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ABSTRACT
This dissertation attempts to critically engage the many hues of Buchi Emecheta’s
literature. It follows in the vein of activist scholarship that has assisted Africana scholars
in reclaiming knowledge of African culture, life, and history. It strives to build upon
fresh theories and ideas that aid in interpreting African phenomena. The goal of this
research lies in determining how Emecheta’s literature reflects Igbo cultural values.
While this study is informed by the Afrocentric idea, it is not limited by such scholarship.
This work attempts a broadly framed African-centered approach to analyzing the
literature, which necessitates the primacy of culture when interpreting the texts. The
ultimate goal of this dissertation is to join the energetic conversation regarding the
purpose, authenticity, and effectiveness of Emecheta’s art, as work that reflects the

challenges and triumphs of life for African women on the Continent and abroad.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Love, abuse, tradition, triumph and failure exist as common themes in the lives of
women despite differences in race, culture, religion and status. However the manner in
which these issues are expressed in women’s daily lives varies significantly. This body
of work strives to identify and analyze the factors impacting the lives of women
expressed in the novels of Igho scholar Buchi Emecheta. It will explore how Emecheta
defines Nigerian women as those who struggle or thrive as members of Igbo society.
This study will also attempt to identify and clarify the underlying political messages
inherent in her body of literature, highlighting how Emecheta’s work reflects or departs
from certain aspects of Igho culture. As such, this project is informed by the Afrocentric
idea, yet it is not limited by this framework and does not engage an Afrocentric research
method. This dissertation hinges on an African-centered analysis of the texts, where Igho
culture is placed at the center of the literary analysis. The significance of such an
endeavor is further discussed in the latter portion of this chapter.

Emecheta’s portrayal of Igbo culture is simultaneously celebratory, pained,
vehement, and defensive. It reflects her complexity as a novelist and her complicated
credibility as a representative of Igbo cosmology and culture. This dissertation utilizes
Igbo culture as a reference point for investigating the literature, and in doing so facilitates
the following: it allows for a greater in-depth understanding of character motives and the
events shaping their lives, yields a more fruitful examination of Emecheta in relation to
her own celebrations and misgivings in reference to Igbo culture, and works to validate

the centrality of African culture when examining African literature.



Much of the existing scholarship on this famed author involves designating her
work as representative of socio-political theories, mainly feminism or some derivative of
it. Ifcritics highlight Emecheta’s penchant for the feminist aesthetic, it is due to her
unapologetic attacks on the patriarchal aspects of Igbo culture that oppress women.
However, her work also criticizes the racism of European societies, the cultural
superiority of white feminists who wish to aid African women in embracing liberation
and the dismal consequences of imperialism in Nigeria; thus the novels transcend
mainstream Western feminist ideology. In engaging Emecheta’s work this research
attempts an African-centered critique of the literature and does not embrace Emecheta’s
work as a definite reflection of feminism or any other theoretical perspective.

African-centered research, as defined by C. Tsehloane Keto in the text The Africa

Centered Perspective of History, supports the idea that the study of African people is

rooted in the culture of Africans (Keto, 1). Within the realm of African American
Studies, there are numerous other scholars who also engage in African-centered research:
Mark Christian, K. Kambon, Jacob Carruthers and many others embrace this framework
in developing theories within their respective fields. The popularity of this framework
also reveals a major weakness; the definitions of African-centered research are as varied
as its use among scholars within the Academy. Therefore, the risk of employing this
mode of analysis rests on the reality that scholars often claim to produce African-centered
research yet, in doing so, develop work that may or may not be African-centered. The
inconsistency in articulating the term makes a uniform definition of it impossible. This

also burdens African-centered researchers with the task of not only defining the



framework, but also justifying its composition, which varies extensively among scholars,
within their respective bodies of research.

Christel N. Temple addresses these issues in her article Rescuing the Literary in

Black Studies, and maintains that literature itself is often undervalued within many Black
Studies academic programs (Temple, 767). Furthermore, Temple references esteemed
scholar Martin Kilson in stating that the investigation of literature represents a rise in
sophistication among Black Studies programs (Temple, 768). In addition to this she
provides eleven key components of what appropriate African-centered literary research
should be. These guidelines are that literature should not be superior to social science but
studied with “proper cultural, historical, and political contexts,” that historical literature
be verified with primary documentation, that it is used as a “tool to inspire solution-
seeking discourse,” and that content should be “critiqued for its ethical and moral value...
as representative of survival, resistance, and empowerment” (Temple, 773-4). While
Temple’s ideas of what defines African-centered literary research are indeed impressive,
it devalues art that departs from what is deemed African-centered. Emecheta’s women
sometimes triumph over their oppressive circumstances yet many times they do not; her
female characters often exist as victims of an unsympathetic world. She also
demonstrates the complexity of a woman who at once celebrates unique aspects of Igho
culture, while simultaneously hating how it has limited her free will as a woman.
Oftentimes her work poses no real solution, but simply highlights the ways in which
harm has been done to women in Africa. The major risk then, in imposing an African-
centered framework lies in constricting Emecheta’s multifaceted portrayal of Igbo

women in Africa and abroad.



Conversely, the benefit of an African-centered literary research attempt involves
placing Igbo cultural values as central to the text, which allows for a deeper analysis in
understanding characterizations, Emecheta’s psychological manifestations, and the
society that leads characters to success, triumph, or ruin. The overarching purpose of
embracing an African-centered viewpoint rests on engaging the literature in relation to
the culture, norms, and values of Igbo people, which offers a more thorough examination
of the texts. As such, this study is bolstered on the information offered by secondary
sources but is not limited by what is articulated. It will facilitate critical dialogue
regarding the nature of Igbo culture as conveyed through Emecheta’s literature, and
incorporate her lens in viewing and recreating aspects of Igbo culture. Undoubtedly
Emecheta’s experiences as a Western educated woman impact her manifestations of Igbo
culture; thus one can expect tension to exist in the portrayal of Igbo social values. Her
novels reflect certain biases that demonstrate her socio-political philosophical ideas,
which highlight her religion, socio-economic status, sexuality, familial experiences, and
of course gender.

Emecheta’s novels do not solely exist for pleasure or for “art’s sake.” As is the
tradition with African art, her literature holds a purpose. This idea is bolstered by Tanure
Ojaide who writes that “there is, culturally speaking, no art for art’s sake in Africa.
Every literary work has social function. This utilitarian function of orature is imbibed by
modern writers” (Ojaide, 43). This research embraces Ojaide’s assertions in reference to
African literature, and the idea that it exists as a derivative of African oral literature. It
also explores the purpose of Emecheta’s art as articulated by herself and as evidenced

through an African-centered textual analysis.



The novels of this study reflect Emecheta’s personal achievements and failures,
and represent a valiant call to dismantle traditions, ideas and institutions that negatively
impact the lives of Igho women and African women of the Diaspora. Her purpose in
writing is in keeping with Ojaide’s claims about the functionality of modern literature in
Africa. His work “Modern African Literature and Cultural Identity” contends that
African literature and morality is “inter-related” and that “the writer in modern-day
Africa has assumed the role of the conscience of the society, reminding readers and
society of the high cultural ethos that must be upheld” (Ojaide, 43). While Ojaide’s
analysis largely ignores African female writers, his claims nonetheless reflect Emecheta’s
sentiments in reference to why she writes. Her work collectively stands as a moral
question regarding the value and treatment of women in Igbo societies.

In her autobiography Head Above Water Emecheta attributes her passion for

writing to her involvement in the Igbo tradition of storytelling (Emecheta, 6). The
mystical nightly ritual stands as a vivid memory and has left a lasting impact on her

work. Rems Nna Umeasiegbu argues, in his text Words Are Sweet, Igbo Stories and

Storytelling, that “many Igbo novelists and short story writers start their literary careers
by participating in storytelling sessions” (Umeasiegbu, 6). The aesthetic quality of
Emecheta’s work is laced with political fervor, yet it is informed by the tradition of
storytelling, which Umeasiegbu upholds as a highly valued art form among Igbo people.
Determining the degree to which Igbo cultural values are revealed in Emecheta’s
literature is no easy feat. Umeasiegbu, as a premiere scholar of Igbo oratory research,
notes this nature of work to be a complicated affair. Indeed he states that while oral

literature represents culture it only offers a fragmented view of it. He asks, “how



accurate are the prose narratives of any people in reconstructing their culture”
(Umeasiegbu, 13)? Moreover he cites Franz Boas, J. L. Fischer, and Melville Jacobs as
legendary scholars who have spent their lives preoccupied with folkloric definitions of
culture. In understanding the inner complexities of such a feat this research involves
dissecting the layers of literature and assessing how Emecheta’s experiences and
intentions project Igbo culture.
Statement of the Problem

By utilizing an African-centered frame of reference, this body of research
interrogates the literature and reveals the manifestation of Igbo traditions as represented
by Emecheta’s art. It seeks to evaluate the inner-workings of Emecheta’s texts using
specific cultural characteristics to highlight her intimate portrayals of African
womanhood. This research strives to situate Emecheta’s literature in reference to Igbo
culture by investigating how her art reflects or rejects its specific nuances. Emecheta
problematizes Igbo culture as one that cripples women and a number of her texts
violently assault traditional values. Conversely, some of her novels depict characters
who desperately cling to traditional social norms, in efforts to define themselves as
successful, competent members of society. Moreover Emecheta also contends that a total
dismissal of African traditions, in exchange for European cultural values, leads to disaster
throughout Africa, thus demonstrating how Igbo or larger African cultural customs are
instrumental to the survival of African people.
Literature Review

Through her nineteen novels Emecheta has created a variety of poignant tales that

display the richness of life for women in Nigeria. The strong influence of her Igho



cultural bearings along with her subsequent immigration to England, have molded
Emecheta’s writings in a number of fruitful ways. What is particularly interesting is how
Emecheta’s immigration arguably did not diminish her ability to reflect the dominant
norms of Igbo life and culture throughout her texts. Her character’s lives are so deeply
rooted in Igbo culture that even after immigrating to Britain, they are largely unable to
depart from the traditional norms of Igbo society. What she does gain from her
immigration is the notion that her “Igboness” is strange and unnatural. This is mainly
demonstrated through Adah, her autobiographical reflection, who acquires a pathetic self-
loathing soon after her transition to England. The trauma of her immigration left an
indelible mark on her views of Igbo culture and is reflected through her reconstructions
of Igbo life.

As a small child Emecheta was deeply impacted by the power of stories in

communicating the challenges of life. In her autobiography, Head Above Water

Emecheta recalls the wonder and excitement she encountered upon gathering nightly with
other children for the tradition of storytelling (Emecheta, 7). Despite the premature death
of both parents she was sustained by a loving extended family kinship system. At sixteen
she married an Igbo man, became a mother at seventeen, and then immigrated to London
with her husband. However by the time she was twenty-two she had divorced her
floundering, lazy, and abusive husband and began raising her five children alone in the
city slums. At the age of twenty-six she began working towards a Sociology degree at
the University of London. In spite of the demands of employment, motherhood, and

scholarship Emecheta wrote many of her texts in the still peace of early mornings.



For Emecheta, writing was therapeutic and provided a way for her to release pent
up frustrations regarding life’s disappointments. This had a tremendous impact on how
she portrays women, who largely exist as victims of indomitable traditions or bad
husbands. In many of her texts black men are shown to be stereotypical caricatures of
callous, uncaring men, rapists, or abusers. She has gained world-wide praise along with
seething criticism for many of her themes. Emecheta has also commented critically on
issues most prevalent in the lives of African women as well as women of African
Diaspora.

Despite the many challenges impacting her life, Emecheta has produced a diverse
body of literature. The themes of her texts range from issues of identity, sexuality,
education, motherhood, marriage, rape and incest, religion, poverty, and tradition. The

first novel, In the Ditch, published in 1972 highlights the struggle of Adah, an Igho

woman who immigrates to Europe with her husband. Largely mirroring Emecheta’s
early immigrant experience in London, it tells of the poverty, abuse, and racism that
Adah endures while striving to raise her children after parting with her emotionally
abusive and unsupportive husband.

Three years following the release of the first text Second-Class Citizen was

produced. This novel is the prelude of In the Ditch. It reveals critical aspects of Igbo
culture as it details the dreams, triumphs, and challenges Adah embraces from childhood
to womanhood. Upon the conclusion of this text Adah finds the confidence to pursue her
dream of becoming a writer while striving to create a safer home for herself and her

children.



Bride Price, published in 1976, dictates the life of a young Igbo girl who falls in
love with her school teacher in rural, independent Nigeria. The relationship that develops
between young Akunna and her instructor is taboo since Chike is the descendant of
slaves. They nonetheless elope without a bride price being paid. Their disregard for
traditional values curses their marriage and results in Akunna’s death after childbirth.

A year later Emecheta wrote The Slave Girl, which details the challenges facing

women enslaved in pre-colonial African societies. This story chronicles the tale of
Ojebeta who is sold into slavery as a young girl in Nigeria by her older brother. It
demonstrates how rich market women wielded their power in capitalizing on slave labor.
Eventually Ojebeta gains her freedom and gets married, only to become a happy “slave”
to her husband in marriage.

By far the most notable of Emecheta’s text The Joys of Motherhood, written in

1979, which tells the story of Nnu Ego living in colonial Nigeria. Unable to get pregnant
by her first husband she is cast off by his family but later remarries and moves from her
family’s village to the urban metropolis of Lagos. She attempts suicide after the death of
her infant son, but has more children later in life. In her elder years she relocates back to
her family village, yet her children have abandoned her to pursue their own interests.

The novel concludes as Nnu Ego dies alone by the roadside. Her spirit is said to inhabit a
shrine where young women wishing to get pregnant come to pray, yet few women who
do this actually get pregnant. The idea informing this conclusion is that women should
be shielded from the negative effects of motherhood, so they will not suffer as Nnu Ego

did.
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In 1983 Emecheta produced the text Double Yoke, which highlights the issues

facing Nigerian college students at an African university. While Ete Kamba basks in the
praise of his community as he pursues a college education, Nko must navigate a male
dominated environment as a woman who is considered a sexual commodity. This text
examines the dissolution of traditional gender roles through Nko and Ete Kamba’s
romantic relationship. It ends with both main characters exploring issues of identity,
while a pregnant Nko bravely decides to positively confront the consequences of choices
previously made.

In the following year The Rape of Shavi was released. It reveals the experiences

of a group of British airplane enthusiasts who crash their plane in the remote African
village of Shavi. The survivors, though well protected and cared for by Shavians, are
mistrustful, unappreciative, and force their Eurocentric values on their caretakers. In
making matters worse, one of the British travelers rapes a young woman betrothed to the
future king. Upon learning of this the women of the village capture the rapist and leave
him to die in the desert. Later the prince of the village, through his contact with the
Europeans, brings guns to Shavi in order to destroy neighboring villages. At the
conclusion of this text the once peaceful nation lies in ruin from disease, famine,
violence.

In 1986 Emecheta released her autobiography Head Above Water. Orphaned at a

young age, she was supported by a loving extended family unit and educated at a colonial
Methodist school. Emecheta was married at sixteen and later immigrated to England

with her husband. This text tells of her seemingly picturesque upbringing in Nigeria, the
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emotional and physical abuse she suffered while married, and the economic pressures she
faced as a single black mother living in Europe in the 1970’s.

Emecheta wrote the text The Family in 1989. Also titled Gwendolen, this text

tells the story of a young Jamaican girl who is repeatedly raped by her grandmother’s
best friend. She later joins her mother and father in England and attempts to adjust to life
in a Western society. When her mother travels back to Jamaica for a funeral, Gwendolen
is forced to carry out domestic duties in her mother’s absence and she enters an
incestuous relationship with her father, which results in the birth of her first child.
Gwendolen’s father dies prior to the birth of this child in a work related tragedy. Upon
returning to Britain Gwendolen’s mother becomes mentally unstable as she learns of the
incestuous relationship between her husband and daughter.

In 1994 Kehinde was released. This novel exposes the lives of Kehinde and

Albert, a middle-class married Nigerian couple living in Britain with their children.
Kehinde is emotionally dependent on Albert and even submits to an abortion at his
request. Soon after Kehinde’s abortion Albert travels to visit his family in independent
Nigeria. After many months of Albert’s absence, Kehinde travels to Nigeria to find
Albert married to a beautiful young woman who has a small child and is also pregnant
again. Devastated, Kehinde returns home alone. As the novel concludes she finds her
new-found freedom in making life choices that bring well-being and peace.
Facets of Feminism, Confronting Conceptual Issues

A vast amount of scholars engaging the literature have noted Emecheta’s
tendency in reflecting feminist thought. Gloria Chukukere interrogates Emecheta’s

tendency towards embracing feminist ideology in the text Gender Voices & Choices,
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Redefining Women in Contemporary African Fiction. Chukukere loosely describes

feminism as “a preoccupation and self-identification with issues concerning women”
(Chukukere, 165). This is perhaps an over-simplified definition of feminism that leads
readers to believe that any text addressing issues critical to women is feminist in nature.
Chukukere notes the distinctiveness of Emecheta’s texts by writing that her novels
represent the,
Unique celebration of the black woman’s extraordinarily difficult life both in a
traditional and a changing society... Her protagonists include the deprived,
discontented and social misfits, the ‘second-class’ citizens, the slaves, the pathetic
mothers who give all to their families but reap no rewards, and the dynamic
survivors in a society that brutalizes them. (Chukukere, 165)
Thus, in highlighting Emecheta’s stories, Chukukere asserts that the novels demonstrate
the “militant rhetoric of contemporary feminism in Europe” (Chukukere, 165). This is a
logical claim since it addresses the vehement manner in which Emecheta uses her
literature to fight against phenomena that oppress women. However in doing so
Emecheta makes a clear departure from Western feminism by dictating how black
women are further subjugated by racism; this tendency extends beyond the texts
themselves and lies in the expression of her growing consciousness as an African woman.
Emecheta herself displays an evolution of thought in reference to embracing

feminist rhetoric, and in determining whether the intentions of her art reflect a feminist

aesthetic. In her text Head Above Water, she writes about what took place once she

realized her books were being labeled as feminist in 1975, while attending a conference
during International Women’s Year in Britain. She writes, “I had never heard the word
‘feminism’ before then. I was writing my books from experiences of my own life and

from watching and studying the lives of those around me in general. | did not know that
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writing the way | was, was putting me into a special category” (Emecheta, 177). She
reveals that during the conference she grew irritable listening to white feminists speak
about how “third world” women needed aid in securing liberation. Frustrated, she
eventually,

Got up and shocked all those ladies, telling them to mind their own business and
leave us Third World women alone. One could have heard a pin drop. | thought
at one time | would be thrown out. But I was not... and all the black women and
men present, and some thinking white women, cheered and applauded my
speech! (Emecheta, 177-8)

Arguably what Emecheta is essentially expressing is an ultimate displeasure with being
labeled as powerless by patronizing white feminists who are unaware of how their own
power stems from colonial and imperial influences.

Ten years later Charlotte and David Bruner also highlight Emecheta’s propensity
in rejecting feminist ideologies in relation to her work. In the article “Buchi Emecheta
and Maryse Conde: Contemporary Writing from Africa and the Caribbean” these critics
recall scholarship that dictates Emecheta’s explanation about the nature of her work as
the following:

The main themes of my novels are African society and family; the historical,

social, and political life in Africa as seen by a woman... I always try to show that
the African male is oppressed and he too oppresses the African woman... I have
not committed myself to the cause of African women only. | write about Africa

as awhole. (Bruner & Bruner, 11)

With this statement readers come to understand that Emecheta refutes feminism because
her intention extends beyond the suffering African women endure in racist or patriarchal

societies; she also highlights how these phenomena negatively impact the lives of African

men. Few of Emecheta’s male characters suffer to the same extent as her female
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heroines; but the novels set in Europe demonstrate how African men are burdened under
the weight of racism.

Subsequently Emecheta cautioned critics against labeling her work as feminist
literature in the article “Feminism with a Small ‘f.””” For this author feminism in itself is
largely a Western idea that does not wholly reflect the lives of African women. She
states that the lives of Western women differ due to the social and economic privileges
they possess (Emecheta, 1988). Juliana Makuchi Nfah-Abbenyi also addresses

Emecheta’s diffidence in embracing feminism in the text Gender in African Women’s

Writing, Identity, Sexuality, and Difference. In doing so Nfah-Abbenyi reveals

Emecheta’s views on being labeled as a feminist writer as conveyed at the Stockholm
Second African Writer’s Conference in 1986. Here she revealed the essence of her
activist approach to life and literature as a natural outgrowth of her life experiences as an
Igho woman: “Being a woman, and African born, I see things through an African
woman’s eyes... I did not know that by doing so I was being feminist. But if I am now a
feminist then I am an African feminist with a small ‘f*”” (Nfah-Abbenyi, 7). Emecheta
expresses surprise at being labeled a feminist simply because it was not her intention to
ascribe to the tenants of this theoretical framework; she is simply illustrating her
perception of life as a black woman rooted in African culture. By referring to her work
as only slightly representative of feminist ideology, Emecheta, as an African, a Nigerian,
and an Igbo woman, is demonstrating an inability to fully embrace feminism as a
Western concept steeped in the racist socio-political history of Europe.

Emecheta demonstrates a progression in rejecting feminist intentions three years

later in a 1989 interview, where she stated, “I will not be called a feminist here, because it
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is European. I just resent that... I don’t like being defined by them. I do believe in the
African type of feminism. They call it womanism, because, you see, you Europeans
don’t worry about water, you don’t worry about schooling, you are so well off. Now I
buy land, and I say ‘Okay, I can’t build on it, I have no money, so I give it to some
women to start planting.” That is my brand of feminism” (Nfah-Abbenyi, 7). Womanism,
as articulated by Alice Walker is essentially a brand of feminism for women of color who
wish to define themselves rather than being defined by others. In the theory of
womanism, women and women’s culture are central (Walker, xii). With the afore
mentioned clarification, Emecheta demonstrates a total refusal of the feminist label as it
exists, and in doing so highlights the economic strife that rattles women on the African
continent. In rejecting feminist ideology, Emecheta is certain to mention that she does
not wish to be defined by “them.” This speaks to a larger awareness that a definition of
her work and essentially herself, which arises from a framework dislocated from Igho
culture, will prove harmful to her art and her life as an African woman.

Emecheta’s ideas regarding the collective socio-economic empowerment of
African women actually predate womanism and feminism. Moreover she resists
feminism since the origins of its definitions lie outside of African culture. Her ideas
more accurately represent traditional Igbo women’s activism where women utilized
social resources in gaining economic empowerment that would lead to communal
sustenance. Nfah-Abbenyi argues that “Emecheta is alluding to the fact that some
African women tend to see feminism as a form of imperialism with a woman’s face, an
imperialism that has come to impose or dictate its views and visions on African or ‘Third

World” women” (Nfah-Abbenyi, 9).
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One particular scholar offers a slightly different view of what is at the core of
Emecheta’s refusal to adopt a feminist label, yet she also reflects Nfah-Abbenyi’s

sentiments as well. In the text African Women & Feminism: Reflecting On the Politics

of Sisterhood Oyeronke Oyewumi interrogates feminism and its applicability to the lives
of African women. In discussing the power of women in pre-colonial African societies
she states that,

In many traditional African societies, a certain measure of self-determination
was a value... for all adults, male and female...However, this very tradition of
African self-determination — personal, cultural, and political — has been truncated
by a series of successive global historical processes most notably the Atlantic
Slave Trade and European colonization. (Oyewumi, 1-2)

With this Oyewumi shows how European cultural dominance throughout history has had
a detrimental impact on the lives of African women, who sustained power in their
respective communities prior to the importation of feminism or any other source of
European culture. Moreover, Oyewumi notes that the cultural superiority adopted by
feminist scholars, as exhibited in scholarship, is often a manifestation of imperialism.
Citing Edward Said she discusses “positional superiority,” arguing that in conducting
feminist research on African women and their lives,
Western feminists did not explain their privileged status, however, in terms of
their race and the internationalization of a Western-originated capitalist system;
they took for granted that it was a result of how far they had progressed as women
in their own society. What white women did not realize was that if they were
motivated by women’s subordination in their own society to study ‘Other’
women, it was their economic and racial dominance in the global system that
made it possible... Their positional superiority is reinforced by their capacity to
create knowledge about Africa and Africans. (Oyewumi, 29)

Furthermore, the overarching danger in such scholarship is revealed by Oyewumi when

she writes that, “white feminists have considered their experience of womanhood in their
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culture as the prototypic female experience and have used it to define feminism”
(Oyewumi, 4). Considering this, it is understandable why Emecheta has refuted the label
of feminism in reference to herself and her literature.

