just important to Afro-feminist discourses but also draws our attention to the deep-seated 

implications that are often overlooked when discussing the issues of patriarchy, gender, and even gender roles 

even by some African scholars. This is the influence of colonial logic in gender discourses. The interrogation of 

these concepts viz-a-viz the contextual and relational understanding of what gender and gender roles represent 

within the context of Africa; would become the springboard wherein we can interrogate the problem of gender 

inequality that besets contemporary African societies. So far, I have identified that the problem of gender inequality 

is yet to be addressed using African logic. One can argue that decolonization is not new as it has been debated 

among decolonization advocates and institutions of higher learning. Despite the debate on decolonization, not so 

much has been done in the area of decolonizing the logic that undergirds gender opposition as well as gender 
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inequality. When prescribing an Afro-centric decolonial strategy, the crux of interrogation must be employing a logic 

system that draws its ideas from the African worldview concerning the said problem.  

The preceding would then become the epistemological lens wherein the structures of Western intellectual tradition 

can be unveiled and dislodged from the African epistemological perspective. This is not to say the significance of 

other positive Western epistemic contributions will be overlooked. Earlier in the Chapter, I mentioned that a 

people's background logic determines and controls their thinking patterns or reasoning. So, if a system is built to 

segregate or fragment others, such a system must be rejected. What it means to decolonize the logic of Western 

hegemony would be to reject the logic of opposition by demonstrating how such a system invalidates the epistemic 

viability of other epistemic fronts. Rozena Maart's phenomenological elucidation of colonization of gender is a good 

example. According to Maart (2015), understanding the significance of one's autonomy as a step towards freedom 

is to be conscious of the colonization of one's reasoning. According to Maart, "movements that started with a shift in 

thinking and a commitment to challenge how learning and knowledge are produced is important (2015:70).  

So, it is imperative to state that decoloniality must ultimately begin with a shift in thinking; a shift in this sense would 

mean interrogating the underlying logic that grounds how subjects are situated within a system. In light of the 

preceding claim, the system to be interrogated is the logic of coloniality and gender inequality. Maart situates her 

idea of deconstruction as an epistemological shift that primarily centres on the agency of the subject. What this 

implies is that ‗‗although the subject is always at the centre of the deconstruction of colonialism, the deconstruction 

of philosophy does not always permit the subject to be the center of deconstruction‘‘ (2015:70). In other words, the 

system of philosophy cannot allow the deconstruction of subjects as it is hinged on the logic of coloniality. One can 

argue that amidst the complexities of understanding what the process of decoloniality may require, we can begin to 

examine how the logic of colonialism is used to sustain coloniality. This same requirement is necessary to 

undertake the process of decolonizing the system of coloniality in the narrative on gender and gender inequality, 

respectively, within the context of African philosophy.  

Maart‘s argument explains the process of decolonizing as one that would go through  examining how we engage 

with one another, how that relationship is layered in time, sealed in historical events, interwoven with each day as 

the struggle for Empire is carried out, and the process of unpeeling the history of each subject in a genealogical 

fashion (2015:70).To begin the process of decoloniality, one must start by unveiling and detaching the African 

subject from the series of historical events that have contributed to the continued problem of domination, 

suppression, repression and what counts as knowledge in Africa. To enact an epistemological paradigm that can 

expose the contradictory logic of coloniality as it pertains to gender inequality, gender decoloniality becomes the 



   99 

lens through which we can begin to interrogate the concept of patriarchy that I have identified in the theorizing of 

Western feminism.  

I propose that the logic that undergirds Western-conceptualized notions of patriarchy and gender be decolonized. 

This suggests that decoloniality would become an essential tool to dismantle coloniality. According to Rozena 

Maart (2015), the word colonize, which roughly translates in Zulu as „ikoloni‟ has continued to exist because its 

decolonial paradigm is yet to be named. Until there is decoloniality, the presence of colonial logic presupposes the 

perpetrator continues to watch or be a conscious or a non-conscious participant in the reality of the colonized. The 

desire to deconstruct the Western system of reality in Africa presupposes that Africans are becoming aware of the 

invisible entrapment of coloniality (Maart, 2015).  

To overturn the colonial gaze from within the African purview of knowing, one must first reshape one‘s thinking. As 

stated earlier, a people‘s thinking is what determines the method and orientation that guides their thought process. 

Consequently, to liberate is to eliminate the method, and  practices that beheaded Africa, left it with a body, and 

bereft of its head and  consciousness (Maart, 2015:75). The need to free the African mindset of the entrapment of 

coloniality has necessitated varied arguments and strategies by decolonial scholars over time. To address gender 

inequality is to propose decolonial strategies that would address the lopsided logic that encourages gender 

inequality. To make sense of gender equality, there must be a transformed understanding of gender itself. 

Chimakonam and Agu (2013), in their analysis of ‗Epistemology of Womanhood,‘ believe women‘s perception of 

themselves needs to be transformed too, in the fight to achieve gender equality. Here, the pattern of thought that 

characterizes women‘s self-awareness concerning their supposed weakness is what permeates the psychology of 

women‘s actions, desires, expressions, and decisions. Nevertheless, one cannot overlook feminist psychology that 

discusses the socio-cultural appurtenances of a people that validate the treatment of women as the inferior sex, 

which exacerbates the way women perceive themselves. I argue that these socio-cultural appurtenances can be 

likened to the male mindset. To infer that there is a female mindset, presupposes a male mindset that is not 

addressed.   

The preceding claim is what should account for the psychology that affects the mindset of women (Horney, 

1967:23). According to Horney, "feminist discourse must focus attention on transcending the female mindset, which 

prevents them from fully expressing their abilities." (Horney 1967:13–44).This presupposes that a shift in mindset or 

the female mindset must be abandoned to engender gender equality (Chimakonam and Agu, 2013). The question 

would then be: what is the female mindset? There would be no female mindset regarding being inferior or weak if 

society did not operate under a male-centred lopsided logic. In this regard, a decolonial approach would be 
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appropriate to address the psychological concerns of gender inequality. A decolonial approach should be geared 

toward exposing a deterministic logic that underlies coloniality and replacing it with a complementary one. It 

purveys a method for dismantling  Western hegemony that lies at the root of gender hierarchy. This system of logic 

identified as the Ezumezu logic upholds binary-complementarity rather than binary-contradiction. I will demonstrate 

in the next Chapter the significance and viability of employing Ezumezu logic as the basis of decoloniality to 

address the challenge of gender inequality.   

4.4  Conclusion. 

 

This chapter discussed the goal of unveiling the importance of decoloniality for gender discourses. Though scholars 

may have discussed different strategies of decolonization, none to the best of my knowledge, has rigorously taken 

up the methodological and logical challenges of unravelling the basic principles that define gender inequality from a 

decolonial perspective. This is why the problem of gender inequality is an important aspect of decolonial gender 

discourse in African philosophy. This Chapter clarifies the areas in the structure of coloniality that needs 

reconstruction, especially from the perspective of logic. The next chapter discusses the importance of 

complementary personhood and the Ezumezu logic in understanding gender relations in the context of Africa. 
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Chapter 5: 

Complementary personhood and Gender: An Interrogation within African Philosophy. 

 

5.1  Introduction. 

 

An Afro-communitarian account of personhood that recognizes the importance of complementarity as a 

fundamental aspect of human life was discussed as a framework to  explain complementary relationships. In order 

to challenge the gender-based assumptions that support gender inequality, personhood is conceptualized as a 

complementary experience.  This Chapter examines the reasoning behind the concept of complementary 

personhood, a theory that can explain gender complementation. I believe patriarchy and gender, as conceived in 

Western feminist theory, cannot be the same in other cultural contexts. To develop an African-centered perspective 

on the relationship between genders against the backdrop of hierarchical or polarizing notions that underpin the 

majority of Western analyses of the ideas of gender and patriarchy, this chapter uses complementary personhood 

as a lens. 

I will employ the Ezumezu system of logic to lay forth an explanation of gender within the context of complementary 

personhood in the aforementioned. I give a general summary of what complementary personhood means in order 

to accomplish the goal of this Chapter. The previous explanation is the first step in comprehending the Afro-centric 

perspective on gender relationships. Finally, I will use the Ezumezu system of logic as the foundation to draw out 

an Afrocentric triangle of gender relations. 

5.2  What is Complementary Personhood? 

 

As I mentioned in Chapter 2, despite the various accounts or current discussions of Afro-communitarian 

personhood, it is clear that the majority of scholars agree on some essential characteristics of such accounts or 

discussions as the basis to make sense of personhood, whether metaphysical or normative. This explanation of the 

accounts of Afro-communitarian personhood aims to explain why my research challenge is best served by a certain 

conception of personhood (that is, complementary personhood). I outlined some core components that feature 

when we discuss personhood in African thought. These research yielded the idea of interconnection-towards-

wholeness (Krog, 2008) as the conceptual framework that best describes the intrinsic mutual dependency and 

connectedness that originate from African communal and relational conceptions of personhood. The preceding 
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sentence may also be interpreted to relate to a person's awareness of belonging as well as the way she becomes a 

member of an African community through social relations. 

In addition, I refer to  Asouzu's complementary theory, particularly his integration principle, which claims that 

"anything that exists serves a missing link of reality" (2005:438). Considering complementary harmony as the 

foundation for human existence, it is possible to understand this principle as one that speaks to human relatedness.  

Accordingly, characteristics including mutual dependency, complementary relationships, and mutual coexistence 

are fundamental to complementary reflection. The deconstruction of the dichotomous logic that supports Western 

gender construction as a societal or global phenomenon will be directly relevant to these characteristics, shaping 

our understanding of gender relations. 

Asouzu stated four principles that are directly related to the previously stated comprehension. The 'principle of 

integration' is the first, as was already mentioned. "[A]ll human actions are geared towards the joy of being," 

according to the second principle, known as the "principle of progressive transformation." The 'imperative of 

Ibuanyidanda' philosophy is the third. Allow the restrictions of being to be the source of your delight. The 'truth and 

authenticity criterion' is the fourth and asserts that one should "never elevate any world immanent missing link to an 

absolute instance" (Asouzu, 2005:273-316; 2011:105). 

The aforementioned ideas must first be comprehended in order for us to comprehend what Asouzu's Ibuanyidanda 

philosophy involves.  According to the idea of integration, everything is a part of a network, and every single item in 

that network is important to its proper operation. According to the progressive transformation concept, every action 

taken by a person has a purpose, and that purpose should be to positively meet the needs of others. Aiming to give 

life significance should be the goal of these actions. For this reason, "all actions that are meaningful and right are 

the ones that lead to the joy of all who are affected by the actions" (Chimakonam and Ogbonnaya, 2021:97). The 

Ibuanyidanda imperative speaks to human self-insufficiencies. No human is self-sufficient. This means that all 

humans are limited in one way or another. However, this limitation should not affect people negatively because it is 

a fact of existence. Another useful deduction one can draw from the Ibuanyidanda imperative is that human 

happiness is derived when one recognises and appreciates that human limitations provide opportunities for human 

mutual dependence. The truth and authenticity criterion demonstrates that it's possible for people to prioritize their 

own interests above those of others. The potential for absolutism is what necessitates a complementing reflective 

mindset. Complementarity as a way of thinking prevents one from absolutizing a gap. The possibility for absolutism 

is what calls for the attitude of complementary reflection. The mindset of complementarity guards against 

absolutizing a missing link.  
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As a result, comprehending and applying the aforementioned principles for gender relations would demonstrate 

that: (1) both gender-conforming and non-gender-conforming people are crucial missing pieces of reality without 

which gender relations would be insufficient. To understand complementary personhood, it is necessary to 

recognize various human identities. This interpretation demonstrates this. (2) The inability to live in harmony with 

others means the rejection of one's own life in the end, as mutual coexistence promotes gender complementarity. 

