Abstract

By Peace Musiimenta

The study was about redefined subordination of a selected group of educated women’s lived experiences. It was about women constructed as privileged but who experience new forms of subordination and how they negotiate careers, wifehood and motherhood in Kampala, central within a patriarchal environment in Uganda. The main objective of the study was to explore the lived experiences of educated women as they negotiate subordination in marital relations in urban Uganda. To understand these complex experiences of educated women in subordinate marital relations, I draw on the concept of agency as propounded by poststructural feminist theory. The concept agency acknowledges the view that women are not passive victims of subordination but active agents who negotiate and circumvent their positioning as both privileged and subordinates. The concept helped me to interrogate the urban Ugandan educated women’s experiences in view of liberal feminist theory that advocated for women’s education within existing patriarchal structures. 

Methodologically, I adopted a phenomenological and case study qualitative research designs that privilege participant’s individual accounts, worldviews, and experiential claims. The findings are based on interpretations of thirty-three women and six men’s views, qualitatively collected and analyzed. The findings indicate that the visibly educated women who are at the apex of social hierarchy, experience subordination in a redefined manner manifested through persistent male privilege, belittling and reproductive-productive role dilemmas. There is social and patriarchal resistance to the educated women’s privileged status and social visibility, which results into their complex realities. The findings however, portray the educated women as active and resilient actors, who deploy negotiation strategies to resist, subvert, overcome or submit/cope with the daily realities of their lives in Kampala city.

The study concludes that beneath educated women’s changed status as privileged, lie manifestations of redefined subordination that are revealed through experiential stories. As education changes women’s status, it erodes the bases of patriarchal control (such as earning an income, working in the public sphere, decision-making, ownership of valuable resources, and public visibility). Such changes dent marital power relations, threaten hegemonic masculinity and generate a space in which women can negotiate their agency, which contradicts the dominant patriarchal notions of gender relations. The findings demonstrate complex dynamics that come with the anticipated outcomes of what dominant feminist advocated for (gender equality through equal education) and the subsequent un anticipated outcomes. Gender equality through education increases women’s public visibility, equal access to public sphere work but does change the patriarchal subordinating environment.  In such an environment, the educated women accept to disguise their prowess in the marital space although they are publicly described as a visible and privileged category. Women perceive themselves as different from whom men think they are, some women have potential assets, and strengths that they are aware of; they have dreams and visions of the future; they have been (in subtle ways) putting up resistances against subordination and oppression; some have tried to challenge gender power relations by challenging and reordering their status quo. Feminist and masculinity studies should engage with the questions of having women getting education, good jobs; fending for their families as main breadwinners or co-breadwinners while taking the back seat. The question of what is the impact of women disguising their prowess or driving from the back seat should be addressed.
