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Abstract  

 

African Traditional Religions (ATRs) teach us that the corporeal and the spiritual are entangled. 

This conceptual idea impacts how African women--traditionalists and Christians--relate with the 

environment. Throughout history, African women have been what is called, in my language, 

swaham (“protectors”) of Mother Earth. In this paper, I show that African women have been 

environmental advocates for centuries as freedom fighters, spirit mediums, and theologians. I 

suggest that 21st century environmental problems will be difficult to solve if the potential of 

African women advocacy is suppressed. To support this argument, I utilize an Afrocentric 

approach that marries the spiritual and the mundane. I also invoke African women ancestors such 

as ancient Walatta Petros (Ethiopia), Kimpa Vita (Congo), Nina Simone (United States), Fannie 

Lou Hammer (United States), Mbuya Nehanda (Zimbabwe), and Anne Nasimiyu-Wasike (Kenya). 

 

Keywords: African Traditional Religions, Christianity, African Women, Earth, Pan- Africanist, 

Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians 

 

Roadmap  

 

This paper is divided into four sections. Section one is the introduction, "When and Where I Enter." 

Here I briefly sketch how I came to be an advocate of the environment. Section two discusses 

several African women who have exemplified the role of "Protectors of the Earth." I demonstrate 

how these women represent divergent responses to African encounters with Christianity and the 

environment. Section three focuses on the Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians (the 

Circle) paying special attention on the work of Anne Nasimiyu-Wasike. In Section four, I conclude 

with a few recommendations for the Circle going forward. 

 

Introduction 

 

There is nothing more devastating to the environment than war. The stench of decay and 

death is overwhelming. Farmers are unable to grow food to sustain their families and their 

communities. The entire villages are often destroyed and the inhabitants are forced to flee or be 

killed. My hometown, Bawagarki in the Lau local government area where we have lived for several 

generations was burned down and members of my farming community were killed in 2018 by 

herdsmen (Tyopuusu, 2018; c.f. Ajakaye, 2018). Today, in 2019, my community is still internally 

displaced. I have also witnessed the devastation of war on a larger national scale. In 1993, in 

response to the substandard school system in northeastern Nigeria, my parents sent me to Hartford 
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School for Girls, a United Methodist affiliated boarding school in rural Moyamba, Sierra Leone. 

Sierra Leone is a stunningly beautiful country with plentiful natural resources. My time there was 

amazing. I learnt local languages and cultures. The friendships I developed with my female age-

mates are still close to my heart. All of this would change dramatically in 1997. I was trapped in a 

civil war pushed along by the hidden hands of western imperialism (Arsenault, 2012). One event 

in the long history of western-backed conflicts aimed at controlling Africa’s land and mineral 

wealth (Simons, 2009). 

The brutality of the conflict converged with unforeseen consequences of United Nations 

sanctions that created food scarcity and malnourishment (Abdelaziz, 2010). People could not farm 

or fish. Women could not sell their goods at the market. To avoid starvation, I ate things that I 

normally would not eat. We were harassed by rebels for weeks. Some of my girlfriends were 

captured and taken to the bush as “wives”--similar to what happened in 2014 to Chibok girls in 

Bornu State, Northern Nigeria, when Boko Haram members abducted over two hundred school 

girls and made them their “wives” (Beauchamp, 2015). Eventually, my school in Moyamba was 

destroyed. I was shot at by rebels while sweeping my guardian’s family compound in Freetown. 

And when I relocated to Bo town the second city of Sierra Leone in search of safety, I will never 

forget seeing the severed heads of people who military “peacekeepers” perceived to be rebels. I 

literally had to flee for my life along with my brother who helped me to get back to Nigeria. 

These harrowing experiences distressed me physically, spiritually, and emotionally. But 

they also ignited in me a passion to protect vulnerable African women and children on the continent 

and in the diaspora, who are disproportionately impacted by violence and environmental 

degradation. The sisterhood that nourished me and the war that traumatized me pushed me towards 

a Pan African consciousness. In search for answers and healing, I looked for inspiration from 

African women all over the world. My quest led me to unearth a troubling reality that, in modern 

times, wherever black/African women live, their marginalization is deeply connected to the land. 