(3) By realizing the need for reciprocal reliance, human insufficiency, and the process of complementarity between 

genders, dichotomous hierarchies are relieved of their load. There is no superior/inferior dichotomy in a gender 

relationship that is progressive. In other words, treating everyone equally should be a fundamental value. I contend 

that complementarity is a reflective activity that permits the mind to look beyond its dogmatic borders when these 

principles are consciously applied to gender inequity. 

To develop a complete and thorough awareness of human differences and experiences, complementary reflection 

acknowledges personal limits and encourages an open-minded approach to studying reality (Asouzu, 2005). With 

this view, complementarity should be required to create equal gender relations because of the shared awareness of 

all genders' inadequacy. As a result, without making any formal generalizations, the complementarity concept I use 

is meant to be a useful tool for removing gender opposition from the discussion of human existence or personhood. 

The key characteristics of Asouzu's concept of complementary reflection must also not be overlooked while 

understanding the concept of complementary personhood. But as the Chapter goes on, I'll demonstrate how the 

concept of complementary reflection is further developed in Ezumezu's logical framework. 

I contend that the Ezumezu system of logic, which emphasizes complementary relations, can provide the 

foundation for complementary personhood. This implies that the fundamental qualities of complementary 

personhood can serve as the framework for understanding how individual identities are formed. The ibuanyidanda 

philosophy of Asouzu was not developed, as or referred to as an account of personhood, which is a key distinction 

to make. But I contend that the notion of complementary human relations, which forms the basis of complementary 

reflection, is comparable to the principles that underpin communitarian personhood in African thinking. 

A critical interpretation of ibuanyidanda philosophy offers an understanding that best reflects the fundamental 

characteristics of personhood and may explain the objections to other accounts of personhood. I argue that it is 

possible to understand the values of personhood through complementary reflection. One can determine the 

fundamental elements of human relatedness that logically follow from theories like Asouzu's complementary theory. 

The notion of personhood as complementary is supported by human beings' ontological constitutiveness. First, I 

use the ibuanyidanda school of thought to call attention to the disastrous effects of binary construction in 
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interpersonal relationships and how it affects all types of interpersonal relationships. Nevertheless, complementary 

personhood examines the issue of binary construction by demonstrating the variety of human diversity to 

complementarily harness human differences. 

Complementarity defies constructive binaries because it emphasizes humaness as the basic feature of 

personhood. Recall that I explained that Asouzu's approach views human diversity not as a hindrance but as a 

motivation for mutual cooperation in comprehending our personhood. In essence, Asouzu's ibuanyidanda 

philosophy looks to use individual diversity to promote human happiness (Asouzu, 2011). Thus, the concept of 

human flourishing will always be ruled out if the importance of complementarity is not acknowledged. 

I stated earlier in the chapter that subjectivity, limitation, and insufficiency are necessary aspects of every person 

that are best understood when viewed through the prism of complementary reflection. As a result of the desire to 

self-absolutize, all types of exclusive thinking are dispelled through utilizing individual subjectivities as an avenue 

for interconnectedness. Complementary personhood enables the individual to actively identify others as 

complements and the self as insufficient in order to get above the restriction of self-absolutizing. Asouzu refers to 

this kind of instruction as "noetic propaedeutic." The concept of noetic propaedeutic is crucial to ibuanyidanda 

philosophy. According to Asouzu (2011), "It is a process where the mind is educated to see beyond its small 

enclave‘‘ (Asouzu, 2011:.26). A non-conciliatory, egotistical, polarizing, and discriminatory worldview that has been 

developed through certain forms of social relations. Therefore, reflecting on our humanity opens the mind to honest, 

thorough, and totalizing communication and makes it responsive to others. 

This way of thinking supports the concept of complementary personhood that is put forth in Chapter 2. Individuals 

are better equipped to comprehend the significance of mutual coexistence when they intentionally participate in 

complementary thought. The majority of African societies view gender in a flexible way; there is no binary 

opposition between the sexes (Acholonu, 1995; Oyewumi, 1997). This is why complementary personhood's key 

characteristics, such as mutual dependency, interaction, partnership, and coexistence, can be used to get around 

the antagonistic logic that underpins modern gender relations. I contend that the baggage of colonialism, which has 

affected the African view of socio-cultural interactions, is the source of the division we experience in understanding  

gender inequality. 

Discussions of gender and patriarchy are inextricably linked in Western feminist literature. This is because gender 

constructs and gender inequalities are believed to be supported by patriarchy. The concept of gender that I discuss 

in this Chapter, on the other hand, rejects the Western linguistic perspective that the majority of Western feminists 
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use. This is not to imply that Western feminists were incorrect in questioning the notions of gender and patriarchy. 

The problem is that gender and patriarchy have been so universalized that further examination of these ideas in 

various cultural contexts is no longer possible. 

If the principles of complementary personhood are used to evaluate the concepts of gender and patriarchy, it 

becomes clear that in the African socio-cultural setting, understanding of gender relations is not defined in the same 

manner. Some academics have called into doubt the inflexible thinking that dominates Western metaphysics and 

philosophical discourse on gender. For instance, Jacques Derrida critiques the stagnant and monotonous thought 

pattern in Western metaphysics using the deconstructionist lens. Derrida (1997) describes deconstruction as 

having "two phases:" positions and distribution. Derrida's idea of deconstruction is based on Platonism, which 

maintains that reality is ordered in terms of opposites (different entities or formations) and that these opposites are 

structured with one side of the oppositional being more valued than the other (Derrida, 1997). 

As a result, Derrida seeks to disprove Platonism by flipping the framework upon which oppositional perception and 

meaning are based. To comprehend how I utilize Derrida's term of deconstruction, I will focus on one specific 

notion of opposition, namely, a binary dichotomy, which creates bifurcation in notions such as patriarchy, gender, 

and gender roles, eventually leading to gender inequality to clarify how I apply Derrida's term of deconstruction. 

Derrida's concept of deconstruction illustrates how the Platonic idea of substance and appearance produces an 

antagonistic reality. By highlighting the value of appearance as being more valuable than essence, Derrida provides 

this perspective on reality in his work on deconstruction. The question is, how? By demonstrating the essential 

nature of both essence and appearance, it was possible to metaphysically separate essence from appearance on 

the premise of inverting the essence-appearance hierarchy. The division of substance and form, and the ordered 

splits of substance and form, may thus be assigned to the Western metaphysical tradition. This is the first phase of 

deconstruction, according to Derrida. The redefining of opposition and hierarchy itself is Derrida's second "phase" 

of deconstruction (Derrida, 1997:41–42). 

Derrida sought to deconstruct the notion of opposition and hierarchy that bifurcates reality into unequal fragments in 

Western metaphysics. The preceding draws our attention to the very foundation of European modernity that 

influences the meaning and interpretation of concepts like patriarchy, gender and gender roles within the Western 

metaphysical tradition. This illustration is relevant as it would open new vistas for interrogating the logic of 

European modernity and its influence on the afore-mentioned concepts. Derrida‘s second deconstruction phase is 

based on what he calls the infinitesimal difference. According to Derrida, infinitesimal difference should not be 
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conceived as necessarily dualistic but ‗undecidable‘. This means that one cannot perceive difference per se, as it is 

virtually unnoticeable in everyday common experience (Derrida, 1967). According to Derrida, what is understood as 

presence in Western metaphysics is, in fact, a part of what constitutes the notion of difference. Consequently, our 

experience of the difference is what consists of the presence; the presence is comprehended to have been 

"contaminated" by the past and the future. By elevating presence over absence, as shown in the idea of difference, 

the idea of difference, which forms the basis of Western metaphysics, flourishes. When reality is dichotomized into 

binary oppositions, the concept of difference is utilized as justification. To undo this Western hegemonic notion of 

difference, Derrida redefined the notion of ‗difference‘ as ‗différance‘. Différance, Derrida explains, would overturn 

the dichotomous hierarchies of Western metaphysics. As a result, the word "différance" can be used in a way that 

contradicts the Western philosophical tradition rather than in opposition. Derrida's definition of deconstruction refers 

to the elaboration or reinterpretation of terminology in Western philosophical debates. His concept of deconstruction 

is interpreted within the socio-political consideration of justice. 

Dismantling historical ideas or motifs is the goal of deconstruction in these two circumstances. The Western 

conception of patriarchal gender and gender roles may be inferred to follow the dichotomous logic of Western 

tradition. It would be incorrect to attempt to understand other intellectual traditions, particularly those of Africa, using 

the reasoning that supports Western tradition. The circumstances in which terms like patriarchy, gender, and 

gender roles are used and how they are used may not follow Western logic. 

Maria Lugones shares Derrida's perspective to some extent. In Lugones' opinion, the Eurocentric understanding of 

modernity categorizes the universe ontologically into discrete, homogeneous, and atomic categories (2010:742). 

According to her (Lugones, 2010), contemporary women of African heritage criticize Western feminist universalism 

through the Western division of reality. In the words of Lugones, "if woman and black are terms for homogeneous, 

atomic, separable categories, then their intersection shows us the absence of African women rather than their 

presence" (2010:742). 

Considering that it calls our attention to the same problem Derrida articulated in Western Metaphysics, it is easy to 

understand how Lugones' argument is motivated by Derrida's metaphysics of presence. The claim that comes 

before us also highlights the issue of logic. This implies that the Western philosophical tradition is based on a logic-

based system that detests non-Western epistemologies. For this reason, the categorical logic system of the West 

excludes the experience of other cultural blocs, especially that of Africa. 
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The claim made by Lugones that the present colonial gender system is the locus of an oppressive logic that 

establishes inequalities in gender relations supports the foregoing. Derrida refers to the binary opposition as the 

hierarchical dichotomy in giving conceptions meaning. In modernist, colonialist, capitalist notions of race, gender, 

and sexuality, the concept of binary opposition is based on an oppositional logic (Lugones, 2010). This line of 

reasoning supports Western dominance, hierarchy, and a contemporary view of gender relations. Lugones believes 

her decolonial approach to gender must be viewed as non-modern. She refers to non-modern as the absence of a 

framework based on a dichotomous hierarchy. It is critical to note that when Lugones uses the phrase "non-

modern," she does not necessarily mean that her thoughts are pre-modern. 