However Emecheta is not alone in her refusal to accept feminist frameworks;
other African women writers do not consider themselves feminists, though the themes of
their respective texts reflect feminist undertones. For example Miriam Tlali of South
Africa articulates her views in a 1990 interview where she stated: “I identify myself as a
black woman writer. In South Africa we live under a pyramid of power, so | regard
myself as the voice of the African woman... She is oppressed by her man, by the white
woman and of course by the system” (Nfah-Abbenyi, 8). In addition to this Nfah-
Abbenyi reveals that Tsitsi Dangarembga of Zimbabwe has also stated the following in
reference to accepting a feminist label: “white Western feminism does not meet my
experiences at a certain point, the issues of me as a black woman” (Nfah-Abbenyi, 9).
These authors are essentially articulating dissatisfaction in adapting a feminist label to
their lives and their work, since this theory remains largely rooted in the life experiences
of white Western women.

The work of Meyre Ivone da Silva also discusses why African female novelists
disregard the idea that their protest literature is feminist art. In her article “African
Feminists Towards the Politics of Empowerment” she cites Molara Ogundipe-Leslie and
Ama Ata Aidoo as women who contend that their form of activism differs from western
feminism. She claims that while “African women recognize the relevance of western
feminism in unveiling the disempowered situation of women under the patriarchal

system,” they also “perceive its limitations in coping with the reality of African women”



18
and thus “propose an alternative moment which will take into consideration Africa’s
history of colonization and Imperialism, African traditions, and the necessity of not
separating oneself from the African male in the reconstruction of Africa” (da Silva, 135).
In accepting da Silva’s explanation, readers come to understand that African women seek
liberation that does not alienate men or shun the importance of maintaining communal
wellbeing. This represents crucial departures from Western forms of feminist ideology
and Walker’s womanist theory. For while Emecheta does prioritize the experiences of
women, none of her women exist in the strange and unilateral women’s world of
Walker’s utopia — they exist as mothers and daughters, as sisters and wives.

Nevertheless evolving from this, Emecheta subsequently discards theoretical
labels altogether in a 1996 interview with The Voice, where she proclaimed the following
in reference to her activism: “I work for the liberation of women, but I’m not a feminist.
I’m just a woman” (Holmes, 1996). In disregarding theoretical frameworks Emecheta
simplifies her art as reflective of women’s work. Nfah-Abbenyi observes this to
demonstrate that Emecheta’s activism shows how “African women both ‘theorized’ and
practiced what for them was crucial to the development of women, although no
terminology was used to describe what these women were actively doing, and are still
practicing, on a day-to-day basis” (Nfah-Abbenyi, 10). Thus Emecheta’s art transcends
feminist ideology, simply because in Igbo culture the power impacting the liberation of
women predates the theoretical perspective of feminism.

Emecheta’s texts do indeed highlight the challenges women face in male-oriented
societies. Her resistance to adopting Western terms and philosophies in defining these

experiences is linked to her outright rejection of European cultural superiority, embodied
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by many feminist scholars and critics, who then impose these labels on her literature. In
addition to this, it can be argued that by fighting against norms, values, and institutions
that negatively impact the lives of African women, Emecheta speaks back to the spirit of
activism embedded in the culture of Igbo women prior to the colonial period.

Traditional African societies prior to colonial interference were not utopian and
social injustices were a reality for women. However in Igboland, there were strong social
structures in place that empowered and protected the rights of African women. These
same systems of power were deliberately dismantled by European colonial officials and
never replaced.

Research Methodology

This study involves conducting a cultural literary analysis of Emecheta’s novels
via textual analysis. The methodology of this project will embrace the African-centered
tradition of maintaining African cultural values as crucial to analyzing the texts. The
relevance of an African-centered investigation is highlighted by Keto who contends that
such a stance allows for a better analysis in understanding the social, institutional, and
intellectual aspects of African life (Keto, 1). Moreover this research addresses the
reflection of Africa through the eyes of a woman who is at once deeply entrenched in
Igbo culture, yet seeking to free herself from oppressive aspects of it. This is represented
by her dogged defense of Igbo tradition and her contradictory repulsion of it. As such
this study will also rest on the portrayal of Igbo cultural values as articulated by notable
Igbo scholars and identify major characteristics defining Emecheta’s work. The purpose
of this methodology lies in determining how such distinctions reflect or reject the

dominant Igbo cultural script.
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It is important to note that while this project is a product of Afrocentric study, it
does not attempt an Afrocentric research method. The tenants of Afrocentricity, as
articulated by esteemed scholars such as Molefi Asante and Ama Mazama, are largely
dependent on positive or empowered portrayals of African culture. Yet with Emecheta’s
art this is simply not the case — her work often casts Igbo cultural traditions in a negative
light. An open-based African-centered approach allows for the painful nuances of the
literature to remain relevant. This gives African-centered scholars of the academy an
opportunity to confront and interrogate aspects of the literature that might otherwise be
dismissed as irrelevant in the study of African phenomena.
Organization of the Study

The management of this study involves highlighting the principal themes of the
novels. It attempts to analyze how Emecheta survived the stress caused by social
pressure, patriarchy, abuse, single-parenthood, immigration, racism, and the ills of
poverty. It contains three content chapters that examine how Emecheta manifests
freedom, tradition, and victimization through her characterizations, and portrayals of
traditional Igbo cultural values. Scholars of Igbo history, culture, and cosmology are
referenced while investigating the novels. This dissertation ultimately seeks to expose
how Emecheta’s most intimate experiences as an Igbo woman have shaped her
perceptions of her culture, as revealed through the novels themselves.
Definition of Terms
Afrocentricity —

(a) “Placing African ideals at the center of any analysis involving African

phenomena” (Asante, 2).
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Africa Centered —

(a) “The Africa centered perspective of history rests on the premise that it is valid
to posit Africa as a geographical and cultural starting base in the study of peoples of
African descent” (Keto, 1).

Chi —

(a) ““A spiritual being or force, which theoretically speaking, every Igbo person
(adult or child) ‘possesses’ (Chukwukere, 525).

Culture —

(a) “The total way of life of a people” (Myers, 73).

(b) “Shared perceptions, attitudes, and predispositions that allow people to
organize experiences in certain ways” (Asante, 9).

Feminism —

(a) “Feminism is both an intellectual commitment and a political movement that
seeks justice for women and the end of sexism in all forms” (Haslanger & Tuana, 2004).

(b) “Usually refers to a historically recent Europe and American social
movements founded to struggle for female equality” (Oyewumi, 1).

(c) “Western feminism as...articulated in Europe and America and subsequently
carried forward in an imperial march across the globe” (Oyewumi, 1).

Groupthink —
(@) “A collective pattern of defensive avoidance” (Janis & Mann, 129).
Data & Interpretation
The primary sources for this study will involve the following novels by Buchi

Emecheta: The Bride Price, Slave Girl, Kehinde, Second-Class Citizen, Gwendolen,
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Rape of Shavi, Joys of Motherhood, Double Yoke, Head Above Water. In conducting a

textual analysis, this researcher will use secondary sources, texts that relay aspects of
Igbo tradition and culture, in examining the nature of Emecheta’s art. The work of
prominent literary critics will serve as tertiary sources that enrich the discussion
regarding the depth, scope, and intention of Emecheta’s body of literature.
Delimitations

The major existing limitation of this study is in the investigation of secondary
sources. These sources are crucial in relaying vital information about the nature of
traditional Igbo values. The constraint here is that each scholar presenting such research
brings a set of biases that impact their respective data and subsequent interpretation of
Igbo norms. Therefore in the interrogation of such sources, this researcher makes every
reasonable effort to cross examine secondary sources in order to discern the degree to
which scholars relating Igbo cultural values present data that accurately reflects genuine
aspects of the culture.

Another limitation of this research lies in the use of African-centered theory. As
previously discussed, this framework contains a vast amount of scholarly definitions. For
this manner any stream-lined composition of African-centered work is impossible and
complicates the classification of such scholarship.

Importance of the Study

It is within the aims of this research to add to the debate regarding the validity and
power of African women’s literature as represented by Buchi Emecheta. This study
delineates how the texts exist in reference to Igbo culture and aids in the interpretation of

the novels. In doing so, it also represents an extension of African-centered research that
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challenges scholarship engaging African literature from perspectives rooted in European
cultural narratives. The research therefore works to reclaim African literature; not as an
alien tangent of European literature, but as a tool of expression conveying political
messages that are crucial to the liberation of African people. It emphasizes how
Emecheta exposes the distressing features of Igbo traditions, and conversely her
demonstration of how adherence to tradition can sustain African people amid
Westernization.

Buchi Emecheta, as one of the most prolific African female writers, creates novels
that lead to increased awareness about pressing issues impacting the lives of women on
the Continent. Her texts reveal very personal expressions of Igbo culture that offer
conflicting views regarding the nature of traditional African values. The worldwide
dissemination of Emecheta’s work makes her depiction of Africa all the more powerful,
since for many readers, it may be the only in-depth experience of African life they will
ever know. By seeking to understand and critique the literature, scholars not only
advance Emecheta’s aims of highlighting critical issues in African women’s lives, but
they can also challenge the moments where Emecheta’s portrayals appear misleading in
representing African people and culture.

Theodora Ezeigbo states that writers wield tremendous power in shaping popular
perceptions through their art. In the article “Traditional Women’s Institutions In Igbo
Society: Implications for the Igbo Female Writer,” she argues that “the task before a
committed writer is not an easy one. What he or she writes can ruin or preserve a people;
it can build them up, straighten them or destroy them” (Ezeigbo, 156). The power of

Emecheta’s portrayal reveals the inner depth of Igbo culture, particularly for Western
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readers who serve as her intended audience (Emenyonu, 252). Ezeigbo furthers her
claims by citing famed novelist Wole Soyinka who reveals writers to be “the voice of
vision in their own time” (Ezeigbo, 155). This highlights the full functionality of African
artists, who serve as the mouthpiece of their respective communities.

This role of the artist is taken a step further by some writers, such as Chinua
Achebe, who stand as cultural reclaimists. In an article entitled “The Novelist as
Teacher” Achebe states that while his own intentions lie in aiding his society in
disregarding the imposition of European values in order to “regain belief in itself and put
away the complexes of years of denigration and self-abasement,” other writers “cannot
expect to be excused from the task of re-education and regeneration that must be done”
(Achebe, 3 —4). With this Achebe reveals the political aims of African writers who
strive to promote liberation for African people through their literature. In doing so, he
also argues that writers “must be free to disagree with his society and go into rebellion if
need be” (Achebe, 2). Therefore the political fabric of African literature rests not only in
preserving culture, but also in the critique of one’s culture — and if such critiques can
propel change, then the task of the writer, according to Achebe, is complete.

African women writers have the weighted task of speaking out against the
injustices women endure in male-centered patriarchal societies — a move that often results
in the noticeable exclusion of their work within the academy and in literary circles. This
fact 1s highlighted by numerous critics, like Florence Stratton who argues that “despite
marked increase in critical attention, writing by African women has been generally
undervalued by critics and sometimes grossly maligned” (Stratton, 97). Nfah-Abbenyi

also echoes this sentiment in claiming that “African women writers have had to
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endure...exclusions and contempt from a male-oriented African literary scene. The study
of African literature has long been the preserve of male writers” (Nfah-Abbenyi, 2).

(113

Moreover she cites literary critic Lloyd Brown who notes that ““the ignoring of African
women writers on the continent has become as tradition, implicit, rather than formally
stated, but a tradition nonetheless’” (Nfah-Abbenyi, 2). African female novelists
themselves have been at the forefront in speaking out about the neglect they endure as
artists. Nfah-Abbenyi reveals how Ama Ata Aidoo’s “To Be an African Woman Writer
— An Overview and a Detail” was among the earliest prose protesting “gender
discrimination and the traditional roles assigned to women within a patriarchal society”
as phenomena that stifled “African women’s writing” (Nfah-Abbenyi, 3).

Aside from the sideline relegation of the African female novelist,
characterizations of women, as products of male hegemony, also exist as stereotypes
within novels produced by African men, which works in further subjugating women.
Nfah-Abbenyi is not alone in revealing this shortcoming; yet she writes that “the
subservient image that the African male writer has given... African women” confines
them to remain as “passive” and fully “dependent on their husbands” and not as “self-
determined subjects with agency” (Nfah-Abbenyi, 4). Under this arrangement African
female writers are all the more important — the very act of writing in itself is
revolutionary work that promotes liberation for African women. This study is important
because it works to contribute critical dialogue in reference to Emecheta’s literature as
reflecting traditional Igbo values impacting the lives of women. It also addresses the

ways in which women transcend or fail to overcome aspects of tradition that invalidates

women as beings responsible for the wellbeing and maintenance of African societies.
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The power of Emecheta’s work is also in her disassembly of gendered stereotypes
in her female characterizations. Ezenwa-Ohaeto cites Abioseh M. Porter in ‘“Part Five

(Re)Constructing Gender Relations” of Emerging Perspectives on Buchi Emecheta who

believes that “the major achievement of Emecheta...is in her presentation of female
characters who transcend the traditional and stereotypical roles often reserved for them”
(Ezenwa-Ohaeto, 309-310). Emecheta’s passion in portraying the depth of the African
woman, is art that is mirrored by her contemporaries as noted by Tom Spencer-Walters in
the article “Orality and Patriarchal Dominance.” Spencer-Walters argues that “like Flora
Nwapa and Ama Ata Aidoo” Emecheta’s work “recognizes the power of women as
preservers and disseminators of oral traditions, especially in patriarchal societies”
(Spencer-Walters, 127). The importance of the African female writer is not limited to
their role as preservers of cultural traditions, but also manifests in their ability to promote
social justice in the lives of women in their respective communities.

Emecheta’s depiction of Igbo culture and its impact on women is wholly molded
by her personal triumphs and sufferings, yet her intention lies in highlighting common
struggles facing Igbo women. Emecheta’s true objective in the creation of her literature

is revealed in Emerging Perspectives on Buchi Emecheta where she states the following

in “A Conversation with Dr. Buchi Emecheta:”

| like to tell the world our part of the story while using the voices of women.
Women in our area are silenced a lot. Even among writers, you will notice that
there is a bias towards male writers... My hope is that in the future, people will
start reading more books by female writers and realize that African women do
have voices. (Ogundele, 449)

In essence, therein lies the importance of this study. This research celebrates the efforts

of African female writers in illuminating the factors shaping women’s lives. It strives to
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decipher how Emecheta reflects the inner nature of Igbo culture as influential in the lives
of women who uphold traditional values or reject them all together.

Quialifications of the Researcher

The researcher conducting this study has been trained to carry out the goals of this
dissertation by a wide selection of accomplished scholars at Temple University. The
origins of this project began with an intensive study into the rich and diverse world of
African literature, as facilitated by renowned African literary expert Abu S. Abarry,

Ph.D. In addition to this, the researcher has successfully completed research endeavors
involving the evolution of socio-political African history as it relates to the lives of
women. One such project entitled “Daughter of the Village, Examining the Impact of
Igbo Culture on the Writings of Buchi Emecheta” (2007) was supervised and managed by
prominent Temple University historian Teshale Tibebu, Ph.D.

The educational undertakings informing this project have encouraged a unique
interpretation of Emecheta and her work. While numerous scholars have analyzed her
texts from a feminist perspective, my scholarly and personal exposures to African culture,
literature, psychology, Afrocentric theory, and African-centered scholarship, have led to a

holistic interpretation of the literature at hand.
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CHAPTER 2
THE CURSED BEAUTY OF TRADITION

European colonialism forever changed the lives of men, women, and children
who survived the bewildering onset of colonial rule in Africa. Many traditions and
values that regulated people’s lives were overturned, outlawed, or dismantled by the new
British colonial government in Nigeria. Nevertheless Igho people upheld traditional
values that were deemed crucial to their survival. Theodora Akachi Ezeigho defines
tradition as beliefs and behaviors prevalent during “the period of Igbo history before
colonization” in her text “Tradition and the African Female Writer: The Example of
Buchi Emecheta” (Ezeigbo, 7). This study will uphold Ezeigbo’s definition of tradition,
while noting that the proliferation of traditional Igho values continues to manifest during
colonialism and even throughout Nigerian independence. An expanded definition of
tradition will also include the beliefs, customs, and behaviors transmitted from previous
generations to current members of a particular society.

The overarching purpose of maintaining traditional values lies in ensuring the
safety, preservation and survival of a group, and Ezeigbo reveals among Igho people,
“any infringement of these laws attracted penalties or punishments that were
commensurate with the offence committed” (Ezeigbo, 7). She also reveals that most
people complied with traditional values because of social pressure from “elders, priests,
priestesses, wealthy and titled men... age-grade groups, association of daughters and
association of wives” (Ezeigbo, 7). There was no official organization that solely
monitored deviant behaviors. Therefore group pressure was essential in encouraging

adults to comply with respected norms and in encouraging personal responsibility.
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Ezeigbo cites Uzodinma Nwala who defines traditional Igbo people as those who
“adhere faithfully” to existing values and demonstrate an “attachment to” traditional
values “‘with little exercise of independent judgment but rather an almost slave

299

attachment to the ideals of his (her) society’” (Ezeigbo, 7). The nature of tradition in
Emecheta’s novels is one that prevents them from realizing their dreams.

Tradition is a mystical, stoic, omnipresent force in the lives of Emecheta’s
characters. Emecheta’s perceptions reveal it to be a “larger than life” phenomenon that
directs people’s lives. It is described here as beautiful because when characters of the
novels develop their lives in ways that satisfy the mandates of tradition, they rise to
become celebrated members of Igbo society. Yet this arrangement is inherently cursed in
communities where the fulfillment of tradition no longer manifests in rewarding ways
due to colonial changes. While this sad lesson is largely conveyed through the life of
Nnu Ego, Emecheta personally obtains liberation through characters such as Kehinde and
Nko. These characters find overt and strained freedom by turning away from oppressive
norms firmly rooted in Igbo traditions.

Nnu Ego is the cherished love child of Agbadi and his haughty mistress Ona.

During the height of colonialism, Nnu Ego mainly struggles in embracing her role as a

wife and mother in a changing society. This novel, Joys of Motherhood, takes place in

the 1930’s and highlights how the rise of colonialism diminished traditional Igbo values.
The representation of tradition in the text is such that Nnu Ego is scorned by her
community when she cannot accomplish what is expected of her; as such tradition leads
to the punishment of women who cannot embody customary aspects of Igbo womanhood.

Yet when Nnu Ego finally succeeds in becoming a mother and fulfills this crucial aspect
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of Igbo womanhood, the growth of values promoting individualism have eroded the
social rewards for her achievements. In the end Nnu Ego gains nothing but despair,
disappointment, and hopelessness. With this text Emecheta mainly exposes how the
strict adherence to traditional values can cripple women in finding joy. She also
demonstrates how the imposition of colonial values created Igbo societies where women
no longer reaped the social benefits of being a mother.

Nnu Ego’s promising transition into womanhood is depicted as a celebratory
community event. After spending her first night with her new husband she is found to be
a virgin, and this welcome news brings joy to her family. Thus everyone soon expects
that Nnu Ego will conceive a child. However after months of waiting to become
pregnant she soon finds that her happy marriage to Amatokwu begins to unravel. The
narrator reveals that,

Nnu Ego and her new husband Amatokwu were very happy; yet Nnu Ego was

surprised that, as the months passed, she was failing everybody. There was no

child... “What am I going to do, Amatokwu?’ she cried to her husband, after the
disappointment of another month... ‘I am sure the fault is on my side. You do

everything right. How can | face my father and tell him that | have failed? 1

don’t like going there these days because his wives always rush out to greet me

hoping that | am already carrying a child. You can see the disappointment on

their faces. (Emecheta, 31)

This passage is important because it shows Nnu Ego’s inner feelings to be those of
failure. However the ability to conceive a child is not necessarily within a woman’s
control. To internalize this occurrence as failure foreshadows how Nnu Ego will suffer if

she cannot fulfill the mandates of Igbo tradition where motherhood, like virginity, is a

highly valued trait in women.
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The importance of motherhood in traditional Igho societies is discussed by Joseph

Therese Agbasiere in the text Women In Igbo Life and Thought. Agbasiere’s work

describes motherhood as “the keystone of Igbo social relations™ (Agbasiere, 85).
Furthermore she argues that the prevalence of Igbo proverbs relating to motherhood
solidify it as a major social role for women in Igbo societies. Agbasiere demonstrates
this by referencing proverbs such as “Nne bu ihe ukwu” or “Motherhood is a very
significant thing,” and “Nne amaka” which means “Motherhood is beautiful,” as well as
names that are given to children that celebrate motherhood such as Nneka which means
“Motherhood is the highest good” (Agbasiere, 85).

Personally motherhood stands as a crowning achievement for Emecheta. In her

autobiographical text Head Above Water she repeatedly upholds it as a strengthening

aspect of Igbo womanhood. More importantly, it is a crucial social expectation that
Emecheta has accomplished with relative ease. Her success in conception and
motherhood remain as proud achievements in light of the shame she endures with the
dissolution of her marriage (Emecheta, 32). Hence motherhood and the veneration of
mothers both exist as dominant themes in nearly all of Emecheta’s novels.

Other scholars convey the importance of motherhood among traditional Igho

people. Christopher Ndulue discusses motherhood with his text Womanhood In Igbo
Culture. His arguments reflect the importance of motherhood and he cites the work of
Rev. Fr. Dr. R. O. Madu who notes that in Igbo culture, childless women “miss
‘immortality’ of some sort...a childless woman is a monstrosity” (Ndulue, 58).
Furthermore he incredulously states that “nobody prays for such a woman” (Ndulue, 58).

This oppressive description regarding motherhood and the consequences of being
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childless is telling, and reveals exactly why Emecheta’s Nnu Ego believes herself to be a
failure when she cannot get pregnant. Chukukere also echoes this sentiment in reference
to childless women in claiming that “a barren woman is considered a social failure and
invites the wrath of her family and society” (Chukukere, 7). In this instance Nnu Ego’s
infertility is more than a personal burden — it is a community problem that soon causes a
major disruption in her happy family life. Emecheta’s adherence to this aspect of Igho
culture also reveals her willingness to uphold traditional values in spite of her adoption of
Western education and religion.

Nnu Ego finds that due to her childlessness, she is unwanted by her husband and
disrespected by his family. The narrator states that,

At the farm Amatokwu kept ordering her about as he would any farm help. She

stood in the middle of the farm and said abruptly, ‘What happened to us,

Amatokwu? Is it my fault that | did not have a child for you? Do you think |

don’t suffer too?” “What do you want me to do?” Amatokwu asked. ‘I am a busy

man. | have no time to waste my precious male seed on a woman who is infertile.

I have to raise children for my life. If you really want to know, you don’t appeal

to me any more.” (Emecheta, 32)
This passage reinforces Ndulue’s harsh regard for I[gbo women who remain childless;
there is no pity, love, or hope for women who cannot reproduce. Emecheta’s description
regarding the value of motherhood in traditional Igbo societies is such that women who
cannot become mothers are demoralized and oppressed; thus the tentacles of tradition
strangle the lives of women who simply cannot measure up.

Gloria Chuku also contends that traditional Igbo women were expected to marry

and have children (Chuku, 9). In her text Igbo Women and Economic Transformation in

Southeastern Nigeria, 1900-1960 she also states that individuals gained respect from

others according to how well they accomplished their designated “social duties and
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responsibilities” (Chuku, 7). However in elaborating on the issue of gender roles she
asserts that “Igbo society was a gendered one” where the “flexibility of gender relations
allowed women to play male roles and vice versa. It also created a female hierarchy that
made certain categories of women superior or inferior to others” (Chuku, 7). Moreover
she references the existence of “woman-to-woman marriage” as representative of the
elasticity of gender roles in traditional Igbo societies. In this case, no sexual relationships
occur between women; the “female husband” simply takes “economic responsibility for
her wife and children” (Chuku, 9). The overarching purpose of such an arrangement
according to Chuku involved “compensating a barren or childless woman” or the
“continuation of a lineage” (Chuku, 9). Here traditional values uplift women who join
resources with other women in the quest to survive.