I also learned that these women constantly resisted their marginal status. This insight led me to 

realize that the struggles of Africans all over the world were, to some extent, connected. And that 

these connections were somehow dependent on the treatment of our environment--the trees and 

plants, the water, the land and the air. When I read about women raped and brutalized in war zones 

such as the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), favelas in Brazil, the Sudans, India, ghettos of 

South Side of Chicago in the United States, I share their pain and the agony propels me to voice 

out their suffering, perseverance, and triumphs. 

 

African Women as Swaham (Protectors) of the Earth   

 

The fundamental aim of western colonialism and imperialism in Africa is the control of 

Africa's resources, especially its oil and mineral wealth (Palmberg, 1983; Yates, 2006; Rodney, 

1981; Nkrumah, 1981). A well-known example of this effort is the ongoing struggle in Nigeria's 

Niger Delta region of Rivers State (Obi and Temitope, 2018; Agbonifo, 2018). The Ogoni people 

have been engaged in a decades’ long conflict with the multinational giant, Shell, over crude oil, 



2 

 

human rights, and the degradation of the environment. The women of Ogoniland played a 

prominent role in challenging Shell and their local collaborators. In 1993, they formed the 

Federation of Ogoni Women's Association (FOWA). FOWA and other women's group engaged in 

a range of activities--marches, petitions, blockades--aimed at disrupting oil extraction and halting 

the pollution in their communities (Albert, 2019). The controversy in Ogoniland came to a head in 

1995 when the Nigerian government tried and executed Ken Saro-Wiwa and eight other leaders of 

the Oguni movement known as MOSOP (Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People). Saro-

Wiwa insisted that the land grab by Western corporations was racist because they valued oil profits 

over the lives of Africans. The executions were aimed at breaking the spirit of FOWA, MOSOP, 

and other groups (Albert, 2019). The effort to free the Ogoni Nine had gained an international 

following beyond Africa. The executions were devastating, but they did not break the resolve of 

the dissidents. By 1997, FOWA had promulgated a declaration effectively banning Shell from the 

region (Albert, 2019). The women of Ogoniland continue to agitate for environmental justice. 

African women, like the women of FOWA, have played under-researched roles in 

defending mother earth from the ravages of western destroyers and imperialists. Yet, there is a 

pervasive narrative, both in mainstream media and academia, of African women in need of 

rescuing. Here I want to focus on feminist writing because one would assume that feminists are 

the natural allies of African women. Stereotypes about African women rendered powerless by their 

culture have been a common theme in the writings of feminists for decades. For example, Alice 

Walker’s Warrior Marks: Female Genital Mutilation and the Sexual Blinding of Women and Mary 

Daly’s Gyn/Ecology homogenizes and stereotypes African women as helpless victims of “female 

genital mutilation” (FGM). Women of Africa: The Roots of Oppression by Maria Ross Cutrufelli 

asserts in her work that the only form of agency that African women have is prostitution. And 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s We Should All Be Feminists provides a “single story” that 

uncritically casts African societies as culturally dehumanizing to its women. Hence, she proposed 

that women’s liberation rests exclusively on the shoulders of men who oppress women. This 

eurocentric claim overlooks the fact that Africa has a long history of women commanding 

leadership roles in various sectors of society, particularly as it pertains to protecting local 

environments. African liberation struggles against European colonialism would not have been a 

success without the contributions of women who wanted to protect or repossess their land. It is for 

this reason that European colonialism spelled out specific policies aimed at weakening the status 

of women and subverting feminine power in Africa (Steegstra, 2005). 