 As the primary dichotomy of colonial modernity, Lugones describes the coloniality of gender as "a hierarchical 

dichotomous distinction between human and non-human were imposed on the colonized in the service of the 

Western man" (2010:173). In addition to this imposition, there were gender-specific hierarchical inequities. This 

gender distinction became the practice of European civilization (Lugones, 2010). As a result, Western men and 

women became civilized. This is because colonized peoples are regarded as wildly erotic and were classified as 

non-human under the categories of humans and civilization (Lugones, 2010). The Western standard of a 

modern man is an agent equipped with the capacity for civic involvement, advanced, heterosexual, Christian and 

rational. The history of relationships, particularly personal ones, was woven with dichotomous hierarchies by the 

colonial modern man (Lugones, 2010).   

This chapter explores how gender may be reconceptualized, moving away from the colonial notion of dichotomous 

hierarchies. I shall first demonstrate how difference is perceived from a colonial perspective. After that, I will talk 

about the conflicts brought on by the forceful implantation of the contemporary colonial gender system. Additionally, 

I will demonstrate how the utilization of sexual difference caused gender tension in assigning value or devaluing 

gender roles within an imposed hierarchy. I will use the Ezumezu logic to provide a clear explanation of what this 

gender tension is.   

The concept of male supremacy, which serves as the foundation for how gender and gender roles are conceived 

and understood within the Western framework, should not be overlooked.  The way gender interpretation has been 

perverted in modern African societies makes the aforementioned claim clear. The colonial readings and 

understandings of gender are also the basis for what accounts for the inseparability of sex and gender that 

characterizes previous Western feminist analyses (Lugones, 2010). The concept that gender constructs sex has, 

however, been supported by more recent studies. But it was stated that sex grounded gender in the previous 

iteration. Wherever there is sex, there is gender, and the opposite is true (Marecek et al. 2004; Lugones, 2010; 
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Mikkola, 2019). Nevertheless, if Lugones is accurate regarding the coloniality of gender at the center of 

dichotomous hierarchy, we could contend that sex has been consumed by gender and hence cannot exist 

independently. Gender, in other words, acts as a cover for exploiting biological disparities. As a result, decoloniality 

is critical in addressing gender-related injustices.  

The 'blackness' of Africans excludes them from participation in the sex/gender anatomical schema that 

distinguishes and other humans, according to Lugones' reasoning above. But historically, it has been believed that 

to identify as "black" is to be a non-human. The distinctions that outlined Western gender categories have evolved 

into the defense that supports the interpretation of gender as a component of human traits (Irigaray, 1993; 

Lugones, 2010). The colonized were not only labeled as non-humans but were also perceived as sexually 

unbalanced. The statement seems to be an excellent starting point for reexamining the historical context, 

significance, and impact of the relationship between blackness and gender, as well as how that relationship affects 

gender inequality.    

According to Lugones (2010), the colonial "civilizing mission" consisted of exploitation, conquest, and possession of 

the bodies of individuals through inconceivable sexual assault violation, control of procreation, and deliberate 

tyranny (Lugones, 2010:745). Because the indigenous people of Africa were not considered to be human, "the 

colonial goal was not to turn the colonized into humans‘‘ (Lugones, 2010:745). Since one must first be a human in 

order to strive to be a man or woman, it may be said that the transformation of the colonized into men and women 

is a colonial paradox. The concept of manness or womanness must be evaluated in light of the colonial mission. 

In order to exploit the colonized, they were turned into men and women, that is, a dichotomous classification that 

aligns with Western logic. This dichotomous understanding of men and women became the basis for valuing and 

devaluing gender roles. With the devaluing of the roles of women comes gender inequality, that is, the civilizing 

mission‘s justifications for abuse. Besides introducing gender inequality using its lopsided logic, ―Christianity and 

the place of confession were introduced by the colonial master as a mechanism to further dehumanize women‖ 

(Lugones, 2010:746). Take, for example, ―the Manichean divisions of good and evil serves to imprint women‘s 

sexuality as evil, as colonized females were understood in relation to Satan, sometimes as mounted by Satan‖ 

(Lugones, 2010:746).  

The preceding justification is deduced as one of the factors contributing to the colonized peoples' absorption and 

forgetting of their "senses of self, of intersubjective relation, of their relation to the spirit world, to land, to the very 

fabric of their conception of reality, identity, social, ecological, and cosmological organization" (Lugones, 2010:746).  
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Additionally, the assertion is that Christianity served as a potent tool in colonial expansionist endeavors (Lugones 

2010; Sesanti 2016). In Africa, Christianity develops into a deliberate colonial strategy to eradicate colonized 

knowledge of "community, ecological practices, knowledge of planting, knowledge of weaving, knowledge of the 

cosmos, and not only on changing and controlling reproductive and sexual practices" (Lugones, 2010:746). One 

may now start to understand how colonialism  introduced  the modern instrumental idea of gender 

misrepresentations and its effects on the material state of African women represented in gender disparity in current 

African socio-cultural relations. As a result of the coloniality of gender, 'colonized women' are not even classified, 

says Lugones, because they were not even acknowledged as beings, let alone as women. This implies that "no 

women are colonized and no colonized females are women because the colonial answer to the existence of 

colonized women is always no" (2010: 746). We must study the coloniality of gender to understand the historical 

nature of ontology and how humans are categorized and oppressed we should consider the coloniality of gender.   

The coloniality of gender, which persists in modern African societies in contrast to colonialism, contributes to the 

injustices suffered by women in present-day Africa. The coloniality of gender is based on the logic of divisive 

gender relation. It is recognized as being a product of Western colonial thinking, which divides reality into 

hierarchies. The systems of gender imbalance and subordination of women are maintained through the 

aforementioned. 

In light of the colonial language interpretations that underlie Western categorical logic, I propose a critical 

reevaluation of patriarchy, gender, and gender roles. The recommendation is to look for a non-colonial 

reconstruction of patriarchy and gender from the indigenous communal system of Africa. In other words, the notions 

of "gender" and "patriarchy" as they are understood in Western interpretation need to be reexamined because they 

contradict African logic and perceptions of the terms. What needs to be done is to question how patriarchy and 

gender are constructed in the West using an African logical and ontological frameworks.   

5.3  An Afro-centric Deconstruction and Reinterpretation of the Concept of Gender – Towards the 

Demise of Patriarchy. 

 

In this section, the goal is to show how the interrogation of the concept of gender would unveil and lead to the 

demise of patriarchy that elevates the Western purview on gender over and above those of other socio-cultural 

contexts. To go beyond the Western oppositional classification of gender categories, gender, in my opinion, should 

be viewed as a complementing distinction between the sexes that defies Western oppositional justification. For 

instance, if we use Lugones' analysis of the coloniality of gender to challenge sociologists' and anthropologists' 
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interpretations of patriarchy and gender that emphasize the dominance of the Western man, one might contend that 

the assumptions that support the Western understanding of these concepts are flawed. 

According to Ifi Amadiume (1987), most socio-psychologists and anthropologists report that African socio-cultural 

relations are based on the Western understanding of the concepts of gender and gender roles they are used to. 

This is why Amadiume is concerned with how anthropologists and Western feminists approach the issue of gender 

in Africa. Amadiume's worry is based on the fact that the majority of anthropological texts that discuss the African 

context categorize vast portions of the world as "primitive." This is an understanding that is nothing but false about 

Africa. So, when we look at Nancy Chodorow‘s argument on ‗‗the Western understanding of sex and gender and 

the dichotomy of male and female, one can begin to make sense of how biological difference was used in 

constructing the value/devalue of gender roles‘‘ (Connell, 2017:33). Also, Australian sociologist Raewyn Connell 

argues that ‗‗the dichotomous understanding that undergirds the concepts of gender and gender roles is what 

accounts for the way men/boys have become gatekeepers of gender equality‘‘ (Connell, 2017:33). 

I will also use Simone de Beauvoir‘s argument to substantiate the binary tension that ultimately promotes gender 

inequality. In The Second Sex (1949), one of Simone de Beauvoir's most important works, the author contends that 

if the binary tension is not addressed, women run the risk of being alienated. With regard to gender interpretation, 

De Beauvoir makes a case for its unfavorable outcomes. One motivation to work toward gender equality is the 

existence of a binary interpretation of gender in Western thought. Even though Hegel claims that otherness is  a 

necessary part of existence, according to de Beauvoir, "otherness is a fundamental category of human thought" 

(1949:17). Women are classified as inessential rather than essential in  Western metaphysics, this is because of 

their identity and presence as the "other" (De Beauvoir, 1949). Conversely, man is both the Subject and the 

Ultimate. whereas the Other is a woman. According to De Beauvoir, the othering of women leads to a fundamental 

estrangement from women's perceptions of their bodies and reproductive potential. 

The above sentence implies that women enter immanence as a result of the physically exhausting events occurring 

in their bodies (De Beauvoir, 1949:19–29). Given Sartre's assertion, De Beauvoir characterizes the struggle of 

women as being between ‗‗pour-soi and en-soi, or (for itself) and (in-itself)‘ (1949:19–29). In light of this claim, 

males keep making progress towards freedom, women are put in the role of en-soi (in-itself), where they consent 

to the validating progression of self-realization. The analysis of de Beauvoir's discussion of Sartre's claim, further 

highligted the problem of gender dichotomy and hierarchy that the likes of Derrida (1997), Irigaray (1993), and 

Lugones (2010) attempt to deconstruct in their work. 
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My argument is that Sartre's explanation of women's position suggests that gender inequality is alien to European 

modernity as seen in Western metaphysics. The preceding is what Lugones grapples with as she explains the logic 

of coloniality and its impact on gender construction. Women in the colonial schema, that is, women of African 

descent, were non-existing let alone be seen or categorized as animals or non-humans. Basically, women of 

African descent were not perceived as women in the schema of colonial oppression to be considered humans. The 

impunity that undergirds Western gender categories is meant to guide our interrogation of the concepts of 

patriarchy, gender, and gender roles from within other socio-cultural contexts. In Chapter 1, I have provided 

definitions of patriarchy and gender from encyclopedia and dictionary sources.  

One such source was Nash (2020). Based on her description, one may argue that patriarchy does not always refer 

to the gender binary issue. However, this patriarchy systematically establishes and maintains gender hierarchy in 

interpersonal interactions, cultural norms, and the economic system (Nash, 2020:1). Nash‘s definition of patriarchy 

implies there exists gender hierarchy in understanding gender relations. To argue based on the dictionary definition 

of gender in Chapter 1, one may assume that perhaps the West must have moved on from understanding gender 

constructions in light of binary opposition. But, this is not the case as most African societies are still under the siege 

of coloniality. The idea of coloniality concerning gender has been extensively discussed in the last Chapter, and 

highlighted in the preceding session. So, I would proceed to scholars arguing for the notion of gender 

complementarity, one that defies the Western understanding of gender and gender roles.  

Most literature that grapples with the question of patriarchy and gender has problematized  gender inequality. 

