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ABSTRACT

Literature is said to be a reflection of society. However
African literature provides an inconplete picture of society
because witers and critics alike do not pay attention to
the presence of wonen in society. This is a curious fact, and
reasons for which can be found in an exam nation of the
position of wonen in society.

The first two chapters of this thesis are devoted to this
task. It is noted that since Africa's contact with the
western world many African witers have absorbed the
m sconceptions of the west as regard the nature of wonen.

This dissertation therefore adds a new dinension to
our appreciation of Arican literature by illumnating a
negl ected but very inportant figure in African society.

Both Ama Ata Aidoo and Mariama Ba are ardent femnist
witers who demand that wonen be placed in their rightfu
perspective as inportant menbers of the human race.

Ama Ata Aidoo, it is shown, is one of the earliest
witers to speak about the African woman and to place her in
a promnent position. Her works are thus analysed in detail
as are the works of Marianma Ba who represents recent opinions
on the subject of woman

The dissertation shows how these two witers portray
| ove, marriage, children, and personal independence as they
affect the African woman, and it is further shown that these
themes arc handled with good craftsmanship. The mal e dom nat ed
field of African literary criticismhas not surprisingly given
much attention to the skill of the African woman witer and this

di ssertation is a contribution to this neglected field.



Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

Before the nineteen-scventies, African female writers,
and African woman as subjccts of friction did not feéei#e
adequate attention from critics of African literature.

Femi Ojo=-Ade, onc of the few critics who are showing increasing
interest in African women ir literature, admits that, 'African
literature is a malee~created, male-criented, chauvinistic art'1.
Indeed, it is names of such male writers like Chunua Achebe,
Wole Soyinka, Monge Beti, Leopold Senghor, Cyprian Ekwensi,

and Sembene Ousmane to mention a few, who dominate any list of
West African literature, While on the list of critics of
African literature we find more males names such as Gerald .
Moore, Eustance Palmer, Oladecle Taiwo, E.N. Obiechina, and
Eldred D, Jcnes.

The limitcd participation of women in written Afric:
literature is surprising considering the well known fact that
African wom&n were great participants in the art of literature
when it was in the oral form. In traditional African society,
oral literature in the forms cf fclktales, songs, riddles and
proverbs were usec to entertain, and to inculcate the norms
of society into pecple, especially young children. Since the
mother is closest to the chilcd much of this task is left in
the hands of women. But this is not to say that the oral
art of literature was the exclusive moncpoly of women,

Both men and women were involved in the creatdve process,
though there may have been specialization in certain genres
according to gender. Ruth Finnegan who has done considerable

research on oral literature in African says:
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The limitations in this general mastery

of the art of story-telling arise from local

conventions about age and sex of the narrators,

In some societies it appears there is a definite

emphasis on one or another category as being

the most suitable one for the storyteller,

In some areas it is the women, often old women

who tend to be most giftede..2

Elsewhere it is the men who tend to be the

experts.?
In tra“itional societies women did not only involve themselve
in the narration of stcries, they were alsc characters in the
stories narrated. They had a lot of prominent roles tc play
as wives and mothers, and wise old women, They were witches
and beautiful princesses, feared, and sought by mene

Opposed this traditional view of literature is the fact
that women were not among the first set of people to achieve
fame as African writers. Neither were they given important
roles to play in the literature written by men.s This can be
blamed on the selection of males for formal education by the
ccloniel administrations. Yet, despite this attitude, a small
number of women did manage to learn to read and write. This
set of women agitated for more African women to get places
in schocls. Gradually, the number of educated women increaseds
It was from among these educated women that the first female
African writers emerged,

By 1964, the work of Ama Ata Aldoo had already appeared
on the literary scene, While that of Flora Nwapa appeared in
1966, scon to be followed by the works of Efua Sutherland,
Zulu Sofola, and Adaora Lily Ulasi. But the existence of
these famale writers is almost completely ignored by

critics of African literature.
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The general belief among critics is that Afri;an
women could not have anything new to contribute to the
creative world of literature, Many critics assume
A;rican women want to merely keep up with their educated
male counterparts, and also because in Europe wcmen are
achieving fame as writers,

Critics of African literature applied a critical
criteria of the literary establishment which is European
and male dominated in their evaluation of African literature.
Initially, even female critics such as Molara Ogundipe=lLeslie,
and Adeola James, Utilized the same critical apparatus of
approaching literary texts solely from the point of view of
male experience. What interested both writers and critics
were the thoughts and actions of male characters. Female
characters were elther ignored entirely or were considered
of secondary importance.

Wilfred Cartey's Whispers From a Continent is perhaps
the first critical wcrk to acknowledge the presence of
women in African literature. Using the works of writers
from former West African French colonies such as, Camara
Laye's The African Child; and Cheikh Hamidcu Kane's

The Ambiguous Adventure, Cartey demonstrates how a number

of writers 'turn to childhood tc recall the bliss and easy

circumstances of 1ife'. The mother figure is used as a
symbol of the beauty and strength of African natures
Mcther is shown as being strong in her devotion to duty

and her suppcrt of tradition, She respects and protects
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what is hers and is in turn respecéed and protected, There
comes a time when a hero thrusts mother aside but, later
returns intc her arms. This movement back tc mother o»
Africa is what negritude represents, Thus in the writings
of Negritude writers woman is only a symbol of the endeavours
of the male characters but unlike writers from former British
colonies, the role of mother is shown as being crucial for
the survival of the African family,

The only time most critics pay attention to female
characters is when the cultural setting of a work of fiction

is being discussed, This is the kind of sociological

approach E,M. Obiechina employs in Culture, Tradition and
Society in the West African Novel,?
Kenneth Little emplcys a similar approach in his

research work Ehe Socioclogy of Urban Women Image in African
Literature.” Little is of the opinion that, by studying

only the urban African women there will be no needito examine
the image of the rural women because the latter is influenced
by the former, Little goes further to categcrise African
women neatly into six groups « girlfriends and goodtime girlsj
wives; free women; mother; courtesans and prostitutes; and
finally, political women and workers.

Little arques that wcmen are faithfully represented in
African literature in this way. But this is quite incorrect
because though changes do occur first in the lives of urban
women which then inflitrate into the villages, the traditional
values of the rural people remain deeply embedded in urban

women, Neither can we categorise African women the way
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Little does because African women often have to play more
than one role at a time. Women assure and discard different
roles depending on the economic circumstances they find
themselves in,
In recent times, female writing has increased in West
Africa with the compelling additions of the works of Buchi

A\
Emecheta, Aminata Sow Fall, Zainab Alkali, and Mariama Ba,

This comes as a welcome change because for too 1;;; society has
only listened tc the voices of men. These female writers reject
the image of women projected by most male writers,

Female writers make women the central characters through
whose eyes society is examined, Women characters are
removed from the shadows of their menfolk and brought into
the lime light alone, or alongside men., They are situated
in various circumstances relevant to African society such as
during the slave trade; the colonial period and the past
independence pericdes The marriage institution in Africa
with its emphasis on polygamy is examined from the woman's
point of views Thus for the first time in history, women
are telling about themselves, abcut men, and about life as it
treats them separately and tocgether with men.

Feminist criticism emerges from a similar consciousness
that there is something wrong with the image of the African
woman as portrayed by mcst writers and critics of African
literature. As yet, there is no exact definition of the

term 'feminist criticism', but when applied tc literature



6
It can mean a variety of activities, For instance, any
criticism written by a woman on any subject mattef or a
criticism writtcn by a2 woman about a man's bock which
approaches the text from a 'feminist® or 'sexist!
perspective; or any criticism written by a woman about
womcen Authorse.

In this paper we will concern ourselves with the last
definition. That is, we will lcok at the works of Ama Ata
Aidoo and Mariama Ba from a new, critical direction = the
feminine perspcctive, This outlook will only contribute
to the elucidation of cther aspects of literary work which
arc ncglected, This kind of criticism develcped as a
retort to vhat Mary Ellmann wittigly calls "phallic

criticism"6

Some of the feminist criticism which is available on
female writing is grossly inadequate. For instance, one
such inadequ~te but ambitious work is Cladele Taiwo's

Female Ncovelists of Modern Africa which is a volume of

critical studies nf fourteen female writers of Africa,
Oladele Taiwo®s work is nothing more than a paternae-
listic pat of cncouragement instead of an incdepth critical
analysis. He claims that male writers are not bi’séd, "they
have merely nrosznted the female social situaticn as it 13.“7
Taiwe coes on to explain that the reason why wcmen often
occupy a position cof infericrity is because writers are
anxicus to remain faithful to the realities cf the world they

periray. I* ic obvious that inspite of his geood intenticns
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Taiwo car-~t help indulging in "phaliic criticism,"™
Phallic criticism has served and is still serving to
perpetuate the myth of the inferiority of woman. Many
critics and writers stubbornly refuse to delve beneath social
appearances and expectations and see what exactly the African
woman is instead of what society wants her to be,
Perhaps Oladele Taiwo can be forgiven since he admits
to being in a state of amazement at the variety in content
and approach -7 fcmale writinges What credit he gives women
writers comes out in the fcllowing way:
These writers perhaps because they
are women, show great sensibility for
what is necessary and proper for the
moral health of the nation and the material
well=being of the pecple.8
He does not however explain tc us how being women makes
them more sensitive to such important issues., He simply
bases his statement on a false sexist assumption that all
women are born sensitive,

Another volume of critical studies on Afric¢an women is

Ngambika -~ Studiea of Wemen in African Literatggg.g This
collection published in 1986, is one of the most recent

collection of critical studies on women and literature.
The anthology has the acdvantage of offering us diverse
views from different contributors. Just as Taiwo's

Female Novelists of Modern Africa does, this particular

anthology takes into consideration the ethnographic,

geographic, and cultural range of African literature, but
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with more satisfying results., The critics who contribute
to the anthglogy challenge the role categories promulgated
for women, such as those established by Kenneth Little,
They attempt to redefine the feminine presence in African
literature,

The anthology is organised into three sections. The
first part examines the depiction of women from the male
perspective which is also that of the general society since
it is the ideas of men which prevail., The articles
in the second part present woman's perception of herself,
Part three is devoted to examining the themes of marriage,
religion, traditional and modern practices for the way they
affect the lives of women, The most important aspect of
this anthology 1s that it recognises and appreciates the
position of women in Africa.

Margaret Attwood believes that female writers do not
just see literature as a mirror of society but also as a map
on which they point out their position and see where they are
in relation Lo everything else.lo

This is why Molara Ogundipe-Leslie lately acknowledges
the fact that, the female writer has two major responsibilities.
First to "tell about being a weman™ and "to tell reality
from a woman's view, a woman's perspcctive".11 Thus, many
critics who try to examine the writings of women take
their cue from Virginia Woolf who believes thoGwettas Gil)
one day develop a literary style of their own which will:

q
be expressive of the female experience. 2
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While it is true that woman's experience of the world
differs from that of men, and that women write from that -
different perspective, it is possible that the variations
of perception among individual women may be as gfeat as
between men and women. We therefore need to lock at the
individual female writers before we can come to conclusions
abgypt- the, pegrtrayal of women in African literature. It
is in this light that the writer hopes f£o discuss the works
of Ama Ata Aldoo as one of the earliest female writers of
Africaj; and the more recent works of Mariama Ba,

Both writers are deeply concerned with the African
woman, but they differ in the aspects of her life which
they emphasise in their workses In their writings we see a
preoccupation with the institution of marriage, This is
because in the kfrican society procreaticon and marriage
are regarded as the main justification for the existence of
womene. Aidco demonstrates in her works how oppressive the
African society is to women when there is a case of
infertility. Women are usually blamed, they are made to
feel degraded and less than human,

Mariama Ba is very much concerned with the ideas of
love, perscnal freedom, and personal dignitye. Contrary to
what many critics think, Mariama Ba does not see r 2n as
the enemies of women. What she tries to illustrate in her
works is that the callous behaviour of men towards women is
supported by soclety's underlying belief in the superiority
of the male. Neither is the tone of Ba's writings that of

bitterness but rather one of urgency. She fearlessly strips

>
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meh of whelr pretenécs ahd {nvite them #8 take a good
leok at themselves without flinching or prevarication.
Ba believes that unless this is done men will be in grave
danger of losing their humanitye

Aldoo and Ba examine traditional society faced with
modernity, and man's savage dehumanization of wemen in the
process. Both writers pelieve that before the African
women can be respected by the rest of the world she must
first come tc an understanding with her black brother.

These twe writers delve into the econcmic and emcticnal
forces which influence the lives of men and women in order
to understand and tc reconcile them.

Both writers coxperiment with the poetic prose form,
while Aidco also uses the medium cof drama. Aldoo and Ba
use foreign languages, English and French respectively as
their medium of communicatione while critics agree that
Aidoo employs the English language with great skill,
this writer has to rely on the English translations of

Mariama Ba's works which were originally written in Frenche
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Chapter 2 12
FEMINISM

Women liberation is a mcre popular term for what
feminism stands for, that is, a world-wide cultural movement
to secure the complete equality of women with men in the
enjoyment of all human rightsj mcral, religiocus, social,
econcmic, peclitical, and educational.

The term 'feminism*' was coincd by Alexander Dumas in
a pamphlet L*Homme-=Femme which he wrote in 1972, 1 Long
before then the movement had been in existence wherever a
group of women were gathered to discuss their problems.

There is nc doubt that we live in a male-dominated and
male=criented world in spite of the fact that the female sex
ferm a large portion of the world peopulaticn. Men hold f£he
reins of power and decide what women should do or not do.

Women are often deprived of education and profewsional
training, excépt for those jocbs viewed as suitable for the
nature of women. This is cften confined to the narrow area of
house work such as cocoking, cleaning ghe house, and making
clothes. Trapped in this role of homemaker women have not
been able to utilize to the highest degrece their mental and
physical capabilities: They are regarded as weak and
ignorant, unblessed by nature with the strength of tiL.ec male
physique, nor the raticonality of the male mind. Women are
not allowed direct participaticn in the politicalrlife of
socicty and yet men complain that they are passive, sneaky
and indirect in getting what they want., Women are expected

to be beautiful in appearance and then they are accused of
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being seductive and immodest.

Indeed, everywhere in the world masculinity is conslidered
the superior opposite of feminity. Even the fact that jobs
associated with males in one culture are those associated with
females in another does not do much tc bring an awareness of
the equality of the sexes. Furthermcore, whatever kind of
work men d¢ it is regarded as more valuable than women's worke
When women take over a formerly all-malk occupaticn it lcoses
status, for instance, teaching and typinge. Work which
is defined as female occupations like house work and child
rearing are in danger of neglecct because society does not
acknowledge aloud their value.

Supporters of feminism, especially in contempcrary times
have tried to change society's negative attitude towards women,
While trying tc get women into male-dominated professions they
alsc try to show the dignity and importance cof the work done
by women,

The fiight for the rights of women has been long and
difficult because supprters of feminism are up against beliefs,
custcems, and laws which have become entrenched cover the
centuries, For instance, Aristotle, the ancient Greek philo-
scpher, whose theories have greatly influenced modern thought
sincerely believed in the infericrity of the femal sexe.

His views on woman emerged in a number of his works, He says;
The man is master as it is right and proper,
and manages everything that it falls to him to
do as head cof the house. But whatever can be

suitably perfcrmed by the wife he hands over
tC hérecene
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But scmetimes it is the wife who takes
cHarge, as may happen when she is an
heiress. In that event authority does
not gc by merit but by money and
influence.?2
Apparent in this statement is Aristotle belief that man
should and deserve to have authcrity in society. He does not
take cognizance of the fact that men do assume authority
because they control meost of society's wealth in terms of
money and property, and not becausc they know how to put power
into better use. Aristotle argues that woman can only play
a secondary role as helpmate ¢f man because biclcgically
she is incapable of doing ctherwise,
While still within the mother, the
female takes longer to develop than the
male does, though conce birth has taken
place everything reaches its perfecticon
socner in the females than in the males
€eJe puberty, maturity, old age, because
females are weaker and colder in their
nature; we should look upon the female
state being as it were, a deformity,
thocugh which occurs in the ordinary
course cof nature.3
As far as Aristotle is concerned women can only excel
in the surbodinate role for which he believes, nature has
destined her. He says in yet another work that 'the courae
of a man is shown in commanding and of a woman in obeying'4,
Aristotle's portrat of woman is important because it became
a guide for women in general in the western world. Thrcough
the ages the female sex has been regarded with vorying
degrees of contempte.
The theclogian Thomas Aguinas whose ideas greatly
influenced the christian religicn shared Aristotle's belief

in the inferiority of woman, He saw woman as a necessary

evil because she is the preserverver cf the human race,
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The position of woman in Christian scociety is not
enviable even though women played significant roles during
the great events of the life of Jesus Christ; for instance,
the Virgin Mary cduring his birth and Magdalene during his
ressurection, Perhaps the fact that there was not a single
woman among the closest disciples of Jesus is a significant
point.

An examinaticn of the Bible reveals an embivalent
attitude towards women. In Genesis, the first book of the
01d Testament there is a verse which acknowledges and proclaims
the spiritual equality of the sexes. "So God created man in
his own image, in the image of God created him, male and
female."> But in the New Testament, woman is depicted as a
temptress, seducing man tc seek the pleasures of the flesh
at the risk of loosing his scoul, Woman is seen as cursed
forever to suffer in childbirth and be subservient to man till
the end of time. The first woman had destroyed the innocence
of mankind when ghe insisted on eating from the fcrbidden tree
in Paradise, However the crime of Eve, and therefore of her
daughters was one of discbedience and desire for knowledge
it was not a crime of senscusness,

For centuries men have blamed women for their sexual
instincts, they accuse women cf blatantly showing off their
physical attributes. It is in a bid tc contain the sexual
power women seem to have over men that certain rules are laid
down which women are expecte! to follow. For instance, the
Islamic religion decrees the veil for women to protect men

from the female sexual attributes men cannot help dwelling
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upone. Very few people.will acdmit that it is man who is
weak or sexually insatiable,

Historians agree that one of the greatest events in
contemporary world history is the French revoluticn. This
great social, political, and economic upheaval turned
the thoughts of mankind to an idea which was ccnsidered
utopian though it was far from new. It was the principle
that society is morally bound to give every man, women, and
chilcd the opportunity for the fullest self-=development., It
seemed to the world that women will at last be freed from
the social shackles which had prevented the development of
her human potential, In practice, neither the pcliticians,
nor the rank and file of the revcluticnaries seriously
included woemen in their claims for the rights of mane

This was particularly ironic because it was women who
set the revolution in motione To uncderstand the involvee
ment cof women in the reveolution cne must appreciate the
important rcle she played in the family economy in 18th
centry Eurcpes Among the working classes, both in the
rural areas and in the cities, the family needed the economic
contributicn of its womenfolk. For the unmarried girl there
was domestic services in which food and shelter formed a
greater part of the payments The little she was able to
acquire in cash was used in purchasing household iinen
and utensils. These constituted the dowry of the working

girle The married women were involved in cottage industries
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in the form of cotten and lace making; and wool=spinning,
In towns, women were employed as seamstresses, milliners,
embroideries, glove-makers and so one. The very pcor
women were the lowest group in the employment market.
They had to take on the most menial tasks such as carrying
scil, wood, water; and heavy vegetables to and from the markets,
The working class women felt the poverty at thelr circumstances
more than their menfolk. They felt the pangs at hunger first
because they often deprived themselves to feed their husbands
and children. The men frequently sought relief in alcchol
or left home, leaving the whole burden of the family on the
womenes This does not mean that women did not drink, or steal,
or prostitute themselves, but in general they were more devoted
to their families,

Meanwhile the French aristocracy enjoyed all the advantages
of wealth and property because the factors of production =
land, labour, and capital were in their control. When all
attempts of the working class to survive were thwerted 1t
was the women who started the riots which led toc the revolutlion,
After the revolution the contribution of women was distregarded
and no improvement was macde to their position in society.