 

African-Centered Geography  

 

Human geography is the academic field concerned with how humans impact the 

environment and vice versa. I am introducing the term African-centered geography to capture the 

way in which African sacred systems have framed this relationship. The western idea of secularism 

continues to encounter resistance in postcolonial Africa (Asamoah-Gyadu, 2015; Togarasei, 2015; 

Engelke, 2015). Whereas the influence of religion is diminishing in the west, it is flourishing in 
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Africa (Walls, 2017). And while Christianity and Islam have pushed African Traditional Religions 

(ATRs) to the sidelines, that process was gradual and never total. A fundamental aim of ATRs is 

striking a balance between the sacred and the material world. I argue that the core ideas of ATRs 

continue to shadow the activism of African women today. African women were frequently viewed 

as having a stronger connection to the sacred world than African men (Grillo, 2018; Rosenthal, 

1998). In this sense, feminine power was dangerous. Western colonizers in Africa and, by 

extension, Christianity imposed by western missionaries, sought to control or eliminate the source 

of African feminine power (Nyajeka, 2006). Another key ATR concept is that there is no 

separation between the physical and the spiritual. They are what is called bini ("united" in 

Yotti/Bali language of Northern Nigeria). Thus, environmental issues are not only physical or 

material but also sacred. In this sense, taking away land from a people is a genocidal act, not simply 

because it provides food and shelter for the community, but because it is connected to the entire 

cosmic order as understood within African belief systems (Olupona, 2000). In the same way, when 

Africans were ripped from their families and homelands and enslaved in the Arab world and the 

Americas, the separation disrupted the entire cosmic order. This is exemplified in the Ogoni 

language of eastern Nigeria. The Ogoni word for land and people is identical. Thus, the people are 

the land that they occupy, to take it away from them is to destroy them (Saro-Wiwa, 1995). 

Wangari Maathai, the founder of the Green Belt Movement highlights the impact of 

European colonization on African land and lifestyle when she states, “until the arrival of the 

Europeans, [Africans] had looked to nature for inspiration, food, beauty, and spirituality. They 

pursued a lifestyle that was sustainable and that gave them a good quality of life” (Maathai, 2004). 

Maathai locates the plight of poverty and environmental degradation at the onset of imperialism. 

Africans, according to this view, enjoyed a superior quality of life until sustained contact with 

Europeans distorted the indigenous way of life.  

The Shona of present day Zimbabwe believe that Mwari (creator God) is both vengeful 

and compassionate. This deity is both male and female. The female aspect of the deity afforded 

women the ability to hold leadership roles alongside their male counterparts. This is an example 

of what I call "flexible gender" afforded women considerable authority and power as spirit 

mediums. It is in this capacity that African women played a significant role in maintaining the 

balance between the mundane and spiritual worlds (Taringa, 2004). Zimbabwean women who 

occupied this role are often consulted for private and public matters.  

Perhaps the most spectacular example of Shona women’s power in protecting the land is 

the role that women played in the Zimbabwean liberation struggle. They were on the frontlines 

providing fighters with military strategies on how to conquer their opponents. They used their 

knowledge of the land to direct fighters and other resistors into strategic positions that confounded 

the white colonizers. As spirit mediums, the central role that they occupy is to protect the land with 

all of its inhabitants--animals, human beings, soil etc. Under European colonialism, spirit mediums 

believed that the land has been abused subsequently it lost its fertility, sacred places were 

desecrated and the local communities enslaved to western “civilization.” In order to liberate 

themselves and reclaim the land, spirit mediums joined guerilla fighters (Lan, 1989).  

One of the prominent female leaders was Ambuya VaZarira of the Duma clan. VaZarira 

cautioned fighters on the need to protect innocent civilian lives at all costs because if non-
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combatants perished, they would return with a vengeance as hostile spirits which would bring 

about destruction to the land. She taught insurgents how to avoid being ambushed because she was 

intimately familiar with the layout of the land. She also provided the rebels with medicinal powers 

to keep them from harm (Daneel, 2001) and she created magical charms from plants that she 

gathered from the forest to disorient European fighters.1  

Another prominent example of Shona feminine power is the spirit medium, Mbuya 

Nehanda. Nehanda is considered the founding mother of modern Zimbabwe. During the liberation 

struggle, she too instilled outrageousness in fighters. Nehanda instructed the rebels on sacred 

regions of the forest that should be avoided in order to preserve a healthy relationship with the 

ancestral spirits and the land. 