Gender inequality is a problem in some societies (Balogun, 2010; Chimakonam, 2018; Mosima, 2018). For this 

reason, women‘s experiences of subordination have caught the attention of some African scholars (see Balogun, 

2010; Chimakonam, 2018; Mosima, 2018). Some scholars have, however, argued that the issue of gender 

inequality is not applicable to women alone, as men can, and are also being mistreated (Chinweizu, 1990). The 

preceding claim simply shows the complexities there in analyzing the issues of gender inequality. That said, it is 

necessary to note that the reality of gender inequality presupposes the existence of gender opposition between 

genders (see Balogun, 2010; Chimakonam, 2018; Mosima, 2018). I argued earlier in Chapters 1 and 4 that the crux 

of gender inequality stems from the Western notion of superiority that seeks to perpetually marginalize the 

experiences of people from other cultural blocs. Western superiority is undoubtedly what cuts across other aspects 

of human relations enacted and enforced through slavery, colonialism, and coloniality.  

So, scholarly discussions and writings in African gender discourse are focused on unveiling the logic that grounds 

Western gender discourses. The concern of most African scholars is to unveil the logic that can ground an African 
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interpretation of gender as complementary (Acholonu, 1995). What this means is that the notion of difference that 

fuels the gender tension in Western gender discourse is at variance with that of Africa. The preceding is what 

accounts for the claim that ‗‗the arguments on gender opposition and gender complementarity are two sides of the 

same coin, gender binary‘‘ (Besong, 2021:88). According to Besong, Western and African understandings of 

gender and gender relations differ though both discussions may concern gender constructions and interpretations. 

Besong argues that one major aspect of the contrast is in the logic that undergirds the thought process of these 

cultural blocs. Besong‘s claim that ‗‗the notions of gender opposition and gender complementarity are two sides of 

the same coin‘‘ (Besong, 2021:88), may be read as contentious, given that the idea of complementarity does not 

presuppose the creation of gender opposition. However, Besong‘s argument simply speaks to the variance 

between the African and the Western conceptualization of gender relations. The logic that grounds the African 

notion of gender relations can be drawn from Chimakonam‘s Ezumezu System of logic. I would proceed to explain 

what Ezumezu logic entails for clarity. 

5.4  What is Ezumezu Logic? 

 

The Ezumezu system of logic is one that is drawn from the African system of thought or ontology. Ezumezu logic 

transcends the Western-developed two-valued logic that bifurcates reality into two unequal parts. Ezumezu 

contains principles, methods and philosophy that, when applied, reveal the lopsidedness of the Western logical 

system, overlooking other aspects of being. That said,  Ezumezu is drawn from the Eastern language of Nigerian 

origin that is not coloured by Western linguistic semantics. The term Ezumezu could be translated to mean ―the 

collective, the aggregate of all or the totality of all that is most viable, most potent and most powerful‖ 

(Orizu,1994:14; Chimakonam 2019:94). This means that Ezumezu speaks to the notion of collectivism achieved 

through the complementation of opposites. This points to the thinking pattern or thought that does not thrive 

through fragmenting reality in a way that creates binary inequality.  

A framework that mirrors the African ontological perspective is one that is systematized using the lens of the African 

worldview. According to Chimakonam, ―the ontological thesis of Ezumezu logic states that realities exist only as 

independent units at the periphery of the circle of existence but also as entities capable of coming together to the 

centre of the circle of existence, in a network for an interdependent relationship‖ (Chimakonam, 2019:141). This 

claim embodies three perspectives of reality that could be translated as relations. In understanding African 

ontology, reality is not viewed from a lopsided angle; but from multi-perspectival angles. Chimakonam‘s explanation 

shows the physical, the nonphysical, and the combination of the two, wherein the third perspective points to the 

existential complementarity that could or would take place. So, it is in the phrase Ezumezu that the complementary 
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(interpretation and perspectives of reality in African worldview) can be understood.  To make sense of the idea of 

complementarity, the opposition of truth and falsity is not understood as the end of reality but as the move towards 

complementation. One can say that this is one of the features that differentiates Ezumezu logic from Western 

categorical logic.  

Unlike Western Aristotelean logic, the Ezumezu logic is built on supplementary laws namely: „„njikọka, nmekọka 

and ọnọna-etiti‟‟(Chimakonam, 2019:95, 97-101). According to Chimakonam and Chimakonam, These 

supplementary laws show that Njikoka: An arumaristic proposition is true if and only if it is true in Relation to its 

opposite that is false.(T) Ax ↔ [(T) Ax » (F) ∼Ax], which reads that ‗Ax is true if and only if Ax is true in Relation to 

Not Ax is false‘. The notation (») functions as a relationship indicator. Nmekoka: If an arumaristic proposition is true 

in a given context, then it cannot be false in the same context. (T) Ax │→ ∼(F) Ax, which reads that if Ax is true in 

a given context, then Ax cannot be false in the same context. The notation wedged-arrow functions both as a 

material implication and a context indicator here.  Ọnọna-etiti: An ohakaristic proposition is both true and false in a 

complementary mode of thought. [(T) Ax ∧ (F) Ax] ↔ (C) (Ax ∧ ∼Ax), which reads that Ax is true and Ax is false if 

and only if Ax and not Ax are complements (2022:336). The metaphysical implication of the principles of Ezumezu 

supplementary laws shows that:  

1. Variables necessarily interrelate irrespective of their unique contexts, all things considered, because no variable 

is an ego solus (relationality). This means that the unique contexts of variables are expressed in relationality.  

2. The relationships between variables occur within specific contexts because context upsets facts (contextuality).  

3. Seemingly opposed variables can have a relationship of complementation rather than merely contradict 

(complementarity). It is important to note that within the Ezumezu system of logic guided by its supplementary laws, 

we cannot truly understand the contexts of variables without understanding their relationships (see Chimakonam & 

Chimakonam, 2022:336). 

When these laws of thought are applied to ascertain logical propositions or arguments, it becomes clear that 

contradiction is not the end of oppositional relationship. In Making sense of the inference and application of 

Ezumezu logic, one must note that the supplementary laws of Ezumezu logic yield two inferential methods: 

arumaristics and ohakaristics. Within ‗‗Ezumezu logic, trivalence, called sub-contrary valuations, the modes, context 

principle, the three complementary laws of thought and the wedged implication (conditional) are some of the major 

principles‘‘ (Chimakonam, 2019:95, 97-101). They help to define the system as truth-glut and complementary. 
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Another aspect of Ezumezu system of logic to consider is its inferences. I will briefly discuss the inferences of 

Arumaristics and Ohakaristics. In sum, the Arumaristic inference is an approach to reasoning that moves from the 

periphery to the center. It promotes logical relation of inclusion or complementary relations. Ohakaristics is context-

dependent in that it focuses on affirming various individual identities. It is a reasoning procedure that moves from 

the center to the periphery. So, in understanding what Arumaristics embodies, one must note that it stipulates that 

the truth of propositions at the margins accounts for the truth of proposition at the centre (Chimakonam, 2019:102). 

The two inferences are driven by two types of motion: conjunctive and disjunctive. A movement from the center to 

the periphery is a disjunctive movement that signals a collapse of the complementation. The center here, is 

‗‗understood as the complementary mode. That is why any movement from this mode is heading to the contextual 

mode, where variables resume their individual identities‘‘ (Chimakonam, 2019:99). Thus, what accounts for the 

truth of the whole is embedded in the parts (Chimakonam, 2019:103). What is implied here is that the truth of 

individual propositions can inform the truth of the whole, that is, the center of complementation.  

The above is best substantiated as the structural system of Ezumezu logic. In this system of logic, the three basic 

ontological variables of the system are crucial: „ezu‟, ‗izu‘ and ‗ezumezu‟. These variables have the values of ‗true‘ 

(T), ‗false‘ (F) and ‗true-false‘ (TF) (Chimakonam, 2019). So, while T and F are the contextual modes, TF is the 

complementary mode. The TF is the intermediate or the third value that makes Ezumezu trivalent or a three-valued 

logic. The three ontological variables that is, „ezu‟, „izu‟ and ‗ezumezu‟ and the three logical variables that is ‗true‘ 

(T), ‗false‘ (F) and ‗true-false‘ (TF) imply that a logical proposition might be true or false in specific contexts but that 

there are contexts when the proposition can both be true and false. For example, we can assert male or female 

sexuality in different contexts but both male and female in the context of bisexuals. It is true that gender differences 

exist, but it is false to assume that gender differences imply gender opposition at all times. This understanding does 

not presuppose any logical contradictions but unveils the contextual and complementary modes, which a 

proposition can occupy. This means that the contextual mode is simply a matter of ‗either or‘ (bivalent reasoning); 

while the complementary mode can be understood as both this and that (truth-glut trivalence). It is that mode that 

enables us to go beyond bivalence into trivalence.  

The above is why, ‗‗Ezumezu system of logic is trivalent, as captured in the three pillars of nwa-nsa, nwa-nju and 

nwa-izugbe‟‟ (Chimakonam, 2019:116). The ontological values of Ezumezu logic, as stated above, is 

complementary. In the same light, ‗‗nwa-nsa and nwa-nju complement in nwa-izugbe‟‟ (Chimakonam, 2019:116). 

To fully understand how the idea of trivalence works in Ezumezu logic, the law of ọnọna-etiti should be treated as 

important. This is because it is the law that accounts for the truth-glut value. It explains how seemingly opposed 
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variables go beyond contradiction to complement. In Ezumezu, each variable is treated as a sub-contrary, meaning 

seemingly opposed variables can both hold. Also, ‗‗ontologically, whether depicted as nwa-nsa and nwa-nju or ezu 

and izu, each is self-insufficient, needing the complementation of the other. But the trivalence in Ezumezu is a truth-

glut (both-and, both true and false)‘‘ (Chimakonam, 2019:116), which must be contrasted from truth-gap (both-not, 

neither true nor false). Thus, the Ezumezu trivalence engenders binary complementarity (truth-glut) and not the 

indeterminate (truth-gap, neither true nor false) that Jan Lukasiewicz‘s and Stephen Kleene‘s three-valued logic 

yield (See Lukasiewicz, 1920; Kleene, 1952). 

With the above, one can begin to see how the Ezumezu logical system is not bivalent in nature like the Western 

classical two-value logic. Considering the equal relations of different realities within the two-value logic that justifies 

unequal relations would be unrealistic. At this point, one would begin to see how the trivalent thinking pattern can 

ground gender relations, specifically gender complementarity. I will proceed to discuss the Ezumezu system and 

the logic of gender complementarity.  Recall that in the previous Chapter, one of the failings that I identified in the 

Western interrogation of gender is logic. So, it would be impossible to correct the anomalies of a system by 

employing the same logic system used to create the problem. That said, I will show how Ezumezu logic as a 

philosophy and a formal system of logic can be employed as a method to ground the idea of gender 

complementarity discussed in this thesis.  