The first public ocutcry for the recegniticn of women's
rights came with Mrs. Wcllstonecraft's A _Vindication of the
Rights of Women in 1792. She wrote in response to Thomas

Paine's The Rights of Man which many readers believed demanded
social justice for the male sex alone, while neglecting the
plight of woemen in societyes Mrs. Wollstonecraft called atten=
tion to the human dignity of woman, to her right a liberal

education and economic independence.
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John Stuart Mill's The Subicction of Women published
in 1867, stressed woman's right to vote and to hold public
office. He regarded these rights as essential steps towards
attaining total equality. As a result women sufferage
societies which had sprang up all over Eurcpe and the United
States Intensified their agitation for women sufferage.

Mrs. Emmeline Pankhurst and her dauchter Christabel,
turned the peaceful sufferage movement into a violent militant
affair in England, This upset the country so much anti-feminist
Prime Minister Asquith was forced to enfranchise women in 1917,
In America, women did not have to rescrt more violent measures
than street propaganda. The 19th Amendment to the Federal
Constituticn in 1920 peacefully gave the vote to American
womene French women were only given the vote in 1944
although the French Socialist Congress of 1879 was the first
political party in Europe to demand women's full social and
pelitical rights,

The 18th and 19th centuries were ages of Enlightment in
Eurcpe but science did nct do much to dispel the concept of
female inferiority that prevailed at that time. Instead
scientific researches were conducted simply to verify the
validity of the concept. The conclusions western scientists
reached about women are similar to those drawn about blacks.
Both women and Negroes are regarderd as creatures of instincts
without reascning faculties. The theory used to account for
and justify the surbodination of women and blacks is that
they were believed to pcssess smaller brainse Such a sclei.tist

was Sir Almroth Wright, a leading midical figure who in 1913
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publically expressed his belief that women, including his
mother, sister, and wife were biologically and psychclogically
infericr to him. He forgot tc take into account the societal
norms that allowed the male sex to develop physically through
sporting activities. He alsc forgot that his wife, mother, and
sister did not have access to the kind of ecducation that he
was able to acquire to beccme a gfeat scientist,

Sigmund Freud, a respected figure in the field of psychoe
analysis argued that the lack of female achievement has a sccial
and not a biclogical reason and that is, the inhibition of
the female thinking process caused by sexual suppression.
Freud's theory sees the unconscious as the well spring of
the mind which gives rise to mctivation and energye. The mind
consists of three parts « the id which is the storehouse of
the instincts or 1libido, and this is what contrcls sexual and
aggressive drives. The egoc which is the rational control
mechanism; and the super-ego which is the internalized voice of
authority with its rewarding and punishing aspects. All three
structures represent different desires and as a result there
is an inevitable war going on in every indivicduale The
structure which often predominate in an individual is the
super—ego because civilization requires the sublimation of
sexual energy in people.

However, society operates a double standard wnich allows
men some sexual freedom before marriage and tolerates extrae
marital affairs for them, Women on the cther hand are expected
to suppress every sexual urge until their marriage. They are

frowned upon when they indulge in extra-marrital affairs. Thus
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it is women who suffer more from society's repression of
sexual urgese

Freud's concept of penls envy explains that when a
women finds she lacks this vital male organ which seems to
give the male sex a great deal of pleasure, she unconsciously
develope 'like a scar, a sense of inferiority.... she begins
to share the contempt felt by men for a sex which is lesser
in so important a reSpect.'5

Yet it cannct be simply because of the sexual pleasure
which this crgan giwves men that causes envy in women but the
obvious social advantages which go with possessing such an
organe A number cof critics believe that of all modern sciences
Freudian psycho-analysis is mcst responsible for society's
negative attitude towards feminism, His concept of penis envy
is seen as encouraging the myth of male superioritye

Feminist critic, Juliet Mitchell has a different opinion.
She believes that an understanding of Freud's work is necessary
'for challenging the oppression of womane..e However it may
have been used, psycho=analysis is not a recommendation for
a patriachial society, but an analysis of cnes'? Mitchell
believes that Freud's thecry explgqins the way the unconscious
interprets the physical differences between the sexes and not
as the rational mind views it that is responsible for the
historical fact of male supremacy.

Later psycho=analytic writers developed a complementary
idea to Freud's concept of penls envy and that is man's envy
of the female wombs, In many sccieties man has tried to cope

with the important role woman plays in the miracle of birth
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by denying woman's contribution to concebéion and viewing her
simply as a passive receptacle or field for man's need.
Researchers believe that incidents of rape are expressions of
the male sense of entltlement of access to women. Many women
are raped by men they know and the closer the relationship the
less women are allowed to claim 1t was rape. Investigations
reveal that rape, incest, sexual harassment, pornography, and
prostitution are, not abuses of physical force and authority,
or economics, but abuses of sex because they dc not rely con
other forms of enforcement other than sexual,

One way of explaining the historically vehement reaction
.to feminism could be that while it Is passible for women to
take up the male rcle of making civilizations, men cannot
return the compliment because they are biolcglcally incapable
of doing sc, Men cannct take over the most important rcle of
women, that is, giving birth to childrén; sharing can only
mean that they get less. But even this argument is faulty
because conception does require the contribution of the male.
The conclusion one arrives at is that it is not a questieon of
if women can achieve as much as men in other areas of societal
activities ocutside the home but simply if men will allow them
to do s0. | o

However in fime of stress the usual customs and laws
which 1imit the sphere of female activity are put aside, Such
a time was the period of the twc world wars of 1914-1918,
and 1939-1945, which indirectly gave impetus and strength

to the feminist movement. The large scale destruction of lives
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and property caused by these wars was without precedent in
the history of mankind. A great number of men were involved
in the wars and they left a vacuum in many areas of everyday
like. Women had to leave the shelters of their homes to
perform all kinds of serivices that were usually reqatded as
male jobs. Women became conductors, bus and truck drivers
helping to keep the transportation system functicninge

Communication, a vital system in times of trouble was
kept open largely through the efforts of women working in
postal agencies and with public media like newspapers and
radios 1In the medical field, women were nurses, doctors,
and ambulance drivers attending to the wounded both at home
and abroad., Women entered intc the police force and could
even be found in the army. In these areas and more women
performed capably enough as to remove every cbjection to the
moral principle that woman is man's equal. A new defiant
saying came intc existence prcclaiming that 'everything a man
can do a woman can dc better,'

After the wars women became mcre aggressive in thelr
demands. They struggled for and acquired places in the
universities to study the sciences, law, and administration,
The feminist controversy has gained more active suppert in
the 20th century, though not eviryone agree with anthropologist
Ashely Montagu's claim of The Natural Superiority of Women
which is the title of his best seller published in 1954, A
lot of people do helieve that women should be allowed opportunie

ties for their fullest self-develcpment. The ever increasing
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number of feminist supporters appeal to the commcn sense
with sayings like 'what is sauce for the goose is sauce for
the gander and what is sauce for the gander is sauce for the
goose.' Apart from the superficial cosmetic allowance made
tc the idea of feminism in unisex fashions in dress and halr
styles women have shown their ability in widely varying
professional fields such as aecro=engineering, nuclear=physics,
surgery, hotel management, theatre, and sc on. However we
should nct be blind to the vicicus circle which begins when
some male dominated industries accept one or two women as
tckens of their cutward acceptance of the feminist idea.
Carcole Offir and Carcl Travis explain clearly the pesition
of the tcken womant

If she acted friencdly she was thcought to

be flirting. If she acted weak the men

tried to infantilize her, treating her as

a 'little sister', rather than a peer. If

she apclcgised for alienating the group she

was scen as a submissive young weman knowing

her place. If shc asked for help, she earned

a "needly female' label. If she became angry

or tired tc point out rationally what the group

process was dcing to her, she was scen as

competitive, in a bitchy unfeminine way.8

It is remarkable that wemen whe are able to reach the

top ¢of a male=dominated profession often feel contempt for
wemen who cannct bear the frustrations they were able tc endure.
It is alsc strange that such women feel this way towards their
cwn sex instead of towards men who dc nct have to bear the
burden of their sex as well as the usual difficulties of their

professions, Perhaps the answer lies in the fact that wemen

doc not want competition any more than their menfolk,
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wWhile feminists talk abouth‘liberating' women and
ending discrimination against them, and getting women into
seats of power where women can be involved in decision-making,
we do not find a corresponding move by men to take up what
are considered as female activities. For instance married
men dc not take over the housework from their working wives,
The result being that most women have two jobs instead of one,

The marxist ideclogy suggests ¥hat the problem of women
should be locked upon as part and parcel of the workers mcvement,
Inceed when one comes to think of it marxism and feminism
are both thecries of power and its distribution. The marxist
theory says that scciety is baslcally constructed on the
relations people form as they make things needed to survive
and in so doing are dividecd into different classes, Implicit
in the feminist movement is a parallel theory that sexuality
crganises society intoc two sexxs men and womene As work is
organised for the benefit of others so is exprcpriation of
sexuality cf some for the use of others,

Many feminists argue that analyzing society in class terms
alone igncres the distinctive social experiences of the
sexes. Marxist demands, they believe, could be satisfied
without altering women's inequality to men. Marxists on
the other hand accuse such feminists of being bourgeis in
theory and in practice, especially when it seems that it is
educated middle class women who form the larger section of
the feminist movement. The crucial questions which both marxist
and feminists refuse to answer properly is 1f there is a
connection between the fact that a few people rule and the

fact that thcse few have been men? Also if there is a
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relationship between the power some classes have over others
and that all men seem to have over all women.
The struggle of the feminists has been a locng one,
They have to fight against psychological, sexual, and economic
attitudes entrenched in society and this struggle is reflected

in literature.

11) Literature and Feminism

These terms will be examined from different yet
inextricably linkec¢ angles, That is, what is written about
women, what women write about themselves, and how writers
either male or female are influenced by the idea of feminisme

Before industrialization, male writers wrote a great deal
on the subject of womane They portrayed woman as different
from man not only in her physical attribtes but also in
elusive qualities of spirit, soul, and ability. In their
writings woman was romantically worshipped as goddesss
respected as the kind and wise mother; or portrayed as a
protected pure virgin.

Such portrayal of women as can be found in chilvaric

romances of the past such as Don Quixote by Cervantes was

prompted by a belief in women as the moral guardians of the
race., Women were nct depicted as being involved in the
business world even though we know that in reality they did

sce In cases where we find working women they are portrayed

as coarse, vulgar and ugly thereby demonstrating how unsuitable

business is for the nature of women, The inspirational
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and nuturing role which literature demonstrated as suitable
for women was a convenient way of comforting women for their
lack of autonomye.

A lot of women came to believe in the importance of
these roles and later it proved to be cne of the greatest
obstacles to the emancipation of wocmen,

Indeed, respconsible and practical mofhers were careful
not to encourage thelr daughters tc step outside their
accepted role in societyes The example virginia Woolf gives

in her work A Room of One's Own is particularly pertinent,

She cites at length what would have been the fate of William
Shakespeare's sister if he had had one with his genius,
In the first place, Woolf says she would have had little
or no educaticn, nor wculd she have had the chance tc read
the great works of literature which existec at that time.
Instead she would have been sent to mend the stockings, or
tc mind the stewe As a woman alone, she would have found it
difficult to journey safely to London without being molesteda.
On reaching London and joining a theatre company she would
have been subjected to the sexual demands of the director.
Beceived and put in the family way all her artistic ambitions
would have endedes Even if she was determined enough tc write
a few plays they would be unacceptable, not because they lack
literary merit but because they were written by a 'fallen' woman,
George Elliot (Mary Ann Evans) was ostracised by her
scciety because she was living with the married writer

GeHe Lewis, Had she been a man living with a married woman
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society's double standards would have left her unhindered and
uncenscred,

The one-sided portrayal of women by writers whc are
members of the dominant ruling sex cannot be entirely relied
on to aive us an authentic picture cof the nature of woman.
Hence let us examine how female writers portrayed their own sex.

In England industrialization made the constant
procreation of the human species unnecessary for the econcmic
survival of scciety. This is because machines had taken over
many of the jobs that needed large numbers of workmen, It also
became apparent that more women were interested in joining
the professiocnal trades than in getting married and rising
childrens A 1ot of middle=class women foun- they had more
leisure tc pursue cther employments, such women were Jane
Austen and the Bronte sisters,

Unlike male writers, female writers did not write
much abcut the apposite sex. They confined themselves to
writing didactic kmeral works concerning their own sex, under
such titles as The Woman of England - their Social Duty and

Domestic Habits; or Wife's Duty., Female writers <id not have

the educaticn nor the sccial acceptance that would have

endouraged them to explore issues which were not cof domestic
natures Indeed it was considered unfeminine to be interested
in economic and political issues,

Jane Austen was perhaps the first writer tc give an
account of scciety from a weman's point of view. Her novels
followed a familiar pattern of female writing, that is, they

are about courtship and marriage. However it is in her
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works that we find hercines who are credible, women with
the capacity to think for themselves, women with ambition
and the will to challenge men emotionally and intellectually
for the improvement of their relationship,

The fact that Jane Austen wrote good novels is amazing
censidering the conditions under which she did so. In his
memoirs, her nephew James Edward Austen=Leigh gives us an
idea of the conditionsy

How she was able to affect 211 this
is surprising for she had no separate
study to repair to, and most of the
work must have been done in the
general sitting room, subject tc all
kinds of casual interruptions, She
was careful that her occupaticn
should not be uspected by servants or
visitors or any perscn beycnd her own
family party.9

From the above statement it is obviocus that a female
writer who did not want to be ridiculed did not acdvertise her
occupations Unlike the male writer who normally had access to
a private room where he could write with full concentration,
the female writer had tec make do with a public sittingroom
or the kitchen from where she would supervise the housework
or receive visitors.

In Jane Austen's novels we see a dramatization of how
marriage alliance are formed between two often conflicting
sexes. Since her society only permitted an exploration of
approved forms of public sexuality, Austen's deep interest
in the relationship between sex and character is demonstrated

in her courtship scenes, Her treatment of courtship is
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different from that of cther didactic ncvelists in that she
realised that the rule that a woman must not love until she
is belcved 1s often contradicted in real life.

Jane Austen never married herself, but she was aware cof
the sanctity of the marriage instituticone Marriage was the
chief means of economic survival for women and thus marriage
became the main justification of their existence, The fact
that a woman could not be economically independent often forced
her into marriage. Charlctte Lucas' marriage to the foolish

Mr Collins in Pride and Prejudice is an example of the kind of

uncongenial marriage societal conventions pressurized woemen into,
On a first reading of Jane Austen's ncvels, one is

tempted to suspect her of accepting the conventicnal female

recles of her time. But this is not true. For instance in

Mansfield Parks we meect a heroine who is everything a woman

is expected tc be in a partriachal society. She is delicate,
depencent, passive, and submissive to her menfclk, Everyone

is shocked when Fanny Price refuses to marry rich Henry Crawford
because she does not agree with his moral principles. She
bravely stands her ground while Sir Thomas rages at her:

You have disappointed every expectation
I had formed and proved yourself of a
character the very reverse cof what I

had suppesed. I had thought you
peculiarly free from wilfulness of
temper, self-conceit, and every tendency
tco that independence cf spirit which prevails
so much in modern days, even in y~ung
wemen and which in young women is
offensive and disgusting beyond all
commcen offence, 10

Austen was obviously against the victimization cof women

in a partriachal sccietye. Society is warned to bhe care il
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lest it wakes the element of rebellicn in women, Neither
was Austen in favour of the kind of education deemed
necessary for women, such as music, singing, drawing,
dancing, and the modern languages. All these exhibitionist
arts turned yocung ladies into shallow creatures who are only
interested in appearances, admiration, and catching rich
husbands. Austen believed that a woman ought to 'add scmething
more substantial in the improvement of the mind by extensive
reacding.'11l 1In acddition, women were expected to be tender,
genteel, and intuitive rather than rational and aggressive.
A lot of women like Mrs Bennet in Pride and Prejudice, and
Lady Betram in Mansfield Parts, are extreme exampies of silly
women who live a vegetable kind of existence. In playing the
'feminine' role such a woman finds herself in a vicious circle;
the less she exercise her freedom to understand her life the
fewer resources she discovers in herself, and the less she
dares to affirm herself as a persone
In Pers ion, Jane Austen reveals her views on what

marriage shoulcd be like. For Austen a proper marriage is one
in which the two people involved operate cn a basis of mutual
respect, A demonstraticon of this ideal can be found in
the descriptirn of the way Admiral and Mrs Croft handle
their carriaqe:

But by cocly giving the reins a better

direction herself they happily 1 issed

the danger, by once afterwards judicicusly

putting out her hand they neither fell

into a rut, nor run foul of a dungecartj;

and Anne, with some amusement at their

style of driving, which she imaginec no
bad representation of the general guidance



of their affalrs, found herself .

safely deposited by them at the

cottage, 12

what is suggested here is that the croft's marriage

has survived as they do the carriage drive because rather
than blindly follcwing her husband Mrs Croft corrects and
supports her husband in his enceavours. If in Austen's
works we see a grcat deal of interest in drawing room manners
it 1s because she felt them to bhe important as they are
constantly with us. She saw the family as the most important
group in society and the part played by women in this area is
of crucial importance to scociety but that does not mean Austen
thought it in any absolute sense the only suitable occupation
for women,

By 1800, Austen had becocme aware of the changing times

so that unlike in earlier novels like Pride and Prejucdice

where the prospect of work is viewed with horror, in Persuasion
women are enccuraged to seek new areas of interest, Through

her presentation of Mrs Croft, Austen sugoests that this

could be found in the areas previously reserved for men,

When Admiral croft goes to sea, his wife accompanies him;

when the Admiral talks to his naval friends Mrs Croft Joins

in locking as ‘'intelligent and keen as any of the officers

arcund 1'u=;1.-."13

Indeed when it comes time to rent Kellynch
Hall Mrs C.oft asked more questions about the house, and
terms, and taxes, than the admiral himself, and seemed mor=

14 Austen believed thac women should

conversant with business.
seek roles in society that will allow them to be fulfilled

as fational creatures,
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One fault critics find with Jane Austen's work is
that she lacked a sensc of history, that even though the
* French revolution happened during her life time there 1s no
mention of it in her workse. It is true that we cccasionally
meet young military men in her ballroom scenes but that is as
far as the army is mentioned. Neither did they talk of wap
because it was hardly considered a fitting subject for female
ears on such occasions. It can be argued that living in her
setuded village Austen did not feel the impact of the ware,
Her scope was limited to her village because she had no oppore
tunity to breoaden her horizon with travel, nor is her knowledge
of character more than what she saw displayed in drawing rooms,
Jane Austen's prose is completely expressive of the calm
flow of life in the village. Even where she discusses what
the positicn of women 1s in her society there is no hint of
bitterness, Perhaps it was not in her nature to want what
she could nct have by gentle remonstration. However this is
not true of all female writers, The dissatisfaction many
female writers feel with their personal lives is often
reflected in their works. For instance, in charlotte Bronte's
Jane Eyre we find the narrative poetic and powerful conveying
deeply felt emotions, The anger and bitterness Bronte felt is
barely concealed in her workes Jane Eyre tells us that instead
of making jellies with Mrs Fairfax he would go to her room
and look over the fields at the distant views =
I longed for a power of vision which
might reach the busy world, towns,

regions full of 1life I had heard of
but never seenj that I desired more
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pfactieal experienee .. then I possessed;
more of intercourse with my kind of :
aequittance with a variety of character
than was here withln reach,..
who blame me? Many no doubt, and I
shall he c¢alled discontented. I could
not help it, the restlessness was inmy 7
nature, it agitated me teo paln sometimeSe..
It 1s vailn to say humaf belhgs ought to be
satisfied with tranquility, they must have

. .. ..action; and they wlll make it if they

nfeoopiy cannct find 1t, Mlllions are condemned tc
B “ra stiller doom than mipe, and millions are
in silent revolt against their lot,

. Nebady knows how many rebellions besides o«
political rebellions ferment in the masseszy
of llke which pgople earth. Women are 3
suppesed to be very calm generally: hut
women feel just as men feel; they need -
exercise for their faculties and, a field
for their efforts as much as thelr brothers
dos they suffer: and it is narrow minded

" in thelr more rrivilleged fellow creatures
to say that they ought to confine themselves
to making puddings and knitting stockings,
playing on the pianc or embroicdery bags.