The military tactics of Ambuya VaZarira and Nehanda were not solely about saving human 

lives but also about preserving the lives of animals and plants in the forest. Nehanda fought until 

her capture and was sentenced to death by her British adversaries. Prior to her hanging, the British 

colonizers gave Nehanda the "opportunity" to convert to Christianity. As a clear sign of unmatched 

defiance and heroism because of the quest to defend the integrity of the land and the independence 

of her people, Nehanda refused to convert to Christianity. Instead, she announced that she would 

return from the dead to lead a final successful rebellion against the British. For these reasons, 

Nehanda is a national hero and female spirit mediums are credited with making vital contributions 

to the war against their white oppressors (Lan, 1987). Her death is significant. This ordinary 

woman essentially gave up her life in order to save the land that their ancestors entrusted to them 

as caretakers. Her death undermined European powers who wanted to make her hanging a warning 

to future “trouble makers.” Her followers elevated her status to that of a martyr and her execution 

fanned the flames of resistance. The tree Nehanda was hung on, like the cross that Jesus Christ 

was crucified became a symbol of freedom and hope for Zimbabweans (The Herald, 2011).   

 

 

 

Earth Work in the African Diaspora  

 

Black women of the diaspora have also had prominent roles as protectors of the earth. As 

a Pan Africanist, I include them as members of the global African community. The African-

centered scholar, Marimba Ani, notes that Africans enslaved in the Americas were separated from 

Africa physically, but the sacred ties to Africa were never fully severed: “‘We are an African 

people,’ simply reveals that there are values, traditions and a heritage that we share because we 

have a common origin. The cultrual process is naturally ongoing, which allows people to 

continuously affirm their connectedness through being linked to their origins” (Ani, 1999). These 

Africans invoked indigenous cultural ideas to make sense of the nightmarish voyage across the 

Atlantic and the insanity of race-based chattel slavery. Kwame Nkrumah, one of the most 

celebrated Pan Africanists of all time, insisted that the destinies of African Americans and Africans 

are inextricably linked (Nimako, 2010). I argue, further, that the attacks on African Americans is 

an extension of the war on African people that has its origins in the Transatlantic slave trade. 

                                                 
1 The close relationship between spirit mediums and the ancestors gives them easy access to seek advice 

regarding affairs of the living. Spirit mediums are often aware of events before they unfold. They give 

warnings to devotees that seek direction from them and offer solutions to the afflicted. In this case, 

Zimbabwean freedom fighters needed advice on how to avoid danger during battle. Michael Bourdillion, 

The Shona Peoples (Zimbabwe: Mambo Press, 1982), 229. 
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Africans in America did not passively accept their status. Resistance was a constant.  

African American singer-activist Nina Simone, affectionately known as the "High Priestess 

of Soul,” used her musical talent to protest racial injustice and promote Black racial pride. Simone 

donated a substantial portion of her earnings to the Civil Rights movement and she refused to 

perform at segregated venues (Simone and Stephen, 2003). In 1963, four little girls attending 

church on a Sunday morning in Alabama were killed by a bomb planted by a white American 

terrorist. The bomb was so powerful that one of the girls was decapitated. It was out of the anguish 

over these senseless murders that the protest song, "Mississippi Goddam" was born. The song 

captures her anguish and her commitment to liberating black people and the land from the tyranny 

of whites as illustrated by the following words in the song: 

  

Can't you see it 

Can't you feel it 

It's all in the air 

I can't stand the pressure much longer 

Somebody say a prayer...Lord have mercy on this land of mine 

We all gonna get it in due time 

I don't belong here 

I don't belong there...All I want is equality 

For my sister, my brother my people and me (Simone, 1964) 

 

Simone laments that Black people are overwhelmed by injustice in the land of their birth. 

She appeals to God for relief of Black suffering. It is not possible to fully capture the horror of 

Black life in the Jim Crow South, USA. Or villages in northern Nigeria burned out by herdsman. 

Or civil war. But Simone dedicated her voice to the important work of advocacy for the oppressed, 

because she believes that freeing black bodies is interlinked to liberating the land. 

Another example of "earth work" in the African diaspora is the Civil Rights activist, Fannie 

Lou Hamer, the daughter of sharecroppers in Mississippi. Hamer's enslaved grandmother bore 23 

children, 20 of those children were the result of rape by white men. Sharecropping in the Deep 

South was virtually indistinguishable from slavery. Poverty forced Hamer to drop out of school in 

order to help her family pick cotton for a white landowner. As a young adult, Hamer was sterilized 

without her knowledge. Although hard to imagine now, it was not that long ago when sterilizing 

Black and poor women was a common practice in the southern United States. Thousands of Black 

people were lynched between the 1890s and 1950s. The rape of Black women by white men was 

also common (McGuire, 2010). 