One of the inferences of Ezumezu logic discussed in the section above is Ohakaristics. Ohakaristics is relevant in 

understanding the idea of complementarity in Ezumezu logic.  Ohakaristics point to the inferential notion of 

collectivity over individuality in African ontology. The idea of complementarity is central to the discussion in this 

thesis because it forms the basis for making sense of the logic of gender equality. This is because complementary 

relations defy any form of binary opposition, which in this Chapter concerns gender. The way Ezumezu logic 

explains all genders and gender non-conforming persons is to see the different gender identities as human 

differences without losing sight of their humanity. It is for this reason that the discussion on gender relations here is 

open to a broad spectrum of genders. The idea of gender equality that would work is to recognize the different 

gender identities as unique. In the system of Ezumezu logic, gender differences are necessary for us to make 

sense of the contextual and complementary modes without elevating one gender over others. The argument is that 

the humanity of individuals has graced them with all human attributes, and as such, they are equally different. The 

preceding is best understood in the truth-false value in Ezumezu logical system. When gender relations are 

conceptualized using the bivalent two-value logic, opposing gender identities would contradict one another. 

Genders that fall under the LGBTQI+ where a diverse range of identities and expressions of gender and sexual 
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orientation are construed, would become indeterminate (truth-gap, neither true nor false). But Ezumezu which 

promotes truth-gluth (both true and false), carries a better explanatory power that accommodates a wide gender 

spectrum (LGBTQI+). 

The preceding problem can also be addressed using Asouzu‘s idea of missing links, which warns against 

absolutism of any form and marginalization of difference (Asouzu, 2004; 2011). Then, what follows is to reiterate 

Ezumezu logic  pillars of thought namely: ‗‗nwa-nsa, nwa-nju and nwa-izugbe‟‟ (Chimakonam, 2019:116).  Besong 

(2021) likened the kind of relationship that may ensue from nwa-nsa and nwa-nju as male and female 

complementary relations. Besong‘s interpretation maybe interpreted as contentious as it may reinforce the same 

binary that undergirds Western understanding of gender relations. My argument is that if gender relations are 

interpreted based on male and female alone, it would foreclose the idea of a wide gender spectrum that can be 

explained in the system of Ezumezu logic.  

So, going beyond Besong‘s argument, I propose a fluid understanding of gender relations wherein  nwa-nsa and 

nwa-nju can be used to identify any gender as far as complementarity is concerned. The complementary relations 

of all genders would then lie in nwa-izugbe, which is the center of complementation. This understanding of 

complementarity would be impossible to conceive when viewed through the lens of two-value logic. This means 

that it would be impossible to account for any form of gender relations that are not hierarchical or one that is 

inclusive of the LGBTQI+ community that neither fit into the dichotomy of true or false logical value in Western logic. 

In two-value logic, the principle of contradiction and excluded-middle ensure that the values and, indeed, any other 

gender interpretation that may fall outside the schema of either male or female does not exist. My argument is that 

the possibility of an intermediate value in Western two-valued logical system would be considered a contradiction. 

This is because the Western system of logic can only accommodate opposing variables that are mutually exclusive 

in themselves. This understanding is what undergirds all other aspects of human relationships as determined by 

Western two-valued logic. In employing the variables of nwa-nsa and nwa-nju in a logical equation, though there 

exist different gender identities, these identities are represented as equal. Individual identities may be unique, but 

they are self-insufficient and thus need to be complemented. There is no form of hierarchy that would ensue from 

this kind of gender relations.  

As stated earlier, Asouzu‘s idea of missing links remains a relevant port of call in terms of recognizing the 

importance or necessity of complementarity rather than opposition in making sense of human relationships 

(Asouzu, 2004:277-290). The logical expression of the preceding metaphysical principle of missing links is 

encapsulated in Ezumezu trivalent logic. The weaknesses in the Aristotelian two-valued logic are overcome in the 
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Ezumezu three-valued logic. On the one hand, the two-value logic thrives on unequal bifurcation of relations due to 

its lopsided structure. On the other hand, Ezumezu logic provides a different framework that allows for the 

conception of varied gender identities within its system.  

The preceding accounts for why decolonial gender scholars seek to address the issue of gender inequality from 

different perspectives. Some have identified gender inequality in  African philosophy and culture. This is why some 

African scholars who theorize on gender discourses in Africa question the reality of gender inequality in African 

culture (Uduma, 2018). In short, Uduma Oji even argued that there is no clear evidence that African women were 

ever marginalized in traditional African society. What some see as practises that highlight male superiority, Uduma 

sees as gender-complementary roles.  

But the reality of gender inequality highlights how women are oppressed and marginalized throughout Africa and 

the field of African philosophy (Balogun, 2010; Chimakonam, 2018; Mosima, 2018). Besong argues that some 

aspects of African culture ‗‗incessantly marginalize, oppress, subjugate and deny women of some of their 

fundamental human rights‘‘(2021:96). He uses the context of Boki women to show how women in most cultures in 

Africa, especially in Boki community ‗‗suffer different, man-tailored gender biases‘‘(2021:96). These gender biases 

translate into different forms of gender inequality, as seen in the interpretation of gender roles, and identity in 

African societies as well as educational institutions (Besong, 2021). Besong explains that the ratio of gender 

inequality in Boki is still high; and as such, the solution lies in a logical adjustment of gender interpretation. This 

means the logic sustaining gender inequality should be interrogated and addressed. 

One must comprehend the underlying logic that influences society orientation in order to see that various genders 

are equal and inevitably need to complement one another. Remember that I said that the issue of gender disparity 

is a logical one in Chapters 3 and 4? A decolonial approach that takes the logic of colonialism and coloniality 

seriously must invert these logics in order to challenge the culture and misuse of gender differences in African 

society. 

5.5  Onyaghrarchy: Towards a new Concept of Gender Complementarity.  

 

The argument is that to get rid of the colonial mindset, a different understanding of gender relations is required to 

undo the system of coloniality that works to sustain the logic of binary opposition. So, following the colonial logic, 

gender relations presuppose gender hierarchy and inequality. In other cultural contexts, gender relations are 

understood as complementary (see Acholonu, 1995). The logic that undergirds the Western conception of 

patriarchy and gender is not the same as the one that defines the African understanding of gender relations. In the 
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former, gender relations presuppose unequal hierarchy and binary opposition. In the latter, gender interactions are 

seen as complementary rather than in opposition. Therefore, I contend that the first assertion assumes a 

conception of gender relations derived from Western logic. The second assertion is based on an understanding of 

gender relations in Africa that is outside the scope of Western linguistic meanings and logic. Therefore, we may 

infer Oyewumi's argument that Yoruba culture is flexible in terms of gender and gender roles.  The  Western split 

that emerged in colonized communities is as a result of Western influences (Oyewumi, 1997). The fact that 

Oyewumi's argument calls our attention to the non-gender specific roles that a person might assume testifies to 

gender flexibility as opposed to the rigid perception of gender roles that comes with the colonial worldview. 

Furthermore, as gender was not understood or relied on an unbalanced structure, it may be assumed that 

patriarchy and gender inequality were absent from pre-colonial African communities. This assertion is supported by 

the observation that patriarchy and gender are viewed lopsidedly in Western feminist literature, with one gender 

elevating itself above the other and demeaning the other as inferior (see Besong, 2021; Chimakonam, 2018; 

Mosima, 2018; Schepen, 2018 etc). Balogun (2010) bemoans the Yoruba tradition's actual gender inequality and 

exclusion of women, which is in keeping with the aforementioned claim. In addition, Oyewumi contends that 

colonial influences on gender and gender roles are to blame for the marginalization of women in Yoruba culture. 

According to this assertion, women may also be marginalized in African philosophical enquiry regarding the control 

of the power to produce and regulate knowledge in the discipline, which necessitated Chimakonam's (2018) 

argument that the problem of gender inequality extends beyond the cultural domain. What sort of African 

philosophy are we speculating on, one should wonder? Is it the one based on the African way of thinking or the one 

modeled after the Western way of thinking? To find out what approach would be needed to address gender 

disparity in all areas of human interaction in Africa, this inquiry is crucial. 

The issue of gender inequality in the discourse of African philosophy is also brought to light by Mosima (2018). His 

argument is based on the problem of gender disparities that exist in the field of African philosophy. For instance, he 

stated that Odera Oruka disadvantaged women in his sage philosophy since he was unable to account for a single 

woman who was either interviewed or included among his sage philosophers. The foregoing justifies Edet's (2018) 

claim that a philosophy that adopts Western trends regarding the marginalization of women in its history cannot be 

different. A new perspective was provided on how women are neglected in  African philosophy by Egbai's metaphor 

of "women in the kitchen of philosophy." According to Egbai, the kitchen is a private area where women perform 

their allocated tasks alone, far from conversations or the purported domains of males. The marginalization of 

women in African philosophy now shows that women's constituency is found in the philosophical kitchen in a similar 
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vein (Egbai, 2018). Olajumoke Akiode (2018) argues that gender equality should be recognized rather than the 

marginalization of women in present-day African societies in the African worldview of interdependence and 

community inclusion. African philosophy should thus be used to examine the problem of gender inequality (Akiode, 

2018). Oladele Balogun (2018) and Uduma Oji Uduma (2018) contend that African communities and philosophies 

do not treat women as inferior or downtrodden. On the one hand, Balogun blames the current marginalization of 

women in Yorubaland on influences from Western colonialism. Balogun claims that gender in Yoruba community is 

characterized by a dual-gender framework where the focus is on diverse but complementary and balanced 

functions. Before the arrival of colonial control, women in Yoruba society held a large amount of power and 

influence (2018:150). As opposed to this, Uduma asserts that "the question of women's marginalization in African 

philosophy is a dumb one" (2018:220). Uduma justifies this because "there is no evidence to support an intentional 

act of making African philosophy an exclusively male field or an attempt to keep male control of the development of 

ideas in African philosophy" (2018:220). This indicates that both men and women can pursue their interests in 

African philosophy.  

Regardless of the assertion made by Uduma, it is impossible to ignore the fact of gender inequality, which 

promotes the exclusion of women in African thought and society. I contend that while Uduma may think the issue of 

gender disparity in the field of African philosophy is  silly, he cannot deny that colonialism continues to exert 

influence on African societies and academia, continuing to promote the logic of opposition that underpins gender 

inequality in Africa. If gender inequality is still a reality and is reflected in modern African sociocultural 

understandings of gender and gender roles, then the discourse of African philosophy is not completely devoid of 

responsibility for the marginalization of women. Will there not be a problem with gender inequity if women in 

modern-day Africa are viewed as people whose place is in the kitchen? I don't mean to imply that cooking or the 

kitchen in its truest meaning are negative things. The difficulty is the attitude that accompanies the adage.  One 

cannot help but see the colonial mentality that underlies how people view gender roles and how they are abused in 

society. If people of both genders are considered to be persons, this makes sense. 

The colonial mentality that underlies people's perception of gender roles and their misuse of them is evident. Given 

that all genders are members of the human race and that all humans are capable of hunger, it seems to reason that 

both sexes should participate in cooking. For instance, anyone may train to be a chef, and chefs prepare food in the 

kitchen. Therefore, the metaphorical term "women in the kitchen" has profound ramifications for how women are 

conceptualized in philosophical thought. Gender inequality is influenced by various circumstances, as described in 

Chapter 3. This indicates that in addition to being disadvantaged on a cultural level, some women are also viewed 
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as things that need to be yielded to or submitted to by males. This assertion is not more important than the value of 

interpersonal respect. The thesis is that Western-influenced cultural and theological beliefs have exacerbated 

gender disparity in Africa.    