It is thoughtless to condemn them or laugh
at them if they seek to do more than custom
has pronounced necessary for their 3ex.1%

Thus at lerigth does Charlctte Bronte tell us exactly
what she thinks of her limitations as a writer as well as a
woman,

In A Room of Ones Own Virginla Woolf cbserves that such a

writer like Charlotte Bronte who is very aware that she is a
womah and who is also aware cof the wrong done to her sex

by societal ncerms 'will never et her genius expressed whole
and entire. She will get into a rage and her bocks will ke
deformed and twisted. She will write of herself where she
should write of her characters'.1® But then the creative
writer cannct run away from real life, The values and the
experlences of real life are cften transferred into ficticn,

That is why critics may say Tolstoy's War and Peace is a fgreater



A

Vi o - . 34

book than say Pride and Projudice by Jane Austen, Since Lt

is masculine values that'prevail in real life, war even as

a subject of filction is regardecd as more important than

a novel on fashion and manners or of a ycung woman trying to
find her place in soclety.

Even in the 20th contury the'good female writer 1is
reqgarded with astenishment because she is still an unusual
phencmencn., Any consideration of the quallty cf the work
written by a woman will bhear in mind the sex of the writer.
Hence even the standards of criticism are adjusted to fit the
sex of the writer.

The Bronte sistcors were very much é@éfe'cf this double
standard in criticism. In the preface to the 1880 edition of

Wuthering Heights Charlotte Bronte summed up the dilemma of

the female writer, which is still true of present day literary

criticisms:

Averse to persconal publicity, we veiled

our names under those of Currie, Ellis, and
Action Bell, We did not like teo declare
ourselves women because without at that time
suspecting that cur mocde of writing and
thinking was nct what is called "feminine' -
we had a vague Impressinon that authoresses
are liable to be lcoked on with prejudice,
we had noticed how critics sometimes used
for thelr chastisement the weapen of
perscnality and for thelr reward a flattery
which 1s not true pralse.i17

Charlotte Bronte was not in revelt against the status
quoe. Her hercoines like Jane Eyre and Lucy snowe In Villette
scught ecencmic independence as teachers. In Jane Eyre
independence was mcore than a matter of stotus, it meant
rersunal icdentity and self«respects Jane Eyre enjoys her

work at Thornfield Hall not because of the wages 1t brings her
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but because as she says to Rochester, 'I have not been trampled
on. I have not been petrified. I have not been buried with
inferior minds and excluded from eve%y glimpse of communion
with what I reverence, with what I delight in, with an original,
a vigorous and expanded mind?, 18

All the three Bronte sisters were accused of writing
unwomanly bocks because they wrote of the deep dark side of
human nature which women were supposed to be unaware of,

Charlotte and Emily Bronte were especially determined
not to write novels which merely give a surface imitation
of life, but seriocus vital works which tell of the 'tmagic
experlience of life, be true to the experience of the whole
woman and convey a sense of life's springs and under currents,'19

The feminist movement had started to gather force by
1840 when the Brontes were struggling to be acknowledged as
writers of werthe. They did not advocate for the right to vote,
or to own property, but for the right c¢f woman to enter the
sexless sphere of intelligence and kncwledge, and the right to
an autcnomous personality, Writing for the Bronte sisters
was a vecation and not something to help pass the leisure
hourse This attitude antagonised a nukber of literary critics
whe thought it immodest for women to want literary fame.

We do not find male writing being restricted in this
way, thus the quality we find here 1s cf a different kind,
Male writing is nct preoccupied with the frustrations brought
upon it by its sex. It is done confidently, proudly, with full

freedom to stretch in whatever directicen it is inclined. It
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1s apparent 1In male writing that they are the fearless
deminant sex to which no subject is taboc. For insteahce,
only 2 male writer such as DeHe Lawrenée'would dare write

a novel like Lady Chatterly's Lover which discusses the

physical side of sexual relationships frankly., A female
novelist bhecause her moral reputation is at stake would
dwell more on the spiritual side of a relatlionship between
the two sexes,

Male writers respcond to the cry for women's Rights in
different ways., The first male writer of note to contribute
te the woman questlion was the Norweglan playwright Henrik Ibsen.
Ibsen is commonly regarded, especially in theatre, as the
ploneering spirit behind feminism., Yet, Ibsen would not call
himself a feminists The message he tries to get across in
his plays is his belief that there is very little hepe for
the world unless every individual is regarded as a2 human being
in his own right. He believes that pecople's action shculd be
dictated by the deeper conscicusness and nct by social
conventicns. This should be applicable to women as well as
to mene.

Ihe Doll's House is the most influential of Ibsen's

playse Implied in the play is the irea that men cannot be
*free' unless women are equally so. Ibsen did not believe
that women should be only mcthers and wives. In the play
when Ncora informs her husband that she is leaving him,

Helmer reminds her; "Remember before all else you ure a
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mother, 2 wife and a mcther"s Ibsen makes Nora replygt
"I believe that before all else I am a human beingesse
or at least I should try to become one".20

Ncra's act of leaving her home is nct really an act
of defiance but a gesture of despalr; despair of ever
becoming a person in her own right, whose personal notions
of right and wrong must be surbodinated to her husband's
conventional ideas., Women also need to play other roles apart
from that of wives and mothers if they were to become fully
developed people,

Another great champion of Women's Rights from theatre is
Georae Bernard Shawe. Shaw like Ibsen wanted women to likerate
them from their traditicnal roles and traditional subservience.
He argues elcguently on their behalf in The Quintessence of
Ibsenism:

Now of all jidealist abominations

that make society pestiferous I doubt

if there be any so mean as

that of fcrcing self=sacrifice on a

woman under the pretence that she

likes it; and if she ventures to
contradict the pretence, declaring

her no true womane... its not true.

The domestic career is natural to

all menj; although it may be necessary that
every able=bcdied woman should be called
on tc risk her life in childbed just as
it may be necessary that everyman shculd
called on to risk his life in the
battlefieldese

We have come to think that the nursery
and the kitchen are the natural sphere of
a woman; we have done so exactly as
English children have come to think that
a cage is the natural sphere of a parrot =
because they have never seen one anywhere
else, 21
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Shaw did not entirely rejcect Ehe traditicnal domestic
rcle for women as long their contribution is recognised and
rewardecd. In his essays and plays 8S8hoaw calls for equal
opportunity inlemployment, cqual pay for equal work; dontractd
for marriage; marriage free from degrading eCGﬁomié dependenée,
dignified divorce, bearing c¢éhildren cutside marriage, and
refusal to bear children, in short legal equality of every variety.

Shaw rejects romantic literature for its treatment of
passionate love and female submission. He argues that
industrial capitalism has changed the sccial and economic
conditions for women, Many wcmen in sce—called hcnest
employments like domestic work or factory work are often forced
into prestitution in which the wages and working conditions were
frequently superior. Shaw feel it is unrcasonable and unfair
to ask wemen to be virtuous and starve when they can easily
turn to vice and plenty. In his play Shaw rejects the idea

of masculine dominaticn, In Getting Married Leo Hotchkiss

desires a legal everyday husband and a sunday hushband for variety.
While Saint Joan leads an army in spite of the fact that she
is a woman she has the instincts and ability to lead.
Shaw had no patience with idealised woman characters

who conceal the true misery ¢of the position of women, His
creation of woman characters whe are real people who have
escaped the confines of stereotypes to triumph as individuals
in the cutside wotrld is his greatest contribution to the
emancipation of womene.

As a member of the Fablan scciety Shaw preached two

mecthods of attaining the goals of feminism - gradualism
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and permeationes That 1s, a change in society's attitude
towards women nct by the viclence of a reveluticn but by
evolution and the subtle penetration of social and political
institutions by supporters of feminism.

While Gpcrge Bernard Shaw champicned the cause of
feminism ancther playwright August Sfrindberg was entirely
against the movement. He saw the modern female as half-
woman, half-man, a type who pushes herself forward, selling
herself for power, diplomas and aggrandisement, Strindberg
saw socliety as being in danger of degeneraticn because this
unwholesome type of women choose their mates from among men
who think like theme In his play Miss Julie he demonstrates
the misery caused when a person born a woman adopts the
behaviours of a mane.

To appreicate the relevance of the above discussion to
feminism in African literature we need to cast our minds back
to Africa before the advent of colonialism. We need to
examine the position of women prior to the arrival of the
white man,

Befcre colonialism, the African woman held a respected
position in scciety. Her most important rcles were that of
wife and mother, but, she was not totally cut off frcm the
economic and political life of her community,

In the rural areas women participated in farming activities,
clearing the land, planting, harvesting, and selling the
produce, While in the urban areas women were invclved in
trading activities, cloth weaving, pot=making and sc one.

Women were alsco responsible for looking after the family
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and doing the housewcrk,

From many parts of Africa we can find emamples of women
whe had great influence in the political activities of their
people. For instance in Wgst Africa women like Moremi of Ife,
the Amazons of Dahomey, and Queen Amina of Zaria made their
presence fclt in thé government of their cocmmunities.

Polygamy was the accepted marriage system which prevailcd
in mest parts of Africa. It was convenient for agricultural
communitices because a large number of wives and children
provided more labour for the farms,

African women were the principal victims of the encounter
with the west. The establishment of colonial rule brought with
it a change in attitudes tcwards the female sex. The colonizers
chose African men to help them run the affairs of the crlonies
and because the missicnaries did not understand the peosition
wemen held in the family and society, she was treated like a
delicate flower.

Africans exposed to the Christian faith and western
education were taught to change their attitudes towards womene
The missicnaries had thought the African woman was cver
burcdened with a lot of responsibilities and scught to relieve
here Women were thercfore limited to playing the rcoles of
wives and mcthers and were prohibited from participating
in other aspects of communal life,

The kind of education offered tc women was sewing, cooking
a few Eurcpean dishes, and a little rcading and w: lting to

help them understand the Bible., Mongo Betl's Pocor Christ
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of Bomba provides us with a vivid idea of the way missicnary

institution for girls were run,

Over the years the white missionaries succeeded in braine
washing women into accepting a surbodinate place in society.
Female labour was no longer acknowledged as important for the
survival of scciety and women soon lost the dignity which
traditional society had invested on womanhood, Thus the
probelms of modern day African women cannot be divorced
from the historical context of their cclonial experience
which greatly changed their material condition.

African men who had been trane” by the missicnaries as
clerks, teachers and priests were the set of pecple who were
in the forefront of the struggle for independence because
they could understand the whitemean's language and ways of
deing thingse

Women had also fought against the cclonial government
as the case of the Aba women prove. In 1929 these market
women rose up ag~inst the injustice of harsh tax laws which
were implemented by the colonial government. But it was
men who formed the new elite after independence.

Many hfrican countries have beccome oppressive neo=colonial
capitalist sccieties breeding unemplcyment, illiteracy,
squalor, poverty and hunger. Many women carry the double
burden of their sex as well as that of the social class to
which they belong,

Neo=cclonial African socicties have not only rendered
many women emnloyed but unemplcyable. Greater attention

and cpportunities are offered tc male children when it comes
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to training for a livelihood. Marriage is considered the
most important work a weman should be prepared for and this
made wemen dependent on men for their material needs,
Cften the dowries collected for a female child's marriage
is used to educate the bofs.

Since women were generally excluded from participaticn
in dec¢ision-making women rcsorted to forming women associations
which were voluntary rcligicus and philanctroplc organisations.
The main function of these assoclations 1s welfare
services for their memberss In the urban areas these
assoclations become substitutes for the extended family in
which financial nroblems are shared, ond festivals celebrated
together.
| However, the number of educated women has increased 1n
recent years. But through copious imitation of western
ideas many Agrican women have trivialilsed a very fundamental
problem, Instead of using their education to fiqght for
thelr hﬁman'rights they turn to wearing trrounsers and smoking
cigarettes to demonstrate their equality with men. Others
bleech their skins and salivate after foreign curtos and
exotica. This attitude goes fo show how deep the African
weman's sense of infericrity has gone. Indeed the importance
of seminars and cconferences such as the women conference
held in Narcbi in 1985, is lost on most African women whether
educated or not.

Like their western ccunterparts African women allow
themselves tc be used to promote sexist ideas, thereby

reinforcing prejudices against the female scx. The result
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is that women are regarded as sexual objects whose natural
sphere of activity i§ in tﬂe kitchen and in the bedroom.
Women contributed a great deal to African literature when

it was in the oral form but since lliterature assumed the
written fcorm it is men who dominate the literary scenc.

In the werks of established writers like Chinua Achebe,
T.M, Aluko, Wole Soyinka, Mcngo Beti, and Crprian Ekwensi,
te mention some West African writers, women characters are
relegated intc the background. They fccus their attention
mainly on the activities ¢f the malc characters. Whenever
mainly on the activities of the male cﬁéracters, Whenever
we meet female characters they are seen only in relation to
the men around them.

For instance in Achebe's Things Fall Apart we do not

find women holding a central positicon. There arce regular
references by the main hero Okonkwe, and other male
characters to the inferiority of women.

The most abusive term which the villagers can give an
improvident man such as Okonkwo's father is 'agbala' which
means old womane In a discussion with a neighbour Okonkwo
says?

The world is large... I have heard
that in some tribes a man's children
hbelong to his wife and her familye
'That cannot be', said Machi,
YYou might as well say that the
woman lies on top of the man when
they are making children.?22
It is ircnical that when Okonkwe is living in exile

with his mother's people he names a child that is born

'‘Nneka' 'Mother is supreme'. But we scon reallze that
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Okonkwo did so only cut of poliiensEsS to his kihémeh
because gocn after he names another child 'Nwofia' 'Begotten
in the wilderness'.
In Wele Soyinka's writings we find the same image of
women over and cvor againe In works sct in a triditional
background the stercotype is that ~f the submissive viragin

as portrayed by Bidi in The Lion and the Jewel. In this

particular play male=dcminance 1s made clear., The title
itself conforms with s-cietal expectations, that is, the
Bale who is the Lion i1s given qualities of strength and
prowess, While Sidi the village belle is given a natural
goddess-like heauty. She 1s portrayed as an ornament to be
possessed by man.

In Soyinka's urban setting weman is depicted as a

'femme=f 'tals' or the courtesan with fatal sexual powers

over man., In Soyinka's The Interpreters and Kongi's Harvest
we meet Simi and Segi whe are beth peortrayed as this type

cf woman, Cyprian Ekwensi's Jaqua Nana prcsents a similar

portrayal of women.

Very few writcrs invelve their female characters in
political matéers and those whe do seem to espouse the cause
of a socialist revcluticn, It is in the works of such writers
like Sembcne Ousmane, Femi Osofisan, and Ngugl that we really
begin to see woman as a complex heing whe is scmetimes
mctivated by inner impulses which have nothing to do with
their relationship with the male sexe

In Sembenc Ousmane's God's Bits of Wood we are presented

with women like Ramatoulaye, ghe dignified elderly woman
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who has a large extended family to look after. There 1s
Mame Scfi, a midcdle-aged outspcken wcman; Dieynaba the
leader of the ﬁarkct traders; and Penda who considers
herself equal to any man, All these wcmen came together
tc organise a mass movement of wemen in a march to confront
the cclonial owners of the railway line., These women
support and rally one another, surmcounting differences in
language, poverty, and hunger in their commitment to a
common cause., Men became aware of the latent power in women:

The men began to understand that if

the times were bringing forth a new

breed of men, they were also bringing

forth 2 new breed of women.23

In many parts of Africa wemen were involved in the
prccess of overthrowing colonialism but many writers fail to
portray this in their wcrks. Ngugi like Sembene Ousmane
are the exceptions. Wambul and Mumbi aepe Women in A _Grailn
of wheat who are involved in the bloody strungles of the
Mau=Mau,

Most of the task of using literature to uplift, inspire
and encourage women is left in the hands of female writerse.
These female writers realise that though African writers
claim to write for the African audience, they are apparently
not interested in the actions and thoughts of women,

Female writers therefore depict the traveils of women
characters and exhibit a deep empathy for their hercines,
whe are to a large extent mouthpieces for their personal

noticns on life,

The female writer is still a rare person in Africa. She
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belongs to the educated group with a professional job
outside her home, She has read the works of Jane Austen,
Virginia Woolf, Harriet B, Stowe, to mention a few, and
found out that women can write as well as men.

Even though the rural women are in the majority the urban
female writer writes comprchensively abcut women because while
living in urban centres she is still clcose :o the traditions
of her pecole. Female writers are certainly influenced by
the feminist mcvement and go all out te demand fcr a reco=
gnition of the rights of women and alsc to show that the
African woman has a perscnality of her own. They are concerned
about the relationship between man and womanj; about slave
tracde; ceclonialism; and what neo=colonialism has cdone to the
African people,

The novel, short stcry, and drama are the forms most
favoured by female writers because they provide more space
for the message they want to tell the world. A writer like
Bessie Head explores the feelings of women in the oppressive
conditions of life in Southern Africa., While Mariama Ba
wants changes in the marriage system, Other writers like
Aldoo are concdrned with the liberation of not only their
sex but of 21l people from any social system which destroys
the individual,

This thesis will use the wcrks of Ama Aga Aldoo and
Mariama Ba tc demonstrate the commitment of female writers
how they delve deep into the psychology of the African woman
to reveal her to the world as she really is and, to inspire

her to greater achicvements.
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Chapter 3
WOMEN IN THE WRITINGS OF

AMA ATA ALIDOO

Ama Christiana Ay a Aldoo is one of the earliest and
most well known female writcrs of mcddrn Africa. Born a
Ghanaian in 1542, Ama A:a Aidcc became interested in
writing while still an undergraduate at the University of
Ghana Legon. She graduated in 1964; and jcined the
Institute of African Studies, University of Ghana. $he
later taoght English at the University of Cape Ccast,
She was also at one time Ghana's Minister of Education, But
soon after, Aldoc left Ghanals for personal reasons. She 1s
now living with her children in Harare, Zimbabwe; where she
works for the Curriculum Development Unit of the Ministry of
Educaticn writing supplementary readers for schools,

In a recent interview about her life in sccialist
Zimbabwe, Alidoo speks of her concern with the sttuation of
women which she finds rent with familiar contradictions.

On the one hand, there is structural commitment to equality
in the form of the Ministry of Community Development and
Women's Affairs. On the other, a glance through the
newspapers and magazines reveal the usual prcblems of

women in Africa such as rural peverty, lack of land rights,
illiteracy, and baby dumping by women unable to cope« But
Aldoo finds that the public commitment to finding solutions
to these problems shows an awareness of the need for change
in the lives of women, Hence thc atmosphere is more

optimistic for women than what can be found in other parts
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of Africa especially West Africa,.

Ama Aya Aldoo has been intercsted in the problems of
African women long before she settled in Zimbabwe. In
another earlier interview with Willy Bozimo in 1977, Aidoc
spoke of the position of the African woman as she sees it =

Women have been oppressed for too long.
If you feel the man you are with doesn't
want you to be witty and intelligent,
then you pretend to bc without wit

and intelligence. Women liberation is
nothing newe It is just giving voice to

a deep yearnina across the ages.