Most African Americans were banned from voting and some were killed attempting to 

vote. Basically, up until the 1960s, conditions in the southern US resembled apartheid in southern 

Africa. Fannie Lou Hamer joined the effort, spearheaded by the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee (SNCC), to register African American voters. This was dangerous work. Hamer barely 

escaped death on numerous occasions. White police officers beat her so severely that she nearly 

died and was physically impaired for the rest of her life. Despite these horrific conditions and being 

constantly targeted, she never stopped fighting. Hamer responded to dependency, extreme poverty 

and hunger in rural Mississippi by reconnecting black people to the land (Edge, 2017)."Throughout 

its history,” Edge observes, “the region has incubated bold American solutions to hunger and food 

access. Radical Southerners, especially black women, who long provided the expertise and labor 

on farms and in kitchens, have challenged American agricultural practices and driven our changing 
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relationship to food." In 1969, Hamer purchased approximately forty acres of prime land in the 

Mississippi Delta and established the Freedom Farm Cooperative, a mix of cash crops and 

subsistence farming, to promote self-sufficiency. The co-op eventually purchased an additional 

640 acres and a pig bank (SNCC Digital Gateway, 2019). 

 

Women Theologians and Earth Work 

 

In the 17th century, Walatta Petros (1592-1642), an Ethiopian woman of royal lineage 

organized one of the strongest women’s groups in her homeland. Wendy Belcher (2015) calls this 

remarkable woman one of the "earliest activists against European postcolonialism." I call Walatta 

Petros the mother of Earth Protectors. She was a devout member of the Ethiopian Orthodox 

Church. She came from a tradition of socially liberated women who could marry a man of their 

choosing, divorce without stigma, obtain a formal education, and even lead armies into war. It is 

in this context that the Jesuits arrived in 1557, on the shores of Ethiopia with the aim of converting 

the population to the Catholic faith. It took over fifty years for the Jesuits to finally win the loyalty 

of successive kings, but that advantage was short lived. Walatta Petros led a successful non-violent 

campaign against the Jesuits. By 1627, she started a community of women supporters. The women 

were instructed in doctrinal topics of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and were also trained in 

military tactics. Women and Ethiopians of lower status shared a steadfast commitment to the 

Orthodox Church and traditional rituals such as observing the Sabbath on Saturday and Sunday, 

refusal to eat pork and conducting the rite of male circumcision. Local resentment and refusal 

gradually grew to open rebellion against the foreign religion and its surrogates. By 1634, the Jesuit 

colonizers had been killed or expelled (Belcher and Kleiner, 2015). 

In the Kongo, Kimpa Vita, also known by her Christian name, Dona Beatrice, embarked 

on a protest against colonialists and the Catholic Church in her home country. She claimed to be 

possessed by the spirit of St. Anthony to protest against colonial powers and the Catholic Church’s 

exclusion of and discrimination against African members. This motivated her to replace 

Eurocentric images in the church with local Congolese icons and to speak against colonial 

authorities. Vita’s actions threatened and angered the missionaries in the Kongo. Subsequently, 

she was charged with blasphemy and they burned her at the stake (Thornton, 1998). This 

“Africanizing" of the church and revolt against colonial authority tells us of how she committed 

herself to reclaiming Kongolese’ identity and protecting Kongolese land. Her effort prevented the 

Catholic Church and colonialists from continuing to impose their ways on local Africans. Her work 

and death, just like Christ's death and resurrection, brought forth a new life in her country. Musa 

W. Dube credits Vita’s protest for establishing what is now known as African Initiated Churches 

(AICs) and inspiring the Biblical hermeneutics of The Circle of Concerned African Women 

Theologians (Dube, 2009). Vita’s story tells us that African women have not been passive 

bystanders in the Christian encounter in Africa. Indeed, they have frequently led the charge. 

