
e s t i o n 

u r i n g the three m o n t h s that Alex, my four-
year-old daughter , h u n g a r o u n d the office 
to wai t for her ride home, she got to know 
a l l the women on the staff and memorized 
where each one sat. Everyday, after com
ing i n from school , she wou ld m a r c h 
a r o u n d the office to count heads. Last 
week, she was going through her rout ine 
when she found one miss ing . 

" M a , Where's T i t a P i ? " 
"At home, " I sa id , "Baby ' s s i ck . " I hoped 

that the brevity of my answer wou ld com
munica te to her that I was i n no mood to 
talk. B u t l ike most four-year-olds, A lex is 
dense. 

"Why doesn't her h u s b a n d stay home to 
take care of the baby ins tead?" 

Whoa . M y h a n d froze i n the a i r above 
the keyboard a n d my back stra ightened 
from be ing bent forward at the computer 
moni tor . "Heeey," I patted mysel f on the 
back, " you m u s t be do ing someth ing r ight 
here." I was swel l ing w i th pride. Imagine, 
four years o ld a n d already a feminist. A n d 
then , me a n d my big m o u t h , we made a 
m i s t a k e . 

I s w u n g my swivel cha i r a r ound to face 
my daughter . I was eager to converse now. 
"You see, Alex, " I started, " it is a mother 's 
ins t inc t to care for her s ick c h i l d . " I 
paused to pu t some d r a m a when Alex 
jabbed w i th her punch l ine : "How come you 
don't?" 

For days , I mu l l ed over what my daugh 
ter had sa id . O n the one h a n d , I a m glad 
that A lex posseses none of the stereotype 
images of women. B u t , on the other, I was 
pa ined by my daughter 's ind ic tment . 

T h i n k i n g about that afternoon i n the 

office brought to m i n d the d i lemmas that 
feminists face i n real life, especially those 
that tear women between pass ion for work 
a n d pass ion for family. The concept of 
parent ing changes because c i rcumstances 
force a redefyi i t ion. 

Th i s process of redef init ion make 
women, a n d somet imes even their ch i l 
dren , odd if not totally bad in the eyes of 
conservatives who have made it their life's 
m i ss i on to upho ld and protect " t radi t ional 
family va lues . " My problem wi th these 
va lues is that they shu t out the possibi l i ty 
of r e s t ruc tur ing h i e rarch ica l patterns into 
c onsensua l arrangements . Trad i t iona l 
family va lues obligate members to become 
art i f ic ial ly close instead of m a k i n g close
ness spontaneous. 

The guard ians of moral i ty accuse 
women who choose to redefine their roles 
of i r responsib l i l i ty and of being parents of 
convenience. These guard ians can never 
imagine how the process is at once a huge 
responsibi l i ty , totally scary and absolutely 
exhaust ing . Made more so by the prevai l
ing cu l ture w h i c h does not reinforce the 
new values a n d ethics that women now 
want to pass on to their ch i ld ren . Women 
have made headway i n redef ining mother
hood but the b ac k l a s h of conservat ism 
keeps their goals diff icult. 

Yet women cont inue to take on the 
chal lenge of chang ing the structures 
because, yes, women have finally learned 
to be "se l f i sh . " B u t th is act of "sel f ish
ne s s " causes no little distress i n women. 
After a l l , they have been reared to serve 
others and condi t ioned to have a higher 
capacity for self-sacrfice. t ^ g 

Women in Action 3/95 
1 



W o m e n h a v e a l o t o f 
r e s o u r c e s a t t h e i r d i s p o s a l . 
Day - ca r e c e n t r e s a n d c r e c h e s 
for w o r k i n g m o t h e r s c o u l d be 
set u p at l ow c o s t to g e n e r a t e 
funds by w o m e n ' s g r o u p s . 
V o c a t i o n a l t r a i n i n g c e n t r e s 
cou ld be set u p w h e r e y o u n g 
gir ls w h o c a n n o t c o n t i n u e 
their e d u c a t i o n for o n e r e a s o n 
or a n o t h e r a r e t a u g h t s k i l l s o f 
trade by m o r e e x p e r i e n c e d 
women i n o r d e r to m a k e a 
l iv ing: b a s k e t m a k i n g , 
ta i lo r ing , c l o t h w e a v i n g a n d 
many o t h e r s u c h s k i l l s . 