Inferentially, these cultural and religious factors color the knowledge that develops through social interactions or 

gender relationships. Therefore, before confronting the Western conception of patriarchy and gender in African 

societies, it is important to take a moment to consider what the African view of gender relations is in comparison to 

that of  Western interpretation. The socio-religious settings of colonized people must be considered to comprehend 

the African perspective on gender. This assertion is consistent with John Mbiti's thesis of African religiosity and how 

it shapes African‘s  consciousness  (1967:2). 

This indicates that African community,  ethics, and norms, grounded in their conception of interpersonal 

interactions, are infused with African religion and traditional customs. Therefore, it is possible to contend that 

African consciousness is derived from their metaphysics. Mbiti therefore defines African philosophy as "the 

understanding, attitude of mind, logic, and perception behind the manner in which African peoples think, act, or 

speak in different situations of life" (1967:2). This idea is based on the statement that "traditional religion pervades 

all spheres of life, and there is no formal boundary among the African people between the sacred and the secular, 

between the religious and nonreligious, between the spiritual and the material areas of life‖ (Mbiti, 1967:2). 

The Supreme Being, is viewed as flexible in Mbiti's writing. That is a mother or a father, but it need not be 

connected to a fixed framework (Mbiti, 1967). According to one's conception of God as either a mother or a father, it 

is possible to assume that Africans also arrange their society as matrilineal or patrilineal. Thus, African ontology 

and ancestors' beliefs that a specific society's God is either male or female have an impact on cultures that are 

classified as patrilineal or matrilineal. In family and social connections, we observe this in action.  

Members of patrilineal communities come from the father's ancestry in many of such cultures. Traditional rituals, 

ceremonies, groupings, and leadership in these communities, are conducted by male diviners. In African culture, 

matrilineal societies are the same. The umbilical cord is highlighted, which symbolizes the link between the mother 

and child at birth and the relationship between society and its female predecessors, including the mother God. In 

this context, female priestesses, deities, organizations, and leadership are frequently emphasized (see Amadiume 

1987). The same responsibilities are sometimes filled by men and women, maybe in the majority of African 

communities (see Amadiume, 1987:89-91). Gods and goddesses exist in these cultures. For instance, in Igbo 

culture, Chukwu is most closely associated with the gods Ala (earth goddess), Igwe (sky god), and Ekwensu (the 
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god of convenience, whose gender is variable). When someone prays to this deity, it grants their wishes, whether 

they are good or harmful, and responds to their prayers. The majority of people despise it and trash its name 

because of its numerous faces. Among the Igbo, calling a man or woman Ekwensu is considered a verbal abuse 

(Amadiume, 1987).  

Therefore, regardless of whether patrilineal or matrilineal links are emphasized, relationships between genders are 

still seen in horizontal terms. Because in the pyramid of creatures, interactional connectedness is vertically 

sustained between men and women. This vertical relationship can be likened to the relationship between humans 

and their predecessors etc.  From the concept of vital force, African philosophy derives this notion of the vertical 

connection. Africa's notion of cosmology and existence is hinged on the concept of vital force. Therefore, the 

quantity of vital force that each and every item has defines where that thing belongs in the hierarchy of beings. 

''Vital force is a component of being where the conceptions of personhood and community, as extensions of Africa's 

sense of "being," are grounded and reified,'' argues Innocent Ngangah.(2019:1). Because life is believed to 

originate from the Supreme deity, from whom everything springs, Africa's notion of life is centered on the concept of 

vital force. In it, every part of existence is dependent on the Supreme being for its existence and survival. The 

writings of scholars like Mbiti (1967), Menkiti (1984), and Tempels (1959) also reflect this view of vitality. 

Thus, being a member of a patrilineal community does not indicate that men are superior, just as being a member 

of a matrilineal society does not indicate that women are in control of men. One may also contend that Western 

missionaries, colonialists, and intellectuals misinterpreted this patrilineality in light of the patriarchy they were 

accustomed to because of their interaction with patrilineality. In Africa, the patriarchal system has persisted as the 

dominant paradigm for gender relations. This narrative has persisted and has also influenced how gender 

interactions have been understood and interpreted. 

The scholarly work on matrilineal communities in Africa that has been suppressed and the stereotype of exclusively 

male-power-oriented African societies are both influenced by this Western colonial prejudice. In fact, the socio-

cultural understanding and identity of the majority of African civilizations, including the Akan, Efik, Igbo, and even 

Yala, simply depends on what best reflects their view of the deities, whether they are male or female. Due to 

colonialism and the fact that no English term completely captures what traditional Africans mean when they say 

society is ontologically patrilineal or matrilineal, the terms "patriarchy" or "matriarchy" are used, or rather misused, 

to describe ontologically male or female African societies. This semantic and conceptual gap has to be honed if we 

are to proceed. 
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In order to do this, I draw on my traditional roots to create novel concepts that depict African masculinity and 

femininity in their balanced relationships. As a result, I bring the terminology that, in my opinion, best describes 

ontologically patrilineal or matrilineal cultures into the literature. 'Onghrarchy' and 'Onyarchy' are the notions. The 

Yala terms 'onghro' and 'onya' are both anglicized as 'onghrarchy' and 'onyarchy,' respectively. Onya basically 

translates to femininity, whereas the phrase onghro roughly denotes masculinity. I use the word "roughly" because 

usage of the terms alludes to far more flexible and interchangeable conceptions than the static understanding of 

masculinity as male sex and femininity as female sex. In other words, whereas women are normally referred to as 

onya, a man who adopts the role would be referred to as an onya (not onghro) the same applies for an onya who 

adopts the role of onghro. 

In addition, Onya and Onghro are complementary to one another. Onyaghrarchy, an anglicized blend of the 

phrases Onyarchy and Onghrarchy, is the name of this new term. Therefore, Onyarchy, Onghrarchy and 

Onyaghrarchy are the best rendition of gender relations that exist in most African societies, which value 

complementarity among genders. Therefore, I suggest onyaghrarchy/onyaghrarchal as a better rendition of African 

society than the controversial patriarchy/patriarchal. 

Onyarchy, onghrarchy, and onyaghrarchy reflect the complementary aspect of being, in contrast to the Western 

bifurcation of reality. Onyarchy, onghrarchy, and onyaghrarchy are necessary to make sense of the logic of 

complementarity. The need for complementarity is motivated by this contextual disconnection, which represents an 

incompleteness. As a result of their reflection of both the exterior circumstances in which people from both the 

Onyarchy and the Onghrarchy must coexist and the interior personality context in which any person can reflect 

elements of both, I see these contexts as both internal and external. This assertion is best supported by Ifi 

Amadiume's (1987) argument on male daughters and female husbands. With this, we may comprehend the fluidity 

of relationships between people in their  communities. 

As a result, describing society as onyarchical or onghracial does not imply that one is superior to the other or that 

there is any form of gender imbalance based on the contrast between the two gender identities. In this way, gender 

context reflects the social order, particularly in terms of how people perceive the Supreme Being and other deities. 

It is also impossible for Onyarchy and Onghrarchy to be in conflict with one another since, both logically and 

ontologically, such a conflict would be an imperfect reflection of reality. When "onyaghrarchy,"  refers to genders in 

their complementary mode, Onyarchy and Onghrarchy reflect the contextual modes. Only in this complementing 

form of Onyaghrarchy can society operate or accomplish its goals for the common good. Even in ontologically 
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Onyarchal or Onghrarchal societies, such a community identifies either as patrilineal or matrilineal; it does not 

abhor complementarity. All three are required, as I have demonstrated. 

The aforementioned are captured by what I understand to be a gender triangle. In both African society and old 

writing systems such as Nok arts and some Eastern Nigerian ethnic communities' Nsibidi scripts, the triangle is a 

key depiction of connections. This African triangle of gender relations captures what I call an African-centered view 

of gender, which is shaped by the traditional socio-cultural norms of the Yala way of thought. I can't help but draw 

connections between this method of thinking and the Arumaristic approach to thinking through dialogue. As a 

result, Ezumezu logic was chosen as the underlying logic. Unfortunately, the colonial concept of gender has 

supplanted the African-centered perspective of gender. 

5.6  African Triangle of Gender Relationship. 

 

Figure 1: The gender triangle 

                                                  

                                                    Onyaghrarchy 

         Complementary mode 

 

 

       

 

Contextual mode                                                                                         Contextual mode 

 

 

                          Onyarchy      Onghrarchy  

We can see everything that I have communicated thus far in graphic form in the image above. The context-

dependent mode is a mode of difference and uniqueness, and when we linger on the differences, we might 
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sometimes end up with conflicts or a lack of complementation. This is why I stated that all three types are required 

to thoroughly understand gender dynamics in Africa. Beyond the contextual mode, Onyarchy and Onghrarchy can 

only join together in a complementary mode to form Onyaghrarchy. The nature of these contextual and 

complementary modes is found in the knowledge of gender interactions and the types of roles that individuals play 

in typical African culture. These roles are not viewed in terms of opposition. 

The female gender, for example, has the capacity to get pregnant, whereas the male gender has the ability to 

fertilize a woman's eggs. All things considered, neither the female nor the male can conceive or be pregnant 

without the other. So when we consider the biological difference between a male and a female, we can see why the 

complementary mode is vital for reinterpreting human differences. This may not be the ideal example of capturing 

the complementary mode, as depicted by the gender triangle. The example is intended to stress and demonstrate 

various human characteristics and roles that have been projected as superior or inferior within Western bifurcatory 

thinking. Gender disparity in Western episteme results from the superiorizing and inferiorizing of gender roles.   

5.7  Conclusion. 

 

I demonstrated why we need to rethink gender by evaluating the Afro-centric perspective of gender inside the 

African episteme. I mentioned several Western scholars who feel that deconstructing Western gender epistemology 

is crucial to better comprehend the idea of gender from various viewpoints when investigating it. In the course of 

challenging the idea of gender in Western discourse, I demonstrated the existence of a colonial logic that underpins 

modern understandings of patriarchy and gender in Africa. Given the above, the abolition of the colonial notion of 

patriarchy and gender is essential to make sense of the Afro-centric idea of gender that thrives on a complementary 

logic to which the Ezumezu system is best suited.  
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Chapter 6: General Conclusion. 

 

The focal point of this thesis is to show how the problem of gender inequality can be addressed from an African 

philosophical perspective. I employed Afro-communitarianism to develop what I term the notion of complementary 

personhood. The idea that undergirds complementary personhood in the thesis is hinged on the African notion of 

being or ontology. So, this research study shows how socio-cultural foundation of Afro-communitarianism can be 

applied to solve African problems while moving beyond ubuntu. Likewise, I illustrated the issue of gender inequality 

as it pertains to the gender discourse of both African and Western scholars as lenses to interrogate the problem.  