In the church, African women exercise their power for change. Revolutionary women's 

organization Ruwadzano in Zimbabwe was created in the 1920s by women in the Methodist 

Episcopal Church who wanted to express themselves freely in the colonized mission church. As 

Tumani M. Nyajeka puts it, “the mission church was teaching [African women] that they needed 

God to save them from the “darkness” of their skin, flesh, culture and environment” (Nyajeka 

2006, 147). These racist messages created an atmosphere of timidity among the women. In 

response to this crisis, Ruwadzano combined Shona and Christian worldviews in a way that 

resonated with local women. It provided a platform for women to pray and be possessed by the 
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spirits. It was also a place where the women felt free from the gaze of colonialists. As it is in the 

Shona indigenous spirituality, mid-morning is when spirits are free to express themselves. Hence, 

the Ruwadzano women hold their meetings in the deep forest at 4:00am, a time that was believed 

to be an opportune moment for human beings to transcend into the spirit realm. Their prayer 

sessions go for several hours, there they bare their hearts to each other and to the spirit world 

(Nyajeka, 2006). From the outside looking in, one might assume Ruwadzano is just a prayer group, 

but it is actually a platform for protest and revolutionary Christian expression in an effort to reclaim 

African souls and land in a hostile environment. By creating their women-centered space for prayer 

and meditation, the women of Ruwadzano are subtly asserting their quest for a brand of 

Christianity that does not police their souls. As colonized people, they found ways to practice their 

religiosity, protest against colonial and patriarchal injustices and to reconnect with the land that 

was taken away from them. Their meeting in the forest reunites them with the land, their ancestors 

and the entire African cosmology. 

 

The Circle  
 

In 1884-85, Europeans met in Berlin to divide up African land among themselves. This 

marks the beginning of the colonial era in Africa. A key element of colonialism was the imposition 

of Christianity and African responses to that imposition (Rodney, 1981). African Christians 

wanted to reclaim their land and to speak on their own terms. This idea gave birth to African 

theology which claims to speak on all issues affecting the continent. Women, however, did not 

feel included. Here, I focus on a subversive response spearheaded by African women. African 

Christians wanted to reclaim their land and speak on their own terms. This idea gave birth to 

African theology which claims to speak on all issues affecting the continent. Women, however, 

did not feel included. This sparked the interest of women who wanted to voice out their perspective 

(Oduyoye, 2001) 

In 1989, Mercy Amba Oduyoye spearheaded the creation of the Circle of Concerned 

African Women Theologians (also known as “The Circle”) alongside sixty-nine other African 

women. This Pan-African organization’s aim is to provide a platform for African women 

theologians from all religious traditions represented on the continent (Islam, Christianity, African 

Traditional Religions, and others) to speak on various topics impacting their lives (Oduyoye, 

2001). According to Oduyoye, the Circle was not meant to be a formal organization, rather it was 

simply a Pan-African group of women who were friends wanting to help each other navigate being 

women and religious scholars in male dominated space. They collaborated with each other for 

years before formalizing the group (Personal Interview with Mercy Oduyoye on July 3, 2019). 

As the proverbial wisdom of the Yotti/Bali (Chamba) people of northern Nigeria teaches 

us, Pe nya tip bile ke kabok bora (“when you are hit, you will feel it”). The Circle members rejected 

what was, in their view, Eurocentric theology being passed off as “universal theology” (Bujo, 

2003). “The Circle” takes the position that African women are ignored. Their struggles and voices 

are left out, and if brought up at all, their needs are often treated with little to no sense of 

seriousness. The solution to this state of affairs is to support and nourish an African theology that 

is inclusive of and controlled by African women (Njoroge, 1997). 

The consensus among The Circle members is to speak against the legacy of colonialism 

and its impact on African people.  Africans must provide counter narratives to biblical texts and 

cultural practices that are used to subordinate women. As Mercy Oduyoye states, “In Africa, 

Pauline language has been used to set the tone for a theology of order and of gender. Because of 
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its widespread treatment of the Bible as an infallible oracle, the church in Africa is slow to change 

attitude” (Oduyoye 1995, 180-190). Against these patriarchal practices, The Circle highlights 

biblical and cultural examples that can empower women. Collectively, they decided to write on 

issues affecting them and offering cultural, biblical, theological and missiological solutions to their 

problems (Oduyoye, 1995).The question is where does The Circle stand on environmental issues? 