According to Chuku gender roles were also modified if a family had no male heir.
In such cases a daughter was chosen to become a female son, and instructed to have
children in order to continue the family line (Chuku, 9). A woman such as this also
became head of her father’s household upon his death, and had the privilege of owning
land and inheriting property (Chuku, 9). Such arrangements where women were allowed
to become “men,” in a sense, highlights the gender disparities that did indeed exist
between men and women in traditional Igbo societies. If owning property was a means
of obtaining wealth and power, only men or female “husbands” or “sons” could hold own
property, then this way of gaining political power was largely cut off from women.
Among women in traditional Igbo societies, socio-political power was gained by women
who most wholly fulfilled the prescribed tenets of Igbo culture, and through the

formation of powerful social groups.
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Nwando Achebe adds to this discussion with the text Farmers, Traders, Warriors,

and Kings: Female Power and Authority in Northern lgboland, 1900-1960. Achebe states

that socio-political power was more easily attained by women who became married
mothers. She reveals that “the act of reproduction that advances a wife into motherhood
also ushers in a prolonged season of enhanced power, for once a woman becomes a
mother she remains forever more powerful than a wife” (Achebe, 29). In addition to this
she argues that women who produced male children could become much more powerful
than women having only daughters. This is, according to Achebe, a direct manifestation
of the patriarchal nature of Igbo societies (Achebe, 29). This information also reveals
why motherhood is a central aspect in Emecheta’s novels and speaks to the power that
women hold as mothers. If motherhood grants women social power and benefits in a
society where they are largely regarded as inferior, then it can be expected for women to
pursue motherhood to validate themselves as worthy members of society.

Eventually Nnu Ego is able to embrace her role as a “full” Igbo woman when she
becomes pregnant after acquiring a new husband that she meets in the urban colonial
metropolis of Lagos. Initially Nnu Ego finds her new husband Nnaife to be repulsive.
He does not possess the physical attractiveness of Amatokwu and is described as a pale-
skinned man “with a belly like a pregnant cow” who waddled when he walked
(Emecheta, 43). He is also known as “Nnaife, the washerman” who takes pride in his
daily task of washing the clothing and undergarments of colonists Dr. Meers and his wife,
which Nnu Ego finds to be equally revolting. The narrator reveals that “every time she
saw her husband hanging out the white woman’s smalls, Nnu Ego would wince as

someone in pain” (Emecheta, 48).
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Despite her humiliation and shame, the lure of pregnancy exists as a redeeming
thought in her mind. She later prays to her spirit chi in the following manner, “‘O my
dead mother, please make this dream come true, then I will respect this man, 1 will be his
faithful wife and put up with his crude ways and ugly appearance. Oh, please help me,
all you ancestors. If I should become pregnant — hm’” (Emecheta, 44-5). While this
passage presents a trace of humor in light of Nnu Ego’s recent experiences, it nonetheless
reveals a moment where Emecheta highlights Nnu Ego’s desperation in seeking to fulfill
her role as a mother.

Shortly after she murmurs this prayer Nnu Ego gives birth to a son and celebrates
her new status as a mother. Regarding her husband she states, “only now with this son
am | going to start loving this man. He has made me into a real woman — all I want to be,
a woman and a mother” (Emecheta, 53). In this sense, the Igbo tradition that heralds
women who become mothers bolsters Nnu Ego’s sense of pride and self-worth, since
giving birth to this child represents the manifestation of her dreams. Subsequently the
narrator reveals that Nnu Ego “accepted Nnaife as the father of her child, and the fact that
this child was a son gave her a sense of fulfillment for the first time in her life. She was
now sure, as she bathed her baby son and cooked for her husband, that her old age would
be happy” (Emecheta, 54). Thus according to Emecheta women can only celebrate
themselves as valuable when they have fulfilled their prescribed roles in accordance with
Igbo traditions. This passage is also significant because it reveals Emecheta’s
perceptions regarding the value of men. Even the most repulsive man could be valuable

to a woman if he could make her a mother. This allows men to exist as tools used by
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women reaching for motherhood and depicts women as lacking conviction in creating
their own personal ambitions.

Emecheta does not let the men of this text suffer from any particularly harsh
social stigmas when their lives deviate from the norms and values of traditional Igbo life.
Nnaife, aside from washing white women’s underwear, is still portrayed as an honored
member of his community as a father and husband. The idea that men are staunchly
revered and respected in Igbo societies is further portrayed in the chapter entitled “A Man
is Never Ugly.” After their infant son dies Nnaife laments to his friend that Nnu Ego
only attempted to love him because of the son they had. Yet his friend responds by
reminding him that while women become useless and undesirable as they age, men only
become more “dignified,” therefore Nnaife should not succumb to his fears regarding his
worth in his marriage (Emecheta, 71).

In explaining the superior status of Igbo men during colonialism Ezeigbo
contends that “the colonization of Africa meant the total emasculation of the African
male. He tumbled from his highly regarded position to one marked by subservience and
impotence... The Igbo man... unable to deal with the source of his pain and
humiliation... turned his anger on the women” (Ezeigbo, 16). This rationale explains
how the nature of patriarchy intensified under the strain of colonialism, and leads readers
in understanding Emecheta’s ideas of how men regarded themselves as superior to
women. Yet the intensity of Emecheta’s internalized inferiority in reference to women is
keen and also informs this circumstance.

Nnu Ego, despite her noted success in having children, nonetheless struggles in

fully embracing her traditional role in being a “good” Igbo wife. In a chapter entitled “A
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Man Needs Many Wives” Nnu Ego is shocked to learn that after Nnaife returns from
WWII, he “inherits” another wife when his elder brother dies. Though she is well aware
that she must recognize her husband’s right to take another spouse, her innate womanly
passion prohibits her from freely welcoming another woman into her household. The
narrator reveals that Nnu Ego was “used to being the sole woman of this house, used to
having Nnaife all to herself... She tried desperately to control her feelings, to put on a
pleasant face, to be the sophisticated Ibuza wife and welcome another woman into her
home; but she could not” (Emecheta, 119). Here Emecheta depicts traditional Igbo
marital values as those that directly oppress women who cannot reconcile themselves to
accept certain customs.

Nnu Ego’s loyalty to traditional marriage is severely tested as she fights to fall
asleep in the same room where Nnaife and his new wife Adaku have sex. The narrator
reveals Nnu Ego’s internal suffering as she strives to be a “good” and hospitable senior
wife. Emecheta writes,

Nnu Ego fought back tears as she prepared her own bed for Nnaife and Adaku...

He could hardly wait for her to settle down before he pulled Adaku into their only

bed... Nnu Ego tossed in agony and anger all night, going through in her

imagination what was taking place behind the curtained bed... she did not have to

imagine what was going on; Adaku made sure she knew... Nnu Ego bit her teeth

into her baby’s night clothes to prevent herself from screaming. (Emecheta,
123-5)

The dramatic scene of Nnaife having sex with a new woman while his wife is in the same
room is intense and alienates readers from accepting traditional polygamous Igho
marriages. The symbolism here is noted; Nnu Ego can only control herself by biting her

baby’s clothing. She gains value as a woman in Igbo society through motherhood. This
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allows readers to deduce that it is only the presence of her children that allows her to
tolerate this repressive and unreasonable aspect of traditional life warped under colonial
rule. This sentiment also reflects Emecheta’s own sufferings as a wife, where the
redeeming powers of motherhood strengthened her resolve to endure. This moment of the
text is also significant because Emecheta begins to reveal how the colonial changes
taking place among the Igbo will manifest as dire consequences for women seeking
success as wives and mothers.

Emecheta portrays polygamous marriages as those that are painful for women, yet
the traditional polygamous Igho marriage is corrupted under this new living arrangement.
Under normal circumstances each co-wife of a husband would have her own separate
living space where she could entertain a shared husband privately. This is evidenced by
Agbasiere who reveals the organization of living spaces in traditional polygamous
families. She writes that “within a polygamous household, each woman still owns her
own house, where she lives with her children until they are grown up. Upon her devolves
the burden of family sustenance and health care of the matri-focal group” (Agbasiere,
41). In essence sharing her husband in a shared living space is particularly demeaning for
Nnu Ego; yet a strict adherence to tradition could have worked to alleviate her pain, since
it would have provided a source of protection from scenarios such as this. However
through this familial arrangement Nnu Ego’s quest to adhere to traditional social norms is
such that the tentacles of tradition strangulate her joy as a woman.

Throughout the novel Nnu Ego’s loyalty to tradition is steadfast; yet her faith in
the sustainability of Igbo traditional life in a shifting colonial society leads to her

downfall. As a young mother Nnu Ego naively assumes that having children will yield
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comfort and stability in her elderly years. This is idea is encouraged by other characters
in the novel who subscribe to traditional ideas. Emecheta reveals this in writing that,

Nnu Ego realized that part of the pride of motherhood was to look a little
unfashionable and be able to drawl: ‘I can’t afford another outfit, because I am
nursing him, so you see I can’t go anywhere to sell anything.” One usually

received the answer, ‘Never mind, he will grow soon and clothe you and farm for
you, so that your old age will be sweet.” (Emecheta, 80)

Here Emecheta once again depicts the sacrifice of motherhood as one that leads to a
celebrated status for women among community members.

Nnu Ego’s ultimate demise demonstrates how the colonial system changes
important aspects of traditional life. At the conclusion of this text Nnu Ego dies old and
alone on the roadside. She sacrificed all she had for children who, upon reaching
adulthood, pursued their own interests and lifestyles giving little thought to supporting an
ailing mother. This is a severe departure from traditional Igbo family life, where a
mother could enjoy her elder years within the compound of any sons she may have.

The tragedy of Nnu Ego’s elder years is found in the chapter “A Canonised
Mother.” As the title implies Nnu Ego has reached near saint status through her success
as a mother. Her true moment of glory comes as she prepares to return to her native
Ibuza. The narrator states that Nnu Ego’s daughter and son-in-law “ran like
schoolchildren towards her. Her cup of happiness was full. Yes, this was something.
She was happy to see her children happy” (Emecheta, 222). The pleasure she feels at the
sight of her children is further compounded when she is given the most expensive seat in
the transportation van, where Emecheta describes Nnu Ego as a woman, “stepping in like
a queen to her coronation. She waved to her daughters, each standing by her husband...

she waved and waved, and they all laughed, until they started to cry. ‘Oh, you are a rich
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madam,’ the driver said... ‘I like to know important people... A son in America?
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Goodness, you must be full of joy, madam’” (Emecheta, 223)! This emotional scene
illustrates how Nnu Ego is briefly celebrated as a mother of married daughters and
educated sons. It is also the moment where Nnu Ego finally reaches her pinnacle of
happiness in striving to be a good Igho woman. This scene is significant because it also
demonstrates Emecheta’s idea of how women gain happiness; they can savor happiness
when they have created it for others, yet this arrangement is not without consequence, as
Emecheta demonstrates with Nnu Ego’s death.

Whatever joy that is conveyed at the height of Nnu Ego’s triumph contrasts
sharply with the moment of Nnu Ego’s death. She is depicted as haggardly and aged and
the narrator states that after returning home alone that,

Nnu Ego... was going downhill very fast... what actually broke her was, month

after month, expecting to hear from her son in America, and from Adim too who

later went to Canada, and failing to do so. It was from rumours that she heard

Oshia had married and that his bride was a white woman... wandering on one

night, Nnu Ego lay down by the roadside, thinking she had arrived home. She

died quietly there, with no child to hold her hand and no friend to talk to her. She

had never really made many friends, so busy she had been building up her joys as
a mother. (Emecheta, 224)

The shame of Nnu Ego’s undignified death and the irony of her life are revealed in this
passage. Her children have all moved on in the pursuit of their dreams, not bothering to
contact her at all. Ezeigbo’s observes that Nnu Ego’s children have “reflexes and
reactions” that “are shaped and conditioned by the new culture” brought forth with the
growth of colonialism (Ezeigbo, 19). With Nnu Ego’s death Emecheta shows that
despite her dogged desire to obey tradition in being a good wife and mother, Nnu Ego is

ultimately abandoned. In the end her strict observance of Igbo customs yields little
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rewards, despite fleeting moments of acknowledgement and joy. Her elder years lack the
happiness and promise that she once believed was her due, since she had successfully
came to fulfill her prescribed role as a traditional Igbo woman. As a “canonized” mother
Nnu Ego suffers and dies under the weight of traditions that no longer work to sustain the
lives of Igbo women.

The Joys of Motherhood stands as one of Emecheta’s greatest novels. With it she

recreates how Ighbo women navigated lifestyle changes in a shifting colonial socio-
economic landscape. In doing so, she upholds the value of traditional Igbo beliefs. This
is ultimately demonstrated when Emecheta allows Nnu Ego’s soul to remain as a reverent
ancestoral spirit to which women pray for children (Emecheta, 224). Yet Nnu Ego’s
spirit does not answer women who pray for babies. The imagery here ominously conveys
the sad Nnu Ego’s obstinate and resounding “no.” This response runs counter to her
living legacy, but exists as a protection for women who unknowingly pray for a
phenomenon that was Nnu Ego’s ultimate curse — motherhood.

Arguably, it is not simply motherhood that oppresses women. In her own life
Emecheta repeatedly defended her role as a mother, and upheld it as a role that added
richness and purpose to her life. This novel demonstrates how the imposition of
colonialism led to the downfall of women like Nnu Ego, who existed solely as wives and
mothers. As traditional values faded away in the exchange for ambitions fueled by the
lure of Western education, women like Nnu Ego meet their dismal and lonely demise in a
society that no longer celebrates women whose only joy is in being a mother.

In revealing the nature of Nnu Ego’s death, Emecheta issues a warning to women

who fail to invest in themselves. She notes that Nnu Ego “never really made any friends”
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as she was too busy being a mother. Yet for Emecheta, personal friendships with women
were crucial in sustaining her during difficult times. She speaks to the importance of

friendships in Head Above Water in writing that “when people reached the bottom of the

ditch, they needed each other” (Emecheta, 39). Thus with the conclusion of this text she
cautions women against neglecting their needs in the pursuit of familial success.
Emecheta’s tendency to portray women as victims of Igbo traditional ideas is a
common aspect of her literature apparent throughout her work. It is important to note
that Nnu Ego’s hardships occur at the expense of Igbo culture, which is largely portrayed
as one that leaves women powerless. Theodora Akachi Ezeigbo references this tendency
to be a widespread feature among scholarship relating to African women. In her text
“Traditional Women’s Institutions in Igbo Society: Implications for the Igbo Female
Writer” she argues that “most studies done on women in many societies, especially in
Africa, discuss the severe oppression women suffer in patriarchal societies” (Ezeigbo,
150). Yet Ezeigbo believes this to be an unfortunate aspect of Emecheta’s art form. She
writes that “most of the female characters delineated in Emecheta’s fiction labour under
the burden created and inflicted by male-dominated Nigerian society (or white society)...
None of Emecheta’s modern Igbo women rise above the limitations of patriarchy”
(Ezeigbo, 161). While this latest assertion is debatable, Ezeigbo’s main concern
regarding Emecheta’s literature is articulated when she writes that “the danger is that her
art suffers when the authorial voice usurps the position of the omniscient narrator or that
of the character in the novel” (Ezeigbo, 162). By this Ezeigbo refers to moments in
Emecheta’s work where her own voice comes forth to reflect personalized nuances of her

life experiences as an Igho woman.
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Sougou also speaks to this feature of Emecheta’s work stating that her “novels
considered here partake” a “kind of therapeutic writing” for this author who fully allows
herself to vent her personal frustrations through the lives of her victimized heroines and
their families (Sougou, 53). This aspect of Emecheta’s literature, according to Ezeigho,
falls out of sync with the task Igho women writers have of positively representing aspects
of their cultural realities (Ezeigbo, 162). Unapologetically Emecheta openly reveals in

Head Above Water that writing is healing work that allows her to reflect on her life and

confront emotional issues (Emecheta, 3). Therefore scholars must remain cautious in
verifying Igbo culture solely through Emecheta’s novels.

Aside from this the beauty of Emecheta’s art lies in her ability to convey the raw,
disappointing, painful aspects of life. Her work is personal, naked, and cynical — she
reveals the pathetic self-pity of defeated women, the overwhelming distress of
overburdened mothers, and highlights how women rise and endure the trials of
womanhood. The portraits constructed through Emecheta’s characters are often severe
and ugly, leaving African-centered scholars with a sense of discomfort, yet her characters
do not always stay mired in the hopelessness of life — they sometimes prevail triumphant
and ready to embrace the promise of hope. Contrary to this, Emecheta’s work does not
always showcase the perfect ending where characters live happily ever after and their
struggles are resolved and wrapped neatly with a bow. Her heroines sometimes fail,
suffer, or meet death at their own expense — despite positively struggling against the
weight of the world.

In a modern setting, tradition may be an abstract or irrelevant phenomenon, but it

is a major issue impacting the lives of Nigerian college students Nko and Ete Kamba. It
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seeps into Nko’s life and dictates how she dresses, her inner desires and goals, and even
the most intimate parts of her sex life. Set in post-colonial Nigerian society Double Yoke
investigates how the clash between tradition and modernity affects women. With this
text Emecheta reveals the consequences for women who actively reject traditional norms
to be social judgment, scorn, and even exploitation.

Ete Kamba is a young rural man who, driven by the hopes and dreams of his
community, strives to achieve honor and recognition by attending college. He meets Nko
at a local church gathering and is intrigued by her shyness and fragility. Yet Nko is also
conveyed as an intelligent woman who is spurred by an intrinsic desire to adhere to the
mandates of Igbo tradition in becoming a good wife. Traditional values impact both Ete
Kamba and Nko in various ways, and leave a lasting impact on the choices they make.

As the novel unfolds, Emecheta uses Ete Kamba to reveal how patriarchal values
impact men in choosing wives. She writes that he desired “a very quiet and submissive
woman, a good cook, a good listener, a good worker, a good mother with a good
education to match. But her education must be a little less than his own, otherwise they
would start talking on the same level” (Emecheta, 26). Many of Ete Kamba’s friends
mirror similar ideas about the qualities they want in a wife. One friend remarks that his
wife “won’t be stupid, but will be completely illiterate” (Emecheta, 130). These ideas
reflect Emecheta’s perceptions of how modern Igbo men wish to subjugate and control
women. What is implied here is the trouble women will encounter when seeking to push
beyond the traits that men find attractive.

Emecheta’s portrayal of immature young men who dream of ruling their wives

can be linked to her descriptions of her estranged husband Sylvester Onwordi. He serves
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as an inspiration for the naive and ignorant Ete Kamba who strives to acquire a woman he
can dominate and control. When discussing Sylvester, Emecheta states that he was “a
dreamy, handsome, local boy” who wished for success yet “under his handsome and
strong physique was a dangerously weak mind” (Emecheta, 25). Ete Kamba’s
characterization and domineering desires allow Emecheta to work out her lingering
resentment towards men. The sense of validation acquired in the creation of these male
characters is empowering for Emecheta; she is creating a world where the men of her
past, through these representations, are forced to confront and discard their oppressive
views on Igho women.

On one occasion a joyful Ete Kamba learns that he has been accepted to the State
University of Calabar, and what follows is a night of celebration that eventually leads Ete
Kamba and Nko to the dark seclusion of an unfinished house — far away from the
partying group (Emecheta, 46). It is here that Nko and Ete Kamba have sex for the first
time. Following this, Ete Kamba barrages Nko with questions regarding her chastity; he
also verbally abuses her for allowing their sexual encounter to take place. In this manner
Ete Kamba becomes obsessed in determining Nko’s virginity. The narrator reveals his
mental anguish in stating:

Was Nko a virgin? All those long talks and books he had read about deflowering

an innocent girl... Stupid him, he did not check. They did it backing the wall.

Did he find her difficult to penetrate? He could not tell... She was supposed to be

in pain... Was it because they did it by the wall? Yes, by the wall. He took his

torch, sneaked out of the house. There was only one way to find out. He saw the
area where they had trampled in their frenzy, his lighted torch pored into every
hole every corner, he even searched the blades of every leaf... he hoped to marry

Nko someday, but tonight he was desperate for that blood she ought to have

shed... He wanted a virgin, an educated virgin, nice wholesome unspoilt for his
bride... And a virgin he was going to have.” (Emecheta, 53-4)
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This passage highlights a double standard that exists sexually for men and women. By
having sex with Ete Kamba, Nko has violated the social norm that requires women to
remain virginal outside of marriage. Ndulue reveals this to be a facet of Igbo patriarchy
by contending that the sole responsibility of mothers with female children lies in
safeguarding the chastity of their daughters, since according to Ndulue, women of
questionable character, especially in reference to sexual activity, will encounter
difficulties in securing a husband (Ndulue, 57). It is important to note that Ndulue does
not include a discussion of male modesty within his text, and this omission speaks to the
degree to which men are exempt from such standards. However due to the centrality of
marriage among Igho people, a lascivious woman will undoubtedly suffer if she cannot
find a husband.

The centrality of marriage among Igbo people and men’s supposed desirability of
submissive wives is further conveyed by Philomina Ezeagbor Okeke’s study entitled
“Patriarchal Continuities and Contradictions in African Women’s Education and Socio-
Economic Status: An Ethnographic Study of Currently Employed University Educated
Igbo Women in Nigeria.” Her study reveals that “marriage in Igboland is considered...
natural” and that women are “seen as subordinates to men in marriage, their roles being
that of mothers, housewives and companions” (Okeke, 116). Igbo scholar Mary Joseph
Ann Anochie also reflects this sentiment in revealing that “marriage is an experience
without which an Igbo is regarded incomplete, imperfect and not truly a man or woman”
(Anochie, 9). Ndulue also notes that “spinsterhood or bachelorhood as a way of life is

not acceptable in Igbo culture. The Igbo strongly believe in the continuity of the family
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lineage. Anybody who breaks the ‘cord’ by not getting a partner, is treated with utmost
disrespect by his people” (Ndulue, 58). With this knowledge readers can come to
understand that Nko may face severe penalties if her recent sexual activity prohibits her
from acquiring a husband.

The power of traditional marital values intrudes on Ete Kamba and Nko’s
relationship and leads them to have the following conversation: “‘you don’t seem to care
whether you marry or not.” ‘That’s not fair. I want marriage, but if none is available, you
want me to commit suicide?’ ‘A woman who is not married is better off dead.” Ete
Kamba declared uncompromisingly” (Emecheta, 63). With this Emecheta reflects the
tentacles of tradition through the eyes of men who subscribe to customary ideas, who
only value women as wives. This eventually causes Nko to inwardly reflect on the role
of marriage in determining her worth and she asks, “For what is a woman if after all her
degrees... she is not married” (Emecheta, 93)? Here readers encounter Nko’s inner
turmoil as she seeks to understand her traditional role as a woman in a modern society,
where women pursue education and careers alongside men. This idea stands as a
dilemma for modern women who seek to add value to their lives aside from being wives.
The power of self-definition is explored here. By highlighting this issue Emecheta shows
how women grapple with valuing themselves outside of being wives. She also prompts
young female readers of her texts to confront how they regard themselves as women who
are worthwhile, even outside of marriage.

