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But the volume’s state-centric assumptions mean that it ignores histor-
ical and contemporary “transnational” relations, from migrations and dias-
poras to “‘non-traditional security” (NTS) such as Boko-Haram and Al-Shabab. 
It is largely silent on the BRICS, especially Brazil and South Africa, and 
overlooks the digital revolution on the continent, from cell phones to 
mobile finance. It mentions the U.N. Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
but not its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and overlooks climate 
change and the emerging “water-energy-food” nexus.

Nevertheless, Africa (or “Africas,” to reflect the continent’s incredible 
diversity) is beginning to make a contribution to the burgeoning analytic 
and applied worlds of “global IR”: the belated recognition that there are 
myriad interstate and transnational relations outside the North Atlantic 
and North Pacific, especially (East) Asia and Latin America, even as the 
Third World fragments into developmental versus fragile or failed states. 
Reflecting and advancing both African and Global South developments, 
the International Political Economy Series from Palgrave Macmillan will 
publish two collections in 2017: van der Merwe, Taylor, and Arkangelskaya, 
eds., Emerging Powers in Africa: A New Wave in the Relationship? ; and Bergamaschi, 
Moore, and Tickner, eds., South–South Cooperation Beyond the Myths: A Critical 
Analysis of Discourses, Practices and Effects. (Full disclosure: I am the general 
editor of the series.) The field has also been strengthened by Ian Taylor’s 
The International Relations of Sub-Saharan Africa (Continuum, 2010) and sev-
eral edited volumes: Tim Murithi’s Handbook of Africa’s International Relations 
(Routledge, 2013), James Hentz’s Routledge Handbook of African Security 
(2014), and Paul-Henri Bischoff, Kwesi Anang, and Amitav Acharya’s Africa 
in Global International Relations: Emerging Approaches to Theory and Practice 
(Routledge, 2016). The volume under review here falls, then, into increasingly 
extensive and impressive company.
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Iris Berger’s Women in Twentieth-Century Africa is a thoroughly accessible 
textbook that also captures the complexities of African women’s lives  
in the twentieth century. Composed of an introduction, eight chapters, 
a conclusion, and a short epilogue, the book strikes the right balance 
between chronology and thematic organization. The chronological backbone 
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of the text begins with end of the nineteenth century and takes readers 
through early and late colonialism, decolonization, the postcolonial period, 
and into the first decade of the twenty-first century. The postcolonial 
period is further differentiated according to the economic crisis and 
structural adjustment programs of the 1980s, the onslaught of the HIV/
AIDS crisis, and the civil wars that shadowed the new democratic move-
ments of the 1990s. Each chapter contains rich accounts of social history 
that reveal the contradictory ways in which larger political, economic, 
and cultural forces shape the spaces women inhabit as mothers, wives, 
daughters, subjects, and citizens. Berger successfully challenges the often 
diametrically opposed representations of African women—as downtrodden 
or powerful—as well as the tendency to reduce African women to mono-
lithic groups. The narrative demonstrates the ways in which women’s 
experiences throughout the twentieth century were shaped by dynamic 
and competing ideologies of masculinity and femininity, local cultures, 
and the various stages in the life cycle.

One of the important innovations in this text is the way in which 
Berger revisits certain topics in different chapters, thus deepening the 
reader’s appreciation of change, continuity, and context. She notes, for 
example, that as colonial states consolidated missionaries, colonial offi-
cials “intervened more aggressively in women’s personal lives through 
efforts to transform and regulate coming-of-age ceremonies, marriage 
and childbirth practices . . .” (10). These interventions targeted cultural 
areas perceived as uncivilized, but in some colonies, such as the Belgian 
Congo, they coincided with the state’s efforts to increase birth rates. 
Marriage was also a site through which men and women reinforced or 
challenged cultural norms or marshaled resources to navigate the colonial 
economy. In Maradi (Niger), divorce and remarriage allowed women to 
“progressively negotiate better material and social conditions” (17), while 
in the Gold Coast men who launched cocoa farms on nonlineage lands 
relied increasingly on the unremunerated labor of their wives. The topic of 
marriage is revisited in chapter 6, which focuses on the period after 1980 
and shows that marriage remained a central concern in the postcolonial 
period. Some states struggled to legislate the age of marriage and wives’ 
access to marital property, while women used the resources of the courts to 
obtain child support in a period wracked by high levels of unemployment 
and impoverishment.

This strategy of revisiting various topics also allows Berger to con-
sider political history in refreshingly new ways. It helps her illuminate, 
for example, the changing practices and agendas of women’s political 
activism, such as the ways in which women’s participation in the libera-
tion movements in Eritrea, Zimbabwe, and Namibia brought to the fore 
questions of male dominance on the battlefield and in the postwar era, as 
well as concerns about rape and access to birth control. Berger also incor-
porates international women’s movements into the discussion of African 
women’s political engagement. The Association of African Women for 

https://doi.org/10.1017/asr.2017.29 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/asr.2017.29


BOOK REVIEWS 225

Research and Development (AAWAD), one of the most important organi-
zations to emerge during the U.N. Decade on Women, helped institution-
alize greater dialogue among women in the Global South and transform 
the discussion about development. Transnational dialogue has been a 
longstanding feature of African intellectual and political life, but trans-
nationalism has become increasingly important to the economic well-being 
of African families and communities. Therefore, the recent growth of 
African diasporic communities in Asia, Europe, and North America deserves 
further discussion.

Finally, Berger demonstrates that we can write general histories that 
do not flatten the human experience. New ways of thinking about love, 
fashion, and sexuality shaped the twentieth century for African women as 
much as markets, states, and wars did. She has provided a rich synthesis of 
data drawn from old and new classics as well as examples from East, West, 
central, and southern Africa. Thus students at all levels will find this text 
invaluable.
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Doing Development in West Africa is an edited collection of essays written by 
undergraduate students at Duke University and intended for an audience 
of undergraduate students. The editor of this anthology is the well-known 
senior anthropologist Charles Piot, who has conducted research in north-
ern Togo for more than twenty-five years and has generously opened up his 
research site and vast networks and connections in the region to a small 
group of undergraduate students each summer since 2008. The students 
design and work on “do-it-yourself” (DIY) low-cost development projects 
with the support of university funds, especially from Duke’s Global Health 
Institute and a service-learning program called DukeEngage. The book 
provides valuable lessons for students interested in summer service projects 
in the Global South.

Following a short introductory chapter about the Duke summer pro-
gram and the region where it is located, Piot removes himself from the 
volume until the end, when he returns with a short epilogue. The rest of 
the book, ten chapters in total, was written by students. Part 1, “Personal 
Reflections,” consists of narratives by six students reflecting on their 
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