To interrogate the issue of gender inequality, two important insights were drawn from Afro-communitarianism. The 

research demonstrates that other strategies (as opposed to only appealing to Western interrogation of the problem 

of gender inequality) can and should be drawn from the context of Africa as a decolonial method. This study's 

strength comes from the fact that, notwithstanding the approaches that have extensively engaged with the problem 

of gender inequality in both African and Western literature, they have not yet fully utilized African logic and methods 

as decolonial tools to address the lopsidedness that characterize gender. As a result, I emphasized several novel 

and extended areas in which we may begin to challenge and respond to the misconceptions and abuse of gender 

relations in Africa and beyond.  

The first strategy, complementary personhood, has principles and guidelines that point to the modes of 

engagement between epistemic agents, otherwise recognized as the different genders in our contemporary 

societies. The second point to note is that the rule of complementary personhood is built on a background logic that 

is drawn from the African socio-cultural context. As discussed in the thesis, it would be impossible to engage with a 

people‘s system of thought without engaging the pattern of logic that drives them. Since doctrinal inclinations are 

important, it can only work in line with the logic of the doctrine. It follows that a viable decolonial method aims to 

peel off the logic of opposition and intrusion that has continued to sustain gender hierarchy and, thus, inequality in 

every aspect of human encounters.  

From the foregoing, I proposed a new understanding of an African gender triangle that considers the contextual and 

complementary facets of gender relationships. In an overview of my thesis, I employed the Ezumezu logical system 

to make a case for my argument that complementarity provides the premise for comprehending my theory of 

gender relations.    
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In the first Chapter, I described the context of my study challenge, goals, and questions. As mentioned, my 

research topic rests on the ongoing problem of gender relations, which supports a system of gender inequality in 

Africa. By doing so, the Chapter emphasizes the significance of using other resources to address the problem. To 

get at the issue, the Chapter identifies the root of gender disparity as the legacy of colonization and coloniality, 

which has corrupted the African people's socio-cultural perspective. I demonstrated why inequalities between 

genders must be addressed in order to offer a fair perspective of gender relations.  

In view of the flawed comprehension of gender relations held by most Western and African researchers, a brief 

debate on patriarchy, gender, and gender roles was discussed. I argued that some people see gender equality as 

women agitating for males positions or gender role reversal. This erroneous view of gender equality ought to be 

addressed. The usage of complementary personhood was intended to eliminate erroneous perceptions of gender 

relations. As a result, I used Afro-communitarianism as a resource to develop an Afro-centric strategy to confront 

feminism's abuse and misunderstandings in Africa. I finished the chapter by emphasizing the significance of an 

African notion of personhood in halting gender stereotypes, which constituted the primary topic of the second 

chapter. 

In the second chapter I provided an in-depth analysis of Afro-communitarian personhood. The examination of Afro-

communitarianism formed the basis I used to investigate the gender disparity problem outlined in Chapter 1. As a 

result, I was able to demonstrate how Afro-communitarianism might serve as a heuristic tool for navigating and 

creating an alternative path towards a decolonial idea of gender equality. 

The metaphysical understandings of 'personhood' and ethics were examined in this Chapter. I showed how an 

Afro-communitarian metaphysical conception of personhood inevitably is linked to the ethic of  human relatedness. 

The framework of Afro-communitarian personhood requires a specific form of ethic, that is an ethic focused on 

equality and community relationships. To further grasp what such an ethic may entail, the descriptions of 

personhood of certain African philosophers were systematically analyzed alongside an African ethical theory 

derived from viewing human being as inextricably linked. The ethics of human intrinsic existence as expressed via 

Ubuntu may elicit arguments that restrict the scope of the African socio-cultural environment. Thus, ubuntu is 

viewed as a specific embodiment within an Afro-communitarian framework, from which an extended sense of 

personhood may be developed. The principles of ubuntu may be viewed as a more accurate representation of 

African relationship-based ethics. Nonetheless, several current African thinkers have cast doubt on its feasibility. As 

indicated in the Chapter, Matolino and Kwindingwi were not the only ones who questioned the feasibility of Ubuntu, 

particularly in contemporary South Africa. Van Binsbergen (2002), Richardson (2008), Tshivhase (2013), Manzini 
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(2018), and others have questioned ubuntu's utility in the African socio-cultural context. However, I respond to the 

aforementioned criticisms by citing certain scholars who argued for the feasibility of ubuntu. However,  these 

arguments take into account diverse human subjectivities and variations. 

Krog argues that  the value of ubuntu could be translated as "interconnectedness-towards-wholeness" (2008:355). 

The expression 'interconnectedness-towards-wholeness' fits into a wider understanding of African 

communitarianism derived from ubuntu and other worldview philosophies. Nevertheless, a conceptual 

comprehension of the concept of 'interconnectedness-towards-wholeness' is not sufficient  ―that all things in the 

world are linked, to a point where we come to have both mental and physical awareness that one can only 

‗become‘ who one is, or could be, through the fullness of that which is around one both physical and metaphysical‖ 

(Krog, 2008:355). By implication, the valuing of others precedes wholeness. This implies that Ubuntu's humanistic 

principles can allow for human diversity while also leveraging those distinctions to benefit everybody.  Eze is 

another African philosopher whose explanation of personhood emphasizes the significance of many human 

subjectivities in comprehending personhood. Individual subjectivities for Eze, as explained in this Chapter, are best 

articulated in an interactive conception of human connections. According to Eze, Ubuntu has only a communal 

significance, which is the intrinsic comprehension of human life. However, simunye, which translates as "we are 

one," is thought to be a distortion of ubuntu. Eze's reasoning for this argument is that ubuntu recognizes human 

diversity and the significance of harnessing these differences for the benefit of everyone (2008:387). 

In his defense of ubuntu, Thaddeus Metz emphasized the importance of developing "an ethical principle that not 

only grows out of indigenous understandings of ubuntu, but is fairly precise, clearly accounts for the importance of 

individual liberty, and is readily applicable to addressing present-day [societal] challenges" (Metz, 2011:534). The 

feasibility of ubuntu cannot be challenged based on these grounds. Matolino (2015) also asserted that ubuntu was 

an ideological concept with little present significance. However, several African philosophers defend ubuntu against 

Matolino's claims that it has no current significance (see Metz 2014; Chimakonam 2016; Koenane and Olatunji 

2017). However, owing to shifting interpersonal conditions, ubuntu as a specific manifestation of Afro-

communitarianism cannot adequately address the various criticisms against its viability. To put my argument in 

context, I chose a distinctive account of personhood that responds to and goes beyond the criticisms leveled about 

ubuntu in dealing with modern societal concerns. To address my thesis problem, I adopted the complementary 

personhood account as an appropriate alternative or explanation of personhood. 

I advocated for an Afro-centric explanation of gender relations that reflects human heterogeneity and the 

different  sense of  gender discourses based on my understanding of complementary personhood. The 
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complementary personhood described in this Chapter evolved into an alternative Afro-communitarian account of 

personhood (and hence ethics) that helps us to better understand the problem of gender inequality in the context of 

many gender identities. This alternate notion or understanding of Afro-communitarian personhood served as the 

foundation for my African triangle of gender relations. 

The goal of Chapter 3 was to shed light on Western feminist thought and activity from the four main periods. These 

are known as the first-wave, second-wave, third-wave, and fourth-wave feminisms. These waves appear to share 

the same goal: to demolish Western supremacist patriarchy and establish gender equality. The attitude and 

strategies of action used by feminists in these periods distinguish one period from the next. Nonetheless, feminist 

concepts are intertwined in a web of conflicts, such as women's rights, civil rights, and social justice. This explains 

the many waves of feminism as well as the struggle for gender equality in the law and across socioeconomic 

stratas. The underlying contradictions and the various orientations and modalities of activity prompted the question: 

What sort of equality does Western feminism seek? As stated earlier in this chapter, the waves of feminism do not 

follow a linear consensus of advancement, albeit approximately following a linear timeline. 

Having said that, the progression of thoughts throughout the waves of feminism is governed by the diverse 

viewpoints of feminists. As previously stated, first-wave feminism pushed for women's rights throughout the late 

nineteenth century through the women's suffrage movement, which advocated for women's ability to vote. During 

this time, feminist leaders such as Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton championed the cause of 

women, despite the fact that the women's suffrage movement was not particularly concerned with women of African 

heritage (Moon & Holling, 2020). The prior marginalization of women of African heritage is what has further delayed 

their franchise 45 years after Western women acquired the right to vote in the United States of America under the 

19th amendment law in 1920. 

From the 1960s through the 1990s, second-wave feminist movements addressed a variety of issues, such as wage 

balance, equal treatment, rights related to reproduction, female sexuality, and domestic abuse (Krolkke & Srensen, 

2006). The aforementioned aims were attained through judicial laws and judgements, much as the first wave of 

feminism. However, the second-wave movement's determination to confront racial inequities remained a lower 

priority than gender inequity. The rationale for the emphasis on gender inequality rather than racial inequalities is 

that gender imbalance is thought to be at the root of injustices based on race. Despite the fact that the gender 

inequality gap between Western women and men has narrowed, the gap between women of African descent  and 

Western men or women remained unchanged (Davis, 1983; Clifford, 2001). Starting in the mid-1990s, third-wave 

feminism attempted to address issues that second-wave feminists had overlooked. This is why the third wave's goal 
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was not in reforming feminism in and of itself, but in addressing the issues of women of non-western tradition. The 

preceding represents the end of the second wave and the start of intersectionality discourses. During this time, 

Kimberlé Crenshaw, who developed the word "intersectionality," rose to prominence. Crenshaw (1995) defines 

intersectionality as the interplay of racial, socioeconomic, gender, and a variety of personality traits that inform the 

repressed experiences and oppression of women of African descent. 

Having said that, intersectionality became a springboard for demonstrating the various ways in which women of 

African descent's oppression may be understood beyond race and gender, to other social and cultural 

characteristics that contribute to women's oppression (Crenshaw, 1989). The intersectionality discourse is a 

theoretical, political, and doctrinal endeavour to provide justice to the kinds of violence that work in the context of 

racism and gender inequality (Crenshaw, 1989). Feminist scholars of African origin, including Crenshaw, Mari 

Matsuda, Patricia Hill Collins, Deborah King, and France Beal, were at the forefront of pushing for women's 

emancipation from gender and race injustice, sexual and socioeconomic exploitation (Gordon, 2016). 

According to the intersectional framework, it is impossible to question the idea of gender without demonstrating how 

it intersects with women's oppression. This implies that when gender, racial, and class oppressions are ignored, 

they can pose a danger to fair opportunity and social justice. Crenshaw's purpose is to bring to light certain 

intersectional invisibilities in feminism, class, and anti-racist politics. The implication is that intersectionality provides 

a variety of avenues for challenging Western domination and feminist exclusivity (Nash, 2008). As a result, the 

concept of intersectionality has grown in popularity throughout time and is now an important theory in women's 

studies. 