The moment a woman ceases fo comply with
the general notion of being a woman, then
the world threatens to fall apart.1

Aldoo is aware that in real life and in literature,
men have always tried to bend women to their will regardless
of the feelings of women. In self=defence some women have
stocd up to speak cut against this male attitude., They
peint out the need and necessity for change in the status
of wemen in societye

Ama Ata Aldoo has published four major works; two of

which are plays titled The Dilemma of a Ghost,2 and, Anowa, >

The others are, a book of short storles No Swectness Here,4
and a novel titled Qur Sister Killjox.s Aidoo's central
preoccupation in all her works is with the question of womene
How the African woman has managed to live her life in
traditional society; under the oppressive colonial system;
and in Africa after independence. Alidoo explores the
experiences of women as mother; the vagaries o1 thelr lives

in a peclygamous society; their relationship with other womeng
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and their struggle for economic survival. Aidoo also
examines the direction meodern African life is taking and
warns about some of the obstacles that lie in thc way to
greate; fulfilment.
Dramas

In traditicnal Africa society women could be inveclved
in rituals and festivals, they could make music, narrate
fclktalse, and in fact engrsge in all aspects of perfcrmance.
The advent of Islam and Christianity in many parts of Africa
curtailed the participation of women in artistic performance,
Women were reduced into mere spectators, and in some parts of
herica, espccially Muslim areas, cven this spectator status
is not allowed because the purdah system prohibits women from
venturing outside their homes,

After independence was achieved in many parts of Africa,
African writers felt the need for a cultural renaissance and
theatre was seen as a means cf cultural decolonization, and
for preopagating African falucs and bheliefs,

Female African writers such as Ama Ata Aidoc, Efua
Sutherland, and Zulu Scfcla, became interested in contributing
to the fevelopment of an African drama. A kind of drama which
emplcys the usec of modern theatres and technigues of
performance but remains relevant to the African community,
However, although Alidoo writes plays she does not direct them
herself as the other twc female dramatists do for their workse

For both her nlays and prose writings Aidoc draws her

inspiration from her environment, her education, and the



_ 52
history cf her people. 5She integrated into her works the
speech patterns cf traditicnal African people, their fclktales,
costumes; music, and customs,
This chapter examines Aidoo's plays for the way she
strikes an aesthetic balance between what she sees at the
positicon of wemen in Africa and what she feels it ought to be.

The Dilemma of a Ghost

Ama Ata Aldoo wrote this play as a poung playwright
of twenty-two, It was written and staced in 1964, and
published in 1965.

The play is about a young couple from different cultural
backgrounds who meet in a University campus, fall in love,
and decide to get married, But Ato Yawson, who is a young
Ghanalan decides with his new wife not to have children untll
they both se¢ttle down to 1life in Ghana,

Aidoo explored the culEural differences which alienate
the couple from each cther and from Ato's famlly, The play=-
wright uses this conflict to bring into fecus the position
of women in an African society.

Ato is sent tc America for higher ¢ducaticn because
western education is jreatly valued by his people, Education
is seen as the key to success, wealth, and fame in neo=
colonial Ghanra. But this does not include an acceptance of
all western ideas and ways cf behaving., It ccrtainly does not
include marryiﬁg an American even if her skin is black. This
is why Ato's family is so horrified when he in. orms them that
he has married ag American, The fact that Eulalie's skin is

L] -
»
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black because she descends from Africans taken way to
America as slaves only makes the maetter worse. Ato protests
that Fulalie is not a slave as her grandparents were. This
makes his grandmother Nana, rcbuke him in these words,

'Ato do not talk with the foolishness of your ';eneration.'3
Her logic is simple, the descendants of slaves is also a .
slave,

Ato's family is nct blindly prejuciced against his
marriage but they believe that they will be laughed at
when they do not understand the ways of the whitemans.
Neither is the whitemen interested in understanding theirs
becausc he feels his culture is superior to that cf the
Africans,

Eulalie hcwever, is delighted with the thought of
living in Africa which she secs as the original homeland of
all black pecple. She is an orphan snd also a member of a
race nct tetally accepted in Amcrica, She calls Africe

N 81
the Tvery source™19 and focels that by marrying Ato she will

*belong to somewhere BQ'in....“.3 She &8 returning tc her
rocts and this is her triumph, She has left behind her
the despalr of othcer black /mericans whe wake up in the
mornings hcping their skins have turned milky-white,

Eulalie obviously bclieves that African will be a
glorious land. An ideal land of "palmtreces, azure sea, the
sun and golden beaches"? where everyone lives happily.

/idce is not attacking black Americans for remanticizing
"Mother Africa' but rather Africans who allow them to belicve
in this fairy=tale image of Africa. Aldoo blames the
Negretudinists whc paint such unrealistic pictures cf Africa.

Belief in such illusions is disastrous and can only be 'nomud
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to disappointment because Africa certainly has its dis-
agreeable aspects, Indeed Eulalie soon discovers that
Africa is not the delightful place she had dreamed it would
be. The sun fecls unbearably hot for herj neither has she
set eyes on a single lion inspite of all she has heard of
Africa's wild life,

The funeral drums which she thinks are for witch=
hunting frighten her. Eulalie is ready to identify with
Africa without realising that though her skin is as black as
the African' she is different from them. She is exposed
to a vastly different culture and after living for a while
in Africa she still finds it difficult toc adjust her way of
thinking, Aspects of African life like driends and relations
visiting at anytime withcut prior invitation, and having to
go to funeral services of very distant relations puzzle and
anger Eulalie.

Ato does not seriously explain the African way of life
tc Eulalie, Instead he teases her about her fears, "If you
don't (havc a siesta) you will have a nervous breakdown
before you've learnt enough to graduate in primitive
c:ultures“.21 Ato succumbs to the male notion that women
should be humoured and scothed instead of treating them like
rational beings. His attitude causes a lot of misunderstandimg
among his family.

He laughs at Eulalie when she becomes apprehensive about
their decision not toc have children yet and quickly recassures
her they would create a paradise in Africa with or without

children,
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Once Ato makes this statement a rcader who is aware
of the demands cf Acrican society begins to wonder just
how Ato's and Eulalie's marriage will survive., Ate's long
contact with the western way of thinking must have dulled
his senses of what is acceptable in Africa and what is not,.

In African society, children are regarded as a
nccessity., They are the main reason why pecople get married
in Africa. The decision to have children is not a private
matter but a rdecision which concerns the whole clans In
cases where children are not fcrthcoming the clan cffers

help tc the unfortunate couple., Ato's uncle, Petu explains

PTEE LR AT

the concern of the clanj; 'when two people marry everyone
expccts them te have children... Therefore my nephew if
they do not have children then there is something wrong.‘41
The clan believecs that the couple's childress state must

be Eulalie's fault and have ccme prepared with some medicine
tc rub on her stomach,.

Ato dces not explain to his family why they have no
child yet and the clan is angered by what they percieve as
a ncnchalant attitude towards such a sericus matter. Ato
sclfishly finds it easier to let his family go on thinking
Bulalie is infertile rather than explain to them that they
are practising birth control. He confesses tc Eulalie that
his family will not understand, They "would say we are
displeasing the spirits of our dead and the Almighty God
for contrclling birth',42

Ato is aware that he has offended his pecple's custom

by marrying Eulalie who they call a *Black-white woman,
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A stronger and a slave.'18 It is cdnsidered the job of
the elders of a family toc find suitable marriage partners
for their children. Esikom is therefore following the dictates
of custom when even before Ato's return she gces and ask for
the hand of Yaw Mensa's daughter, Everyone in the village
approves of her choice and are disappdinted when Ato does
not accept a girl they all know and like, The villagers are
shocked with the way the young couple behave. For instance
it is unheard of that a man should give up hls chair to a
woman as Ato does constantlys. And the fact that they seem
unconcerned about their lack of children turns the whole
village against them,

Ato becomes torn between pacifying his family and
trying to be loyal to his black American wife, The dream
he has of the ghost at the junction not knowing which way
to go is a symbel of his own conflict. The understands
the African views that a c¢hild can only add to the
happiness of a couple but he also appreciates the lcgic
that cone should only have children when one is psycholo=
gically and financially prepared tc do so.

Meanwhile, both his wife and family condemn him for what
they sec as his lack of perception and understanding. Eulalie
becomes bitter with the way he handles their relationship
with his family. She calls him a 'damned rctten coward of
a Moses' and condemns him for insisting they practice birth
contrcl when he knows it will be unacceptable to his people,

In her anger and bewilderment she is driven to rall his
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people 'stupid narrowminded people! who understand nothing
but their own ‘savage custom',44 whereupon Ato slaps her.
But in the end it is Eulallie whoe inspite of her insults
is forgiven by the family, This is because 'No stranger

over breaks the 1aw...'49

unless encouraged by a townsman
to do sce. Eulalie is taken intc the clan house while
Ato is left not knowing what tc do and wanders in the
night like a ghost,
Aldco presents the position of women to us by showing
us the African society through Eulaie's foreignh eyes.
Inspite of all Ato's assurances that they can wait
before having children she fecls early in the play that,
coo30me men do mind a lot'.? When she comes to live in
Africa she finds that it is nct only her husband whe maybe
worried about having childrd# but the whole village., Eulalle
finds this general concern bewildering after coeming from a
culture where such matters are of private concern,
The African belief in the importance or necessity of
children In a marriage may have its roots in the need of men
to prove their potency, virility, or manhcod. In J.P, Clark's

song of a Gouat we find a similar preoccupation with the theme

of infertility., Tragedy cccurs when the hero refuses to adcept
the fact of his sterility, This theme recurrs again and again
in African literature because it is sc important to the
Agrican sensibility infertility is regarded with scorn,
hatred, and fear in Africa.

In The Dilemma of a Ghost the issue is exhaustively

examined from the woman's point of viewe The playwright's
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inspired use of the two women who act as neighbours cone
tribute to our understanding of the community's deep
attachment to children, Children are very important
because they ensure the continuation of the clan and are
therefore the responsibility of the whole clan, For instance,
Ato 1s expecéked to lcck after his nieces and nephews
after all it was somebody else who locked after him in
his chilchood.

The second woman has a lot of children and acts as the
mcuthpiece of traditicnal communalism and prejudice while
the first woman is childless. It is from hecr observations
that we really understand the plight of the barren woman in

-

Atrica. As a childless weman she knows how hostile society
can be to a weman like herself., She is therefore more
sympathetic of Eulalie's supposed barreness.

The first woman has been explosed to the scorn of the
villagers. She tells her friend 'But at the very last you
are luckiest who have them',5 She knows that her pcople
want children because they "have a lusty desire to see the
tender skin on top of a child's scalp rise and fall with
human life'.36

Africans consicder children to be a far more importance
than wealth of fame,

'They ask for the people of the house and not the money
in 1t.*1% That is why nothing can compare with being a
parent. The villagers are not impressed by the fact that
Eulalie has her own money and can buy all kinds of machines

to make life comfortable. She is still pitied and mocked

because she is childlesse.



59

Eulalie recalls tc mind Flors Nwapa's heroine Efuru,
Efuru is fortunate enough to be beautiful and wealthy,
and happens to be well loved by her husband but the villagers
are unimpressed., They observed that 'we are not going to
eat happy marriages' the most important £hing is for one to
have a child,

This is traditional African society's subtle way of
keeping women in what 1is suppcsed to be their proper place.
Bearing and bringing up children ensures that wemen have
little time tc devote to activities which men have reserved
for themselves.

Esikom is portrayed as the iceal African woman. She has
fulfiled the obligations society sets out for women, because
she is married and takes her responsibilities as a mother
very seriously., It has already been mentioned how she
tried to find a wife for her scn., She is in debt after
trying to provide the requirements of Ato's education,
Everyone expects she will be rewarded for her troubles,
Unfortunately, this is not what happens. Ato spends his
money providing for himself and his American wife, and has
nothing to spare for his mother,

Esikom cannot understand why Ato treats Eulalie as an
equal, In Africa women are expected to defer to men,

Esikom feels it necessary tc remind Ato of the position of
women in African societye She confronts him when Eulalie
throws away her gifts of snails, Are your wive's tabcoos
yours? Rather your taboos should be hers.?® This statement

is true for other aspects of African life as well.
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It 1s belicved that a woman's first duty is to cater to
the desires and pleasures of her menfolk. For!instance,
Menka, his sister, is sent to get chairs for her brother
@he is made to cook for him and generally waits on him.

Often the needs of female children are sacrificed for the

*®

male children.

Monka tells us of how "the aldest and most valuable
of the family heirlcoms, Kentes, and golden ornaments,
which none of us younger generatirn had ever seen hefore,
were all pawnedo. They never brought them into daylighte..
not even to celebrate the puberty or marriaqe of a single
girl in this house., But since cur master must buy coats
and trousers, they brought them cut on this OCC&SiOn"u31

In different ways Ato's womenfolk tcil and go without
things they need for themselves sc that they can help Ato
‘start 1life well. Monka is bitter and feels cheated because
inspite of her sacrifices for her brother she gains necthing
frem his experiences. The second weman tells us that there
are times when women feel it is better to be childless.

Esikom feels insulted when it is Ato and nct Bulelie
who asks about the things she brings them. She 1s not used
to men involving themselves with the preparaticn of food,
lecast of all educated men, Eulalie's belief in perscnal
choice and perscnal freedom is strange to Eglkom but she is
ready to accept her as a daughter in-law. Esikom shows asus
the compassionate side of her nature when she takes

Eulalie into the clan houses She tells Atod
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You have not dealt with us well
hnd you have not dealt with
your wife well in this...
And we must be careful with
your wife,
You tell us her mother is dead.
If she had any tenderness her
ghost must be keeping watch
over all which happen to her.50
Perhaps the only time a woman is accorded complete
respect in African scciety is when she becomes old enough to
be a grandmother. Nana is respected and venerated, her
views are sought and listened tc. This is because she is
close to the ancestors. In African cosmology the ancestors
occupy a ccntral pesition in the world of the living. They
are wershipped and consulted in all important matters.
Nana is aware of her closeness tc the ancestors and her
conversations are sprinkled with references to them. For
instance, when she wants the lamps lighted, she asks: 'How
will he find his way around this dark place should the
ghost of one of our fcrebearers pay us a visit'.7
Nana feels she will scocn leave this world and pass on
to the next where she will have to give an account of what
is happening in the world. This is why Nana is so grieved
that her grandson Atc has gene and married a black American,
She laments to the neighbours:
'I am dreading my arrival there
where they will ask me news of hocme
shall I tell them or shall I nct?
Someone should lend me a tongue
licht encugh with which to tell my
Royal Dead, that one of their stock
has gone and brought tc their sacred
precints The wWayfarer'.4
The charactger of Nana is well depicted as a Jrowsy

old woman, impatient with the ways of young people. She
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does not think well of present day African women who she
bclicves have been spoiled by whiteman's things. In her
youthful days a woman immediately cleared away her pots
because they were earthenware hut now because pots are made
of steel they are left laying around carelesslye

Language is the medium of cemmunication in literature.
It becemes of extreme imncrtance in drama when a play is
being studied as a literary text, because with no action to
watch and interpret; the reader has toc rely on the dialegues
cf the characters for the storye. |

In portraying the position ¢of women in an African society
Aidoo presents us with & community in which people interact
very closcly with each other, We are able to tell the age,
sex, and educaticnal background of each character through
the way they speak. The spceches of Nana, Esikom, Atof's
uncle and aunts, and the two neighbours are that of a pecple
steeped in the tradition of their people. Even though their
speeches are written in English we believe they are speaking
at traditicnal language, probably Fanti. For instance when
Esikom becomes angry at Ato's lack of appreciaticon for all
she does for him, she tells him 'Keep guiet; my son and let
me speak now, for something has pricked my wound. My knees
are callous with bending before the riche... How my friends
must be laughing behind me now'.so

Aidco captures the gossipy nature of the conversations

of the two women from who we receive a lot of information
about Ato's ond Eulalie's marriage. This short extract will

1llustrate:
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I crave pardon

For anatching the word

from your mouth

But my sister, roll your
tobacco and stuff your pipee.
It has not been good gring,
The roof leaks more than
ever before

But hcw can it be?

If Nakedness promises

you clothes,

Ask his namc.

But I ask, how can it be?
You ask me?

But you know, my sister,
That my name is lonescme,

I have no one to go and listen
tc come back and tell me.
Then scoop your ears

of all their wax

And bring them hcre.

Esikom is not better

than she was,

Why?

They never ask why's

Is it not the young man's wife?
wWhat has she done now?
Listen, I hear she swallows

money as a hen does corn,

63
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1st W: Oh, Esikom!
2nd Ws One must sit down

if one wants to talk of

her affalrse

Aldoo's greatest achievement is the skilful way she

achieves a synthesis of the literary potentials of\two
different languages English and a Ghanaian languagei

John Millington Synge who wrote The Playboy of the

Western world once saids 'Every speech should be as fully
flavoured as a nut or apple.'3 From the passage quoted
above one can se¢ how successfully Aldoo retains the
flavour of traditi-nal conversaticn in her work. This is
what makes hcr portralt of village wemen so authentic,

‘As a black American, Bulaliefs speech is different,
English is her first language but the 'running-tap drawl!?
which Ate describes her speech doe%ngme across in the plave
Aldoo fails here because of what Dapo Adelugba describes
as Aidool's mere 'passing acquiantanceship'4 with Afroe-American
English. Aidoo however succeeds with Atots speech who
spcaks English as a second language as the writer does
herself, Ato's immature quality is well depicted through
his speech. He adopts a mccking lecturing stance when

addressing the illiterate members of his family:

Please, I beg you all, listen.
Eulalie's ancestors were of our
ancestcrs. But (warming up)

as ycu all know, the white penple
came and tcok some away in ships
to he slaves,12

Atco only succeeds in hcorrifying them even more when

they hcar Eulalie is a descedant of slaves. There are

L =3
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other moments when his family would have been glad to
have things explained to them in a way they can under=
stand, For instance, when the clan cathers to find out
why Eulalle is not preqnant Ato stupidly becomes

inarticulate and says nothing, Towards the end of the
play Esikom in exasperaticon asks hims
But do you never know anything?
I thcught those who oo to
school know evervythingsss
The play ends with echoes of the children's song

about the ghaost at the junction wondering which way to

gce The song is an apt symbol of Ato's dilemma because

he iz still torn between two c¢ivilizationse

Aldoo's skilful use of language can be seen in all
her workse But this skill is brst demonstrated in the
conversaticens of thu rural pecple, The next play Anowa
is ancther depiction of the status of women in a rural
society. It provides us with further insight into other
aspects of a woman's life such as her attitude towards
work and her religious beliefs,
Anows

This play is created from a popular felktale which
can be found in many cultures cof the world with slight
variaticns. It 1s the story of a beautiful young glrl who
refuses tc marry all the suitcors who want her hand in
marriage. Then all of a sudden, she decides tc marry the
mest unsuitable young man who comes her waye. This 1s
usually an unknown stranger from another land, or the
most handsome but untrustworthy young man from hor own

community. Everyone
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is against the marriage, but the younj girl stubbornly
refuses tc listen to advice until she finds out too late
that her husband is not the man she thought he was, but
scme kind of monster who eventually destroys her.

In the prologue to the play, the village old woman
tells us that Anowa is like all the 'beautiful maidens in
the tales, she has refused to marry any of the sturdy men
who have asked for her hand in marriage.'7 The man Anowa
decides to marry is not a stranser but a man who her
mother Badua describes as 'this fcol' this goocd for
nothing cassava=-man, this watery male of all watery males',
The only asset which Kofi has is his gcod locks = '"This =
I=-am « the handsome cne with a stick between my teeth...
in the marketeee This.es This...'>

This young man is so worthless that Badua runs out of
uncomplimentary names tc call him, She feels he will not
make a good husband for hcr daughter because he is not the
kind cof man who will work to feed his family.