Thus through the relationship of Nko and Ete Kamba, Emecheta reflects the
sexual double standard that exists in reference to men and women. The idea that women

must remain sexually pure while men can fully indulge themselves is sexist; yet the
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chastity of women as a desirable trait is one that appears to drive Ete Kamba nearly mad.
He deals with his anger by lashing out at Nko. His verbal abuses are revealed:

“You are a prostitute, a whore, and you keep putting on this air of innocence as if
you were something else. A whore, a shameless prostitute! Oh my God, to think
my parents were even entertaining the hope of my marrying you?’ Ete Kamba
lamented... ‘I wonder what they will think of a girl who allowed any man to sleep
with her by the wall of a half finished house.” “You did not sleep with me, you
stood with me... you called me a prostitute because of that, but you forgot that it

takes two people at least to make any woman a prostitute... So if I am one, then
what are you?’ ‘Men are never prostitutes...” (Emecheta, 58)

In this passage Emecheta critiques the patriarchal aspect of Igbo norms that demand
female modesty and submissiveness in light of male domination and promiscuity.
Nevertheless Nko is defiant against such abuse and refuses to embrace Ete Kamba’s
soiled image of herself. This act of boldness conveys the conflict Igbo women endure in
reflecting traditional gender politics in modern times, as noted by Sougou (Sougou, 166).
Though published in 1983, this text displays much of what modern Igbo women
continue to endure in reference to expressing sexuality, as articulated by Daniel Jordan
Smith. In his article “These Girls Today Na-War O: Premarital Sexuality and Modern
Identity in Southeastern Nigeria,” Smith reveals prevalent attitudes about sexual
relationships that occur outside of marriage. His research is extracted from college
students at Abia State University during 1995 to 1997 and reflects Emecheta’s
authenticity in demonstrating popular views on sex among Nigerian youth. Smith’s
research reveals a shift in sexual attitudes that result from higher education, which
ultimately delays marriage for young adults (Smith, 99). He also contends that “young
women face an almost impossible array of expectations in negotiating relationships with

their boyfriends and lovers. On the one hand, the men want sex... but any woman who



49
has sex risks being branded as ‘loose,” as a ‘professional’” (Smith, 112-3). Ete Kamba
reflects these sentiments in his dealings with Nko. He thoroughly enjoyed having sex
with her, however the sex act itself pollutes his image of Nko. As their relationship
deepens he comes to regard her not as the shy innocent girl he admired from afar, but as a
callous “whore” who diminishes his own sense of manhood through the expression of her
sexuality. Double Yoke was published decades before Smith’s research, yet stands as
current and significant when highlighting how Igho women negotiate traditional social
values, while exerting themselves outside of norms that require their sexual chasitity.
When Nko laments to her mother regarding the tension she feels in adhering to
traditional norms, Emecheta displays the pull modern women endure in balancing
traditional values with personal satisfaction. This scene is conveyed by the narrator who
states that “Nko’s arms circled round her mother’s neck and she cried with near anguish.
‘Oh mother, I want to have both worlds, I want to be an academician and I want to be a
quiet nice and obedient wife, the type you all want me to be’” (Emecheta, 94). The social
pressure Nko feels to embody the traits of a traditional Igbo wife disagrees with her quest
to satisfy her own desires. This, according to Chukukere, is the “terrible conflict that
continues to assail the contemporary African woman. This conflict is the clash between a
desire for personal freedom and traditionally modulated goals” (Chukukere, 206). Nko’s
career goals and pursuit of higher education, even her sexual relationship with Ete
Kamba, is at odds with traditional values that implore her to adopt a modest, chaste,
submissive lifestyle where she should exist solely as a wife and mother. The initial result
of Nko’s aspirations to free herself from the choking tentacles of tradition, is that she is

regarded as a woman of little moral character by the man she loves. This scenario is a
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representation of how traditional marital values have constricted Emecheta’s own choices
in achieving personal fulfillment outside of marriage.

One of Nko’s professors learns of her sexual activity through Ete Kamba, who
sought to privately confide in the professor. Reverend Professor Ikot then uses his newly
acquired information against Nko to sexually exploit her. In a chapter entitled “Lost
Innocence” he manipulates his authority as a respected religious leader to gain Nko’s
trust and lures her going on a trip with him. Upon arrival Nko learns that she and Ikot are
the only people in attendance at a remote location. Once she realizes Ikot’s true
intentions Nko feels “full of hate,” yet submits to his sexual advances; “like a wooden
doll, she let the man have what he wanted” (Emecheta, 139-140). Following their sexual
encounter Nko demands that Ikot guarantee her graduation. Frightened, they have the
following conversation: “‘I did not know you still took such things seriously. “You mean
I take sex like food? I’ll tell you sir that most girls here come to read for their degrees. If
they become what you think, which is ‘prostitutes Nigerian style,’ it is because people
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like you made them so’” (Emecheta, 141). This piece of conversation is significant
because Nko blames men like Ikot for creating women who exchange sexual favors to
ensure success. With this statement Emecheta admonishes men who force women into
sexual servitude in order to survive.

Such a critique victimizes women like Nko and diminishes her responsibility in
choosing to blackmail Ikot after sleeping with him. Such as ploy on behalf of this author
also works to demonize men, and is one major reason why critics of Emecheta’s

literature, as previously noted, regard her male characters as one dimensional caricatures,

where African men exist as brutes and abusers.
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While it appears that Nko is a victim in her sexual exploitation, Joya Uraizee
argues that her actions represent a form of protest against male sexual dominance. In the

text This Is No Place for a Woman, Nadine Gordimer, Na Yantara Sahgal, Buchi

Emecheta, and the Politics of Gender she writes that Emecheta deals “with the issue of

patriarchal oppression” as a “representation of aberrant behavior” which serves “as a
means of resistance to patriarchal domination... this is presented as a deliberate
prostitution of mind and body in order to achieve sexual equality” (Uraizee, 19). Uraizee
conceptualizes Nko’s sexual submission and blackmail as a rebellious act in the face of
patriarchal Igbo values. Yet prior to her sexual exploitation she was not a shrewd woman
who could envision herself prostituting to obtain academic success. Quite arguably then
Nko’s choices more accurately stand as desperate attempts to regain some minute sense
of control in the face of powerful men.

Sougou’s commentary in reference to Nko’s actions is that the “maneuvering of
men to gain access to the power they possess that is conferred by education involves
submitting to male hegemony... and Nko is eventually a victim of the game” (Sougou,
168). Sougou’s interpretation of this scenario is one that designates Nko’s manipulation
of her sexuality as progressive yet oppressive. She refuses to define herself as the sexual
victim of powerful men and uses Ikot to procure advances that may yield a better
financial future upon the receipt of her degree. Nko’s use of “bottom power” is a form of
protest against traditional male patriarchy that only values women as wives and mothers.
However as the novel progresses she finds herself at the mercy of her professor and the

subject of campus ridicule and gossip.
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Uraizee regards Nko’s reach for empowerment as representative of the idea that
“women cannot remain rooted in the past if they want to achieve economic independence
in the future; yet their efforts to secure that independence leads only to abuse,
exploitation, and pain in the present” (Uraizee, 157). Thus in spite of her efforts to gain
from her sexual exploitation, Nko now lives with the shame of her actions as a campus
“whore” (Emecheta, 153). Emecheta’s handling of this subject — disadvantaged women
using their bodies to acquire power, is arguably a marked departure from the tenets of
Western feminist thought in that women are punished for attempting to own their sexual
choices. Yet the feminist undertones of the text cannot be denied, in that Nko refuses to
crumble under the weight of disadvantage, exploitation, and oppression. Overall though,
Nko’s attempts to reject her traditional role as a woman striving solely for marriage
leaves her nonetheless vulnerable to male domination and ultimately shunned by her
peers.

Nko’s female friends support her through her ordeal and some even reveal that
they have faced similar instances where men in power have attempted to sexually harass
and subjugate them (Emecheta, 154). This support does not diminish the weight of Nko’s
problems as she soon learns she is pregnant with Ikot’s child. Despite this she is
determined to continue her education and embrace the consequences of her choices.

This new sense of determination leads Nko to once again question her
abandonment of traditional Igbo values and she asks herself, ““but where is that girl
whose only dream was to be a good wife and mother? Has she gone forever’”
(Emecheta, 159)? Her desertion of traditional Igbo norms further leads to the

deterioration of her reputation among male students such as Ete Kamba. The narrator
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reveals that he “watched helplessly as Nko became big. He avoided her and she seemed
to have acquired a kind of independence. If only she would go away and hide her shame”
(Emecheta, 160). Emecheta is demonstrating that although Nko’s personal power
increases she is nonetheless regarded as the “girl who had shamed herself” (Emecheta,
160). With the complications of her new life as an unwed single mother, Nko will never
gain access to the social status that comes with being a married mother, yet she is
celebrated as “a modern African lady” by Miss Bulewao, a visiting Nigerian female
professor from England (Emecheta, 162). By celebrating Nko in this way, Emecheta
dismisses the sexual modesty of women as an archaic idea. Sexual modesty, in light of
male authority and promiscuity, is no longer necessary for African women who pursue
education, career, and independence outside of marriage.

Emecheta offers redemption for Nko’s choices and validates her as a woman.
Through NKo she is able to confront and eventually reject traditional values that confine
women to existing solely as wives; nevertheless she demonstrates how modern women
suffer in rebuffing the norms that define women in Igbo society.

With Double Yoke Emecheta displays what Smith reveals to be “moral discourse
about female sexuality” which “provokes and represents wider discontent with the
consequences of social transformation,” brought forth with increased urbanization and
“modernization” (Smith, 100). Moreover this text also reflects issues that Smith regards
as central to the conflict of “intergenerational sexual politics” where “cultural identity”
converges with attitudes that dismiss traditional sexual values as outdated. Thus
Emecheta recreates how women negotiate sexual choices in a society where traditional

images of womanhood add value to women’s lives. She also shows the social
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punishment women endure when they exhibit sexual behaviors that challenge traditional
norms.

The depth of Nko’s rejection of tradition, as an aspect of Emecheta’s work, is
analyzed by Uraizee who states that “the postcolonial woman is part of a plurality... she
is at once elite and powerless, at once subversive and exploitative” (Uraizee, 23). This is
in essence the dilemma of Nko who is set up to enjoy a privileged lifestyle by attending
college, but who is also doomed to endure domineering men seeking to rule over her. As
such Uraizee contends that Emecheta represents the postcolonial feminine idea, where
women are oppressed sexually and economically in a male-dominated space, the
university, which is representative of larger Nigerian society (Uraizee, 160).

Furthermore Uraizee argues that the goals of this text are to encourage the
eradication of patriarchal values in exchange for individual acceptance and free will
(Uraizee, 163). Yet she believes this to be problematic since “replacing traditional taboos
with modern individualism will not do away with oppression. Instead, a valorization of
worthwhile customs from both patriarchal and capitalist traditions might provide some
kind of hope for a future of freedom” (Uraizee, 164). Uraizee’s unique proposal calls for
the union of traditional patriarchal values with “capitalist traditions,” such as
individualism and free will, in promoting freedom for African women. Though
optimistic this idea is hardly realistic; capitalist ideas such as these have rarely led to the
liberation of disadvantaged groups, but have rather caused the repression of
disempowered groups. Furthermore this idea is not reflected in Emecheta’s texts, which

flatly and wholly reject oppressive aspects of traditional Igbo culture.



55
Emecheta staunchly conveys how Igbo women who fail to embody valuable
traditional traits through marriage and motherhood are penalized by society. Her writing
exists as a weapon in combating and protesting such arrangements. This representation
once again reflects her intimate perception of success and failure in being a “good” Igbo

wife. She states in Head Above Water that, “society never prepared us for lone

parenthood... as adults the fear of failing to achieve this ideal becomes very stressful.
For me the fear made me clutch at straws for a very long time, even though I had by then
learnt that one happy parent is better for the children than two warring ones” (Emecheta,
32). This admission reveals how Emecheta’s dread of social stigma extended her
unhealthy marriage by preventing her from leaving it. This ultimately prolongs her
marital abuse and intensifies her sense of victimization.

The social pressure women endure to exist as wives and mothers is a haunting
aspect of Emecheta’s married past. She describes a moment when, after completely
rejecting her marriage to Sylvester, she was called to attend a family hearing about the
dissolution of their partnership. This occurrence was a “ridiculous situation” where she
was allowed to spill out her anger and disappointments to Sylvester, who simply admitted
his wrongdoings (Emecheta, 83). Once this occurred his family members happily
exclaimed, “‘Let him move in straightaway... ‘Our wife has forgiven her husband’”
(Emecheta, 84). Emecheta immediately rejects this idea but remains aware that she was
“pushing her luck too far” by remaining apart from her abusive husband (Emecheta, 84).
Throughout this experience Emecheta understands that her hesitancy in accepting
Sylvester back into her life is an admonishment of her traditional role as a dutiful wife. It

is solely through her characters that Emecheta is able to combat the ideas that trapped her



in daily life. This pressure in conforming to traditional values as a wife and mother
serves as a source of inspiration for many of her texts were women wrestle to free

themselves from the overwhelming authority of tradition.

56
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CHAPTER 3
THE SWEET DREAM OF FREEDOM

The simple joys of freedom can be enjoyed by many but remain unknown to
people who live without the privilege of free will. This concept varies with time and
among different cultural spaces, yet it is widely regarded as a basic human right essential
for living. Freedom also manifests in unique ways in societies where compliance with
group values is deemed highly important. Agbasiere’s text discusses the phenomenon of
freedom in the lives of Igbo women. She reveals how traditional insight offers a delicate
balance between upholding the values of the community and exerting personal rights.
She writes,

Igbo thought acknowledges the principle of human dignity and human rights.

This is inferred from a proverb of common usage... ‘everyone to be concerned

about his/her welfare, while not neglecting or abandoning (that of) a kin.” On

another level, the proverb implies the idea of personal/individual rights —

domestic and civil — with their concomitants, responsibility and accountability to

the group. (Agbasiere, 74)
According to Agbasiere, wielding personal power in Igbo societies was done in such a
way where obligations to the wellbeing of the larger community are not sacrificed. One
wonders under this idea, the extent to which personal power and autonomy is limited by a
commitment to “the group.” The pursuit of freedom poses unique challenges for many of
Emecheta’s heroines, who often suffer huge losses in choosing freedom over a
commitment to uphold and reflect cultural expectations. Her characters often encounter
ridicule, scorn, disrespect, and even death when their personal choices conflict with

societal norms. This largely mirrors Emecheta’s experience in failing to obtain the status

of'a “good” Igbo wife after the dissolution of her abusive marriage as revealed in Head
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Above Water. The shame she internalizes with her inability to endure as a wife is typical
of her female characters, who often find themselves emotionally stifled by the constraints
placed on them through societal expectations.

Emecheta’s penchant for representing the repressed African woman is also noted
by Chukukere’s text. Chukukere observes that the “inability to completely break free of
ingrained sanctions in a physical and psychological manner reflects the extent to which
some of Buchi Emecheta’s heroines lack positive will and resilience” (Chukukere, 178).
These depictions show how Emecheta is mainly concerned with exposing the ways in
which Igbo women are enslaved by important institutions such a motherhood, marriage,
and cultural traditions. According to Sougou, Emecheta’s depiction of freedom is
common among female writers. He argues that,

The work of Emecheta, like that of many writers in societies or groups

confronting exploitation and oppression, conveys some degree of programmatic

intentionality... because in such social formations art is not uniquely for art’s
sake. Women’s writings in other parts of the world fall under the same paradigm,;
they are locked in a struggle with patriarchy, and as a result deal with

experience. (Sougou, 7)

Emecheta’s overarching goal in conveying the issue of freedom lies in displaying how
women suffer or triumph in the face of patriarchal traditions. She also demonstrates the
tools necessary in breaking the chain of traditions that hinder freedom for women. In
Emecheta’s art these tools are largely Western education and economic independence.
Yet the trend of confronting patriarchy is also reflected by other African female novelists.
For example in the text Arms Akimbo, Yakini Kemp proposes that Emecheta’s female

characters encounter struggles similar to that of Bessie Head and Mariama Ba. Kemp

states that “the injustices and mental anguish caused... by the inequity of patriarchal



59
traditions and the challenges of modern society become woman-centered themes in
fiction by these writers” (Kemp, 147). So while Emecheta’s work is not largely unique in
its scope and intentions, her work contributes to the conversation held among African
female novelists. African women as writers largely reflect the challenges African women
endure in traditional and modern societies in exercising freedom in their lives. For the
sake of this discussion freedom will be defined as the power to make choices for the
betterment of one’s life or the fulfillment of one’s desires.

Within most of her texts, Emecheta grapples with the issue of freedom and it
often hangs like a heavy load over the heads of her heroines, who are torn between
acknowledging personal desires and obeying the values of the community. In her
literature, Emecheta displays how the imposition of Igbo cultural values limits the ability
of women in fully expressing their true selves. She also demonstrates how women are
encouraged to reject their innate desires and pressured to conform to “the group.”

Such is the case with Akunna, who breaks an Igbo cultural taboo by falling in
love with Chike, who is the descendant of slaves. At the onset of this novel, The Bride

Price, Akunna’s father dies and she and her brother are swept up in the uncertainty of

living without a family figure-head. At his funeral Akunna recalls his expression of love
as, “always remember that you are mine” (Emecheta, 44). In a subtle way, this statement
foreshadows the challenges that Akunna will face in attempting to exercise personal
choices in embracing the lure of liberty. As the text unfolds Akunna and her brother are
forced to leave the bustling colonial metropolis of Lagos and relocate to the smaller

traditional community of Ibuza, in order to live with their mother Ma Blackie.
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With the origins of this text Emecheta sets the scene for Akunna’s subsequent loss
of power. She maintains patriarchal norms as those that obscure the autonomy of women
striving to assert themselves. Yet Akunna’s security as an Igbo girl rests with the shelter
offered by her father. His sudden death results in her vulnerability, as she now exists
without a male authority in her life. Akunna’s feelings of powerlessness in directing an
unknown future are noted. The imagery portrayed here reflects the importance of men in
safeguarding women’s lives. This idea is crucial since it stands as a moment where
African men are portrayed not as ghastly abusers, but as stabilizing figures who maintain
their families. Unfortunately this characterization is rare among Emecheta’s men who
mainly exist as dreadful representations of men who oppress women.

Through Ma Blackie’s interactions Emecheta displays how marriage serves to
limit the personal freedom of Igbo women. While making her way to Lagos to learn of
the fate of her ailing husband, she briefly speaks with a female relative, Ozubu, who
laments about her own husband’s dealings with a new third wife. Ozubu states that her
husband will spend unknown amounts of money on the newest and youngest wife, yet if
she or the older co-wife “complained of a headache, he would remind us that he paid
twenty pounds on our heads” (Emecheta, 47). This is a direct critique on the practice of
bride price in Igbo culture. Inthe way that Emecheta depicts this custom, it is one that
limits the personal choices of women who are bound to the desires of their husbands, who
essentially pay for the compliance of their wives. Emecheta also reveals that to some
degree men are allowed to lightly disregard respectful traditions in maintaining their
families. Here Ozubu’s husband fulfills his sexual desires in a way that is offensive to

his remaining wives. While Ozubu is limited in what she can do, her husband can rudely
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indulge in his marital bliss with his newest wife past “the second crow of the cock”
(Emecheta, 48). The double standard that exists at this moment is Emecheta’s way of
objecting to norms that require female submission in the face of male sexual freedom.

The nature of bride price as a customary practice among Igho people is discussed
in the article “Divorce Laws and Practices in Modern Ibo Culture” by H.A. Wieschoft,
whose research was aided by Lincoln University Igbo scholar Julius Okala of Onitsha. In
explaining this tradition, Wieschoff contends that the payment of a bride price does not
constitute the purchase of a woman, nor does it symbolize a husband’s complete
domination and control of a wife (Wieschoff, 300). According to Wieschoff’s research,
the bride price payment ensures that a man can afford to comfortably support a wife and
is given in exchange for the services that women provide as wives, mainly cooking, home
maintenance and the birth of children (Wieschoff, 299). So while Wieschoff’s
investigative work depicts bride price as a practice that compensates women’s families
for their labor, Emecheta depicts this custom as one that is easily corrupted by men and
used to curtail the freedom of women.

Emecheta’s motive in portraying bride price as a negative aspect of Igbo tradition
is multifold. By discrediting this practice she attempts to highlight how women have
been dominated and controlled by its use. Her disdain for the practice is rooted in her
own experience with group pressure and forced marriage, as discussed later in this work.
In renouncing the practice, Emecheta snatches back the power women lose when this
tradition is corrupted and used to subjugate women. As a woman who formerly struggled

to free herself and define herself, such an endeavor provides retribution and relief against
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the emotional wounds of powerlessness inflicted by the longevity of an abusive and
unhappy marriage.

In a subsequent chapter entitled “Traditions,” Akunna’s family members happily
plot what kind of man she will marry and seriously scoff at the idea that she should
continue her education. Her uncle and his sons celebrate their fortune of having two
young girls in the family that will soon be married. Without her consent or input,
Akunna’s male family members decide to mold her life in ways that will ultimately fulfill
their goals. Through Okonkwo Emecheta writes, “‘Akunna and Ogugua will get married
at about the same time. Their bride prices will come to me’...so Akunna might after all
really live up to her name and be a ‘father’s wealth...” Okonkwo was almost a father to
her now... He wanted to be an Obi, so he needed more money” (Emecheta, 75). The
sinister undertones of this passage imply that the innocent Akunna will soon be at the
mercy of greedy family members, who simply regard her as a means to a highly coveted
end.

As the plot develops readers are continuously confronted with Emecheta’s overt
message that the personal freedom of women is severely limited by the traditional
practice of the bride price. However on a contradictory note she also demonstrates how
men who overtly violate women can face severe consequences. For instance, she
describes a custom where men too poor to offer a bride price for a wife may obtain a
woman through cutting a lock of her hair. Young women protect themselves from this by
cropping their hair or covering it completely. However she writes, “when they were
twelve strong, a man or boy who dared to attempt such a thing knew that he would be so

mobbed that if he lived to go home to his mother she would not even recognize him”
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(Emecheta, 104). Here, women limit men’s power in subjugating their freedom by
joining with other women. This contradiction of ideas is unique to Emecheta’s depiction
of Igho women and is problematic for some critics. Yet this is a portrayal historically
rooted in the social power Ighbo women enjoyed prior to colonial interference.

Through the progression of the story readers learn that Akunna has entered the
age of menstruation, which indicates her status as a marriageable woman. Emecheta uses
Akunna’s transition into womanhood to highlight how her freedom is curtailed with the
coming of marriage. Her cousin and playmates joyously celebrate Akunna’s marker of
womanhood. However Akunna soon finds herself overwhelmed with questions about her
future husband. It is then that her female cousin reveals, “‘many men have asked for
her... and my father told them she was still a child. Not after today, though™ (Emecheta,
110). This statement presents a sort of impending doom for Akunna who “felt like
screaming at them to stop” and “boasting that, as far as she was concerned, it was Chike
and nobody else” (Emecheta, 110). Here Akunna has fully embraced the lure of liberty;
she has reached a moment in her life where she must choose between fulfilling her desire
to marry a man she has grown to love, or adhere to the wishes of her family.

Wrapped intensely in dread, Akunna prays for God to kill her if she is forced into
an unwanted marriage (Emecheta, 110). With this scene Emecheta showcases how
Akunna’s personal power quickly unravels with her entry into womanhood. Sougou
provides added insight on Emecheta’s portrayal of Igbo traditions as those that rob
women of their freedom. He states that this text entirely “sanctions the might of tradition
and the helplessness of the individual, especially the female, against the community

governed by the law of the father” (Sougou, 70). This statement notes how Emecheta
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represents adherence to cultural traditions as restraining for those wishing to
acknowledge their inner needs.

According to Daniel J. Smith’s article “Romance, Parenthood, and Gender in a
Modern African Society” the idea of choosing one’s partner against the wishes of family
members is a long-standing occurrence in Igbo societies. He states that many Igbo
people over sixty years old can recall stories of those who defied tradition and married
someone according to their own desires. He also reveals that “elder Igbos say that both
men and women have always had the right to refuse marriage partners, but social
pressure to meet community and family expectations made that difficult” (Smith, 134).
Smith’s research validates Emecheta’s creation of this text, and upholds this issue as
relevant in contemporary Igbo societies. Akunna exists as a manifestation of Emecheta’s
persistent hurt over the social pressure she endured in feeling forced into marriage. Thus
this text is crucial in that it highlights Emecheta’s private emotional dealings with
familial expectations and marriage. It also conveys how Igho women are subjugated by
traditional values that limit their ability to dictate the most intimate details of their lives.

The issue of choosing one’s partner for marriage remains prevalent among Igbo
people, who balance an adherence to tradition with personal desires. This causes Smith
to ultimately observe that “even if love does not conquer all, it is depicted as a space of
freedom from the shackles of traditional social conventions” (Smith, 137). Moreover he
notes that in recent times this issue has become the premise of a popular contemporary
film, “Taboo” in which a woman of nobility seeks to marry an “osu” or a descendant of
slaves (Smith, 137). This demonstrates how Emecheta’s portrayal of Akunna’s plight is

not entirely unique and exists as a significant issue impacting the lives of Igbo women.
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As tradition mandates, Akunna is encouraged to host several suitors in her home
so that she may know them more intimately. It is here that Emecheta makes another
strategic strike in her attempts to demonstrate how traditional Igho practices stifle the
freedoms of women. One of Akunna’s suitors, a mean and physically repulsive young
man, spitefully grabs and twists Akunna’s breasts as Chike helplessly looks on
(Emecheta, 120). Shockingly, Ma Blackie reprimands Akunna for not enjoying her
suitor’s forcible touching, which works to vilify Igbo men and represents Igbo culture as
one that oppresses and demeans women. The emotional impact of this scene for
Emecheta’s readers, namely women, helps to designate compliance to Igbo courtship
practices as those that strip women of personal power and leave them with little control
over their bodies.