I then address fourth-wave feminist thought in the chapter as having a significant media presence that helps 

individuals, particularly young women, participate in political activities (Harris, 2010). The many internet 

conversations have been connected with fourth-wave feminist action. Indeed, in recent years, feminist activity has 

focused on bridging the gender inequality gap and experiences. To address this disparity, online networks and 

initiatives such as the Everyday Sexism Project, Feminist Fightback, UK Feminista, Pink Stinks, and Fourth Wave 

London Feminist Activists have developed. It may be argued that these communities provided a forum for feminists 

to discuss and propagate feminist ideas across various populations (Dean, 2010). However, the presence of fourth-

wave feminism is challenged, with Munro (2013) arguing that increasing online involvement does not imply the birth 

of a new wave. Nonetheless, fourth-wave feminism is believed to have made feminism more readily available to 

women of all backgrounds, especially those with childcare responsibilities, medical impairments, and so on (Day & 

Wray, 2018). As a result, the internet is useful in closing the gap between women who can participate in debates 
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about women via the internet (Aune, & Redfern 2010). It is crucial to highlight that the many feminisms highlighted 

in this Chapter are not without criticism.   

After discussing Western feminist concerns about gender inequality and the various ways women are excluded in 

society, I moved on to African feminism. The exploration of both Western and African feminisms in the chapter 

demonstrates that conceptions of feminism are linked to a wide range of topics that define women's concerns. As 

noted, critics of Western feminism provided reasons why Western feminism appears to diverge from the purpose of 

feminism, which is equality for all women (Moon & Holling, 2020). However, despite their achievements, African-

American suffragettes such as Ida B. Wells, Ellen Watkins Harper, and Sojourner Truth were not acknowledged in 

the fight for women's rights (Lorber, 2010; Rakoczy, 2004).5   

Western feminists' indifference to issues affecting African women is referred to as "white supremacy in heels." The 

connotation of this term highlights the ways in which Western feminism maintains 'white supremacy' whilst claiming 

to advocate for women's rights in general (Cargle, 2018). These difficulties have prompted a variety of questions 

about how the multidimensional marginalization of women of African origin may be accounted for and remedied in 

feminist theory. Therefore, the rise of African feminist ideology tried to expose the linkages of exploitation of women 

of African heritage with the issue of inequalities between genders. The quest for gender equality ignores the plights 

of women of African origin. 

Thus, Western feminists are criticized for ignoring the subjugation of African women in their pursuit of equality with 

Western men (Hooks, 2000). African women's activists and authors sought to construct a route to confront the 

dynamics of their subjugation. They hoped to accomplish their goal by including males in the fight against 'Western 

supremacist patriarchy,' which has widened gender disparity in African societies. 

I looked into the conversations of women's activists and outlined some of the concerns that African feminists 

theorize about. In doing so, the purpose of African feminism, notwithstanding the many meanings connected with 

the feminist label in Africa, is to deconstruct the 'Western supremacy' that lays at the root of gender inequity in 

Africa. That being stated, the next chapter concentrates on the concept of decoloniality in order to put in context the 

decolonial approach required to overturn the system of Western domination that underpins gender inequality in 

Africa. The goal of engagement in Chapter 4 was to identify the impacts of coloniality on gender discourses in 

Africa. This knowledge created the foundation for arguing for the need to decolonize the patriarchy, gender, and 

                                                           
5
 The term suffragette refers in particular to members of the British women‘s social and political union (WSPU), a women-only movement 

founded in 1903 by Emmeline Pankhurst. In  the early 20th century women who, under the banner ‗‗vote for Women‘‘, fought for the right 
to vote in public elections in the United Kingdom. 
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gender relations conceptions of Western dominance articulated in Chapter 3. I stated that the goal of debating the 

concept of coloniality and its influence on gender is to reveal the logic and demonstrate the possibility of adopting 

the African system of thinking as a viable decolonial strategy. 

Thus, the concept of decoloniality that has become the framework within which I want to investigate the topic of 

gender inequality is one that is based on a logic system that bases concepts such as patrilineality and matrilineality 

within the African worldview. I indicated that demonstrating the difference between the Western supremacist 

construction, meaning, and interpretation of the categories of patriarchy and gender relations and the African 

version is a vital aspect in making sense of gender relations within the African context. To properly comprehend 

what decoloniality may imply in promoting equality, one must look beyond uncovering or recovering African 

legacies harmed by colonialism (Chimakonam & Ogbonnaya, 2021). This implies that the rhetoric of decoloniality 

should reveal additional fundamental reasons for study in African philosophy that strive to disrupt the logic of 

coloniality that persists in the exploitation of the meaning and significance of gender and gender relations.   

Arguably, I stated that a movement to regain Africa's history might constitute an ideal place to begin. However, the 

drive of decoloniality should be primarily concerned with developing epistemic systems that would remove the logic 

of Western superiority that plagues the African continent. This is why decoloniality's fundamental focus should be to 

demolish Western hegemony, which fosters and supports racist ideologies. In doing so, a decolonial idea of 

deconstruction would deal with notions such as patriarchy, gender, and relationships between genders in ways that 

violate Western supremacist logic. 

This would expose the repercussions of coloniality on ''all the oppressed, the marginalized other, the outsider, the 

outlier, and the exploited, regardless of where they are, where they come from, the language they speak, or the 

color of their skin'' (Chimakonam & Ogbonnaya, 2021:1). The structure and logic that underpin coloniality 

necessitate a decolonial strategy as a lens through which to examine and think about the problem of gender 

inequality. In Chapter 5, I stressed the collective epistemic repression that has dovetailed into all facets of human 

interactions to put decolonial gender discourse into context. One such encounter is the topic of gender relations, 

which breeds gender inequity. So, in this chapter, decoloniality was utilized to question and reveal the logic that 

underpins Western supremacy, in addition to how people interpret patriarchy, gender, and gender relations. 

In another word, coloniality's intellectual supremacy requires a counter-epistemology that challenges colonial logic. 

Although academics have debated various decolonization methods, none, to the best of my understanding, has 

taken on the methodological and logical hurdles of unraveling the fundamental principles that determine gender 
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inequality from a decolonial viewpoint. This renders the issue of gender inequality unresolvable in African 

philosophy. The next chapter addresses the role of Ezumezu reasoning in understanding gender dynamics in 

Africa. 

In Chapter 5, I argue for a complementary account of personhood that recognizes complementarity as a 

fundamental component of human existence. The reason for this is that viewing personhood as a complementary 

business would eliminate the sense of hierarchy that underpins gender inequity. I investigated the logic of 

complementary personhood as a type of Afro-communitarian elaboration. I contend that the universally considered 

notions of patriarchy and gender  conceived in Western feminist theorizing need a logical framework capable of 

accounting for every socio-cultural contexts  since ideas differ from context to context. The account of 

complementary personhood was stated as a lens through which to challenge the concept of gender hierarchy, 

which underpins most Western interrogations of gender and patriarchy. 

Using the Ezumezu logic system, I established an understanding of gender within the framework of complementary 

personhood. To meet the chapter's goal, I provided an explanation of what complementary personhood means. The 

previous clarification served as the foundation for comprehending the Afrocentric concept of gender relations. The 

Ezumezu method is then used to peel out an Afro-centric triangle of gender interactions (Onyarchy, Onghrarchy, 

and Onyaghrarchy). I demonstrated that a colonial logic underpins modern understandings of patriarchy and 

gender in Africa by questioning the idea of gender within Western discourse. As a result, while researching the 

Afro-centric view of gender, I employed the gender triangle to depict an Afro-centric concept of gender relations.  

Given the foregoing, the abolition of the colonial notion of patriarchy and gender is essential to grasp the Afro-

centric conception of gender that exists on complementary logic, of which the Ezumezu system is  considered.    

6.1  Recommendations and Areas of Future Research. 

 

This study proposes an alternate explanation of African philosophy's notion of personhood and how it might be 

developed to meet human societal concerns. To build decolonial techniques based on current African intellectual 

heritage, we must be open to the possibility of opening up new perspectives of thinking using the logic that 

underpins our thought pattern. 

I propose that we build new African philosophical strategies that are attentive to the true needs of Africans on the 

continent. To handle African problems appropriately, these solutions should take into account the diverse process 

and history of the African people, particularly the reality of African problems. The preceding is significant because it 
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is intriguing to transcend beyond the confines that colonialism and coloniality have imposed on the African people's 

mentality. As a result, any decolonial strategy should be compatible with Africa's current condition.    

In the end, there is no doubt that the legacies of colonialism and coloniality continue to plague African society; 

however, this can improve when African scholars begin to theorize or devise ways to confront the legacy of 

Western interference in contemporary African cultures. What this implies is that we should be able to construct a 

complete decolonial strategy that accounts for the issue of gender inequality in academia and Africa in general 

within the framework of Afro-communitarianism.  

Gender identity is an issue that has to be researched more from an African viewpoint in the future. I believe it would 

be advantageous to first comprehend the particular character of Africa's challenges before devising a decolonial 

strategy to address the many understandings of gender identities in Africa and beyond, utilizing a complementary 

logic. The way forward is to investigate various gender identities in order to better understand and improve future 

research as well as conscientize future researchers in institutions of learning on the importance and need to   

embrace an Afro-communitarian perspective on gender relations.    

6.2  Anticipated Objections. 

 

Scholars such as David Benatar (2012) and Matthew Hall (2017) argue that matriarchy is not any better than 

patriarchy as women in matriarchal society marginalize, oppress and subjugate men. My argument is that a 

matriarchal or patriarchal society that thrives on unequal gender hierarchy is lopsided and lacks the logic of human 

relations that is inherently African. This is why the discussion on matrilineality and patrilineality I engaged with is 

quite different, as it is drawn from the context of African logic.  

Another possible objection might be that my idea of gender complementarity is bifurcatory. My response to this 

objection is that the logic of complementarity is strictly founded on an African three-valued logic called Ezumezu. 

This means that the principles and method of the Ezumezu system of logic abhor any form of absolutism, 

opposition or unequal bifurcation. Gender relations can become problematic when one gender is elevated above 

others. This is what explains the lopsided logic that I identified in the Western conception and interrogation of the 

issue of gender inequality.  

Another possible objection would be the questions of logic and method, given the supposed claim that logic should 

be universal. My project does not overlook that logic is important and should be applied in different contexts. 

However, the universalization of bivalent logic is what has contributed to the problem of gender inequality that I 
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grappled with in the thesis. It would be counter-productive to employ the same system of thought set in place to 

dominate and inferiorize other cultural purviews as a method of interrogating a problem it birthed, that is, gender 

inequality.  

This is like saying the cure for peanut allergies is peanut, whereas peanut is the cause. So, if the context and 

specificities from which African feminists seek to address the challenge of gender inequalities are not clearly 

outlined, African feminist ideologies would also reinforce the binaries of gender inequalities that were intended to be 

addressed. Hence, I addressed the challenge of reinventing gender oppositions using the gender triangle, as seen 

in Chapter 5. It is necessary to reiterate that gender difference indicates that human difference is a necessary part 

of existence that calls for complementarity. Despite the response that I have raised for the possible objections to 

my arguments, I should also remind us that no philosophical research is without criticism or counter-argument. 

However, what makes one a thorough philosopher is the ability to see beyond our dogmatic idiosyncrasies when 

faced with a decolonial project like this.    
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