Badua beccmes anqgry when Ancwa refuses to be guided by
older and wiser people in chocosing a husband. She tries to
advise Anawa that 'marriaje is like a plece of cloth its

beauty passes with wear and tear'.17

This is why cne should
look for enduring qualities, other then beauty in a marriage
partner,

Anowa cdeciares her stand in shockingly disrespectful
language. 'I don't care Mother. Have I not told you that
this is to be my marrinage and not yo‘?i'? Anowa feels that

her marriage should concern no one but herself, She intends

to help Kofi Ako make a success of his life, but Badua is not



67
convinced that this will happen. After all he had dene
nothing meaningful with the arcve of plam=trecs his
grandfother had given him ner with the virgln land his
uncle has &ut for him,

Badua's last warning to Anowa is aé bﬁéeﬂt as a curse:

But remember, my lady when I am too

ol” to move, I shall still be sitting

by these walls waiting for yru to come

back with your nakedness, 18

Ancwa is however full of confidence in herselfs  She

believes a woman ¢an be an assistant and a guide for the
man she is going to share her life with, Indeed, Anowa is
a great helr to her husband and he scon becomes a rich nmana
Thelr trade in skins at the cocast flourishes so well Kofi Ako
starts talking of buying some men to help them. For the
first time in their marriage, Anowa finds herself in conflict
- with her husband. She hates the idea of buying slaves, and
from ncw on they disadrec on many issues relevant to their
life together, Their incompatibility eventually cdestroys
thelir marriage and each commits suicide,

In this play hldoo uses a traditional folktale to examine
the positien of a woman with an inguiring mind in pre-colonial
Africae

The play is divided into three phasesu.Phase one can be
described as the hopeful phase; the seceond phase is one of
crisis; while the third, is the phase cf desy:alr.

In the prologue we are introcduced to the characters of
the villane 01d man and old woman, They act as observors
and represant the velces of saciety, The ©ld man is the veice

of reason and individual choices. While the cld weman
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represents the voice of prejudice and communal restrietions.
These two people rccall tce the mind the twoe women of the
provicus playe Through their characterisation Aidoo is
able to meintain a reasonablc distance from the issues
being discussed so that she can present them as clearly
as possibles

The cpening specch by the cld man fixes the time of the

story historically =
When the lords of our Houses sought
the protection of those that came
from=beyond=the horizon against our
more active kinsmen from the north.
And also, when This one and That one
depended for thelr well being on
the prosence of the pale stranger
in our midst.6

In his convoluted ironical way of speaking the old man
reminds us that the colonialists were welcomed by some
Agricans.

The old woman is more direct in her manner of speaking
and gives us an idea of what most of the community thinks
of Anowa. That apart from acting like the girl in the
folktale, many peoplce fecl that she has just allowed her
unusual beauty to cloud her vision cf the world.'7 While

others think that 'her yods will surely punish Abena Badua

for refusing to let a bhorn preistess dancet,B

Everyone agrees that Anowa is an unusual kind of girl.
The only cutlet the c¢ommunity can provide for such an
outstanding perscnality is in the professicn of priesthood.

Badua however wants her conly child to live an ordinary life,
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get married, and bec me a real weman of the village,
'happy to sece her peppers and -nions grow.'z

The whcle society is cutraged not so much by the
unsuitableness of the couple as by the fact that Anowa
has deciced to chcese her own husband in a community
where marriagee are arranged by the elderss The community
fecls insulted by Anowa's refusal tc bow qun to its
conventicns, Thus, contrary to Ojo=Ade's fond belief
that feminism cr the fight for wrmen's richts cnly came
with Africa's contact with the west the cld man assures
us that this is not the first time pecple have rebelled
against sccietal restrictions.a

Ancwa has her own perscnal principles of what she
considers right and wrcnge. She rejects the idea of
acquiring cﬁarms fcr protection because she humbly
believes that 'to have a little scmething to eat and a rag
on our backs is not a matter to approach a god about'.25

Anowa is very definite abcut what she believes in and
stands up firmly by her beliefs. She believes that marriage
should be a partnership in which the two pecple involved
contribute their best, rhysically and spiritually. 8he
shares the hardship of regular treks to the ccast tc sell
their skins with Akc. The fact that she is nct yet tied
dewn with children makes it easy for hcr to do so,.

Kofi Akc is so inspnired by Ancwa's behavicur that he
premises, 'I shall be the new husband, alf%'ycu t .e new
wife'.24 It is Anowa who urges them to go just little
further in their trek each day. This makes Akc pay her the
highest tribute he can think of: 'Ancwa you ought to h-ve
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been born a man'.2? Ako is of the belief that only men
are capable of such endurance. No one takes account of
the harship women generally have to bear, deing the
hcousework, working on the farms, and selling the produce;
because all that is considered a woman's job and therefore
not commended,

The critical peint of their marriage comes when Kofl
Ako suggests they buy slaves to help them with their trade.
Anowa disaqgrecs. She would rather Akc marries another woman.
Coming from a polygamous society Anowa finds it easier
to appreciate the advantages of a man having more than one
wife. She feels free to suggest this because a person

should not hinder a partnership seclfishly. But when Kofi

Ako keeps cn talking about the advantages of buying slaves
Anowa forgets her sex so far as to rebuke her husband as a

friend and an equal., 'Kofi do not let me hear these words

again'.29

Kofi Akc instantly becames angry that a mere wcman shculd
talk to him in this manner. He asserts his manhood and
therefore supericrity in the following speech:

Anowa listen, Now here is something

I am joing to do whether you like it

or nots I do not even understand

why ycu want to make so much noise about
something like this, What is wrong with
buying one or two people to help us?
They are cheape... Everycne does iteee
does not everyone do 1t? And things would
be easier for uS...

Anowa who told you that buying men is
wrong, You know that I Iike you and

the way ycu are different, But Anowa,
sometimes you are too different. T know
I could not have started without you

but after all, we all know you are a
woman and I am a man, 30
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Ako feels that being 2 man gives him the right to

g

prevail in an argument. Now that he is financially secure
Ako tries to ;ssume leadership. Morecver, he feels that a
mere woman should not questicn the society's way of deing
things. But Ancwa's cbjecticn to possessing slaves has
nothing to do with being a woman she is simply aware of the
fact that "no man made a slave of his friend and came to
much himself'oao Aldeo places this cenflict betwecen the
ccuple in the middle of the play. From now on the relatione-
ship between thc¢ twoe changes and deteriorates until thelr
subsequent deaths.

The old man and woman appear at the end of each phase
of the play te comment on what is happening. The old woman
echoes the opinicon of the whole community when she says
cf Anowa. 'She thinks our forefathers should have waited for
hee to be born so she could have upbraidéd them for their
miseeds and shown them what actlions of men are virtuous'.41
The old woman is shockéd that Anowa can question slavorye
Slavery is a norm of the society and Ancwa becomes too
different when she gquestions it, Xcfi 2ko is therefore
not being evil when he decides to buy slaves,

Anowa suffers the cruel fate of a woman with an inquiring
mind who has to live in a society where a woeman is régarded
as an inferior creature. She fails to convince hor husband

that slavery is evil. The only person who tries to understand

Anowa is the o0ld man. He reascnably belleves that -
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It is not too much to think the

heavens might shcow scmething to

children of a latter day which was

hidden from them of old.41

We are given a display of Kofi's wealth, 1t is
irenical that the slaves now carry him about, this is what
he earlier promised not to do. Qften he 'sits, washed, and
ciled like a... Pkride on show or a god being celebrated'.54
He goes about with an entourage ©f his slaves and music in
praise of him is played. In contrast, Anowa retains the
old wrapper she had worn .in the days when she was actively
involved with the trade in skins. She refuses to share in
a wealth she has not worked fore. The playwright indicates
Anowats unhappiness in her laughter which had been unaffected
and happny into being hard, gratiny, and ironical. Anowa
becomes a shadow of her former vibrant self., She feels there
is no logic in leading an idle life when one is still in full
possessicn of his facultiesa

Anowa identifies with the slaves and likc a slave she
lays no claims of ownership on any helongings. Kofl Ako
protests, 'but a wayfarer (slave) belongs to other people'.s6
Anowa, however, does not feel there is any difference between
being a slave and being a womane A woman belongs first to
her parents and then later to her hushand, She is never
regarded as a person in her own right. Anowa informs us that
it is possible to 'belong to oneself without belonging to a

place'.36 Women and slaves have hopes and desires laying deep

within them which no one can take away from theme In the end
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women and slaves triumph over their oppressors.
Anowa coes nct find fulfilment in merely being Kofi
Ako's wife, her fceling that there is something wrong with

the scciety makes her restless. Ako accusegs her of belng

‘too fond of leoking for the common pain and the general wronde

The community alsce accuses her of having sold her hirthseeds
to acquire wealth,
Ancwa is not very much concocrned about having childrena
She even wonders if childbearing is profitable when she
notices the twin—slaves fanning Ako's empty chair. She
imagines bhow their mcther must have suffered to bring them
inte this werld:
The hour of the breaking cof the aminicn,
when the mapace between her 1ife and death
wore thin like a needy woman's hair
thread. 0 the stench of old bleood gone
hote.. Did she go through all that with
her rest at the end postponed so they will
come and fan an empty chalr.32
Marsye Conde speaking of the works of Aidoo, Grace Ogot,
and Flora Nwapa c¢bserves that 'in these varicus female
writings, the barreness of the womb seems inseparable from

the cxtreme fertility of the soul'.? Indeed, Anowaj Selina

in Niau's Ripples in the P0018 and Nwapa's Efuru are all women

with very strong wills hut they are all childless. The

explanaticn of one of the doctors Ako consulﬁs is that

therc is ncting wrong with Anowa's womb except that her soul

is tono restless and this prevents her blocd frem settling,
Ancwa is obssessed with the evil of slavery kecause of a

nightmare she had when a childe In her dream she was the

mother of ai& her people whr gushed ocut of the pores of her

3
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body while the sea threw up giant lobsters {her grandmother
had described the while slave traders as boilie .lobsters), "
These fell on her pecple and ofound them into mountains of
stcne. The most horrifying aspect of the dream is the fact
that no one called a stop to such activity. Africans are
destroying each other by making slaves of thelr brothers.
While women like Ancwa have to stand by and impotently watch
this destructi-n bccause no one listens tco the cpinions
cf womena
It is ronical that the slaves for whom Ancwa fights sco
desparately do not appreciate why she makes herself
miserable. Anowa becumes aware of the total isclation her
objecticons bring upcn her. The young slave girl's victim
censcicusness makes her cry cut thus:
Why if I were her
what would I not do
what would I nct have?
As much as my eye will

fancy and the hest my
heart desires.50

Anowa realises thaé one whd.has experlienced being a slave
wculd have no scruples about enslaving others. This shows
how deeply the evil ways of society gets ingrained in
both the cppresscors and the victims,

Aidoc employ the use of a proverb to describe Anowa's
position: 'The string of orphan beads might lcok better con
the wrist of the lecperd but it is the antelrpe who has lost
his mother'.®1 wWhether or not Anowa dresses like a slave
she still sharcs Ako's culpability in owning slavesa.

Kofi Ako feels very uneasy when Ancwa is near him. All
thrcugh the play he fecls 'my wife secms to be cstraordinary

in morc things than one.25 He begins t» fecel that maybe
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people are right when they say Anowa should have been a
priestess. He finds he can no longer tolerate Anowa's
critical presence and yet he finds he cannct beat her into
submission to his will, To get rid of her he threatens to
brand her a witch, He knows he can do this because they
live in a soclety where a man's word is always accepted
before that cf a weman's. The fact that Anowa is childless
will simply be enough proof that she is indeed a witch.

Anowa realises that the fault of being childless cannot
be hers entirely because Akc has nct visited her bed for years.
She suddenly stumbles on to Ako's secret. He is impotent,
His manhood has been burned cut in his passion for wealth.
Unwittingly Anowa blurts ocut the truth while the slaves are
listening in to their cenversation and Akc is completely
humiliateds For one who has little intrinsic moral strength,
whose sense of supericrity repose entirely in his maleness,
this is the end of the road. He immediately commits suicide.
The ireny of his death is that Anowa finds she cannct
live without Kofi Ako and she drowns herself,

hnowa 1s not a barren exercise in literary form. The
artistic achievement lies in the relationship between the
playwright's social visicn and the unique dramatic way by
which she portrays it.

Ancwa falls into the category of art theatre. That is,
theatre which is mcre interested in the process cf creativity
rather than in presenting whatever is acceptable to the

tastes of the audience. Thcocugh art theatre 1s concerned with
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quality it does not go to the extreme of heing merely art
for art's sake. Art theatre is also didactic and can be
derived from any scurce, For instance J.P. Clark's ggigi "
is t2ken frem an Ijoaw logend, While Ola Rotiml's The Geds

rAge Not Te Blame is taken frem a play belonging tc another

culture., Similarly Ancwa is inspired by a traditional
folktale,

Unlike the simple folktale thils play addresses itself
to very serimus issues which are as relevant today as they
were in the past. The play kecps in touch with sacial
reality in its examinoticn ¢f the relatironship botweoen men
and wcmeni and woman and lahcure.

The tragedy of jnowa is as a result of the irreconcikle
characters of thz protagonists, Ancwa's socicty is a
matrilineal cne but it remains male~dominated. Ancwe had
hoped and worked for a marriage of equals anly to find that
this cannot be because the African man clings temacicusly
to the myth of male supericrity.

When discussing the stories which comes te her enrs
about Anowa and her unhapiness, Badua says, 'she should have
walted for me to tell her how to marry a man, A good woman
does nrt have a brain cr a mouth'e33 This cbservaticn is
fatly contradicted by Bacdua herself, she is very quick in
airing her views, It seems that Anowa has inherited this

tralt from her,
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Many /frican women have very strong characters and feel
deeply about varicus issues which are part of their lives,
But scciety does not enccurage their full expressicn so women
have to learn to repress their feelings. Ancwa has heard that
in 'cther lands a woman is ncthinge And they let hcr know this
froem the day of her birth', But in her community a girl is
allowed a certain amount cf freedom until she gets married
and then 'in crder for her man to be a man, she must not
think, she must not talk'.22 But African wemen are not at all
like that, and it is in reference tc Badua's strocng character
that Ancwa asks her to remcve her "witches! mouth from her
marriage, Ircnically Ancwa is alsc called a witch by her
husband and the old womanes This seems to be the cnly
explanaticn traditicnal snciety has for a woman with extra-
crdinary strength of character,

Ebele Ekc says in an article that daughters like Ancwa

0 Both mother and

are not very different from their motherse 1
daughter experience similar frustraticns as women in a male
deminated society. The only difference being that the young
daughter is more daring, mcre cutspcken, and ready tc rebel
cpenly against sccietal restrictions,

Anowa's adamant stance against slavery shcows her as a
revoluticnary fighting for the cause cf freecdom and justice
fcr all coppressed people. Her rejecticn «f an arranged
marriage is part of her fight against the restricticoms impcsed
on the individual, The tragedy of Ancwa shakes the community
cut of its cemplacency and makes it re-examine its ncrms and

values, %1



No Sweetness Here

In this diverse collection of short stories the
problems of women are presented to us by various narrative
voices in different situations. This approach allows Aldoo
to pose as an gbserver pointing out the problems which
African women have to confront., But Aidoo's feminism 1is
not isclated from other aspects of African life such as, the
superiority complex of the new African elite; Africa's
political instability; the anger and impotence of radical
ffricans, and the preoblems of adjusting to modern capitalism.

The kind of colonial administration which Africans in
British West Africa experienced left a large part of their
traditional culture intact. Aldoo in therefore able to qive
us an authentic picture of the lives ¢of women living in the
rural greas. However, Aidoo does not romanticise thelives of
women . in traditional scciety.

Women are brought up to belleve in the sacredness of the
marriage institution, nothing is expected to viclate it.
Often, women are expected to sacrifice their dignity and
self~respect in order to keep their marrizges intact. When
Maami Ama in the title story, 'No Sweetness Here' complains
of the unfalr treatment she receives from her husband, she is
told that in a marriage 'a woman must sometimes be a foolt6l

Maami fma thus gives voice to the trails of patlence a
woman suffers in a polygamous household. The rivalry between
the wives is made worse by the husband having favourites among

them. We find a similar portrayal of a pelygamous family in
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Mariama Ba's Scarlet Song. In Pathe Ngom‘s‘householc there
is lot of quarrelling among the wived during which the
husband remains uncohcnra;duandk;ndiffefeng. The various
wives out of self-protécé&on must o; necessity develop sharp
tongueé. ‘

The price Maami Ama has tc pay for her freedom is that
her only child must be returned toc his father. The reason
given is that the boy 'must be of some service to his father
too' .68 Nocbody takes in to account the fact that Maami Ama
alone toiled to feed, clothe, and educate the child for so
many YeEars.

Maami Ama inspite of her rebellion is not able to shake
off years of socialization completely and she accepts the
decision of the court without bitterness. The decision of
the court is even more surprising when we remember that in
this particular society a child is supposed toc belong teo his
mother's family. Apparently no matter what the law says
judgemement is always in favour of mene.

The child becomes a kind of sacrificial lamb in the
conflict between man and woman when he dies from a snake bite.
The hypocrisy of society is demonstrated when sympathy is

for Maami hma whose 'only water pot has broken'.74 Earlier
on this same community was prepared to deprive Maaml Ama of
her only child. It appears that in moments of birth and
death the bond between mother and child is believed to be
very strong. This is acknowledged by society which at other
times completely ignores the feelings of mothers.

Ian Reid claims that a good short story 'maxes a single

impression on the reader, it does so by concentrating on
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a crisis,‘il This is what we fihd in 'Iﬁ Gift From Somewherea”
In this story death threateﬁslahothef child of ancther lencly
woman. This poignant story demcnstrates the ehdrmify of the
issue of childbirth in the lives of Africal women. All their
energies are concentrated in giving birth to children:

Now all I must dc iz to try and prepare

myself for another pregnancy, for it scems

this is the reason why I was createdsso

to be pregnant for nine of the twelve months

nf avery year....81
Procreation is considered the first duty «f women. A woman
without a child is considered to have failed herself; her
husband, and ghe whole community. Hence the reader can
imagine the despair of Maami Fanti as she sits watching har
baby die. She hocomes an easy victim of a eligious charlaten
who stops at her house. He forbids Maami Fanti from cating
meat on Fridays for as long as the chila lives. Contrary to
all expectations the child does live, the mcther cannot tai.
how but is simply grateful for the fact,

Aidoo allows the woman tell us about the miracle hersels

and we can hear the joy and wonder she feels:

But do you know, this child did not

die, It is wonderful but this child did

note MmMMe cne This strange world always

has something to surprisc us witha..81

Therc are times when women have children cut oOf

wedloCk and they are frowned upon by the whole society. For
sucn women their lives are ruined because thelr meral pepute-
ticn 15 no longer untainted, This becomes a fault becavse
womer: arg expected tc remalin pure virgins pricr to marria. .

*Something to Talk About On The Way to The Funersl' is

about a resourceful weman who refuses to allow thwe stiyue
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of being an unmarried mother ruin her life. As a young
woman Auntie Araba is put in the family way by the husband of
a relative. We are told that Araba's mother did not
behave as childishly as some would in a case like this’%i?
but accepts her daughter back and supports her until the
baby Ato arrives, This is a better behaviour to adopt
rather than the attitude of the mother who treats her
daughter badly 'rained insults on her head daily, refused
to give her food and then drove her out of the house'.116
The reader is left to imagine what will happen to such a
girl, bereft of family support and with a child to provide
for,

Araba on the other hand went into the bread business
and made a great success of it. She ends up being married
to a goed rich man in the village and is respected by all.
This is why she is respectfully called 'Auntie'.

The atmosphere of a communal village is skilfully
captured in the conversations of the two women. The writer
does not specifically tell us who they are but the reader
realise they are well acquainted with the deceased on whom
the story is concentrated.

One of the woman informs her friend who has been away
from the village about the last days of Auntie Araba.