Sougou’s explanation of Ma Blackie’s behavior is that she “flies” into the inner
workings of patriarchy and is attempting to establish a sense of value in the established
household of her new husband. Therefore Ma Blackie cannot identify with her
daughter’s desperate need for autonomy (Sougou, 65). He also maintains that “her deep
involvement in the economy of Okonkwo’s household is repeatedly resented by Akunna
and the narrative voice” and that “Ma Blackie is an important character through whom
Emecheta represents womanhood as defined by the gender ideology at work in traditional
society” (Sougou, 65). This validates observations regarding Emecheta’s disdain for
women who align themselves with men who embody oppressive attitudes in their
dealings with women. If Emecheta denounces these women, one must also highlight the
sense of powerlessness these women face in aligning with dominant men. Akunna and

her brother would certainly meet poverty and ruin if their mother failed to establish
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herself in the household of her newest husband. Therefore Emecheta’s condemnation of
women who seek to gain by joining with patriarchal men represents complex
intersections of power where women strive for influence in polygamous households.

Traditional Igbo courtship practices are not portrayed as demeaning or oppressive
for women in the Wieschoff or Smith texts. Smith explains that traditionally, all actions
leading up to the marriage of an Igho couple involved fostering mutual respect among the
two respective families of the betrothed (Smith, 135). Thus an act of verbal or sexual
abuse by a potential suitor, as conveyed by Emecheta, would work to break the positive
bonds that families strive to create with the possibility of marriage. Overall this scene
falls out of sync of what was typical among acceptable courtship practices, yet it is
nonetheless singularly depicted as representative of how traditional marital practices are
often harmful to women.

The tyrannical nature of courtship and marriage, and the negative depictions of
traditional Igbo values are commonly highlighted by scholars examining Emecheta’s
work. Cynthia Ward emphasizes the debate among critics regarding Emecheta’s
depiction of some traditional African values as detrimental to women. In her article
“What They Told Buchi Emecheta: Oral Subjectivity and the Joys of ‘Otherhood,’” she
cites the critique of feminist scholar Katherine Frank and African-centered scholar
Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi in the discussion of this issue. Ward reveals that while
Frank interprets the literature with a “neocolonialist viewpoint,” Ogunyemi rejects the
feminist undertones of Emecheta’s work. When evaluating this particular text, Ward
references Ogunyemi who states that “Emecheta ‘writes about Africa with a western

sensibility, so much so that her attack on the tradition of bride price with its feminist
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thrust becomes suspect; she is no longer ‘one of us’” (Ward, 85). According to Ward’s
text, Ogunyemi resents Emecheta’s depiction of African institutions as those that solely
subjugate women and is suspicious of such portrayals, since this inherently reflects
dominating Eurocentric ideals in reference to African phenomena.

The idea of personal freedom has both a literal and figurative meaning with a
chapter entitled “Escape.” Metaphorically this chapter reveals how Akunna desperately
wishes to escape from the social traditions that quell her freedom, namely those that
prevent her from marrying Chike. Emecheta writes,

If she was forced to live with these people for long, she would die, for that was

the intention behind all the taboos and customs. Anyone who contravened them

was better dead. If you tried to hang on to life, you would gradually be helped
towards death by psychological pressures. And when you were dead, people
would ask: Did we not say so? Nobody goes against the laws of the land and

survives. (Emecheta, 141)

This powerful statement describes, in Emecheta’s mind, the overarching consequences
for individuals whose sense of autonomy is forcibly destroyed by traditional norms. For
this author, failing to validate one’s intrinsic desires is to move towards death. Emecheta
goes so far as to proclaim that the very purpose of such cultural norms lies in instilling a
sense of dread that encourages Igbo women to obey tradition. Declarations such as these
are inflammatory for those who recognize the intrinsic value that the “laws of the land”
may hold. This also exposes Emecheta’s lasting anger at the psychological pressure she
endured while attempting to subscribe to cultural ideals. She obtains a hard earned sense

of freedom in rebelliously condemning groupthink. This ultimately aids Emecheta in

emancipating herself from the burdens that come with gratifying “the group.”
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Aside from obtaining figurative freedom Akunna must literally free herself after
being kidnapped by her sexually abusive suitor, Okoboshi. He attempts to rape Akunna
in order to solidify her status as his official wife. She escapes by shamefully lying that
she is not a virgin, which vehemently repulses him. Ultimately Chike secretly helps
Akunna escape from Okoboshi’s familial compound and in the midst of this scene
Emecheta writes that “a few stars were peeping shyly from behind the thick dark clouds”
(Emecheta, 145). This imagery references how the union between Akunna and Chike
provides the light of hope against the stinging humiliation she has endured from
Okoboshi’s family as a defiled bride, and the shame she has caused her own through her
prevailing love for a “slave.” For Akunna, her love for Chike is a redeeming aspect of an
otherwise bewildering and oppressive existence.

The imagery of Chike’s refined Christian character is not lost on readers, as he
doggedly strives to save the girl that he loves. Chike is tender and unassuming in his
interactions with Akunna, a move by Emecheta that further distances her work from
reflecting the positive aspects of Igbo culture in light of Westernization. Yet this aspect
of her text is rooted in the colonial history of Nigeria, as revealed by G. Ugo Nwokeji. In
the article “The Slave Emancipation Problematic: Igbo Society and the Colonial
Equation” Nwokeji reveals how Western religion left an indelible mark on Igbo social
relations, particularly for those who were enslaved. Nwokeji writes that “slave
resistance, the Christian influence, abolitionist pressure, demographic shifts relating to
urbanization, and the evolution of capitalist relations of production were relevant
historical processes”that converged in creating intricate connections among the freeborn

and enslaved in Igbo societies (Nwokeji, 322).
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Moreover Nwokeji notes how enslaved Igbos aligned themselves with European
missionaries, who condemned the practice of slavery as part of a propagandist
humanitarian goal (Nwokeji, 329). With the creation of Chike, Emecheta subscribes to
colonizing ideas where Igbo slaves (and their descendants), exhibit altruism in the form
of Christian character. The nature of Christianity conveyed here contrasts sharply with
the image of indigenous Igbo practices, which are portrayed as savage heathenism. This
impression further vilifies bride price as an immoral practice and fully extends aspects of
colonial thought, where Christian sovereignty offers relief from traditional tyranny.
Uraizee discusses Emecheta’s use of Western religious ideology in attacking the
oppressive aspects of Igbo culture. In interrogating this issue she asserts that “Emecheta,
in her novels, seems to advocate a thorough Westernization of Nigerian patriarchy and in
some places suggests that male oppression of female bodies and labor is more prevalent
in black males than in whites” (Uraizee, 21). Emecheta’s writings do reflect the
sentiment that African men should adapt Westernized ideals in their dealings with
women, hence the presence of Chike who manifests as Akunna’s savior. Sougou also
provides a pointed observation regarding the way in which Emecheta deplores the
domineering patriarchal aspects of her culture. He argues that,
The scathing manner in which oppressive customs are denounced leaves no doubt
about the militant ideology driving the novel, which clearly supports feminist
ideals. It equally emerges from this reading of the text that anger with the
motherland... and awareness of an alien readership tinge the narrative and
sometimes invest it with a vision close to that of colonial stereotypes. (Sougou,
70)

With this statement Sougou mirrors much of the sentiment reflect by Ogunyemi in the

Ward text. The ferocity of Emecheta’s attack against patriarchal aspects of Igbo culture
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may alienate African-centered scholars. It also mimics unfortunate aspects of
Eurocentric representations of African life, where the “savage” practices of Africans fall
short of the advanced ways of Western life.

Following an eloped marriage to Chike, Emecheta allows an angelic Akunna to
quietly die shortly after giving birth. Akunna is essentially a martyr of tradition. The
surprising conclusion to this novel repositions cultural traditions as possessing a
supernatural hold on future generations. She writes,

So it was that Chike and Akunna substantiated the traditional superstition they

had unknowingly set out to eradicate. Every girl born in Ibuza after Akunna’s

death was told her story, to reinforce the old taboos of the land. If a girl wished to
live long and see her children’s children, she must accept the husband chosen for
her by her people, and the bride price must be paid... It was a psychological hold
over every young girl that would continue to exist, even in the face of

modernisation. (Emecheta, 168)

With this Emecheta illustrates the menacing authority of ancient traditions that strip
women of personal power. The ominous ending to this text seals the story’s significance
as Emecheta aspires to depict her inner most abhorrent reverence for mystic traditions
that stifle the joys of Ighbo women. In fact Chukukere notes that the true cause of
Akunna’s death is not simply due to childbirth alone. She argues that “social tradition
has become so ingrained in the heroine’s mind that she is finally destroyed by “fear” and
“her own inability to enjoy total physical and psychological revolt against stultifying
conventions” (Chukukere, 174). Thus according to this interpretation, the mental weight
of Akunna’s disobedience and her subsequent pursuit of freedom is what eventually leads
to her awful demise.

As it stands Bride Price is one of Emecheta’s most valuable works. It upholds her

unapologetic commitment to dismantling practices that oppress women. Yet it also
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demonstrates her complex immersion in Igbo cultural traditions. It is phenomenal to
witness the depths of her passion when confronting conventional beliefs. The pained
anger and feelings of helplessness conveyed through the work in the face of obstinate
ancestral might is exceptional. The reverent horror tradition breeds is awe-inspiring yet
infuriating. Emecheta demonstrates a keen disgust with the loss of self that arises when
one is trapped by groupthink. The stylistic maneuverings of this text also reveal her
obsessive skill in recreating fictive narrations that are strongly rooted in the socio-
political history of her people.

The dreadful enslavement of Ojebeta also details the ironies of freedom and
oppression in the lives of Igbo women. She is sold into slavery by her older brother
Okolie, who wishes to purchase a fancy outfit for his coming-of-age ceremony. Thus any
notion of liberation for the young Ojebeta is banished soon after The Slave Girl begins.
However Emecheta softens the selfish ambitions of Okolie, whom she depicts as a young
impoverished man struggling to overcome the guilt of his actions. He ultimately sells
Ojebeta to a distant relative, Ma Palagada, who has built an impressive empire in a vast
market through lucrative business practices.

With this narrative Emecheta creates a text where women once again endure
oppression and abuse through indigenous cultural practices. The issue of freedom
dominates this text. Yet within this novel Emecheta also highlights the ways in which
ambitious Igbo women held power through commerce and trade. Although published in
1977, this portrayal historically references Nigerian history. Watts and Bassett note that
the trade markets of coastal Nigeria were instrumental in global commerce for centuries.

In their article “Crisis and Change in African Agricutlure: A Comparative Study of the
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Ivory Coast and Nigeria,” they state that “the southern regions were drawn into the world
economy as early as the seventeenth century through the slave and palm oil trade” (Watts
& Bassett, 7). In essence then, much of The Slave Girl mimics a cutout of historical
instances where Igbo women profited from or were victims of human bondage. The
historical references of this text deepen its value among the novels, and reflect the degree
to which Emecheta herself remains rooted in Igbo culture.

With Ma Palagada, Emecheta weaves a character that exudes the relaxed
confidence of a successful businesswoman who enjoys the comforts of life in the
privileged class. “A very big lady appeared from around the corner — a lady who was tall
of bearing, a lady who was very proud... she was also the most well dressed person
Ojebeta had ever seen... a velveteen cushion on a bench was plumped up for her to sit
on” (Emecheta, 52). Here Emecheta is strategically revealing Ma Palagada as not only a
powerful woman, but as one who is undoubtedly in control of her life and those of her
many slaves.

Ojebeta’s meek and trusting persona contrasts sharply with Ma Palagada’s
physical bulk and strident personality. She writes that “Ojebeta was a child brought up
with so much love and so much trust that it never occurred to her to distrust a smiling
face” (Emecheta, 53). From this readers can speculate that with an upbringing such as
this, the sheltered Ojebeta cannot begin to grasp the horrifying idea of losing her freedom
and living as a slave. Thus this novel creatively explores the complex notion of personal
power in women'’s lives. It depicts women who are simultaneously empowered yet

repressed through cultural traditions. Ultimately with this novel Emecheta highlights
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how women themselves manipulate cultural practices and institutions in curtailing the
freedom of other women.

Sharing in Ojebeta’s hardships is Chiago, a young slave woman who acts as an
older sister to Ojebeta. With Chiago, Emecheta creates a woman who has accepted her
fate to remain a slave. As such Emecheta displays how the fearful powers of Igbo
traditions quell Chiago’s desire for freedom. She reveals this when writing that,

The most important was that a slave who made an unsuccessful attempt to run

away was better off dead. Such a slave would be so tortured that he or she would

be useless as a person, or else might be used for burial. She had watched one
such horrible burial... The chief wife of the master of the house had died, and it
was necessary for her husband to send her to the land of the dead accompanied by

a female slave. The one chosen... was said to be a princess captured in war from

another Ibo village; she made attempts to return to where she came from... On the

eve of the burial she was brought and ordered to lie down in the shallow grave.

As might be expected, she resisted, but there was no pity on the faces of the men

who stood by watching, amused by her cries. One of the sons of the dead woman

lost his patience and...took a club and struck the defenceless woman hard at the
back of her shaved head... She did not drop down into the grave... she was

still struggling even when the body of her dead mistress was placed on her. She

still fought and cried out, so alive. Soon her voice was completely silenced by the

damp earth that was piled on both her and the dead woman. (Emecheta, 62)

The horrifying portrayal of a woman being buried alive in accordance with Igbo tradition,
plays into Emecheta’s goals in highlighting how certain aspects of Igbo culture leave
disadvantaged women without freedom. This scene undoubtedly works as an emotional
ploy to produce a strong sense of rejection in readers who are grappling to accept
traditional aspects of Igbo culture.

Once again, women are depicted not only as people who lack freedom under

indigenous customs, but as those who face death when such customs are enforced by

others. With this passage Emecheta depicts women who literally fight for their lives
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when menacing factors work to destroy them. Ward emphasizes Emecheta’s tendency
towards conveying this idea when explaining that,

Her novels represent the experience of the African woman struggling to assert her

self against historically determined insignificance, a self constituted through the

suffering of nearly every form of oppression — racial, sexual, colonial — that
human society has created, a self that must find its voice in order to speak not

only for itself but for all others similarly oppressed. (Ward, 83)

Through her critique of tradition, Emecheta vehemently shows how African women
battle the afore mentioned forms of oppression — as well as that which is derived from
socio-economic status, to secure a place in the world where they deserve to live and exist
freely.

Therefore the issue of liberation becomes an interesting phenomenon for Chiago
who finds mental freedom from her slavery by choosing to accept her enslavement.
Emecheta reveals the depth of this idea through the inner thoughts of Chiago by writing,
“If only Chiago could have communicated all that passed through her mind to this
struggling little girl. She wished she could tell her that the only course left for her was to
make the best of everything, by being docile and trouble-free” (Emecheta, 63). Therefore
by coming to terms with one’s lack of power and relinquishing desires to live freely,
women can tolerate oppressive circumstances by hopelessly complying with restrictive
aspects of Igbo culture.

While the narrator of this text notes that Ma Palagada treats her slaves with a
small degree of kindness, Chiago’s hardships are further revealed through her interactions
with Pa Palagada, who has taken a particular liking to Chiago. Emecheta writes that,

Pa Palagada liked her, that much she knew. By contrast, it would never have

occurred to him that she might hate the very sight of him. He had insisted on her
rubbing his back and cutting his nails, while he occasionally dipped his huge
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hands into her blouse. She had learned to stop protesting, to accept his attentions
and be quiet about it all. But now they said this equally horrible son was coming
from wherever they had dumped him... was she to be used as a plaything for him
too? (Emecheta, 93)

With this revelation readers are confronted with the ultimate consequences of Chiago’s
lack of freedom — sexual abuse. It is not uncommon for Emecheta to depict women
whose lack of power manifests through rape or sexual exploitation. Chiago also reveals
that Ma Palagada’s son began raping her at a very young age, and upon telling Ma
Palagada she was subsequently “ordered to shut up” (Emecheta, 94). Next Chiago
reveals that Pa Palagada would demand sexual favors from her and promise freedom in
return. When relaying the sorrows of her plight Chiago ultimately says, “I don’t want
either of them. But what can I do” (Emecheta, 94)? This question of power ultimately
solidifies Chiago’s lack of freedom throughout the novel as she frequently insists that
there is no action she can take to improve her lot in life.

This poignant portrayal conveys the helplessness that women encounter in the
face of injustice. Through Chiago, Emecheta creates a vulnerable woman who accepts
her enslavement as an unchangeable aspect of her existence. This portrayal mirrors
Emecheta’s own sentiments she possessed when confronted with the inability to free
herself from seemingly inescapable oppressive forces.

Sougou compares this aspect of Emecheta’s fiction to the vicious realities of

colonization as depicted in Frantz Fanon’s Wretched of the Earth. Sougou writes that

“the violence done to the slave girls, starting with their sale into forced labour in the
household and at the market stall and going on to the sexual molestation and physical

violence, echoes the violence Fanon sees in colonialism” (Sougou, 78). By ignoring
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Chiago’s continuing sexual abuse Ma Palagada condones it. This allows Emecheta to
reveal a complex arrangement where women directly subjugate other women and assist
men in asserting control over vulnerable women’s bodies.

In a subsequent chapter entitled “Lost Identity” readers are once again confronted
with the image of Ma Palagada’s content and comfortable lifestyle, which she enjoys
with ease. This depiction of Ma Palagada now seems utterly immoral when contrasted to
that of the unsettling image of the suffering slave woman. Emecheta depicts Palagada as
a woman with immense personal power; as such she is a woman that can bring a man to
his knees. This imagery is reflected at the onset of the text when Palagada finally
purchases Ojebeta. She spitefully thrusts money to Okolie, who scrambles to the ground
to retrieve the few small coins (Emecheta, 69). Palagada’s freedom and inherent power is
also revealed through the interactions with her husband. Emecheta writers that “Ma
Palagada pretended to let her present husband make the rules” (Emecheta, 93).

Conversely even the seemingly invincible Palagada loses freedom in the face of
British colonial rule. She awkwardly defends herself when asked by other market women
why she has not joined their effort in rejecting a newly imposed tax on women. This
scenario is a direct reference to the resistance brought forth by Igbo women in dealing
European colonial rule in the 1800’s.

Amassing Strength in Numbers: The Socio-Political Power of Igho Women

The socio-political power of Igbo women is considered highly important since in
pre-colonial Nigeria these women were highly influential, and regarded as the
“watchdogs” of public morality. Historically Igbo women utilized their social networks

to build powerful alliances when interacting with both African and European men.



77
Agbasiere notes that within their communities, Igbo women’s organizations would
discipline those who violated cultural and social norms through dance and song. She
reveals that

When a group, or groups, of men are known to threaten public peace, the women

of the affected locality, on behalf of themselves and their husbands, send a

delegation to the village elders to protest. If their protest is not duly heeded then,

as a group they revolt by taking concerted action to ensure public discipline or

law enforcement. (Agbasiere, 39-40)

This point illustrates the consequences for others if women’s organizations were not
taken seriously by community members. The social disorder that could be created by
protesting women’s groups was an alarming and effective way that they collectively
ensured that their concerns would be addressed.

The power exhibited by cooperative women’s groups is also dissected in the
article entitled “Sitting on a Man: Colonialism and the Lost Political Institutions of Igbo
Women” by Judith Van Allen. She describes several historical instances where Igbo
women in pre-colonial Nigeria were provoked into action by individuals who ignored
their concerns. She writes that “sitting on a man” or to “make war on” a man involved a
series of social uproars that specifically entailed going to a man’s compound at night,
banging on his hut, dancing, and singing songs that outlined the culprit’s wrongdoings.
This could continue throughout the following day until the offender apologized and
promised to change (Van Allen, 170). “Sitting on a man” might take place if a husband
beat his wife too vigorously, let his cow eat a woman’s crops, or violated market rules. If

a group of men provoked a women’s organization into action, then mass boycotts and

strikes could take place.
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Van Allen reveals a historical moment when women united in protest. She
references a European observer who recalls witnessing a situation where women refused
to participate in their daily domestic duties until their husbands complied with their
requests.

The men... were very angry because their wives were openly having relations

with their lovers. The men... met and passed a law to the effect that every

woman... should renounce her lover and present a goat to her husband as a token

of repentance... The women held... secret meetings and, a few mornings later,

they went to a neighboring [village], leaving all but suckling children behind

them... [The men] endured it for a day and a half and then they went to the

women and begged their return... (Van Allen, 171)
This point illustrates how the far women were willing to go in order to obtain justice in
what was deemed an unfair situation. One could hardly engage in such tactics
individually, but as a group, Igbo women were not to be ignored and their decisions were
not to be taken lightly.

Igbo women also extended this power in combating European colonizers. One of
the earliest recorded mass protests in Nigeria took place in 1925 and is aptly titled the

Dancing Women’s Movement or “nwaobiala.” Nina Emma Mba writes extensively on

this subject in her text, Nigerian Women Mobilized, Women’s Political Activity in

Southern Nigeria, 1900-1965. She writes that the movement began when women in

Owerri Province believed they had witnessed a phenomenal birth where a message from
Chineke (God) appeared. The message essentially was a command for Igbo society to
leave behind colonial ways and return to the days when society was free from European
influences (Mba, 72). The gravity with which the women believed in this movement is
also illustrated by Mba when she reveals the chaos and destruction that ensued with the

subsequent displays of civil disobedience. She writes that in one instance “at Nnobi the
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women placed obstructions on one of the main roads, burned the market, and filled the
local courthouse with refuse. Women withdrew their children from school and stopped
going to the market” (Mba, 70). The Dancing Women’s Movement caused quite a
disturbance in regions where it spread, however by the end of 1925 the movement died
out without prompting hardly any change from the British colonial government.

Despite the hardships they encountered under the colonial government, Igho
women nonetheless collectively sought justice when they felt threatened with unfair
treatment. One example of this is found in the Women’s War of 1929 as discussed by Ifi

Amadiume in the text Reinventing Africa, Matriarchy, Religion and Culture. Amadiume

argues that Igbo women engaged in the Women’s War as a protest against the economic
oppression they faced under the British colonial system. She writes that the women’s
revolution was a direct response to the fact that their social and political organizations
were diminishing, their indigenous religion was banned by the colonial government, and
that some Igbo men obtained political advantages, thus setting women at a new
disadvantage politically in the new government system (Amadiume, 125).

Van Allen states that the Women’s War began when British officers began to
document the possessions of Igbo people, particularly the women. One warrant chief,
upon asking a woman to provide feedback regarding the number of livestock she owned,
unknowingly prompted the mass protest. Women retaliated by staying on the premises of
a district office until they received written notice that they would not be taxed as Igbo
men were being taxed (Van Allen, 173).

P.K. Uchendu also discusses the Women’s War in the text The Role of Nigerian

Women in Politics, Past and Present. Uchendu writes that the women “resisted such
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colonial agents like the warrant chiefs as being disruptive of the traditional Igbo
government system. The warrant chiefs became the women’s principal targets during the
riot which aimed at bringing down the colonial administration” (Uchendu, 38). Igbo
women used the same practices as in earlier times when “sitting on a man” was an
effective way of securing justice: the women made noise, threatened the offenders,
stomped their feet, and invoked their female ancestors; they essentially created a large
riot until their demands were adequately met (Van Allen, 175). In relating the women’s
uprising, Uchendu cites an elderly man as saying, “I am an old man and have been a chief
a long time. Inall my life I never saw the women carrying on in this fashion. | never
saw the women flinging sand at their chiefs or white men, or attacking them with sticks”
(Uchendu, 42).

The political fervor through which Igbo women organized and demonstrated in
1929 is a testament of the zeal these women felt in regards to their status within the
political realm. Many women actually lost their lives struggling to obtain their political
freedom of bygone days. Uchendu writes that the protest went beyond dance and song.
Some women assaulted district officers, burned colonial buildings, and stole from
factories (Uchendu, 42). During one particular raid colonial police shot and killed
eighteen women while wounding no less than nineteen women. Simultaneously in
neighboring villages 1,500 women shouted angry protests, sang threatening songs until
the district officer met with them to quell the disturbances (Uchendu, 42).

Moreover Judith Lynne Hanna, in an article entitled “Dance, Protest, and
Women’s ‘Wars’: Cases from Nigeria and the United States” claims that there were some

major changes that directly resulted from this particular movement. She reveals that Igho
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women were triumphant in destroying the position of warrant chief. The office of
warrant chief was replaced with ‘massed benches’ where larger groups of people were
allowed to judge cases, rather than a single individual. However even within the revised
political system Igbo women were still politically marginalized when compared to men.
There was no political space where women could collectively be active in the colonial
government (Hanna, 340).