W o m e n ' s g r o u p s c o u l d a l s o 
set u p b u s i n e s s c e n t r e s t h a t 
provide t y p i n g p o o l s , 
p h o t o c o p y i n g s e r v i c e s a n d , i f 
af fordable, c o m p u t e r s e r v i c e s , 
te lephone a n d fax s e r v i c e s for 
a fee. In N i g e r i a , s u c h 
b u s i n e s s c e n t r e s a r e g o o d 
sources of f u n d s , e s p e c i a l l y i n 
un i v e r s i t y c a m p u s e s a n d 
tert iary i n s t i t u t i o n s . If 
i n d i v i d u a l s c a n n o t s p o n s o r 
these v e n t u r e s , w o m e n ' s 
g roups t h e m s e l v e s c a n s t a r t 
s o m e t h i n g . E v e n s u m m e r 
p r o g r a m m e s c a n h e l p . F o r 
examp le , the N i g e r i a n 
A s s o c i a t i o n o f U n i v e r s i t y 
W o m e n ( N A U W ) , I b a d a n 
chapte r , o r g a n i z e d a f o u r - w e e k 
s u m m e r p r o g r a m to t e a c h 
ado l e s c en t s h o w to m a k e 
adire , a n a t i v e t i e - a n d - d y e 
done o n c l o t h , t h a t y i e l d e d 
funds . S o , w o m e n ' s g r o u p s 
s h o u l d get u p a n d go. T h e s k y 
is the l i m i t ! 

Adelown Oyehide 
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We s h o u l d n o t r e l y 
so l e l y o n d o n o r - b a s e d 
f u n d i n g . Se l f -

r e spec t i ng w o m e n d o n o t h a v e 
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These values of self-sacrifice and service to others are 
pounded hard into women. In turn, they pound these values 
into their daughters. It is about time, however, for women 
to pound as hard on the values of individuality and self-
actualization. And no pounding can be as good as self-
example. 

A l l the blood and sweat that went into the struggle for 
women's rights has reaped rewards. Women and their 
daughters can now be better educated, can now have better 
health and social services, can now have more economic 
power. Of course, accessing these opportunities is another 
story. And of course, the thing to do now is to translate 
these opportunities into political power, which means 
women making the choices available for themselves— 
whether i n the spheres of politics, economics or parenting. 

That afternoon in the office, when my daughter asked 
why I was not always around to nurse her wound or break 
her fall, she did not mean to say that it was a problem or 
that she suddenly saw me as a failure. Alex and I, we are 
both proud of what she can do by herself as a four-year-old. 
Having gained this measure of independence, 1 do not 
think that she wiU want to or that it is good for her to 
backslide. 

But I did. I backslid. When I told my daughter that 
mothers are caring and nurturing, I forgot to also tell her 
that mothers should be allowed to choose how they wish to 
care and nurture, because usually they care and nurture 
best when they have that freedom. ^ 

2 ^ I W ^ ^ t ^ UAALO^ 

t h e b e g g i n g m e n t a l i t y . A s a 
m a t t e r o f fac t , we s h o u l d 
e n c o u r a g e w o m e n to be sel f -
s u f f i c i e n t a n d s e l f - r e l i a n t . 

It w o u l d be a b e t t e r w o r l d 
i f b e g g a r s o f a n y k i n d 
d i s a p p e a r e d f r o m t h e face o f 
t h e e a r t h . 
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WHAT DO YOU THINK? 

Can men be feminists? Yes? 

No? Why? 

Let's talî . Speak your 
thoughts. Write to Feedback. 

If you have questions you 
wish to raise, send them to us 
also and let's ask our 
readers: 

"What do you think?" 
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