Most of the scandalous details of the story are whispered
in the manner of gossipy women: 'Eh-eh, my sister. And now

bring your ear nearer'.lis

Hence the reader eavesdrops on
their conversation and learns how Araba's relatives were

intimidated by the obvious wealth and influence of Ato's
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father. He is allowed to claim Atoc as his son, The implicaw
tion in this is that had Ato been a female child he would
have remained diséwned by his father,

Twice in the story young women become premaritally
pregnant and the men involved do not accept their
fesponsibilities. It is not surprising that history repeats
itself sincelsbciety's double standards allow men to go
unpunished for‘their misdeeds, The whole burden of immoral
behaviéur is placed on the shoulders of women,

When Ato impregmates Mansa and then refuses to marry
her, Auntie Araba feels betrayed. Her indomitable spirit
finally surrenders and she dies.

Modernity is an unknown quantity for village women, and
when they came into contact with it they become bewildered
and frightened. All the villagers share the horror of the
old woman in 'The Message' when they hearz:2§2&§anddaughter

has had a caesarean operation:

And anyway how can she live? What is it like
even giving birth with a stomach which is whole,
then how would she do whose stomach is open to
the winds? 38

The fears and hopes of the old woman are revealed to
us in the inner monologue she carries on by herself:

Have they buried her,.. where? Or did

they cut her up.o.. Now I have remembered

I never could travel in a lorry. I always

was 50 sick. These young people will think

it is because I am old and they will laugh.
At least if I know the child of my child was
alive, it would have been... I will give

her that set of earrings, bracelet, and chain
which Odwunfo Ata made for me,..42

*
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In many‘of her stories.Aidoo demenstrates her swareness that
as women go throuqh the motions of ]ife, they have different
- thoughts running through their minds. Sometimes thEY are in
no way connected to the actions of the nerson, This qoes to
prove Annette Kolodny's arqument that ‘woemen writers are
unique for having developed to a high degree the awareness
of the under 1:‘fo9»12)l _
The old woman is furtﬁer shocked ét.the disrespectful
treatment she reéeives in the town., In the town pecple 'have
no use for old age so they don't respect ite, 44
The pace of 1life in the city is very fast hénce the values
of the city are very different from that of the villages.
BEconomy is often the push factor which makes people leave
for the city. Aidoo like a number of other writers, such as
Ngugl, and Bessie Hrad, lament the desertion of ﬁhe villagers
and the breaking up of families which is caused by this
movement. Often the men never return to the villages as we
see in 'Certain Winds From the South', and women are left
t6 bear the burden of looking after the children and the farms.
Attacks on the decadent aspects of urban life such as
its materialism and individualism are not new Iin African
litcrafure. Aidoo's 'In the Cutting of a Drinkt* is about a
young man who pays - a sudden visit to the ¢ity and returns
with a certain picture of urban women. The story is written
in the form of a report in which we find the use of tradition-
al idiom., Even the title is such an idiom. It is a
dramtic story told solely from the roint of view of a young
village man, The narrator acknowledges the presence and

involvement of his audience:
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Ei, My little sister are you asking me

a question? Oh! you want to know whither

1 found Mansa? I do not knowe.. Our

uncles have asked me to tell everything

that hacpened there, you tcocol I am

cocking the whole meal for you, why do you

want to lick the ladle nowe 35
The use of traditional imagery makes the report authentic of
a village person. Critic John Nagenda, agrecs that AMdoo's
translations are so agcurate 'they have a feel of the
original without refcredée to sentimental nfricanisms® 12

The young man provides a viviad description of his

sister in the citys

I say she was as black as you and I, but
her hair wes very long and fell on her
shoulders like that of a white woman. I did
not touch it but I saw it was very soft,

Her lips with that red paint looked like a
fresh wound., There was no space betwaen

her skin and her dress. 36

To complete the plcturc of decadence and immorality, this
city woman dances with strange men, and smokes and drinks
as well. Male chahvinism is revealed in the young mants
conviction that such a woman must bhe bad. He does not take
into account his own drinking habit because soclety
approves drink;hg for mcn.

Village folk are ignorant of the forces which motivate
women into doing all kinds of things in their attempt to
survive in the city. Hence women are judaocd too harshly.

Ie the cities everyone joins in the rece to accumulate
wealth and the foreign gooeds they can buy with it, Girls
like Mcfty in "Two Sisters' sacrifice morality to satisfy
their dégire for nice dresses and shoes, and the opportunity

to ride in luxuricus cars. They carnot afford all these
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on their humble salaries as typis%éfand teachcrs %0 they
turn to the men whe form the alite class.

Mercy thergfore bufriends the pol:tic;ans and high
rahking army offlcers who control the wealth of the nation.
Afterall since every other girl she knows has ruined herczel?
prosperously, why shouldn't shé?g8 |

The Irish playwright, George Bernard Shaw, has & similar
attitude towards female prostitution. He does not believe
young girls should be blamed for adjusting their moral
priorities to suit the society they live iy, Indeed vice
appears to be more profitable materially than virtue in
modern capitalist society.14

Nor can tho respectability of marriage be recommended,
because the extra-marital affairs which most husbands
indulge in destroys the harmony needed for contentment,
Thus neilthcr connies marriage, nor Mercy's boy friends
bring them much satisfaction,

The positicn of women is tied up with neo-colonial
politics. It scems that only by giving out sexual favours
to those in power will men allow women a share of the
national w=alth. There are vory few alternatives left
to women because not many of them are involved in the
decision making. Those of them who Béloﬁg to the elite
class are there by virtue of being either wives or
daughters of their menfolk. Thus when the political scene
change as it does constantly in Africa, women change
thelr beyfriends from politicians to men of the armed

forces,
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The sexual exploitation and oppression vomen suffer

goes back a long way in time. In the old days 'the logds

L
L

take the little girls they liked among the women.'10 The
whitemen did the same when they came to Africa. In present
day Africa big men seduce women with their wealth and
power. VYomen are than raped just as the land is raped of
all its wealth.
Early in life women are taught te submit to societal
demands and forced into being what they do not really want
to be, Yaaba in 'Late Bud' is such an example. Subtle
psychologigal pressure is brought to bear on her until she
succumbs into becoming the kKind of female accepted by sccietys
The danger in accepting one's inferiority passively is that
it encourages the oppressor to take more and more liberties,
Independence has not improved the likes of the majority
of the African people., The title 'For Whom Things Pid Not
Change' is significant for the young doctor whe inspite of
his contact with . western civiligation still prefers
African things.
The title also refers to the old couple whose lives
have not changed with the coming of independence. They
s5till have no electricity in their living quarters and they
still use a bucket in the lavatory. Things have not changed
for the female sex elther, women are still regarded as
*slaves of our lords'10
In this story Aidoo demonstrates that sexual exploitation
is as bad as racial exploitation. Bessie Head in Collector

of Treasures suggests that inspite of their experience with

colonialism, and apartheid, African men merciless. y exploit
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the situation 'which relegested to men a superior position
in the tribe, while women are regarded in a congenial
sense as being an inferior form of human life.'15

In Afidoo's portrayal of Situ we realise that there are
women who are very much aware of the way women are being
exploited by men and who want to do something about it,

+ss there must be somecthing wrong when
young girls who have not seen their blood
not many moons gone, go sleeping with men
who are old enough to be their fathers

and sometimes their gradfathers. Everyone
sees them in the land, and no one says
anything, 10

The work done by women is not appreciateds A woman
cooking for the family and doing other menial jobs is
regarded with contempt. The situation becomes more complex
when Zirigu who has been a ook steward for fifteen years
scarns the idea of cocking traditional food. He considers
this a woman's job. The young doctor tries to understand
such confused reasoning,

As a man of the land and your wife's
husband, you are a man and you do not
cook. As a black man facing a white
man, his servant, you are black not a
man, therefore you can cook.17

In other words when interacting with a white man the
black man forgets he belongs to the co-called superior sex.
Then it is the colour and power of a man which determines
his status.

Oppression coused by either capitalism, racism, or
sexism are all the same in that they all deny the human
dignity of the individual, ‘Wome® are therefore faced with
a difficult struggle because they suffer from all three

forms of oppressione.
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Kofi in 'Other Versions' realised that women need all
the support they can muster to liberate themselves. Women
deserve a better status in the society for their hard
work, self sacrifice, and endurance. But a lot depends on
women themseclves. African women must cure the tendency
they have of bleaching their skins and wearing wigs because
these are all acts of self-denial. 'Everything counts' when
a people arc trying to rebuild their dignity and belief in
themselves,

Each story in this collection portrays oa facet of female
life and when taken altogether we hove a comprehensive pic-
ture of the African woman, From these stories we realise
that the contribution of women to the:family, and to society
at large is neither rewarded nor appreciated. Nor are the
lives of women in urban society much better than in the
rural areas, In both kinds of socictices women are subjected
te the injustices meted cut by a male dominated scciety.

Our sSister Killjoy

The style of this novel is simllar to Kofl Awonor's

This Earth My Brother,16 In both novels we find a mixture

of actual historical events, anecdotes, autobicgraphy, and
invention, all linked together by a narrative which blends
prose and poetry together,

But whereas fwoonor's powtic chapters appear to divert
the reader®s attention from the central plot of the story,
Aldoo's poetry is relevant to the message she imparts. The

. .

poetic parts are meant to enhance the meaning'bf the prose

passages. As we find a blend of two literary forms in this
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" novel thus Aldoo cConnect together two themes to which -
she is passionately committed, Aidoo links the éhappipation

of women with the 1iberatioh of Africé. A number of .

hS

problems which confronﬁ the African woﬁen,;and Africans
generally ars reygaleq-fﬁrough the observakions of éup
St¥ster Killjoy or 51ssié. Sissic acts as the writer's
mouthplicce, | |

Sissie goes on a trip to Europe os a fember of an
internationallaid groupes The Journ.y is partly physical and
partly symbolic., 1In Burope Sissie rediscovers and reaffirms
her identity as a woman as well as an African,

The presence of African women in some ports of the
western world is still an unusual phenomenon. This is because
until recently African women did not have the opportunities
thelr black brothers had of travelling extensively in the
weste Sissie is therefore gaped at and pointed out as a
'Black Girl's until she begins to notice how different the
Buropean skin is. European complexion has the look of
‘pickled pig parts that used to coeme from foreign places to
the markets at home.'iz Deep inside her Sisszie knows that
the colour of a person's skin does not matter., But once she
is made aware of it- Sissie finds it difficult to ignore.

The assianment given to Sissie and other volunteers
of the aid group is 'to cover up the bases of nine seedlings
with ground turft or peat. To protect them from the coming

chill of winter{.35 This assignment leaves them with a lot of
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time for doing other ﬁhings such as sightseceing and
making friends. Sissie becomes friendly with Marija. The

reader is warned that 'to those for whom things .are only
B o‘#

what they seem, Marija is a young Bayafian woman’.79 But
Bavaria is part of Germany which'btihgs to mind Adelf
Hitler,his,belief in thc superiority of the Aryan race,
and his extermination camps. Marija thercfore comes
from an oppressifve race.

In the dialogue below Aldoo establishe® the racial
relationship between the two women‘énd bylimplication the
relationship between the two women and by implication the
relationship between two contincentse

'Maryes..Mary...Mary. Did you say in
school zey call you Mary?

'‘Yes',

'Like me2!

'Yes'

'Vai'

'I come from a Christian family,
It is thename thcy gave me when
they baptised me.

It is also good for school, and work
and being a lady?

'Mary, Marye... and you an African?
'Yes®

'But that is a German named said Marija
LI BC I )

But my brother

They got

Far

Enough

Teaching among cother things,

Many other thinags,

That

For a child to grow up to be a
Hcaven-=worthy individual

He had ¢€o have above all,

a Christian name.

/nd what shall it profit

a native that

He should have

systems to give

/. boy

A q.irl
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Two, Threc hames or
More  24~26

Here we fce how the dialogue merges easily into the
narrative and poetry. We realise that these two women come
from vastly different backgrounds and therefore may have
different ways of looking at things.

The African woman has been taught that only things
which are whitc and European are good. Even God tokes on
Ithe image of a white old man with a flowing brard, Sissie
knows mor: about Buropean Veagetatlon then she docs African
plants bacause this is what she has been taught in sth&bl.

But inspit. of har western education Sissis retains
hér'hﬁrican p-~rsonality. Her nickname even though dervied
from the Fnglish term -gi{ster &5 an affectionate name for
one loved and respect.d by her brothers and sisters, Africans
love oné another bacause 'people was all pcoﬁle had. * 123
They have not been side~tracked by imperiaiist tendencies.

Sissic is constantly invited to Marija's héme, where
she is plicd with food and fruits., Marija's hcépitality is
the kind Sissie would have offered a stranger back ip Africa.
Yet the townspeople appear té di§agprovu of Mariﬁa's
rélationship with Sissie. A mere\hmusewife of a mere factory
hand has no right to m&nopoliSQ the attention of a special
visitor like Sissie.

Virginia Woolf once made thelobservation that a deep
reiationship be tween two @6men is often rcegarded with
suspicion 17 Women are not supposed to love cach other

while there ar¢ men about. To enjoy cooking and serving
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a fellow womanm as Marija does for Sfsite thredfels the
socinl order. Sissiets {ronic comment to her friends
portrays the role of women in societys
It iz not sound for a woman to enjoy
coocking for another woman. Not under
any circumgtances. It is not done.
It is not posszible. Special mesls eare
for men, They are the only sex to whom
the Maker gove a mouth with which to
enjoy eating. /nd woman, the ctérnal
cook, is never so plensed as sceclng a
man ¢njoying what she has cooked. 77
Relationships between woman ~nd woman is an area of
inter-personal relationships which has been neglected by
African writers. Rebeka Njau and Ama jfea Aldoo are two

writers who venture to explore it in thelr writings. In

Rebeka Njau's Eipples in the Poel Selinn falls in love

with her sister in-law, Gacirue Selin= toys with the young
girl in order to scothe her noerves. Eventually Gaciru is
murdered in a fit of jealousy by Selina,
In the reletionship between Sissie ond Marija, Aldoo
examines the circumstances which lead to lesblenismg
and the reacticons of the African woman when confronted with
ita
The stage for the seduction of Sissie is set with great
artistic efficiency. After a number of visits from Sissie
te Marija's house their relationship becomes more and more
intimate.
Sometimes they sat and talkedo..
At other times, they just sat, each
with her own thought. Occasicnally,
one of them would look up at the other,
If thelr eyes met, they would smile.
At the end of each day, she returned to

the castle later than she had deone the
previcus eveninga. 40
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All the while Sissie unconsiously assumes the role of

the superior partnér as in a relationship between a man

and a wohan. Marija bhecomes so vulnerable to Sissie's

moods that the latter eXperiences 'the inhuman swect sensa-
tion to sce ancther human being stuirming's This has always
{'been an exclusive mastuline delight',TG Men reserve the
right to be the ones to inflict paln on others,

On one of her visits Sissie is invited to inspect the
houses As the two women go round to lock =t the bedroom
Sissie fecls as though 'she was moving, not up, but down
into some primeval caveo... Sissie was convinced she had no

right to be there'.63

She renlises that Marija hss been using her when the
German girl nttempts to have & lesbian affair with her,
Sissie complains of this unwheolesome developments

You make friends with & womana. ANy wWomafri,
And she has a child, And you visit the
hcuse, Inviled by the woman certainly,
Every cvening for many derys. aAnd you stay
many hours on each occasion but you still
never sce the husband and one cvening the
woeman seizes you in her embrace; her cold
fingers on your breast, warm tears on
your face, hot lips on your lips, do
you go back to vour village in /frica
and say...what do you say, even from
the beginning of ycur story that yocu
met a married woman? No it would not be
easy to talk of this white woman to just
anyone at home, 64~65
Such a relationship is forbidden in Agrican. The writer
devotes a lot of attention to Siscsie's relationship with
Marija so that the reader becomes aware of Sissie's

pyschelogicel development. From an unquestioning acceptance
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awards that Europeans get much of their information about

A}rica which is later used against them,

Aidoo

is particularly concerned with the plight of td

African women overseas, They suffer as the less privileged

sex and as

sacond class cltizens in an alien country. The

ridiculous way African women dress in BEurope is described

with an artist's eve for detail:

An

An

Womeh

A blue scarf

to cover the nead and the ears,
brown coat linced with

cream synthetic fibre

some frilly blouse

its original whiteness compromlised,
red sweater

with 2 button missing.

inch or two of black skirting
showing under the coat,
umbrella,

chequered green, red, and blue.
pair of stockings that are too
light for a chocolate skin
pair of checap shces,
Never=mind=whatecolour

But

cheap. 88=89

continue to remain in EBEurope suffering in climate

they are not used to, Being a woman anywhere in the world

is not an easy thing -

In Asia
Europe
anywhere

For here

under the sunjg
Being a woman

Has not

Is not

Never will bhe

a child's game 61
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This is why many women like Marija prefer their children
ta be boys. Apart from this general attitude the African
woman has little in common with her European counterparts.
At one time or ancother all the white race hos jeined
forces to oppress the black people.

African women should biware of the white woman who
spoke with such earnestness, such frighteniprs lIlntanzity,
she could have passed for a soul sister, but for her colour
and our histnry'=93

The values ¢of black women are very different from
that of Buropeans. In the passage below Sissie puts ferward
the views of a black woman who comes from a civilization
built on continuity. She speaks from within a race which
has survived all harrassments:

My Dear brother,

I have been to a celd strangs land where dogs

and cats zat bettcr than many many children; and yet

w.ul! rather <ie then shake the hands of other meona

Where wemen who say they have no time to benr

children and spoil their lives would sit for hcurs

and foed baby dogs delicate food with spoons, and

make ccats to cover the halry and brothers and :xo
_ friends in our village would do on festive occasicnse

Ta My brothor, I heve been to a land where they

treat animels like human baings and some human
beings like animnls because they arce not dumb enougha

105

This pessage is addressed to Sissie's Africoan brothers
who see in the famous heart transplant in a white man with
the heart of a black man the sign of the universal brother—
hcod of man. People like Kunle see nothing wreng im o black
man dying to keep a white man ~live, Neither does this

T anawer the
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problem of apartheid. Apartheid is the abusc of peolitical
power, 'power to decide who is to live, who is to die, where,

13

when, How'a Angd because in the difference of the collur

13
of a man's skin, the white race 'see an cxcuse to be mean',

Female writers such as Aldoo, Bessie Head, and some
others, are v.ry concernad about the misuse of power.
Absolute power scems to go hand in hand with opprossicn and
exploitation.

Sissie's agile mind leaps from one t. 14 to another,
from one continent to another without affccting the unity of
the novel, Nothing cscaper Aildoo's critical eyese Sho does
not forget the varinus atrocities porpetrated on Africa -
the slave trade, colonialism, apartheid arc all touchod upone.
The writer reveals the hypocrisy in tho pelicies pursucd by
the wust.

Burning pcople's farms, poisoning thoir
rivers and killing all their trees and
plants as part of the c¢ffort to save them
from a wicked philosophye.
Supplying brothers with machine guns and
other he~vy armg because you want to stop
them from slaughtering onc another.
Making dangerous weapons that can destroy

all of the carth in one little minute,
in ofder to maintoin peace'.116

It is ironical that Africans flock to the west to seek
salvation from their problems when Europeans secms bent on
doestroying not only themselves but the whole worlds, This
is why sfricans must return home after they complcte thelr
studies,

Aldoo understands the passion Africans have for certificates

because back home 'they only begin to treat you like 2 human
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being when you have a doctorate degree'. The situation in
Africa is absurd, those who had barely managed to get thelr
first degrees now insist on employing only those with three
or more degrees,

There arc many aspects of life in Afriea whieh intellec-
tuals find discouraging, The lack of facilities to carry
out important projects, but worse of all is the ineptitude
of African leaders. A lurid picture is painted of Africanm
leaders who spend half their time abroad with their European
wives while =

Champaqgne sipping Ministers and Commissiogers
sign away mincral and timber econcessions

in exchange for yellow wheat whieh people
cannot cate??