Overall the Women’s War of 1929 was a widely organized protest in which
women traveled from afar and gave donations in order to ensure that their efforts yielded
results. Hanna notes that women were able to rapidly coordinate their protests “because
of their strong societal organizations and effective communication networks based on
concentration in the markets and dispersal along trade routes” (Hanna, 340). What is
particularly outstanding is that very few men were involved, and that leadership for the
riot rested solely in the women’s hands (Van Allen, 175).

The impact that this movement had on Emecheta’s text is addressed by Umeh
who writes that “The ‘Aba Women’s War of 1929” was an historical reality that must
have fed Emecheta’s imagination,” since the many of her heroines represent the survivors
spirit of this time (Umeh, xxxii). This historical knowledge produces a very complex
characterization in Ma Palagada. She is a woman who shamelessly profits on human
bondage, yet she is depicted as one who is linked to a very powerful group of women
who engage in their own struggle for liberation against colonial forces. She is essentially
a walking paradox, for she unites with women in the pursuit of freedom while

simultaneously enslaving other women.
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Shortly after the onset of the Aba Women’s War, Ma Palagada falls ill and holds
little chance for recovering from her illness (Emecheta, 135). The impending death of
Ma Palagada symbolizes the diminishing power of successful Igbo women, who were
systematically disenfranchised with the growth of the British colonial system. In
narrating the death of the proud and confident Ma Palagada, Emecheta reveals a
sorrowful and perhaps regretful tone. Her death symbolizes the end of an era, where Igho
women exerted significant power in various aspects of society.

The issue of Ojebeta’s freedom once again is brought to the forefront with the
coming of Ma Palagada’s daughter Victoria. Born from Ma Palagada’s union with a
European man, Victoria is domineering and overtly cruel in her interactions with the
slaves. What little freedom Ojebeta, now a teenaged girl, enjoyed under Ma Palagada’s
relaxed rule, is totally reversed with the reign of Victoria. She is frequently beaten by her
new mistress for the smallest mistake. With the death of Ma Palagada Ojebeta inwardly
considers running away, despite the plans of Ma Palagada’s son who wishes to make
Ojebeta his wife.

Ojebeta bravely requests her freedom from Pa Palagada and is unexpectedly
released; she is even given money to return back to her native town (Emecheta, 144).
This leap for freedom is further facilitated by the influence of Chiago who, after giving
birth to Pa Palagada’s son, is now the new mistress of the Palagada household. Chiago’s
social mobility is noted by Nwokeji who reveals that historically enslaved Igbo women
could obtain freedom through marriage to a free born man (Nwokeji, 338). Chiago’s
sense of victimization has given way to quiet contentment, and it appears that she is

ultimately pleased to remain as the mistress of her former abuser. This new arrangement
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is slightly mentioned by the narrator, yet it reveals Emecheta’s subtle criticism in
reference to women, motherhood and marriage. Essentially, even the worse form of
abuse can be subdued in the face of acceptance and motherhood, as Chiago no longer
projects the desperate discouragement of her formerly enslaved self.

Objebeta’s redeeming moment is encountered when she clinches her freedom in
the face of Victoria’s abuse and tyranny: “‘I am going to my people. I am going home!’
Her heart was beating fast. Her eyes were round and shone with the first joy of freedom.
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‘’'m going home’” (Emecheta, 144). Emecheta uses the presence of Victoria to further
once more demonstrate how women utilize Igbo traditions in oppressing other women.
The significance of this is highlighted by Sougou who reveals that “both the traditional
institutions of bride price and domestic slavery are shown as expressions of a violent and
repressive ideology implemented by occult psychological threats,” mainly provided
through the fearful presence of tradition (Sougou, 83). Singularly it would prove difficult
for one woman to dominate another, but those who aligned themselves with rooted
establishments, women like Victoria and Ma Palagada, find that wielding power over
other women to be a natural benefit of privileged life.

Ojebeta’s triumph in gaining freedom is short-lived and the novel concludes with
a chapter entitled, “Slave With a New Master.” It is here that readers learn that after
struggling with enslavement throughout her childhood, Ojebeta soon acquires new
“masters.” Emecheta portrays Ojebeta’s fear and dismay at overhearing a late night
argument among her family members, regarding the man they plan to select for her

marriage. As she considers what her future holds the narrator reveals, “She had been a

slave before against her wishes; if this time she must marry and belong to a man
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according to the custom of her people, she intended doing so with her eyes wide open...
she intended having a say in the matter” (Emecheta, 168). Here we see Ojebeta asserting
a form of control over a forced decision. By allowing this, Emecheta reflects the nature
of autonomy as expressed in the Agbasiere text; individuals exert personal power — but
not at the expense of the well-being of the group. Essentially if she is forced into
marriage by her family members, Ojebeta intends to influence how this decision will
impact her life.

The previously mentioned marital passage demonstrates Emecheta’s internal
manifestations of traditional values, where women “belong” to men. This definition of
marriage is one that leaves women without autonomy. It represents Emecheta’s ideas of
what it means to be a married Igbo woman, and is informed by the scarring traumas she
endured as a married woman.

The ultimate contradiction of life for Igbo women is expressed through
Emecheta’s illustration of freedom. Ojebeta’s liberation is limited, though enhanced by
her willingness to accept her fate and cooperate with those holding power over her life.
Emecheta’s overarching critique of marriage in Igbo culture is provocative and
essentially inflammatory. She writes,

There was certainly a kind of eternal bond between husband and wife, a bond

produced maybe by centuries of traditions, taboos, and, latterly, Christian dogma.

Slave, obey your master. Wife, honour your husband, who is your father, your

head, your heart, your soul. So there was little room for Ojebeta to exercise her

own individuality, her own feelings, for these were entwined in Jacob’s... she
was happy in her husband, happy to be submissive, even to accept the occasional

beating... (Emecheta, 173-4)

Bitterly, Emecheta depicts Ojebeta as a woman, who after struggling through slavery, is

nonetheless still a slave through her marriage with a man. Emecheta projects a keen
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disgust for the kind of marriage that leaves a woman disenfranchised and strips her of
independent power. Mockingly, she allows Ojebeta to state, “I feel free in belonging to a
new master from my very own town Ibuza... thank you, my new owner. Now [ am free
in your house. I could not wish for a better master” (Emecheta, 179). This works to
agitate readers who previously sympathized with Ojebeta as a helpless slave girl, who
longed desperately for freedom. Her struggle and courage in pursuing freedom is washed
away with her newfound happiness to be a “slave,” and in her acceptance of marginalized
autonomy.

Sougou’s analysis of this occurrence is that “Ojebeta defines her freedom in
relation to being married or belonging to someone else. The parallelism between slavery
and subordination to males is sustained throughout the narrative. This strategy aims to
impress on readers the relationship between marriage and the commodification of women
and girls” (Sougou, 83). Arguably, Ojebeta’s definition of freedom, as relayed by
Sougou, is a concept she has inherited via her socialization of Igbo womanhood.

Nonetheless Emecheta persistently reiterates Ojebeta’s enslavement in writing
that “as Britain was emerging from war once more victorious, and claiming to have
stopped the slavery which she had helped to spread... Ojebeta, now a woman of thirty-
five, was changing masters” (Emecheta, 179). The ominous conclusion of this text
forecasts the sinister and shadowy future that awaits women like Ojebeta, whose only joy
lies in existing as a slave in marriage. Emecheta’s representations of marriage for Igbo
women are frightening. These portrayals only hint at the agony she encountered while

striving to embody traditional values that required her slave-like loyalty in marriage.
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Freedom becomes a critical issue for Kehinde as she is pressured to undergo an
abortion by her husband who harbors financial fears. However soon after this he leaves
Kehinde and their children in London and takes a second wife in Nigeria. As a modern
African woman in Britain, Kehinde possesses some degree of freedom over her
circumstances, but she nonetheless struggles with making choices as an autonomous
woman. With this text Emecheta demonstrates how women are entrapped by traditional
Igbo marital values and ultimately lose freedom.

At the onset of Kehinde, Emecheta reveals Kehinde’s secret resentment towards

her husband’s family members. She inwardly reflects, “This was the right time to talk
about her hurt at being regarded as a nonperson by her sister-in-law” (Emecheta, 3). This
brief statement reveals volumes in how Kehinde feels in reference to the relationship she
shares with her female kin. She believes that she is a “nonperson,” someone without the
right to freely live as she sees fit. Emecheta repeatedly creates the idea that women are
largely regarded as inferiors to men, particularly by their husbands and family members.
When Kehinde announces her third pregnancy to her husband Albert, what should
be a joyous occasion quickly manifests as conflict. Despite the fact that Kehinde earns
more income than Albert, he is afraid that they will not be able to comfortably support
another child (Emecheta, 4). In creating this scenario Emecheta reveals Kehinde’s socio-
economic power, as an educated British immigrant, to be greater than women who reside
in Nigeria. She writes that Albert “was not unaware of the legal status of a wife here in
Britain. In Nigeria, the home belonged to the man, even if the woman spent her entire

life keeping it in order. She could never ask her husband to leave the house, as was done
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here” (Emecheta, 4). Emecheta’s intention with this passage is to demonstrate how
women in Western nations hold more power than in Nigeria.

The idea that African women are empowered through contact with Western
cultural norms is controversial in that it reveals how women are marginalized under Igbo
social practices. Sougou acknowledges this as a common thread in many of Emecheta’s
novels and writes that “England is synonymous with liberation” as it often presents the
chance “to enjoy matrimony away from the stifling customs” prevalent in Igbo culture
(Sougou, 42). Yet Albert manages to use his marital authority, albeit in a seemingly
tactful way, to convince Kehinde to end her pregnancy. He wishes to return to Nigeria
and views Kehinde’s pregnancy as a botched part of his plan. When he inquires about
what Kehinde wishes to do about the pregnancy she snaps, “‘you asking me what you are
going to do? Are you no longer the head of the family’” (Emecheta, 6)? This moment of
conversation is telling in that it reveals Albert’s status as the leader of his family and
shows how Kehinde is relegated to being his inferior, even in matters pertaining to her
body. Kehinde shuns the lure of liberty in order to subscribe to her traditional role as a
submissive wife.

Despite her anger Kehinde is conscious of her inferiority, which demonstrates
how she has come to accept the superior status of her husband. As an extension of this
the narrator reveals that “Kehinde was aware that she could talk to her husband less
formally than women like her sister, Ifeyinwa, who were in more traditional marriages”
(Emecheta, 6). This statement directly demonstrates how women are either restrained or

controlled through marriage.
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Yet in addressing spousal responsibility in traditional Igbo marriages the
Wieschoff text states that “the husband does not have full rights over his wife, but just as
the wife has responsibilities towards him, he likewise has obligations toward her, the
neglect of which may also void the contract between the two clans” (Wieschoff, 300).
This portrayal of marital power differs greatly with what Emecheta has created through
Kehinde and Albert, since he appears to wield considerable influence over her in their
marriage. Perhaps Smith’s text offers a more telling explanation of modern African
marriage since his research largely involved couples that married from 1995 — 1997.
Through his study he found that even in modern marriages ““a strikingly more patriarchal
gender dynamic emerges” among husbands and wives (Smith, 140). With this
scholarship, Kehinde’s marriage to Albert and her perception regarding the dominance of
her husband reflects what is commonly observed among contemporary married Igbo
couples in Nigeria.

The complexity of Kehinde’s Igbo marriage as it exists in Britain is such that she
has some freedom of expression when interacting with Albert. Despite her income,
education, and immigration to the West, she is still regarded as inferior to her husband.
This predominate issue is addressed in the article “Western Time, African Lives: Time in
the Novels of Buchi Emecheta” by Anthony Barthelemy. Barthelemy acknowledges the
lure of freedom that Emecheta’s characters embrace in connecting with Western values.
He states that “women still remain apart, and female biology and patriarchal imperatives
focus the women’s attention on ‘liberating’ aspects of Western culture even as the
women seek to find ways to adhere to the indigenous culture that Emecheta believes

oppresses them,” however “the imperial culture that seems to offer freedom is
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inseparable from” aspects of Western society and culture, which is also oppressive for
African women (Barthelemy, 561). With this, Barthelemy reveals the ironic impression
that Westernization has on the lives of Emecheta’s heroines. Such acquired freedom is
limited since it is granted as a result of the conquering nature of imperial forces that
undeniably subjugate both Africans and women. Albert and Kehinde live in a society
where children are perceived as financial burdens and not as returning ancestors, which
according to Emecheta, is a crucial aspect of Igbo cosmology and culture (Emecheta, 32).

While undergoing the abortion Kehinde feels the pull of ancestral spirits who
discourage her impending action as a cultural taboo and she nearly dies. This is a unique
dynamic that further complicates Kehinde’s autonomy as an Igbo woman. She feels
pressure to adhere to her husband’s wishes, while validating her own need to keep her
baby and satisfy the overwhelming influence of Spirit. Following the procedure Kehinde
feels lower than a strutting prostitute she sees walking down the street. “Albert had
brought her to the level of that woman... to him, they were the same, just bodies,
convenient vehicles which, when they took on an inconvenient burden, could be emptied
of it by the same means” (Emecheta, 17). In this instance Kehinde’s lack of power
negates her humanity as a woman and she is reduced to feeling like an object that can be
used for a man’s pleasure and discarded.

In addressing his guilt over Kehinde’s near death experience Albert states, ““‘I’'m
sorry we have to do this. When we get home to Nigeria, you can have as many babies as
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you like, I promise’” (Emecheta, 22). Albert gives Kehinde permission to have more
children, thus exhibiting control over her reproductive power. This instance illustrates

how Kehinde’s marriage and her deference to Albert’s wishes limits her ability in
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controlling what happens to her body and in making choices that protect her wellbeing.
If the larger implications of this are not fully understood, Emecheta allows Albert’s inner
thoughts to reveal how he fully expects Kehinde to relinquish any remnants of power she
feels as an Igbo wife in London upon returning to Nigeria. Emecheta writes,

Kehinde would learn when they got home how she was supposed to behave.

Here, she was full of herself, playing the role of a white, middle-class woman, just

because she worked in a bank and earned more than he did. Many women

worked in banks at home, but did not allow it to go to their heads... the traditional

Igbo man was alive and strong, awaiting an opportunity to reclaim his birthright.

(Emecheta, 35)

Through Albert’s arrogance, Emecheta demonstrates the depths of male patriarchy in
traditional Ighbo marriages, where women, despite income and education, are expected to
conform to being subservient to men. Chukukere’s observations support this idea as she
claims that “traditionally, the woman is conceived of as a vehicle through which a man
satisfies his needs and fulfills his ambition. A truly virtuous woman should neither
question nor rebel against these conventions” (Chukukere, 186). This statement holds
true for many of Emecheta’s male characters, who use women and girls to reach a desired
outcome or goal.

In this specific text, Albert utilizes the financial wealth he acquires with
Kehinde’s income in creating a large familial compound in Nigeria with the addition of a
new wife. Accordingly, women who attempt to go against this predominate idea are
viewed by African men as embracing the values of white womanhood. This

inflammatory idea works to demonize Albert as a self-centered, egotistical man who will

truly gain happiness in his marriage once his wife adapts a submissive attitude in dealing
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with him. Passages such as these lead many scholars to deduce that Emecheta showcases
a feminist aesthetic through her art which manifests as a denunciation of Igbo culture.

The feminist label in relation to Emecheta’s work is further discussed in the Ward
text. She references the debate among critics regarding Emecheta’s depiction of
traditional African values as oppressive for women. While Ward maintains that “African
readings” of Emecheta’s novels reject the notion that she creates feminist literature,
passages such as the one previously referenced, work to muddy the ideological
definitions of Emecheta’s work. Ward argues that feminist critiques of Emecheta’s texts
“construct an abstract entity — ‘traditional African culture’ locating it as the source of
African women’s oppression and looking to Western feminist consciousness and Western
education for emancipation for the ‘slavery of tradition’” (Ward, 85). Moreover Ward
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cites feminist scholar Katherine Frank who claims that “‘slavery... is for Emecheta the
inherent condition of African women,” while ‘[e]ducation... is the crucial liberating force
in the lives of Emecheta’s heroines, and in fact their degree of servitude is inversely
proportional to the amount of education they receive’” (Ward, 85). By allowing Albert to
privately note how Kehinde will “learn her place” once she has been removed from the
resources of her Western life, Emecheta appears to mirror Frank’s assertion. Kehinde’s
education, employment, and British lifestyle essentially allow her to adopt Emecheta’s
perceived persona of a white woman in dealing with her husband.

Such critique overlooks the inner workings of subjugation in Kehinde and
Albert’s marriage. She is not totally free to embrace her true identity, perhaps as a white

woman could. She endures the pain of an abortion despite the emotional turmoil she

feels at not wanting to end her pregnancy. Kehinde is still saddled by the idea that she
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must embody the essence of Igbo womanhood by being a “good” wife — despite her
education.

The complexity of power as reflected in Emecheta’s depiction of Igbo marriages,
is such that wives are shown as constrained in their abilities to exert personal freedom.
Yet the assumption that women are entirely enslaved by traditional African culture
repudiates the empowered history that Igbo women maintained in pre-colonial societies.
To what degree has this pre-colonial power been transmitted into the lives of Igho women
who now live in modern post-colonial Africa? To completely disregard this aspect of
history, as is the tendency among feminist scholars such as Frank, presents an intellectual
misstep.

Marie Umeh addresses this issue in the text Emerging Perspectives on Buchi

Emecheta. Umeh asserts that Emecheta’s protest art is directly linked to Igbo women’s
tradition of fighting against injustice. She states, “Emecheta’s treatment of sexual
politics in her society is grounded in Igbo women’s protest against retrogressive cultural
norms, such as clitoridectomy, women as baby-machines, the prioritizing of boys at the
expense of girls, and widow inheritance” (Umeh, xxvi). Umeh also references traditional
women’s folk songs where women speak out “against customs. .. that work against
individual happiness and fulfillment for a woman” (Umeh, xxvii). This further
demonstrates the activist protest spirit inherent in the culture of Igho women. She also
references Emecheta herself, who reveals the source of inspiration for her art. “Emecheta
attributes her first-hand knowledge of African women’s struggle for selthood to the Ibuza

tradition of storytelling... another influence on Emecheta has been the female grassroots
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discourse in Africa with which she is so familiar” (Umeh, xxix). On the other hand
Umeh also reveals that Emecheta’s,

British education has exerted considerable influence on her writing in that both

her attitude and her language are very English... elsewhere Emecheta informs us

that the women’s movement in the West has had a great impact on her success as

a writer... Yet Emecheta... understands that sociopolitical differences separate

African women cross-culturally from women in other societies despite their

shared second-class status.  (Umeh, xxxi)

With Umeh’s contribution, one can assert that Emecheta’s portrayal of freedom
represents the intricate intermixing of traditional African female activism conveyed by a
woman who has absorbed aspects of European ideology through colonial contact with
religion and education.

At certain moments in the text Kehinde expresses a fierce resentment for
unmarried Igbo women who, unlike herself, are free to indulge in a full sense of
liberation. This is demonstrated at a party that Albert and Kehinde host prior to leaving
England. She shows a sincere disdain for Mary Elikwu, who recently ended her marriage
to her violent husband. Emecheta writes, “To the men in their circle, she was a curiosity,
to the women, a kind of challenge” (Emecheta, 38). In this sense Mary stands a
challenge for Igbo women who struggle to exert independence in the rigid face of
traditional marital norms. By choosing to leave an abusive husband, Mary is an enviable
representation of a woman that is free. Rather than celebrate Mary’s newfound joy in
leaving an abuser, Kehinde scorns her as someone “who refused to work at her marriage”

(Emecheta, 39). Kehinde vehemently dismisses Mary as a woman is ultimately beneath

her due to the loss of her marriage. In a way, Emecheta uses the brief appearance of
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Mary to defy the disempowered image of women who are bound by cultural norms that
rob them of free will.

Emecheta’s varied portrayal of African womanhood is key in this text. Her ability
to create female characters that support or reject the stereotypical image of African
womanhood is a celebrated skill. This issue regarding the power of character depiction is
addressed in the article “African Feminists Towards the Politics of Empowerment” by
Meyre lvone da Silva. Da Silva cites Nigerian feminist author Molara Ogundipe-Leslie
in discussing this matter when she writes, “the commitments of the African woman
writer” involve “empowering the African woman” by dismantling prevailing stereotypes
and highlighting the ways in which women are oppressed in modern Africa (Da Silva,
131). Moreover according to this scholar one major stereotype that must be
deconstructed is that of the African woman who is “self-sacrificing” and who endures all
“willingly and silently”” (Da Silva, 131).

Chukukere mirrors this sentiment regarding the prevalence of female stereotypes
in African literature. She argues that “the ideal female created by male writers in fiction
often acts within the framework of her traditional roles as wife and mother... thus a
woman’s honour and dignity often consist in her adherence to idealized norms of
wifehood and motherhood” which ultimately “fails to reflect much of the complex and
analytical perspectives of he reality of her situation” (Chukukere, 7). This contrasts
greatly with what African female writers produce through their art. Chukukere claims
that such writers create balanced characters that endure and survive patriarchal
institutions (Chukukere, 10). Emecheta’s Kehinde, to some degree, fulfills the stereotype

of the African woman who above all strives to embrace her role as a dutiful Igbo wife.
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However the beauty of this text lies in her failure and her subsequent celebration of
herself in spite of her evolving disappointments.

The trials that Kehinde endures with her arrival in Nigeria lead her to embrace a
new found wisdom regarding the liberation of women, since it is here that she
experiences a new level of subjugation in her marriage. She eventually joins Albert and
his extended family in Lagos and learns that not only has he taken a young, beautiful
woman as his second wife, but that they have an infant son and another child on the way.
Kehinde is not free to display her shock and dismay over what has occurred, since she
succumbs to familial expectations that she present herself as a respectful senior wife. Her
lack of freedom in this instance stands as a major contrast to the marital life she enjoyed
in England. Other women at her welcoming party empathize with Kehinde’s loss of
power. “On the faces of some of the women, however, she could clearly read a
combination of helplessness and sympathy... Though nobody said it directly, the
consensus obviously was that Kehinde should take things as she found them” (Kehinde,
75). That Kehinde is expected to endure the weight of her husband’s choices is an
unfortunate circumstance for a woman who already lacked conviction in maintaining her
autonomy in her marriage. The driving force of this arrangement is not merely Albert,
but it is also pressure from the family group that endorses his behavior and encourages
Kehinde to accept her new status as her husband’s senior wife.

Towards the conclusion of this text Kehinde finds that she cannot endure the
misery of her new life in Nigeria. She informs her children and her older sister that she
plans to fly to London and they shockingly try to persuade her to stay. However she

quickly returns to England with a renewed surge of joy at being free from the burdens of
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her traditional marital obligations. The imagery here is noted. The stifling heat of Lagos
directly represents her feelings of entrapment at being expected to conform to her societal
role as a senior wife. This contrasts greatly with her arrival in London where the crisp
spring air and budding trees reflect Kehinde’s new beginning as a liberated woman. The
novel comes to a head when Kehinde finally reaches the home that she once shared with
Albert. Emecheta reveals the triumph of Kehinde’s new found independence and writes,

The smell of the London terrace house welcomed her like a long lost child.
Before she could express it, a voice inside her rang out ‘Home, sweet home!’
Taiwo, who had not spoken to her since she had gone to Nigeria, was back.
Kehinde rebuked the voice: ‘This is not my home. Nigeria is my home.” As she
said it, she knew she was deceiving herself, and Taiwo would not let her get
away with it. “We make our own choices as we go along,” came the voice. ‘This
is yours. There’s nothing to be ashamed of in that.” (Emecheta, 108)
In this moment Emecheta demonstrates the invigorating power of freedom — to choose
one’s destiny in accordance to one’s desires. For this author, women can achieve this
level of freedom only when they emancipate themselves from the chokehold of marital
inferiority. This passage is important because it is the only moment in the text where
Kehinde is validated in making a personal decision and not fighting to demonstrate her
freedom. Here, familial spirit speaks to confirm her comfort in being free, as a natural
aspect of human life and a necessary part of possessing joy. This moment is wholly
sealed as Kehinde, “with unexpected strength,” rips the home’s for sale sign out of the
ground. She declares, “‘This house is not for sale... this house is mine’” (Emecheta,
108). In this sense Kehinde is heralded as a champion for women. She travels from the
oppressive mandates of marriage with Albert, through the tyranny of polygamous marital

life in Nigeria, and onward to a bright new future where she is independently free to live

as she sees fit.
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Ultimately Emecheta’s depictions of freedom as expressed by African women are
complex, thus mimicking the intricacies of real life. Through her textual developments
Emecheta argues against practices and customs that inhibit the expression of freedom in
women’s lives. According to her writings this mainly occurs with the enforcement of
traditional norms through marital practices such as bride price and courtship. Akunna
dies in attempting to demonstrate her autonomy as a woman, yet the value of such earned
freedom is worthless. The fact that Akunna’s death works to reinforce the tradition of
bride price for girls that hear her story, is indicative of the powerlessness women
encounter in breaking free from traditional customs. Such powerlessness, according to
Emecheta, is further compounded with the coming of marriage as represented by the lives
of both Ojebeta, who celebrates the coming of her new husband “master,” and Kehinde,
who abandons her husband and family in order to claim spiritual freedom.