The Circle co-founder professor, activist Anne Nasimiyu-Wasike used the platform to change her 

environment. According to Teresia Hinga, who attended the 1989 inaugural conference in Ghana, 

Wasike was part of the seventy co-founders of The Circle and highly regarded as an advocate for 

Africanizing Christianity (Hinga, 2018). 

Over the years, members of The Circle produced an impressive collection of articles and 

books that told the stories of African women in the church. Wasike’s contribution to The Circle 

and African Christianity was her expertise in inculturation theology (Hinga, 2018). When 

European Christians were justifying the Christianization of Africans, they claimed Africans had 

no culture, philosophy, or religion. And when western missionaries did attempt to accommodate 

local cultures, they failed miserably. As Dan Shaw puts it, “western culture was preached as 

Biblical values. The missions were more colonial than theologically relevant” (Shaw 2018: 209). 

Wasike was among a group of African scholars who provided counter narratives to the racist 

accounts of Europeans. Her body of work stressed the importance of African culture and women’s 

liberation. For example, Wasike’s dissertation, “Vatican II: The Problem of Inculturation” 

centered on the importance of the gospel of Christ communicating through African culture in order 

to transform it. Every culture is important and can be used to preach the gospel of Christ (Wasike 

1986, 236). 

Even though Wasike was a practicing Catholic, she was among a brand of scholars such 

as: Laurenti Magesa (Tanzania), Tumani Mutasa Nyajeka (Zimbabwe), Musa W. Dube 

(Botswana) and A. E. Orobator (Nigeria) who respect African Traditional Religions (ATRs) and 

believe it has something positive to offer Christianity. These scholars caution Africans that 

abandoning and demonizing ATRs could be cultural suicide. Wasike was also realistic with her 

approach to incorporating African cultures into Christian ministry. She was careful with her 

criticism of African societies and the tendency to devalue African women.  

Wasike argues that African pastors have adopted a sexist interpretation of scripture and 

then presenting it as biblical. This biased Christology robs women of their humanity.  

 Another member of the Circle, Musa W. Dube's Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bible 

(2000), points out that the misogynistic ways in which many African pastors read the Bible is a 

result of western missionary impositions. Europeans imposed their patriarchal ideas on Africans. 

Over time, Africans internalized those interpretations holding them high as biblical. Emphasizing 

the colonial legacy of women's oppression in African churches, Mercy Oduyoye states in 

Daughters of Anowa, that eurocentric sexist version of Christianity, intensified chauvinist cultural 

practices that were already present in many African societies (Oduyoye, 1995). Rosemary Edet 

and Bette Ekeya’s Church Women of Africa (1988), acknowledges that colonialism was 

devastating for African people and created racial, class, and gender inequality into African 

societies. However, they also point out that African cultural values are frequently used to devalue 

women. African women are expected to live up to cultural rules, while men are permitted to 

casually observe those same rules. Edet and Ekeya encourage women to be brave in selecting what 

cultural practices that are life giving and abandoning those that are dehumanizing (Febella and 

Oduyoye, 1989).  
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The Circle collectively participated with impressive collections of articles and books, 

curating African women’s struggles and victories. As a way forward, we must know where we 

have been. The Akan of Ghana, West Africa call this principle Sankofa. We only have one earth. 

Protecting the earth is the responsibility of humankind. The role of women as protectors has not 

only been prominent, it also points to a specific sort of feminine power that was sometimes feared, 

often respected, and then neglected. The restoration of feminine power must be a priority. The 

Circle can and should have a prominent role. In that effort. I propose that the Circle continues to 

engage in more current issues affecting the continent of Africa, be more intentional in including 

women of the African diaspora, and find ways to provide a platform for rural women that are non-

academic to share their experiences and knowledge. 

These examples are crucial because they demonstrate the impact of colonialism and slavery 

on the African land. But it also shows how African women responded to those challenges with 

creative ways in asserting liberative measures to free and protect their bodies and their land that 

are interconnected.  
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