African is a land where the rich B g§Ra( iste are
unconcerned with the - -1f-re ©f the masses ‘gonscious only of
riches which thcy gather in a coma'.34 There is the poveety
and lack of dcvelopment, in the rural areas and a host of
other problems to which fhe leaderg turn a blind eye 'while
they live their big lives withine,34

CAma Ata Aldoo's prredne does not deny that there are
many problems in Africa. Naor does she expeet there to be
easy solutions to the problems,

Indeed her list of problems reegalls to the mind the
works of her compatriots, Ayi Kwei Apmah and Kofi Awoonor.
But while Armah's writing is preoeeupied with scenes of
decay, frustration, and defeat; for Aldoo, the act of writing
is not an act of despair but an act of faith in herself, and
in her people. Her criticism is motivated by love and

commitment to African amd te the African wqu.,
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Neither does Sissie suffer the insocurity of Amamu
in Awconor's This Earth, My Brother., Sissie knows who she
is, where she comes from, and where she hopes to go, Sissie's
man describes her as 'A concerned type, with some radical
political ideas....with lots of nalve enthusiasm'.ﬂ7 She
is also accused of lacking 'chinine-instincts'. Men try to
use chauvinistic arguments in 2n attempt to forestall women
from criticising them,

In the past African women had to stand by and watch her
children being taken away as slaves; being conscripted into
foreign armies; and now, thecy go away to study in foreign
lands. The African woman has suffered but she is now
prepared to fight for what is hcrse The struggle however
is not so much against Europeans but against Acricans theme
selves, especially those who have beéen enticed away by forcign
visted interestse It seems that the best 'brains' are the
ones staying away. Thcy believe that by doing so they prove
to those at home how successful they are.

Yet Sissie insists they return to Africa because the
white man will never acknowledge their worth:
Sp please come home, My brother.
Come to our peoples They are the only
ones whe need to know how much we are
worth., The rewards are hardly anything.
For ewery successful surgery, they will
hail you a miracle worker. Their faith
(will be) in your human touch.130

All the while Sissie talks to hcer brothers there is a

white audience in the form of their white girl friends. This

is when she becomes aware of the need to find a new language

of communicating with her black brother. The foreign
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languaged used by Africans only enslaves them further and
puts them under the cons;ant observation of the west.
The black man and woman are going bhrough a period of
hate and alienation from ecach other, The African man
feels that present day Agrican woman has lost the virtues
of meekness of the real traditional women. They have
absorbed the victorian notion that African women sheould
behave like 'the dolls the colonizers brought along with
them who fainted at the sight of their own bleeding fingers's
117 The position of the African woman is much more complex
than this. She has expericnced toc much hapdshipfor her to
be w;ak nows Women cannot throw away thcir principles
Fecause to do so is to loose their identity. Inspite of
everything their, there is still some positive aspects
in the African way of life; if Africans are willing they
can find them again:
If the old people arc right, that

whatever is sweet has some bitterness

in it, then we have to determine the

amount of bitterness we take from the

swectness of the present, Othetwise,

there will be so much bitterness, we

shall never know there was anything else

around, 115

Sissie's criticisms cause a quarrel bectween her man and

her. Inspite of this the le*er which she writes to him
explaining her motives is filled with terms of endcawments,
'My Love', "My Dear',y "My Precious' and sc on, Ojo-Ade
agree that there is a deep love binding the African man and
woman together which Aidoc has ably portrayed in this

novel'.lv
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Hence Aidoo's heroine has a definite contribution
to make, She awakens in African man and woman a new
awareness of each other and of their civilization, so
that they can assert themselves to act, imagine, and

love together,
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- CH/APTER 4

THE WRITINGS OF MARIAMA BA

Mariama Ba's first novel So Long a Letter received the
first Nema Award for publishing in Africa in 1980, Both
So Long a Letter, and Scarlet Somg, which was published
posthumously after her death in rugust 1981, are powerful
and fearlcssStatements against social injustices suffered
by women. An ardent supporter of women's rights, Ba
records with great peneration the rcactions of women in a
polygamous societye. She is concerned with the choices
women make in their search for personal happiness and fulfilmente.
So Long a Letter

The letter of the title narrates how Rematoulaye (Rama)
survives emotionally, economically, and socially after Modu
marries a cecond wife. The act of writing the letter to
Aissatou serves as a means of assuaging the grief she feels
as a result of her alienation from, and the subsequent death
of Modu., Rama reflects on the life she lived with Modu in a
series of fleshbacks, right from their courtship days to the
time she is summoned to the hospital to identify his body.
Some of her memories are sweet, others arc bitter.

The friendship between Aissatou and Rama is a very special
one. They have shared much of their lives together. They
had 'walked the same paths from adolescence to maturity-11
They had married men who are best of friends so that even after
their marriages they are still on warm intimate ¢ pmg because

they continued to share their activities with each other,.
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Aissatou is therefore in a position tc understand and
sympathisc with Rama,

Mariama Ba is very much interested in the idea of romantic
marriage. In such a marriage a couple pledge themselves to
each other, for better or for worse. But this is a western
ideal which has its basis in the Christian religicn and its
doctrine of one man one wife. This idea is alien to Africa
where the system of polygamy is practiced.

The marriages of Aissatou and Rama are contrary to
traditional conventions which demand that marriages should
be arranged by the elders and on the payment of dowries to
the girl's family.

Roma remembers how she met Modu in a dance and the moment,
She saw him she knew he was the man she had been waiting for
all her life. Modu was clever , eloquent, and with the ability

to 'fathom every thoucht, every desire'is

of Rama's. They
were perfectly suited to each other. Theirs was love at first
sight, They gct married against the wishes of Roma's parents
and so the wedding is not celebrated with pomp. No dowry is
paid either. But contrary to all expectaticns for twenty=five
years their marriage is a happy one and they are blessed with
twelve children, Aissatou's marriage is also against
traditicnal custom, As a goldsmith's daughter she marries
out of her class when she chose Mawdo for her husband,

Like Aidoo's hcroine Anowa, these two women regard

marriage as a matter of perscnal choice. This concept of

choice is significant in the novels of Mariama Ba. Vords such
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as, 'I wishecd?, 'to choosc', 'I have decided! 'the choice!

recur again end again in 8o Long a Letter while in Scarlek
Song, though we find such words recurring with less frequency,
important choices are nevertheless being made throughout the
novel, Cholce is impcrtant for the incividual's happiness

and fulfilment. The right te decide how to live their lives
shculd be the right of all womene, Ba believes that 'each
woman makes of her life what she wants's?

Hence, when Rama and Alssatou chase to go to school
they chosce to become ploneers of the promoticn of a¢ertean
women, Western cducation for women was not seriocusly con-
sidered until the arrival of fomale missionaries, Rama and
her generation therefore feel indebied to the white heade
mistresse. They were all® *destined for the same mission of
emancipaticn'15 nf the African woman.

Education freed women from frustrating traditional
restrictions, and taught them to make their own decisicns.
However, these new African women were not gquite welcomed,
They were called 'Yscatter-brained' and labelled as ‘devils!
ut men also found them captivatings This is whot makes men
like Mawdo risk the displeasure of his mother by marrying
Aissatou. In the mood of the new generation of Africans he

17 It is ironic

declares that "Marriage 48 & personal thing,
that soon after this declaration he allows his mcocther
persuade him into another marriaqge.

Mawdo's mother acts as a custodian of tradition when

- she energetically finds a 'suitable' wife for her son. She

herself had brought up young Nabou in the traditional waye.
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Nabou has bcen taught that the first virtues a woman should
possess is docility and cbedience.

Traditicnal custom encourages pclygamy,., Earlier writers
like Flora Nwapa upheld this idea in their works. In Efuru
one of her characters says ‘'only a bad wcman likes to be
married alone by hcr husband', 174

The tracditional heroinc of Okot Bptek's Song of Lawing

also suggests that there is no harm in polygamy if the
ccmpetition for the husband’s attention 1§ fair, But rarely
do women get a fair chance in a polygamous systems

Rama is shocked by the knowlcdge that Modu wants to
marry another wife after 2ll the love and devoticn she has
given him for years. She is furthcr humiliated by the fact
that her rival is the young friend of h<r daughter Daba,

In an article on Bas novels Irene Almeida explains
Ba's convicticn that 'happiness, woman's, man's, and the
whole society's must be bascd on a menogamous marriage, that
is a close association between two equals, the sharing of
pains and joys, hopes and so on'.3 This is indeed necessary
because once a man has more than one wife he becomes totally
indifferent to the other one,

The outccme of Rama's dccision to remain with Modu is
that she is ncglected 1ike a worn-out or out-dated Boubou!,40
The writer uses a familiar item of clothing to describe
Rama's position. Rama's decision is dictated by the love
she still has for Modu, and what she understands of polygamy
in a Muslim society. She therefore prepares herself for

equal sharing according to the precepts of Islam,
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In Islam if a man marries more than one wife then
'his treatment of each must be absolutely equal. It will
be his duty to make identical provisions for each wife and
her children, and spend the same period of time with them'.4
But the Quran which is sunposcd to act as guide for Muslims
warms against the dangers of polygamy:

If you fear that ycu will not be

able to do justice, then marry only one, >

You are never able to be fair and just
between women, even if it is your ardent
desire but turn not away from a woman
altogether so as leave her hanging in
the air.6

One is therefore not convinced when Modu says that
God has destined him to marry a second wife. Neither docs
Mawdo's claim that he married Nabou to please him mother
ring true., Neither religion nor custom can force men to
marry if they do not want to. The truth of the matter is
when faced with the youthful freshness of girls like Nabou
and Binetou men 'comparc what he had with what he nc lcenger
has, what he has with what he could have's?? Then nhe
r - himself ridiculous trying to hide his grey hairs and
restraining his sagging waistline.

Men apparently lack a sense of loyalty and faithfulness
where their wives are concerncd. Women look upon marriage
as a sacred institution which ensures companionship and
procreation. They conceive love as a spiritual rather than
a physical activity. Only such a view of marriesge can

ensure that the rights of women be preserved. And the work

of procreation be carried out with dignitye.
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Man's inability to control his sexual appetites causes
him to violate the marriage institution again and again. The
cffect of man's infidelity can be seen in yet another
example Mariama Ba provides in the novel,

Jacqueline Diack forsakes parents, country, and religion
to marry Samba Diack only to discover him being unfaithful
to her, Ba elaborates on the idea of intermarriage in Scarlet
Song where we meet a white girl who undergoes a lot of mental
suffering when her husband marries a second wife, Both women
end up with a nervous breakdown,

Alssatou leaves her busband when he marries Nabou. She
does not believe his protestaticns that he only married
Nabou ocut of duty to his mother and that he still loves
only Alssatou., She finds it impeossible to draw a line between
heartfelt love and physical love...'e 'There can be no
union of bodies without the hearts acceptance however little
that may be,'31 she says,

Ba's attitude towards pclygamy is uncomprcmising, she

feels that it is simply for the 'sake of variety'34

that
men are sexually unfaithful to their wives. Ba finds men
weaker than woman in this aspect. They allow themselves
to be ruled by their instincts rather than reason.

Ojo=Ade does not €eel that divorce is the answer in
such a situation, One wonders if the situation is reversed
and it is women who are unfaithful to thecir husbands, if he

would advocate for 'solidarity'! within the couple. Ojo=Ade

argues that wives should stay with their husbands even when
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their love and trust are betrayed. In doing so she can
go on feeling 'the presence of the human face near her late
at night and in times of trouble,l’

But, unfortunately even this is not possible, there is
no difference between the lives of Aissatou who divorces
her husband, and Rama who stays married to hers. Both of
them an” up being lonely single parents,

Werking in the Sencgalese Embassy in the United States,
Aissatou is besieged by men 'seaking light enjcyment and

easy relaticnships‘.s4

This is because it is generally
believed that single women are always ready for such relaw=
tionships., For Rama after the death of her husband there is
a parade of suitors who for different reasons propose
marriage to her. She however stands firm by her objection
to polygamye.

In refusing to marry Tamsir Rama once again fights
agoinst traditicnal customs which try to dictate to her
what she should do with her life, and which try to restrain
her freedom as an individual, Traditicnal custom recommends
the brother of the deceased to marry the widow but Rama
does nct agree:

You fecrget that I have a beart,
a mind, that I am nct an object to be passed
from hand to hande You don't know what
marriage means to me: it is an act of
faith and of love, the total surrender
of oneself to the person one has chosen
and who has chescn you,58,

For Rama marriage is more 2 thing of checice rather than

something done in cbedience tc traditional demands, She
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She also turns down Dieng's proporal because she does
not want to be the alienating factor between Dieng and
his other wife,

Jane Austen portrays in her novels the fact that economic
factors often push women into contracting uncongenial
marriages. Unequiped toc earn their living women often have
nc choice but to marry men whe can provide for them.
Binetou and Nabon marry man who already have wives for
different rcascons,

Young Binetou is pushed into marrying Modu because he
made it very obvicus the things he could do for hcr poor
parents. Binetou comes from one of the poor districts of
Dakar where her mother is constantly shouting about her
hunger and her thirst to live'.14 By agreeing to marry Modu
she and her parents could now move out of pcverty into
comfort,

The price Binctou has to pay is that her education is
stopped and she is condemned teo live with a man old enough
to be her father. Hcrs becomes the meaningless life of a
corsetted and pampered woman who is treated like a toy.

Nabou on the other hand is brought up to cobey her
elders. She thereforc cffers - no resistance when she is
married off, to Mawdo., Unlike Binetou, Nabcu works as a

midwife and thus has no time to about her 'state

worry
of mind', Her exposure to the outside world and the

responsibilities of her professicn gives her poisc and
confidence in herself., She is thercfore not completely

dependent on her husband,
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Ba says work is necessary for evcry individual whether
male or female, because it helps one's sclf esteem:
Each profession, intellectnal or manual,
deserves consideration wn thegit rcquires
painful physical effort or manual dexterity,
wide knowledge or the patience on an gpge23
Therefore housewives too deserve praise for the domestic
work they de in the home, Ba sees the management of the home
as an 'art' which has to be learnt like every other work,
The art of managing the family budget to feed and clothe its
members is no easy feat,
Many women apart from looking after the house and
family contribute to the family budget by taking on another
job outside the home, These cutside jobs become of great
impcrtance when a woman is separated from her husband, or
widowed and has to fend fcor hcrself and her childrene
Mariama Ba gives speccial considecration to the teaching
prcfession, Since this prcocfession is regarded as feminine
werk it has lost much prestige in the eyes of the public
when compared to for instance engineering or administration.
Ba sees the teaching profession as 'a job of daily feats,
never praiscd, nevcr deccrated but everywhere plants the
flag of knowledge and morality'.?3 Ba sees women as the
guardians of scciety's morals.
In a powerful ode tc knowledge Mariama Ba acknowledge
the inspiraticon women find in beccks:
The power cof bocks, marvellous invention
of man's astute intclligence. Varicus signs,
associated into sounds; Jdifferent sounds

moulding the word. Arrangement of words
from which idea, thcught, history, sciencey
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relationship and culture, unequalled means
of giving and receiving. Bocks knit
togcther generations in the same continuous
labour towards progress.Si
This is exactly what this novel itself does for womene
By writing it Ba attempt to enhance the female position in
a prediminantly Moslem male-coriented society. It can also
act as a record for future reference when there is need to
examine what changes have developed in the status of women,
Contrary to Ojo-Ade copinion about Mariama Ba's feminism,
hers is net a '"progressive striving to become a man'.8 one
of the most important “--: which only wcmen can perform is
being a mother, This is an aspcct of feminity which women
are very proud of and which they have no intention of
giving up.
Rama recalls old prcverbs to illustrate her role as
a mother, 'The mother of a family has no time to travel,
But she has time to die's In trying to ccpe with the
different demands cf hcr varicus children, she reminds
herself that 'being born of the same p-rents is like
spending the night in the same bedroom".76
In this manner Rama delves intc the storehouse of her
people's saying to find bits of wisdom to help her cope with
her daily responsibilities. This becomes necessary when
scme of her daughters take up the habit cof smcking and
ancther one gets pregnant.

Rama is presented as an example of noble, cdignified,

and resilient wrmanhcuod She is a capable and careful
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mother of her children, She fecls the indiscriminate
sexuality 1n magazines and films has cdone much harm to
the younger generaticne. Médern mothers therefcre take care
tc explain that the availability of contraceptives shculd
nct leacd te indiscriminate sexual affairs. Young girls
suffer most in cases of premarital sex.e For instance
young Aissatcu is likely to be thrown out of schocl while
the becy who made her pregnant stands no such risk. Ba feels
intensely about the unfairness of this: 'when will there be
a lenient law tc help erring schocl girls whese condition
is not camouflaged by leng hclidays'.ss Like Ama Ata Aidoc
Ba's recacticn to such unfortunate cases is compassion and
support for the young mother. The ncbility of motherhood
;;‘poet1L5§31y reaffirmed in the passage below:
I\gne is a mother to lighten the darknesse.
ne is a mother to shicld when lightening

st*reaks the night, when thunder shakes

the" earth, when mud bogs cne down. One is

a motther in order to love without beginning

or end.ds _

Disappointment in marriagéﬁéhmagxnot destrocy Rama's
faith in the institution., Man and wcmgﬁkgre ccmplementary
te each other and therefore nccessary fo;\cach other. 'Love
imperfect as it may be in its contents and eXwressicn remains
the natural 1link between these twe beings'.aa 'Rbroughout
the ncovel Ba does not hide woman's need for man bu@,she
strongly fecls that women should be respected as hunvan
beings with fears, and hopes, and desires.