This preoccupation with women’s lack of freedom reveals volumes regarding
Emecheta’s perceptions of the power women have in dictating their lives. Such
portrayals highlight the ways in which Emecheta has encountered repression in her own
life in adhering to traditional values. In her autobiography she reveals her struggle in
satisfying the demands of traditional norms, even as a young girl. She writes,

Secretly I sat for a scholarship examination... and I won it. So I went to

missionary school, because if | had stayed home | would have been forced to

marry when | was twelve. My mother did not understand me and did not see the
reason for my wanting to stay long at school. How we both suffered in those
days. Poverty and ignorance can be really bad even for a mother and daughter
who apparently loved each other but did not know how to reach each other.

Because of this I seldom went home during the school holidays. I would stay...
and read all the books I could lay my hands on. (Emecheta, 25)
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This passage is telling because it reveals the depth of Emecheta’s struggle in dealing with
the mandates of tradition. The time of Emecheta’s coming-of-age also represents a
crucial moment in Nigerian political history, as it is the height of the colonization period.
Thus this is a moment where Emecheta herself must decipher how to balance the
traditional ways of her mother and the colonial influence of her Christian education. For
Emecheta, her desire to pursue education is directly linked to her avoidance in accepting
marriage. She simply did not wish to get married at the time that her family deemed
appropriate. That she refers to the traditional values of her mother as “ignorance” is also
telling, in that it largely mirrors Eurocentric classifications of African philosophical life,
where traditional norms are devalued under the authority of science and Christianity in
Europe.

Emecheta eventually comes to terms with marriage, though forcefully. She states,

| stayed in school until I was sixteen; then | could no longer avoid family

pressures, I refused all the men kept for me and married... Sylvester... a dreamy,

handsome local boy... but I soon found out that under his handsome and strong

physique was a dangerously weak mind. It did not take long to realize my

mistake. (Emecheta, 25)
This statement is critical in understanding Emecheta’s portrayal of marriage as one that
stifles the freedoms of women. At the age of sixteen she ultimately succumbed to the
demands of her family to marry. Her rebellious rejection of chosen suitors highlights that
perhaps she was still not ready to become a wife. That Emecheta was not allowed to
continue her education in lieu of marriage is noted, as is the nostalgia with which she
describes her life as a school girl. Education in general and reading in particular, are

conveyed as a sort of security blanket for the shy and socially challenged school girl

Emecheta presents herself to be (Emecheta, 24). Her premature and pressured marriage,
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its quick disintegration and the marital abuse she suffered, all come through the lives of
her characters. Her women either fail or triumph in their pursuit of freedom, their
handling of power, and their struggle against becoming victims of a harsh and

disconnected world.
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CHAPTER 4
VICTIMIZATION VS. VICTORY

Few human emotions can rival the painful helplessness of lacking control over
one’s life and enduring the trials of powerlessness — the true nature of victimization. This
concept is deeply embedded in Emecheta’s novels where women suffer under the weight
of patriarchy, racism, and cultural tradition. For the purpose of this study a victim will be
defined as a character who endures extreme suffering due to an outside force that they
cannot control.

Emecheta’s powerful prose depicts women who persistently seek liberation
despite the crushing weight of their victimization. By creating characters that strive to
survive despite their challenging circumstances, Emecheta highlights how women can
embody the essence of triumph while enduring the trials of victimhood. However what is
more typical of her art is that the adherence to and fulfillment of socially prescribed
gender roles, decidedly leads to the victimization of African women. This latter
contention more closely reflects Emecheta’s reality in striving to be a good wife and
mother as encouraged by her family and society. The novels of this chapter demonstrate
how women are single-handedly victimized and abused by men, and how African
communities suffer when exposed to corruptive aspects of European culture.

The dominant theme prevailing in these texts is abuse — emotional, physical, and
figurative. While Adah is emotionally abused by an unthinking and defeated husband,
Gwendolen is repeatedly raped by male family members. Emecheta extends the theme of
abuse when she demonstrates the “rape” of the Shavi nation at the hands of exploitive

Europeans and power-hungry African warlords. Together these novels convey the depth
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of Emecheta’s own victimization as an Igbo woman, and her sense of powerlessness in
determining her own fate.

Adah, a divorced Igbo woman with five children, is the main character of

Emecheta’s first two novels, In the Ditch (1972) and Second Class Citizen (1975). She

initially struggles to adapt to her new life after immigrating to England but ultimately is
successful in ending her abusive marriage. Through the progression of both texts Adah
encounters the stigma of single motherhood, the grime of inner-city poverty, the sting of

racism, and the shameful failing of her marriage. Second Class Citizen, as a prelude to In

the Ditch, details the progression of Adah’s life as her marries, becomes a mother, and
follows her husband to Europe. In the Ditch largely describes the horrors of poverty that
Adah endures as a newly single mother of five children. This text is a direct reflection of
Emecheta’s personal experiences and critics commonly note the autobiographical essence
of this text.

With her texts Emecheta reinforces the idea that the imposition and enforcement
of traditional gender expectations victimizes women. The depiction of Adah in Second-
Class Citizen is such that as a young girl, she is an untamed child who is defiant and
unyielding in the pursuit of her dreams. At the onset of the novel Adah shuns the
shackles of submissiveness and defies social norms by running away to attend school.
Her mother is subsequently punished for not knowing the whereabouts of her daughter,
and adult neighbors advise Adah’s parents to send her to school in order to avoid future
problems with the child (Emecheta, 13). The nature of Adah’s indomitable spirit is
conveyed in a passage where she is physically beaten by a school teacher. Adah

embodies anxiety and fear over the realization that her education must soon end to
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accommodate the more important duties of marriage and motherhood. The narrator states
that the psychological stress this creates causes her to become sickly and she develops a
“pathetically anxious look” (Emecheta, 19). However she is encouraged by the
“Presence,” an unknown spiritual force, to achieve her dream of continuing her
education. She smiles in the face of the Presence, but unfortunately her school teacher
regards this action as a mocking jeer and orders several older boys to restrain her as she is
beaten. The narrator reveals that “the searing of the cane was so intense... to ease the
pain, she sank her teeth deep into the back of the poor boy who was backing her”
(Emecheta, 20). The Adah conveyed here is wild and simply uncontrollable, yet this
ferocity is the product of not being able to acknowledge her true desires. The social
pressure to comply with traditional norms eventually prevails, yet at this moment Adah
has not embraced her traditional role as an Igho woman.

Adah’s unrelenting resolve gradually fades as she enters the trials of adulthood
and essentially begins when she becomes eligible for marriage. The social pressure she
encounters in living up to the social expectations of being a wife and mother relegate her
true nature. Prior to submitting to the will of others, Adah protests her impending
marriage and tries to discourage her elderly suitors who seek her as a young bride. She
vandalizes their property and insults them through song (Emecheta, 19). The tone here is
humorous and leaves readers with the impression that Adah is too immature to
understand the seriousness of marriage. Nevertheless the image of Adah as a child offers
a sharp contrast to the woman who later comes to live in the slimy filth of London public

housing.



103

Whatever joy Adah initially holds in succeeding as a wife and mother evolves
into misery after the birth of her third child. Alone in the maternity ward she watches as
other women, white women, receive gifts from visitors who love them and celebrate with
them. Mired in her self-pity she thinks,

For once in her whole life she hated being what she was. Why was it she could

never be loved... the way the sleek woman was being loved for what she was and

not just because she could work and hand over her money like a docile child?

The world seemed so unequal, so unfair. Some people were created with all the

good things ready-made for them, others were just created like mistakes. God’s

mistakes. (Emecheta, 115)
With this Adah inwardly acknowledges her dismal life in a sexist and racist society where
black women exist at the bottom of her perceived value system. In this passage
Emecheta criticizes the patriarchal aspect of Igbo society where women are expected to
behave as inferiors in their relationships with men. Moreover Adah internalizes her
victimization which begins to manifest as self-hatred. She believes that other people in
the ward are judging her. She imagines their conversations as the following:

Look at that nigger woman with no flowers, no cards, no visitors, except her

husband who usually comes five minutes before the closing time, looking as if he

hates it all. Look at her, she doesn’t have a nightdress of her own... Only patients

from prison wear hospital dresses in the ward. (Emecheta, 119)
In reality the visitors of the ward are oblivious to Adah’s existence; however this passage
reveals how her hellish life in England has in fact worked to imprison the naive Adah.
The autobiographical nature of this text hints to the possibility that Emecheta herself once
embodied the feelings that Adah exhibits. This highlights Emecheta’s intimate sufferings
as an immigrant woman in England.

The consequence of Adah’s victimization is revealed through these passages as

she now regards herself as a person of little worth. Adah represents Emecheta’s outcome
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for women who strive to fulfill the mandates of tradition by becoming wives and
mothers. This expression also highlights her resentment for women who subscribe to the
social norms that she herself failed to successfully maintain, namely women who succeed
in being happy and fulfilled wives. For Emecheta victimization is the product of seeking
to comply with cultural traditions. Sougou states that the struggles Emecheta’s characters
exhibit in this text demonstrate how the “contention for power and the quest for selthood
are indisputably the mainstay of the story” (Sougou, 53). This is essentially the ultimate
end-product of Adah’s suffering and endurance — the expression of personal power that
yields freedom.

Adah soon grows weary of the callous ways of her husband Francis. She begins
to adopt a sense of power and independence that leads to her freedom. She once again
shuns the shackles of submissiveness and demands that Francis search for employment in
order to discourage his continued dependence on her income. She also rejects the pity
and self-hatred she embraced during her previous pregnancy and strives to present herself
as a “happy African woman” during the labor and delivery of her fourth child (Emecheta,
161). This is a contradictory idea since Adah’s life is anything but happy during this
time. She is saddled by an unappreciative husband who refuses to visit her at the hospital
even while she gives birth; yet for Adah, projecting an image of herself as a comfortable,
stable, happy woman who is in control of her life, brightens her view of herself and
actually diminishes the weight of her problems.

Unfortunately as Adah develops her personal power, her struggling marriage
begins to falter and fail. At the conclusion of this text she returns from work and finds

that Francis has spitefully burned and destroyed a first copy of her new manuscript
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(Emecheta, 170). Following this episode Adah decides to leave Francis and begin a new
life without the burden of his abuse. This is mainly the premise of the second half of
Adah’s story, In the Ditch. The conclusion of this text represents Adah’s enduring
struggle to free herself from the shackles of an abusive marriage — and from societal
expectations that she endure as a wife despite her unhappiness.

A major aspect of Second-Class Citizen lies in exposing how black women bear

the disheartening burden of victimization as valueless people in a racist society. Upon
arriving in England Francis spitefully states the following to Adah: ““You must know, my
dear young lady, that in Lagos... you may be earning a million pounds a day; you may
have hundreds of servants: you may be living like an elite, but the day you land in

299

England, you are a second-class citizen’” (Emecheta, 39). Francis’ cruel revelation
serves as an indicator of what Adah will experience as a poor African woman in England.
Her newly relegated status as a second-class citizen foreshadows the victimization she
will endure trapped in an impoverished lifestyle.

Adah begins to experience the hardships of life as a second-class citizen which
namely exist at the intersection of racism, discrimination, and poverty. She makes an
unexpected visit to her childcare provider, a white woman, and finds her children playing
in garbage; one child is without a diaper and the other is washing her face with water
from a leaking toilet (Emecheta, 52). Ultimately her youngest child nearly dies during
his stay with this filthy and neglectful nanny. In this way, Adah and her children are
victims to the ills of poverty.

Subsequently Adah’s living situation becomes unbearable when she learns that

their childless Yoruba landlords resent her for striving to live comfortably with her
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children. Adah and her family are at the mercy of their landlords who eventually refuse
their rent payments and demand that they move (Emecheta, 72). Their circumstances are
further exacerbated when Adah attempts to find more suitable housing. Her futile efforts
are reflected in the chapter “Sorry, No Coloreds,” where she is repeatedly told that she
cannot rent from comfortable homes because she is a black woman expecting a third
child (Emecheta, 70).

At this moment of the text Adah becomes so desperate to secure new
accommodations that she practices changing her phone voice so that potential landlords
will believe she is a white woman. Through this instance Emecheta reveals her
perception that in mimicking white women, African women can gain access to resources
denied them due to the racist nature of European societies. This instance directly
references how Emecheta’s own associations with white institutions have greatly
increased her abilities to control her own life, economically and otherwise.

Sougou provides additional insight on Adahs’s actions by stating that “next to
being marginalized as a female person there is now the realization that the host society
points at her colour as something to be ashamed of; worse it is a motive for scorn and
rejection” (Sougou, 48). Essentially Emecheta is demonstrating the impact that race has
in women’s lives — white women are allowed certain privileges due to their whiteness and
do not carry the burdens that black women are forced to endure simply because of their
race. Uraizee highlights this aspect of Emecheta’s work by arguing that,

Emecheta’s awareness of the politics of race and ethnicity, however, result from

being at once secure in the roots and prominence of her ethnic group (the Ibo in

Nigeria) and marginalized in the hostility and discrimination practiced against her
racial group (black Africans in Britain)... she repudiates white racism as she
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experiences it in Britain, especially if its perpetrators are lower-class whites.
(Uraizee, 21)

Through Adah’s hardships Emecheta is able to convey the severity of life for women who
encounter oppression due to race, class, and gender. By pretending to be white Adah is
able to secure a late night appointment to view an apartment in a severely impoverished
part of town that resembles “an unkempt cemetery” (Emecheta, 76). The results of these
efforts are revealed when Emecheta writes,
Now the day of reckoning had arrived, thought Adah. The lights would certainly
show them up for what they were. Niggers... At first Adah thought the woman
was about to have an epileptic seizure... the woman clutched at her throat with
one hand... she was very sorry, the rooms had just gone... she hoped they would
understand... she was breathlessly nervous and even frightened as she
explained... Adah had never faced rejection in this manner... rejection by this
shrunken piece of humanity, with a shaky body and moppy hair, loose, dirty and

unkempt, who tried to tell them that they were unsuitable for a half derelict and
probably condemned house with creaky stairs. (Emecheta, 77-8)

With this passage Emecheta conveys the writhing disgust and anger Adah and her
husband feel at being repeatedly rejected for housing due to being black. With the
intense exchange that follows, Adah and Francis are truly victims in facing their looming
homelessness. Once again, due to the autobiographical nature of this text, readers can
deduce that the sense of rage communicated in this passage originates from Emecheta’s
contact with racial discrimination.

Within this text African women like Adah are not the only victims of Western
societies. Emecheta also conveys how African men suffer under the weight of racism. In
a chapter entitled “The Ghetto” Emecheta cynically describes how Nigerian men, enticed
by dreams of power and wealth, “threw up their jobs, asked for their gratuities, demanded

their pensions, abandoned their children, gave twenty pounds or so to their illiterate
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wives, and packed their bags for the trip to the United Kingdom” (Emecheta, 79). The
promise offered by the mother country is the opportunity to return to Nigeria, armed with
a Western degree and the ability to rule over others. However the true essence of this
arrangement is in fact very grim and reveals the sad reality of broken dreams. Emecheta
writes that these men, upon reaching England are,

Trodden upon by passerby. They came, failed to make a foothold... sought

consolation in the pubs, got themselves involved with the type of women who

frequented pubs... it was such a disappointment, too bitter to put into words.

When these men fell so disastrously, their dreams were crushed with them. The

dream of becoming an aristocracy became a reality of being a black, a nobody, a

second-class citizen. (Emecheta, 81)

Emecheta’s critique of African men who shun their countries pursuing power
through Western institutions is callous and sad; she regards these men as failures when
their plans do not manifest. This description calls to mind the famed words of celebrated
poet Langston Hughes when he asks, “what happens to a dream deferred?” In essence
then, African men who believe in the gleaming falsehoods offered by the West are
victims too. This representation, according to Chukukere, is the manifestation of
Emecheta’s unique interpretation of feminism which “implies the need... to arrive at an
acceptable compromise with the African male who is himself often traumatized by his
rejection in Western society” (Chukukere, 166).

The racist foundations of British society, namely in terms of immigration, are
discussed in the article “The Employment Adjustment of Male Immigrants in England”
by Stephen Wheatley Price. Price maintains that historically British immigration officers

have worked to impede certain groups from migrating to England despite policies that

allow for people from British colonies to enter the country (Price, 195). Price reveals that
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“the 1962 Commonwealth Immigration Act attempted to restrict the flow of (non-white)
immigrants from the former colonies, whilst still allowing free entry for other
immigrants” (Price, 195). In addition to this Price cites research from the 1970’s and
1980’s which reveals that non-white immigrant men, particularly those with large
families, were less likely to find suitable employment (Price, 196). These situations
reflect the harsh historic realities of life for African immigrants who struggled against
racism while living in England during Adah’s time.

Emecheta’s critique of men who pursue Western institutions is noteworthy since
she herself rose to prominence as a writer through contact with Western establishments.
This scenario is hypocritical and vilifies African men who believe in the promise of
power granted by Western institutions. Moreover her depiction of men who fail in their
pursuit of Western success is conveyed as self-sabotage; she creates male characters who
cannot pass their school examinations, who spend money frivolously until they are left as
listless vagabonds or court jesters who perform for the amusement of others (Emecheta,
82). These negative characterizations once again represent Emecheta’s deep-rooted
resentment of African men, who are largely portrayed as immature and irresponsible.

Sougou’s observation of Emecheta’s use of race and depiction of racism is that
“even though the concept of female oppression still outweighs the racial question...
racism is not made prominent... both novels express feminist protest more than they do

racial harassment in Britain” (Sougou, 51-2). Arguably, Second-Class Citizen maintains

racial oppression as a dominant theme of the novel. Her passion in confronting racism is
also reflected by her statement at the 1975 women’s conference in London. Here

Emecheta boldly condemns well-meaning white feminists by highlighting their subtle
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racism evidenced through the patronizing expression of European women who deem
themselves culturally superior. Therefore Sougou’s dismissive stance regarding
Emecheta’s use of race in her texts is superficial and fails to highlight how her own
experience with racism has had a major impact on her writing. Thus with this text,
victimization is apparent through patriarchal Igbo values that diminish the power of
women, and also through the racist foundations of European societies that denied basic
human rights to people of color.

Black men as sexual predators and violators of women is shockingly the
predominate theme of the text Gwendolen. With this novel sexual violence in the form of
repeated rape and incest ultimately leads to the victimization of a young Jamaican girl.
Gwendolen’s trusted family members use her body to satiate their desires at the expense
of her girlish innocence. The portrayal of black men in this text is particularly vehement
and indicative of a sort of seething anger on Emecheta’s part, yet the novel is conveyed
with simplistic language and short sentences, representative of a story told from the point
of view of a child. The only redeeming character appears to be a Nigerian man, llochina,
who neglects and abandons his wife and eventually remarries another woman in Nigeria
(Emecheta, 138). Even so, llochina is not a rapist as are the two remaining black male
characters in this text.

Following her parent’s departure for England, Gwendolen finds herself in the
throes of victimhood as she is repeatedly raped by her grandmother’s best friend Uncle
Johnny. With Gwendolen, Emecheta again echoes the idea of a woman being a “non-

person,” as was conveyed in the texts Second-Class Citizen and Kehinde. In this

particular novel she reiterates this idea in writing that, “Granny looked straight at
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Gwendolen in the eye, just as one would at a real person. She usually looked above and
beyond her, never at her straight” (Emecheta, 22). This personal connection with Granny
allows Gwendolen to reveal the secret of her continued sexual abuse, in spite of her
shame. The women of Gwendolen’s community are outraged to learn that Uncle Johnny
has been raping the young child, yet the men are simply amused. Emecheta writes that
“most of the male neighbors were shocked at first, but they recovered very quickly and
began to look rather amused” and that “there was an uneasy laughter among the men as
people started to drift away” (Emecheta, 23-4). This appalling portrayal of black men is
one in which they regard rape and sexual abuse as a lighthearted occurrence that is not a
serious offense.

Gwendolen’s sense of guilt is compounded when she finds that her grandmother
blames her for the abuse she has suffered. This intensifies her victimization and is
demonstrated when the narrator reveals that,

Granny Naomi started to complain... about the way Gwendolen walked, why she

always rolled her backside when she moved about. Gwendolen was not aware

that she was doing that. Granny Naomi tried to straighten her up, by telling her to
tuck her backside in, otherwise men would think she was a bad girl, inviting
trouble. She would try to walk straight, she promised....Granny was making it

sound as if her walking attracted old men like Uncle Johnny... (Emecheta, 26)
The overarching consequence of this is that Gwendolen does not feel empowered to
verbally or physically stand up to others in her community; she understands that the
common knowledge of her rape diminishes her status among them and allows others to
exert power and control over her. The narrator reveals that “the whole episode had

succeeded in making her into a quieter girl... she hadn’t the confidence... not after years

of bed-wetting and the Uncle Johnny episode, which she knew people could throw back
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at her to hurt” (Emecheta, 28). Gwendolen understands that her victimization leaves her
with a reduced sense of power when interacting with others and she has fully submitted
to the shackles of submissiveness. Therefore the joyous anxiety she experiences at
leaving Jamaica for England is a welcome reprieve from her abusive past.

Sougou’s interpretation of Gwendolen’s relocation confirms this assertion. He
writes that “her body has been violated, her psyche bruised and her identity shattered in
Jamaica... thus home is identified as a site of domination, sexual exploitation, ostracism,
self-reproach and deprivation” (Sougou, 207). This sentiment mimics the elation
Kehinde feels when fleeing her oppressive traditional marriage in Nigeria. These similar
scenarios reveal Emecheta’s own sentiments regarding her immigration to Europe.
Symbolically England represents the potential for freedom, even if it is limited.

Whatever joy Gwendolen feels at rejoining her family England is lost when her
mother embarks on a prolonged two year trip to Jamaica to bury her Naomi. Shortly after
this Gwendolen’s father, Winston begins raping her. He his sexual attraction towards his
daughter to his Nigerian friend Ilochina, and asks him if men in Africa marry their
daughters and the following scene is narrated:

Ilochina was offended. What have those culture Killers done to a nice brother

like this? Then he remembered a moonlight story which his mother told him

when he was a boy. The man in the story had committed an incest with his
daughter and, according to the culture of the land, the women in the village
executed the man. And if the man had not been caught, he would have been

Killed by thunder. And when the women took hold of his penis and were about to

chop it off, he burst into a song of agony... but the women were merciless,

because it was a sin against the Earth. They pounded him into a pulp with their
cooking utensils... it was so terrible that such stories remained what they were,
stories and legends. But to hear a full-grown man actually saying it, made his

whole body shiver. What had slavery done to a nice brother like this? His heart
cried again. (Emecheta, 121)
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Emecheta depicts African women as keepers of public morality who strictly
enforce punishment on anyone who violates taboos against the “Earth” or lifeline of the
community. This powerful portrayal of womanhood contrasts sharply with her
predominant victim narrative. This representation also displays Emecheta’s perceptions
of the mystical power women hold in safeguarding the sacred female body. Furthermore
this depiction displays her reverent observance for traditional guidelines, norms, and
taboos. For Emecheta there is no escape from tradition — nature itself will rise to
discipline those found guilty of disregarding cultural law. This idea reverberates in other
novels and is the basis of the Bride Price. In Emecheta’s mind tradition is a looming,
omnipotent, supernatural spiritual force that claims human lives in exchange for
disobedience.

Oddly this passage also reveals Winston to be a victim in spite of his crime. His
sense of manhood and fatherly duty to protect his daughter has been corrupted by the
enslavement of his people. Ilochina’s heart cries out for the man whose paternal instinct
towards his daughter has been perverted into sexual desire. Emecheta highlights her
understanding of how the abuses of enslavement may impact future generations for those
who were enslaved. She refers to white slave masters as “culture killers,” and as those
who have destroyed Winston as a father.