Ba is not as narrowminded as a number of her criticss

accuse her. She demonstrates an awareness that there are
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men who support the rights of woman. A male character
Dacuda Dieng explains what she hopes for wemen:
wWoman must no longer be decorative
accessorics, objects to be moved about,
companions to be flattered or calamed
with promises. Women are the nation's
primary, fundemental root, from which
2all elsc grows and blossoms. Women must be
encouraged to take a keener interest in
the destiny of the country.62
In narrating Rama's conversations with Dieng to Aissatou,
the writer skifully utilize the medium of this letter to
discuss matters of personal and national significance. This
is the unique litcrary achievement of this novel,
The intimacy of a private letter is successfully
maintained through the direct style of the narraticns
I know that I am shaking yocu,
that I am twisting a knife in a
wound hardly healed.55
It is a sincere kind of friendship which makes this
letter possible, A friendship which has 'splendours that
love kneows note It grows stronger when crossed, where
obstacles kill lcve., Friendship resists time, which wearies
and severs couples.a4
Rama speaks of all the thoughts which occupy her minde.
She is scathing about the ostentations display of wealth
during births, marriages, and deaths. She is all for
pan=African solidarity and regeets the brcaking up cf
regional groupings.
Even earlier than the influence of western educaticon

is the influcnce of Islam on Rama. Her deepscated devotion

to Islam colours her ideas on life:



116
My heart concurs with the demands of
religion. Rearcd since childhood in
their strict precepts I expect not to
f2i1.8
No, I would not give in to pressure.
My mind and my faith reject supernatural
power.49

The writer rejects all ideas and attitudes which are
to the detcriment of women. Rama aspires to be a
progressive modern woman but she does noE advocate the
complete breakdown of the old social order. She believes
Islam should be kept as the sacred basis of her society but
she also realises that it is often used by society to
uncdermine the positicn of women,

Often Rama is tcrn between change and tradition, Many
woeman who belong to a generation which can still remember
the past African way of life and who are aware of the
advantages of modernity often experience this kind of
confusion. There is a hint that the younger generaticn of
women are going to be more racdical in their demands, For
instance Daba does not consider marriage a chain., "It is
a mutual agreement over life's programmes. So if one of
the partners is no longer satisfiecd with the union, why
should he remain? The wife can take the initiative to make
the break.75

Daba and her husband share every aspect of their lives
together and this is an optimistic sign for future harmony
between man and woman,

Ba is aware that the struggle for the rights of women

is difficult because 'the field of our gains is unstable,
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the retention of conquests difficult: social constraints
ever=-present, and male egoism resists.88 However the
success of the struggle is important not only for women but
for men as well becouse the success of the nation depends on
the happiness of every individual,
Scarlet Song

Mariama Ba's reputation as a novelist is established
beyong doubt with the publication of this second ncvel,
Scarlet Song followw a chreonological order cf events. The
novel is about a younqg Seneqalease student who falls in love
with a white French girl, who is a fellow student,

Ousemane Gueye comes from a poor family living in the
slum district of Usine Niari Talli, This is very different
from the aristocratic French background Mireile de Valee
comes from. However, their differences ar¢ completely
forgotten in the happiness the young couple find in each
other,

Their idyllic love affair is brought sharply to an end
when Mareille's father comes acreoss a photograph of Ousmane,
The inscripticon behind =« 'To my belcved Mircille, Ousmane,
reveals the kind of relationship which exists between them,
Mireille's father reacts violently when she tries to explain
her feelings for Ousmane., She had dreamed of the pecssibility
of marrying Ousmane because her father had always preached
for fraternization between the French and the Senegalese,

He had remained silent when his colleagues in the fcreign

service made {Ride remarks about /ifricans,
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Shocked and disillusioned, Mireille recalisc that
the violence in her father's domineering personality is
roused not by any pe}‘sonal dislike of Cusemane but rather
by his general aversion to the whole black race. There
iqj%ifference between preaching the equality of all men, and
practising it. Mireille's parents bring her up to believe
in the liberal bourgeois ideals of freedom and equality
of all men, cnly for her te find out that there are certain
arcas which #2re taboc. These include the fact that one
does not marry a blackman,
Mireille is inspired by the strength of her love for
Ousmane and tries to cdefend the African:
Because of him and his fin® gqualities,
I have rejccted all thesc cld assumptions
that are drummed into us by racist anecdotesj
the grinning primitive Negro cof the 'Banania’
adverts; the educationally sub-normal Negro,
the pudgy-faced, round=eyed Negrol I'll
take them all one29
When Mireille refuses to give Ousemane up she is sent
away to France. Yet inspite of this separation Mireille
is prepared to wait until she comes of age to marry Ousemane
because 'her heart was now inspeperable from the one tc whom
she had given her body'.22
At the end of their studies in their respective counte=
ries, Ousmane gces to Paris and returns with Mireille as
his wife. The reacticrns of OQusmane's parents differ from
each other, Djibril Gueye accepts his son's marriage with
pious fatalism - it is the will of Allah, On the other hand
his mother Yaye Khady is stunncd by the event. She makes her

disapprecval very clear to the young couple,
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The differences in cclour of skin, and culture, and the
desire of man to dominate weman brings about the conflict
in the novel., The final crisis comes when Mireille finds
out that Ousmane has married a second wife. Mireille
becomes mentally deranged. The story ends tragically when
Mireille pcisons her son and grievously injures Ousmane,

Scarlct Song like So Long a Letter is likely to be

regarded as an attack on the practice of polygamy. Such
an intefpretation would agree with Femi Ojo-Ade's opinion
that they are attacks on male chavinism because Ba regards
men as the enemies of women,

Incdeed Mariama Ba is interested in the relaticnships
between man and wemane In this novel she is particularly
interested in how intermarriages affect the happiness of
the indivicual, and the society as a2 whole,

The ncovel is divided into three parts. The first part
of the ncvel is devoted to the romance of Ousmane and
Mireille. The novellst's description of the initial love
affair between the young coupe does not take into
consideration the racial or cultural cdifferences between
them. This comes in the second part of the novel, when
Ousmane ancd Mireille make their chocices. In the third part,
the relationship between them detericrates until it culminates
in tragedy. The novelist makcs no attempt to break away
from the solid tradition of the rcalistic linerr novel,

The whele narrative revolves around the intermarriage
of Ousmane and Mireille. This is a marriage which cuts
across religicus, racial, and cultural bouncdaries, The

obvicus difference in skin cclour makes for an unfavourable
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societal attitude towards the intermarriccd ccuple. Both
Mireille's parents and Ousmane's pcople are against the
marrizge. Ousmane's friends and family oxpress in various
ways thecir 'horror and disgust at what the stranger would

bring in their midst‘.38

They do not believe a couple can
build 2 future withcut a shared past.
Yaye Khady's complaint is that inspite of Mireille
being her daughter in-law, she will automatically assume
a position of superiority over her because she is white.
Yaye Khady asks, 'Has anyone cver seen a white woman
pounding millet or fetching buckets of water? On the contrary
the white woman explots others who have to do the jobs for

her that she's not used to doing'.73

This opinion of
Mireille is as a result of thcse years when the wives of the
colonial administrators lorded it over black men and womene
Yaye Khacdy wants a caughter in-law whc would live in the
family hcuse and halp with the domestic work. Yaye Khady
is portrayed as an ordinary traditional woman who is versed in
the custems of her people. Her opinicon of Mirielle is
there fore shared by all her people.
Mariama Ba captures the communal atmosphere of the
district where Ousmane's parents live in the passage belcw:
Usine Niari Talli enfolded him,
Yaye Khady's love was echoed in
the hearts of all the women of the
neighbourhcod, all mother's by proxy,
rcady to wipe his chronically running
nose, surrogate mothcrs, always watching
over him. 37

Traditional wemen are very close toc each other,

troubles are shared ~s well as happy events, It is not
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surprising that Yaye Khady feels Mireille will be a
liability instead cof an asset,

Mireille's position as a white woman is made woree
by her inability tc communicate directly with people.

This language barricr does not help the relation between
Mireille and Yaye Khady.

Yaye Khady visits the young couple frequently, intruding
even the privacy of their bedroom. She deliberately spits
on Mireille's carpets and causes friction between Mireille
and Ousmane, However, 'Khady should not be scen as a bad
woman., Everyone agrees she is full of 'sontura', Ba often
employs the usc of traditional terms because this is the
only way to communicate the African sensibility. 'Sontura‘
is the quality of decency, respectability, and sobriety
all embodied in one person.

Yaye Khady assures us that she does not want to set
herself up as her daughtcr in-law's rival, She simply wants
to rescue her son from the clutches of the white woman,
Khady's attitude towards Mireille is as a result of the
colour of her skin, shc sees the white woman as an usuper
of what belongs to the African woman,

From all sices Mireille faces hostility and opposition,
Ousmane's friends would visit withcout prior invitation and
expect to be fed and waited on, Then they would talk about
the disadvantages cof mixed marriages and loudly praise
Ousmane for remaining faithful to his friends, family, and
reliqgion inspite of having a white wife. They could not

carc less about Mireille's ferlings. Only the feeclings of
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the master of the house are important.
Ali's wife comes to Mireille's =id. She tries to
initiate Mireillc into the Senegalese life style and supports
her instructions with proverbse
Go and visit your parents in-law without
ycur husband., They will appreciate the trouble
ycu have taken and the fact that nc cne is
behind you, fcrcing youeess From time to time
send Dijibril Gueye dishes that you have
speeially prepared for him, We have a saying
'"The Mouth that chcws is always grateful
to the hand that provides,96
So Mireille gives money to her family in=law and prepares
dishes of focd for Djibril Gueyes. But her different cultural
upbringing intrude on these attempts at friendship. Yaye
Khady is ashamed of the smallness of the portions of food
Mircille sends to her husband,
All the while Ousmane ignorcs Mireille's attempts at
adjusting to a different culturc., He arrogantly feels it
is her duty as a wife toc do so; '*when you marry a man you
also take on his life-style'.s6
Being the woman, the le6s important partner in the
marriage, Mircille is expected to do all the ~dapting that
has to be donece, He finds fault with hcr when shé inadver-
tently cffends his people,
His cousin Lamine describe Ousmane's attitude in a
nutshell: 'You want happiness without making a2ny sacrifices,
You won't make any concessions, while demanding concessions

from others'.99

'Intermarricd persons, however capable and intelligent

they maybe require far more courage and strength of spirit
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to make a go of their marriage, than is true of partners
in all cther marri-ges', says Albert Gordon in his research
work Intermarriage. For a couple like Ousmane and Mireille
comprcmise becomes not only a necessity but a must. As far
as cultural differences go they can he covercome by the people
involved, Lamine's and Plerette's marriange succeeds because
they are both prepared to compromisc, Men with less perception
feel that Lamine livcs under his wife's domination, that he
has been assimilated by his French wife, However, where
Lamine is concerned his negritude '*was neither a defect to
be eradicated ncr a value to be proved, but something to be
accepted and lived with, without obscssion...'gB
Ousmane on the other hand, feels that any compromise

with Mireille will be interpreted as surrender to her western
bourgecis ideas. He b comes more and more obsessed with
his traditional culture, He extols the wisdom of Africa
folktales, legends, and the beauty of African music:

The tomtom is the black man's whole

life bursting forth in sheaves of sound:

the rhythms of the sowing scason, the

harvest time, rhythms of rain and baptisms

and prayers; and sometimes even the rhythm
of death.921.

Such cffusive description of what African music means
to Ousmane does not sound trues It sounds as if he is
making a speech to an audience instead of talking to his
wife, Onec begins to realise that Ousmane is merely using
pride in culture to camouflage what is really the male
desire tc dominate woman., He brings all kinds of subtle
pressure to bear on Mireille until she feels that he wants

to 'bury her alive and ressurect her as another wcman'.99
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A common feature of Mariama Ba's writing is the
frequent use of metaphors. The love letters Ousmane writcs
to Mireille during their courtship days are later described
as lies which are likec hidecus serpents that twined round

her'163

thrcatening to destroy her mind.

Alone in a foreign land, forsaken by the man she loves
Mireille's mind is stretchcd beyong the limits of endurance
and she becomes mad, The first thing she destreoys is their
child who is a symbol of 2 union that has not withstcod the
test of time,

The title of the novel is also another mctaphor. Ba
poetically describes Ousmane's blood from the injuries
Mireille inflicts on him as 'the blcod flows from the wounds
like a sad song of shattered dreams of happiness. Women
need all their mental strength in their search for happiness
in a male-oriented, male-dominated wcrld,

Three important factors affect the way women see theme
selves, These are = their economic situation, the kind of
cducation they are expcscd to, and the cultural environment
they come frem. Mariama Ba's female characters especially
Mireille, Yaye Khady, and Oulaymatou provide us with three
different portraits cof women influenced by the factors
enumerated above.

Mireille has a strong will of her own. She rcfuses to
be docminated by a man, This is demonstrated by her marrying
OQusmane against the wish of her father. Being as well
educated as her husband she considers hcrself 'as her
husband's equal, she would challenge his icdeas and decisions

when these lid not suit her, She considered she was his
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partner in the marriage. She would discuss -t 'rs -n an
equal footinge. She hcnourcd hcr obligations but knew her
rights and stood up for them'.i‘a

Even though they come from very different backgrounds
Mireille and Yaye Khady are similar in characters. Khady
is the picture of a traditional African woman. She has her
own individual opinion about things. The only wife of her
tusband, she manages the family budget alone. Her ideas on
the upbringing of sons is very different from her neighbours,
She taught Ousmane to help her with the domestic worke She
fecls free to disagrce with her hushand on certain issues,
For instance when Djibril Gueye suggests that Ousmane marry
his nicce Yaye Khady cdisagrees vchementlye. She drives her
point home with a proverb 'Let the Billy jo0at choose his

57 While Mireille's mother faints when her husband

own mate',
7 cldes ¢5 cut Mircille out of their lives, Yaye Khady
fights with eewvry weapen at her disposal for her sone

Mirecille's Mother has been brought up on the idea cof
female obedience to the will of man by the convent nunse
Her submission to her husband is so complete, shc acdcepts
everything her husband says and cven repeats them to guests
like a pet parrot, For years she waits on her husband,
anticipating his slightest wish. For years she surbodinates
her own persconality to her husband, she 'has ho thought of
her own, no initiative'.78 Her inability tc stand up for
herself makes her lonse her daughter fcor ever.

The conflict between Ousmane and Mireille does not

therefore have ies rocts in the @ifferences of their racial

background but rather in the differcnces of their sex. This
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is cdemonstrated by the fact that Ousmane is contemptuous
of his wife's efforts at adaptaticn. When OQusmone fails in
mculding mireille into his pcrsenal concepttion of what a
wife should be he turns to the lcecve of his boyhood dayse.
Oulaymatou like Mireille's mother has been brought up
to believe that man is master tc be waited on by womane As
a child she had despised Ousmane for doing what she considers
weman's work, That is, swccping the hcuse and hclping with
the caorking. The fact that Ousmane is already married does
not bother her because she comes from a polygamous socictye
She has been sccialized into accepting polygamy as a way of
life inspitc of all the disadvankages which accompany it.
Sharing a man was the¢ ccomen lct of wemen in her circle and
the icdea of finding a man for herself »lone never crossed
her mind'.106
Early in the ncvel: the writer describes the lives of
women in a pclygamcus househeld:
Every wife hi¢8 Charge of the 'budget’
for the whele compound, every secend daye
That wife is cverwhelmed by the task of
making this sum stretch to scveral meals,
Often she has to cadge and scrounge for the
wherewithal to flatter the Master of the
House's gastrcnomic tastes. Then te safeguard
her rcputaticn, she secs to it that the best
of his leavings go into the dish reserved for
the other adults, The children get the worst
of this share=out of the contents of the
cocking pot.7
As a child Ousmane was glad that his father has no more
than ocne wifce, Life is not always an easy one in their

monogamous femily but 'understanding and affection reigned'.8
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All these sentimants which the writer considers
important in a marriage arc put -aslde when Ousmanc decides
to marry Onlaymaton. He pretends that in Onlaymatcou he has
found a 'kindered spirit', his 'true.ogher half, the cne in
which he recognises his extensicn. She was at conce his

152 In his mind he confuses Cnlaymatou

root, his stocke..'
with Africas In reality he admits he is not averse to being
trcated as lord and master. This is how Onlaymatou treats
hime She allows him to get away with all kinds of unreasona=-
ble behaviour, such as bheing as untidy as he wants to be,
simply because he owns everythino in the house,

What Ousmane clearly finds appealing is Onlaymatcu's
sexual charms. His senses are awakcned by ‘thé provicative
tinkle of beads, around hips, or the aphrodisiac potency of
gongo powder... the suggestive wiggle of an African woman's
rump wrapped in the warm colours of her pagne'.112 Once
Ousmane found Mireille's charms ¢au.1ly captivating but on
closee intimacy he feels threatened by her intelligence and
strong will,.

When Mireille eventually finds out about Ousmane's
unfaithfulness she realises that for most men whether black
or white 'only the woman who momentarily occupies the heart
and satisfies the senses of a man is important to hi.m'..‘158
Mireille's doecision to remain with Ousmane and try to win
him back is not for the sake of their child, This is
because chil”r.n are coften more miserable living with estrae
ngcd parents than alone with a single parent, Like Rama in

So Long a Letter her decisicon is based on the fact that she

still l-ves her husbande.
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However Mireille is ncglected by her husband and the
money in their joint account is all squandered on the
naming ceremcny of Oulaymatou's child, During a description
of the ceremony Ba conveys her disapproval with the way
African women are prepered to lose the savings of a lifetime
during such events,

Abocut a decade ago Dorcthy Blair found the Negro-African
ncvel in French 'on the whele a disappointing literary
phenomena, lacking the vigour, originality, and impecrative
voice of Agrican |:)oe:i'.z"y'...‘:"1 Mariama Ba'*s novels live up to
Miss Blair's cxpectations, however, for they are poignant,
vivid, and challenging stories of the lives of womens
Her narrative style does not slack at any point in her story=
tellinge Scene aftcer scene comes alive uncder the writer's
pene For instance, the grand lavish ceremony in celebration
of Oulaymatcu's child contrasts sharply with the indifferent
way Mireille's child is welcomed,

The oricinality of Mariama Ba's art is in her views

about marriage, Both Sg Lonqg a Letter and Scarlet Song

demonstrate that true happiness can only be found iﬁ the
practice of moncgemy. The acquisition of a mistress or a
sccon! wife arc betrayals of the trust and love which bring a
couple tcogether in the first place,

The positicn of women is demystificd by the simple
diction of Ba's novels. In Mariama Ba's portrayal of women
she demcnstrates the way through which wemen can see their
position in society. She wants women to direct their

energies to activities which will imprcve their lot,
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Mariama Ba implies in her novels the nced for women
to live and work in unity because only by sc doing will the

female sex win the respect of men,
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Chapter 5
CONCLUSTON

The image of the /frican woman as presented by male
writers who portray her as playing a sccondary but happily
accepted role is seriocusly challenged by the writings of
Ama Ata Aidoo and Mariama Ba,

These two writers present women in varicus roles which
are of crucial importance to scocietye Their intcrest in the
rights, and the pcsition of women in society is well defined
by Filomena Steady:

seofeminism is an apncgrtion @N¢ A determination

te be resourceful and self-reliant, The

majority of the black women in Africa and

the diaspora have developed thesc characteristics

though not always by choice.1
Aidoo and Ba believe in this attitude of African women but
they rcject the exploitaticn and overburdening which turns
the African woman into a beast of burden whose labour is not
acknewledged or rewardeds They examine the cultural norms,
sccial taboos, and economic restrictions which underline the
status of women in their works,

The main preoccupation of both writers is with the
institutieon of marriage and childbearing, Mariama Ba in
particular, feels very intensely the injustices suffered by
women in polygamous marriages, Ba is perhaps the first
African writer to strongly criticise and concdemn the practice
cf polygamy which is so rampant in many African societies.

The fact that Ba assumes such an uncompromising
attitude towards a popular practice demonstrates her fearless
courage in denouncing what she sces as a disadvantage for
African women, Both Ba and Aldoo advocate the falr treatment

of, and rcspect for the married women,
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Aidoo feels thaot childbearing is coverempasised in African
socicty, The anguish caused by the desire to have children
is vividly depicted in her writings. In Anowa Aidco presents
a traditicnal woman whe has never been under western influence
and yet does not see the act of childbearing as the most
satisfying experience for womenes Thus contrary tc the
cpinions of critics such as Femi Ojo=Ade African women did
not get their idcas of persconal frecdom from Europee In the
works cf Aldoo and Ba women are depicted as being capable of
cdeciding what they want out of life for themselves,

Sometimes in the writings of Aidoc we find that her
concern with the African conditicn in general dominates her
concern with the fcmalc sex, This is not surprising when it
is remembered that Aldoo started writing in the 1960's:

a period which produced ¢xponents cf black conscicusness such
as Walter Rodney, Malcom X, Angela Davies, and Frantz Fanone

In Qur Sister Killjoy Alidoo is in favour of what

Jo Freeman calls the 'liberation cthic'z, which sces the
lives currently being led by women as well as men as deplorable,
especially in ncoecclonial Africa., She also provides a number
of ideas which can be employcd to improve this state of things,
Implicit in Ojo=Ade's claim that the werks of female
writers are often simple autoblographies is his decubt about
3

their creative ability, But cne has only to read for instance,

Ba's efficient prose in So Long a Letter to sce the cr-ativity

of her art, Her style of writing is simple, clear, and lucid,

The personal tonc of So Long A letter is emcloyed only because

of the unusual medium of a letter which she adopts te tell

her storye
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Aicdoo also uses thc first person sinqular in her
writings, This style of narration contributes a great
dcal to the authenticity of the story bcing teld and hence it
is dcliberately adepted by both writers, It should be
ackncwledged that Aldoo's greatest achievement is her skilful
use ¢f language. The dialogues of her rural characters
are without cqual in iAfrican Literaturc,

The writings of Ama Ata Aidoc and Mariama Ba should
be seen as an attempt of understanding themselves as
members of the female sex, and thelr situaticn in sociecty

and mistory.

-
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