Sougou also references how the legacy of enslavement mingles with a variety of
other social ills in creating Winston’s disposition. He states that “the damaging cultural
dislocation which originated in the Middle Passage explains Winston’s faults of
character, aggravated as they are by illiteracy, isolation, and the dependence on the

temporary work” (Sougou, 206). However Emecheta’s portrayal of Winston is such that
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the depth of his own internal suffering is not fully developed and readers are left to
contend with a character that more closely resembles the stereotypical image of the black
male brute rapist, instead of a man tortured by his own anguish. The subsequent rape of
Gwendolen is revealed by the narrator who states,

Gwendolen was so playful. She would walk about the house with her flimsy
gymslip on and when amused she would lift her leg up and laugh out loud, like a
woman teasing a lover. And she was sixteen. Her young bosom taunted him.
What could he do? He was not drunk. He just went in to her... but she wished
that her father would not ask her to do this. She could not scream... he covered
her mouth with that strong hand of his... What she did not expect was her father’s
reaction. Yes, she fought timidly, but she was not a novice. She had been taught
what to do. In this project she was already adept, much much older than her age.
“You allow men to do this to you before?’ the enraged father cried. He thought he
was going to be the first. What a disappointment. (Emecheta, 122-3)
The tone of this passage if is contemptuous. Unbelievably a father regrets that he has not
taken his daughter’s virginity. Emecheta portrays Winston as a man who is powerless
against the temptation posed by a flirtatious daughter — a scene that skews the definition
of victimhood. Her father does not regard Gwendolen as his innocent daughter but as a
woman filled with lust, whose young body entices him to have sex with her. Following
this episode Gwendolen learns that she is pregnant with her father’s child; however she
hides this fact in shame and fears that her father will be imprisoned if she reveals her
secret.
Emecheta’s propensity in portraying black men in this manner is a preferred topic
among critics. Chukukere addresses it and contends that “Buchi Emecheta’s penchant for
condemning men borders on personal vendetta and indicates an outright war, but often a

war without justification from the text” (Chukukere, 213). In this case, any anger that

Emecheta or her readers feel towards characters such as Uncle Johnny or Winston is most
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certainly justified, but why would Emecheta create such despicable characters as
representative of black men? Ezeigbo dissects this issue and regards it as an unfortunate
aspect of Emecheta’s literature. Agreeably the vile nature of Emecheta’s black male
characters are alarming and reveal abhorrence for men driven by unresolved emotions
from her very unhappy marriage. Ezeigbo notes that,

Emecheta is a committed writer who holds very strong views concerning the evils
of patriarchal institutions and conventions that hold women down... Her justified
attack on these evils can be very uncompromising, leading her to neglect to use
her power as a creative artist also to highlight the positive aspects of tradition, the
strengths, resilience and triumphs of women.” (Ezeigbo, 160)

In this line of thought, Ezeigbo compares Emecheta’s work to that of Tsitsi

Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions, of which she states “Dangarembga’s men are no

ogres. They have weaknesses and vices, but they have warmth too” (Ezeigbo, 164).
Emecheta’s characterizations of Uncle Johnny and Winston convey black men as
unthinking rapists who will violate any woman in the fulfillment of their sexual appetites.
The presence of such characters appears to be an unfair and unwarranted portrayal that is
unsettling for the African-centered scholar, who readily rejects these racial caricatures as
largely reminiscent of early 19" century American stereotypes of black men.
Gwendolen’s mother Sonia also succumbs to a sad sense of victimization. She is
disoriented upon her return from Jamaica. Her daughter is pregnant and it appears as if
her friends are avoiding her. Shortly after her return Winston is killed in a work-related
accident which validates Igbo cultural norms that call for the destruction of those who
commit social taboos. Upon seeing Gwendolen’s baby, who is the exact image of
Winston, Sonia finally understands what took place while she was away — her husband

and daughter were involved in a sexual relationship. The impact of this knowledge



116
destroys any remnants of strength that Sonia has and she unleashes her anger by
repeatedly stabbing a garbage bag with a large kitchen knife (Emecheta, 201).

Yet it is Gwendolen who is triumphant upon the conclusion of this text. Despite
being repeatedly raped by men that she once trusted, Gwendolen finds freedom from her
bewildering sense of victimization through the love of her child. She reveals this in the
naming of her baby by stating, ““Iyamide means ‘My mother is here.” It is symbolic. It
does not mean you’re no longer my mother, it means that everything I ever wanted,
warmth, security, comfort, is all here in a female form™” (Emecheta, 200). That
Gwendolen can love a child born out of an incestuous relationship with her father is
incredulous and works to distance readers from the joyous young woman who celebrates
becoming a mother. The circumstances surrounding the birth of Gwendolen’s child are
repulsive and Emecheta displays an insufficient degree of happiness through this
occurrence. Realistically, the birth of a child could not undo years of trauma and sexual
abuse. Yet this happenstance once again reflects the redeeming power of motherhood in
Emecheta’s mind, as evidenced through her own life experiences. Thus Gwendolen’s
triumph in the face of victimization is duly noted. In reference to this matter Chukukere
observes that “these heroines, in spite of deeply ingrained notions of dependency, also
possess sometimes an innate determination to succeed” (Chukukere, 166). Here
Gwendolen is regarded as a character that chooses love of her child over the misery and
confusion of her abusive past, and is ultimately victorious.

Emecheta’s overarching criticism regarding the racist foundations of European
culture is artfully depicted when a group of Europeans crash their plane into the remote

and peaceful African village of Shavi. The survivors gladly accept the nurturance and
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support of Shavians, yet they persist in forcing their Eurocentric views on their hosts

whom they regard as alien and inferior. At the conclusion of The Rape of Shavi, this

once peaceful nation is wholly destroyed after contact with European commerce, culture,
and technology, leaving Africans to be the unsuspecting victims of European
imperialistic exploitation and domination.

At the onset of the novel Emecheta portrays the peaceful nation of Shavi as
society that does not encounter many serious problems. Shavians regard each other and
their European visitors with the upmost respect. Initially the ruling members of Shavi
debate as to whether “the albinos™ are in fact actually human. Emecheta depicts Shavians
as people who hold compassion for human life thus respecting their own sense of
humanity. This is evidenced when Prince Asogba addresses the royal court by stating,
“‘But I think they’re human. Look at that child. It will die if we do nothing to help its
mother. What type of people have we allowed ourselves to become, if we now start to
kill people who are immigrant in our society instead of welcoming them’” (Emecheta,
36)? This overly idealistic portrayal of an African nation is a key component of
Emecheta’s strategy in highlighting the corruptive aspects of Western capitalist societies.
The relative stability and peace of Shavi contrasts sharply to the devastation the people
endure with the collapse of the kingdom after European interference.

The idea of victimization is overtly introduced in this text when a young woman
of noble bearing, Ayoko, innocently befriends a European survivor, Ronje, who rapes
her. In the backdrop of this scene the narrator explains that Ayoko was chosen from birth
to be the future Queen Mother of Shavi. Ayoko was sheltered in her upbringing and thus

ignorant about the dangers of men. Conversely Ronje carries a deep-rooted contempt for
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women and a severe disdain for black people. His feelings originate with the failure of
his marriage where his wife, Shona, ended their marriage to love a black man (Emecheta,
90). The rape of Ayoko represents Ronje’s intense hatred for black people. Emecheta
writes,

Ronje fell on her and, in less than ten minutes, took from the future Queen of

Shavi what the whole of Shavi stood for. To him, the Shavians were savages and

Ayoko was just a serving girl. Though she fought, cried and begged, her pleading

was jibberish to him, her resistance enhanced the vengeance he was taking on

Shona. (Emecheta, 94)

In this instance Ayoko becomes a powerless victim due to the brutality of a white man.
She questions her future status as the Queen Mother of Shavi and shamefully believes
that she cannot “go back into her father’s house now because she had been defiled”
(Emecheta, 95). She later learns as she is being prepared for marriage, that the rape has
left her with an unknown sexually transmitted disease that has never been seen among
Shavians. Ayoko’s rape is symbolic; she embodies the unspoiled aspect of humanity
where people, despite their differences, live harmoniously. This is ultimately destroyed
upon contact with Europeans. The assault also foreshadows how the nation of Shavi will
be destroyed after contact with European life and culture.

Towards the conclusion of this text the Shavian nation is in ruins. This occurs
after Prince Asogba secretly travels with the Europeans and returns England. They are
shocked to discover him, yet they cannot return to Shavi. Upon arriving Asogba is
regarded by onlookers as a “spectacle, almost non-human, a curiosity piece” (Emecheta,
141). He is immediately arrested by immigration officers and taken to prison. With

Asogba’s hostile reception Emecheta is revealing her perception of the cruel nature of

British society where strangers are treated with harshness and deemed dangerous. This
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contrasts sharply with the welcome that greeted the crash survivors in Shavi (Emecheta,
15). However the most devastating consequence of European contact develops when
Asogba decides to serve as an intermediate between the Shavi nation and European
companies wishing to harvest a precious stone.

Upon returning to Africa Asogba’s friends and family members are alienated as
they witness “the changed Asogba” who displays British speech and mannerisms in his
interactions (Emecheta, 151). The image of Asogba portrayed here is that of a man who
is empty, callous, ingenuine, and cold; this is a direct result from the time he spent locked
away in prison while in Europe. His wistful curiosity and youthful integrity has given
way to sheer ruthlessness. These traits, coupled with ignorance and greed, allow Asogba
to be badly exploited by European capitalists, as the new leader of Shavi. Emecheta
demonstrates the dire consequences of Asogba’s shift in character in the following scene:

He walked away from the now curious group... he turned abruptly and warned,

‘No one should talk to the albinos. They carry weapons of death in their speech

and in their bodies. Anyone, | repeat, anyone found talking to any of them will

receive this.” Here Asogba brought out a gun, and shot a heap of dry twigs which
instantly began to burn. The Shavians watching him recoiled in horror. Asogba

had changed. Mendoza and the men with him watched Asogba... ‘Well, he’s not
been that bad considering that his stay in civilisation was only a year of so. He’ll

act to the pattern of most of them, another African leader drunk with power...’
(Emecheta, 152)

Ultimately this is a critique regarding the morality and integrity of modern African
leadership. In this instance collectivity and respect for communal values are disregarded
for personal gain and deadly power. The afore mentioned passage showcases Emecheta’s
arguments regarding the role African leaders play in proliferating political problems on
the Continent. Modern African leaders must undoubtedly continue to take initiative in

breaking colonial traditions that breed war and devastation. This should occur through
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the facilitation of national progress, stability, and success. Emecheta allows the elders of
Shavi to speak on this issue of national responsibility when the king laments, “‘I said it
didn’t I, that the albinos would bring nothing but evil? They have turned my son into a
killer, who fears neither Ogene, nor men.” ‘Don’t blame the albinos. Our prince wanted
to go. This power is new to him”” (Emecheta, 153-4).

By critiquing the role of African leadership Emecheta is admonishing leaders who
fail to break the dire foundations of European colonialism through a disregard for the
values that have upheld African communities for centuries. Asogba represents those
leaders who have abandoned the fair-minded governance in favor for the type of violent
rule that came with the onslaught of colonization. He has lost respect for traditional
norms where the well being of the group is preferenced over individual gain.

In reference to this aspect of Emecheta’s work, Sougou offers a unique

perspective in writing that “The Rape of Shavi reclaims values that are often dismissed as

primitive. Thus the reader of the very first works by Emecheta might well assume that
the writer is attempting, even affirming a will to reconnect herself with African culture
after gaining insight into the west” (Sougou, 176). Sougou’s inference here is that
Emecheta, through her previous fervent critique of Igbo patriarchy, suffers a disconnect
from her native Africa and from the values of her culture; she therefore seeks to reclaim
such principles, however this is amiss. Emecheta’s critique of the oppressive aspects of
Igbo culture does not necessarily represent a separation from her culture. Arguably this
signifies an intense and profound connection to it — her life’s work is to reveal, evaluate,
and facilitate discussion about how Igbo cultural values strengthen or repress women.

The Rape of Shavi upholds the traditional Igbo cultural values of collective responsibility
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and communal wellbeing as articulated by Agbasiere. By embracing the legacy of
European colonial domination through greed and warfare, African leaders have
contributed to the victimization of African people and the demise of African culture.

The morality of modern African leadership is also discussed by renowned
Ghanaian scholar Kwame Gyekye who evaluates traditional values in the text African

Cultural Values. In his discussion of postcolonial African leadership Gyekye explains

that,

The first generation of African political leaders of the postcolonial era seem to
have misinterpreted the traditional communal system to serve their own
ideological ends... their interpretation ignored the elements of individuality and
personal effort that exist side by side with communal values. (Gyekye, 96)

Emecheta’s critique of modern African leadership in disregarding traditional norms is
particularly poignant since it occurred amid political instability and widespread
corruption in Nigeria. This also showcases Emecheta’s ready enthusiasm in
demonstrating the sustaining power of Igbo social values where individuals act in
conjunction with what is deemed best for the long-term survival of the community.

In confronting the victimization of African communities Emecheta does not
ignore how Europeans have directly caused political instability in Africa. She
demonstrates the nature of exploitation that led to the ultimate demise of Shavi when she
writes,

Mendoza didn’t know how to reach this changed Asogba... He wanted to make

his pile and get out quickly... The stones weren’t diamonds... though their

toughness could make them useful for industry... A demand hadn’t really been
created, but that was too complicated to explain to the power-drunk Asogba. He
would comply this time, supply him with the guns he wanted... He wanted to
consolidate his profits quickly and pull out... How was he to explain this to

Asogba who was already making wild plans? Well the Shavians should learn to
do it the western way. ‘We have modern technology, so they should learn from
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us.” With that, Mendoza felt he had acquitted himself of his Shavian
responsibility. (Emecheta, 156)

With this Emecheta reveals her perceptions of those who have exploited African
resources, which was an occurrence common during the age of colonialism. In this
instance the European capitalists simply regard Asogba as incompetent and intend to use
him to multiply their wealth. The ending of this chapter ominously foreshadows the
tragic results that will unfold with this exploitive and irresponsible arrangement.
Emecheta portrays Asogba not as sensible, thinking man, but as a wayward child.
Despite the wise counsel of his fathers and other elders, she creates a man who cannot
predict how his actions will ruin the lives of others. He is depicted as lacking foresight
and is deemed the intellectual inferior of European male characters who ultimately knew
what was to come. Emecheta solidifies this portrayal by allowing a reckless Asogba to
frighten people of his village with violent and omnipotent power through “his new toy” —
a machine gun (Emecheta, 153).

This scathing critique of modern African warlords, as selfish, misguided and
irresponsible, is pointed and speaks to ridicule those who follow the ways of European
colonizers. Sougou interprets Emecheta’s characterization of the oppressors and the
oppressed as the following: “Ronje and Mendoza each have a hand in turning Ayoko and
Asogba into self-immolating colonial subjects. Asogba becomes the willing victim of
imperialist enterprise under Mendoza, while Ayoko, raped by Ronje, functions as the
sacrificial lamb and metonym for the re-enactment of colonial intervention in Africa”
(Sougou, 183). With this text Emecheta portrays African people as victims of European

cultural domination.
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Emecheta’s depiction of the fall of the Shavi nation mirrors Nigeria’s lack of
political stability since independence. This is significant since some critics have
dismissed the fictive account of Shavi as one that is “equally scornful of both African
tradition and Western development” (Newman, 161). However with this text Emecheta
does not appear to “scorn” African traditions that protect communal interests; rather The
Rape of Shavi represents an emotional, though stern, attempt to bring awareness to the
major issues impacting the lives of African people.

The historical impact of colonialism on African politics has been unfortunate to
say the least. This issue is evaluated by K. C. Anyanwu with the article “The Bases of
Political Instability in Nigeria.” Anyanwu reveals how factors such as ethnic loyalty and
lack of nationalism converged with colonial political legacy in inhibiting peace in
Nigeria. Anyanwu also contends that British colonial policy “led to the disintegration of
ethnic customs, traditions, organizations, and customary laws” which caused “some of
the traditional customs” to function “underground” (Anyanwu, 103). Moreover he
reveals that in “traditional societies ancestors served as models of political and social
behavior, hence, the traditional behavior pattern exhibited a high degree of stability”
(Anyanwu, 105).

Watts and Bassett also engage this issue by arguing that the colonizer’s preference
of northern elite groups caused dissension among southerners and “deepened local
systems of ethnic and religious identity” which “naturally made for an unstable
constitutional situation after independence” (Watts & Bassett, 7). In creating The Rape

of Shavi Emecheta speaks to these issues and protests the continued greed of political
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leaders who use violence to amass resources while the masses of citizens live and die in
extreme poverty.

The reality of Nigerian political instability since the publishing of this text
remains a critical issue in more modern times. Anyanwu offers an explanation for this
occurrence claiming that “the Nigerian political leaders could not maintain the old
(traditional) political structure because the colonialists destroyed it” (Anyanwu, 110).
Sougou also adds to this discussion by acknowledging how Emecheta’s text engages “the
Nigerian civil war, nuclear armament, tradition, women North and South, the critique of
Eurocentric imperialism” in efforts to protest the outcomes of such ills (Sougou, 197).
This medley of issues works to produce a cautionary tale for those who eagerly reject
traditional Igbo norms for Eurocentric or “modern” ways. African people become
victimized as their way of life is altered by the imposition of European culture through
colonial conquest. What remains is subsequently destroyed by leaders who discard
sacred ancestral teachings and seek individual power and gain.

The consequences of extracting Shavian stones in exchange for guns are
disastrous for Shavians and their way of life. The once pure and peaceful nation of Shavi
has been defiled, raped, and destroyed forever. Metaphorically Shavi is a victim as the
people of that society suffer and die after contact with Westernization. By turning
Shavians away from their self-sufficient agricultural lifestyle, and relying solely on
support from Europeans, Asogba leads them into ruin. Under Asogba’s leadership the
men of Shavi use machine guns to steal livestock from neighboring villages. At the
conclusion of this text Shavi is a nation reduced from thousands to hundreds after a harsh

famine leaves them without food once the Europeans no longer return to mine stones.
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They are also plagued by syphilis that spreads from Ayoko after she was raped. Inthe
end, Emecheta shows the downfalls of shunning traditional cultural African values
through a poignant conversation between Asogba and his dying brother. She writes,

Asogba said to his brother Viyon, ‘Why did Ogene create people like us, with

nothing to contribute to the rest of humanity?’ Viyon... replied, ‘“We have a great

deal to give... We showed the albinos how to look after each other, how to be
responsible for one another. You said that when you went to their country, they
put their visitors, even you, our King, among their criminals... But when they
came to us, we put them in our best guest houses. Do you think that was stupid
of us? 1 think Ogene was teaching us a lesson about our way of life, our
civilisation... We should go on living the way we used to live, surviving our
droughts, cultivating our land. Our adventure into the desert, and the Ogene

stones, were a dream and a temptation... See what we have all suffered as a

result. Remember what the Queen Mother said to you.... She said that Shavi is

the Mother of us all. She has been raped once, and we must never allow her to be

raped again. (Emecheta, 178)

By turning away from traditional values that have sustained it, the leaders of
Shavi have failed to protect it from being defiled and destroyed. Sougou is correct in
noting that “through Mendoza, Emecheta decries imperialist agency in arms-dealing and
war mongering. He embodies the destructive side of human beings, which Asogba acts
out” (Sougou, 193). Ultimately African people are unwilling victims of Westernization
due to the irresponsible choices of their leaders.

Written in 1983, this novel fervently condemns the growing Westernization and
corruption of Nigeria. According to Watts and Bassett the economic boom the nation
experienced in the 1970’s, due to increased demand for oil, led to a decline in agricultural
development and economic collapse by the 1980°s (Watts & Bassett, 5). These scholars
assert that “Nigeria... lost all semblance of self-sufficiency in staple foodstuffs” (Watts &

Bassett), which led to the nation becoming dangerously dependent on the West. They

also maintain that the oil boom encouraged increased government corruption and
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produced “uneven consequences for improvement of rural living standards” (Watts &
Bassett, 5). In creating the fictional Shavi Emecheta validates herself as a concerned
Nigerian writer and political activist. She demonstrates how the disregard of traditional
communal values victimizes the impoverished masses while a small elite few maintain
power through greed and violence.

The idea of victimization is a central theme of Emecheta’s art and closely mirrors
her own sense of powerlessness that she has encountered as a woman. Nonetheless the
range of victimization and the instances of triumph depicted in her art is diverse and rich.
Adah finds victory by leaving an abusive marriage yet she flounders under the weight of
poverty as a single mother of five children. This directly reflects Emecheta’s experience
in London after she ends her marriage with Sylvester, where economic pressures
threatened her wellbeing and the stability of her family.

Head Above Water frequently highlights the degree of abuse Emecheta endured

in her marriage. She claims that after giving birth to yet another child, she came home
from the hospital and caught Sylvester having sex with a white woman “friend”
(Emecheta, 30). She also states that he burned the birth certificates of her children and
their marriage certificate in efforts to deny responsibility for their family in a British
court (Emecheta, 32-3). In addition to this she also reveals that her fifth child, Alice, was
conceived during an instance of marital rape (Emecheta, 33). These extreme instances of
abuse account for Emecheta’s appalling depictions of black male characters. Her
inclination towards revenge in creating bad black men has indeed been noted as a
regrettable aspect of her art by critics. Others simply regard it as an acceptable aspect of

fervent feminism inherent in this particular body of literature.
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Adah’s encounters with racism also depict Emecheta’s own struggle as an African
woman in Britain. She and Sylvester were repeatedly refused housing because of their
race, as demonstrated through Adah and Francis. She writes,

No respectable landlord wanted a black family. We realized that however well

educated we were, our colour which we had hitherto regarded as natural was

repulsive to others and posed a great problem. Our hosts in our new country

simply refused to see beyond the surface of our skin. (Emecheta, 29)
Ever aware of the impact of race, Emecheta features this as a critical aspect in several of
her novels where contemporary characters fight to scratch out a living in modern Europe.

This discussion of racism is indicative of a deeper complexity regarding her
activism and explains to some degree, her outright rejection of Western feminism.
Emecheta fully understands the racial privilege white women utilize in both mobilizing

and empowering themselves in Western societies.

The Rape of Shavi is a text that also reveals Emecheta’s complete disdain for

European cultural superiority and racism. Her intimate encounters with both of these

phenomena occurred in England, and in Head Above Water she analyzes the profound

impact these factors had on her life. While working at a London community center called
“The Seventies,” she came face to face with the simmering anger of bitter black youth
who frequently found an outlet in drug use and violence. She communicates her
frustration at being unable to fully bond with the young men of this center when she
writes, “I was overcome by this feeling of anger — anger at the waste of such handsome
young bodies, anger at them, anger at the fate that brought them there” (Emecheta, 141).

If she is unable to connect on a personal level with the young men of “The Seventies,”
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she is nonetheless able to share in the seething resentment that is a result of the racial

oppression the youth endure as worthless members of society.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION

As a Nigerian writer and Igho woman Emecheta creates texts that positively
embrace Igbo cultural values. However many of her novels convey how traditional Igho
norms complicate the lives of women. Texts that reveal how women are strengthened
through an adherence to traditional values affirm the culture. Conversely, texts that
demonstrate how women are subjugated by traditional norms reject the culture. Arguably
the nature of this occurrence is dependent on the degree to which Emecheta regards
traditional values as helpful or harmful in the lives of women. This idea is directly
derived from the triumphs or failures of her life experiences and reflects the degree to
which Emecheta herself has been able to successfully subscribe to dominant cultural
values.

For example, Emecheta’s “failure” to maintain a successful marriage as an Igbo
woman impacts her portrayal of traditional marriage, which is largely depicted as
oppressive for women. On the other hand, her success in becoming a mother of
numerous children is a social standard that Emecheta has easily obtained. For this reason
she largely conveys motherhood as a positive social role. Therefore although Nnu Ego

falls short as a dutiful wife, she is nonetheless depicted in the Joys of Motherhood as the

martyred mother-saint of ambitious wayward children, who have all abandoned their
precious and ailing mother.

The value of Emecheta’s fiction rests on her ability to realistically recreate novels
that highlight the hardships impacting women in West Africa. Her texts draw attention to

the various ways that women struggled to assert themselves against racism, sexism, and
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poverty. Unfortunately Emecheta consistently falls short in her depiction of black men
and in portraying the importance of black love relationships. Deeper and more authentic
conceptualizations of black love would add to the richness of Emecheta’s art, as would
more complex portrayals of African men. As previously noted, many of Emecheta’s
male characters resemble vile representations of unthinking, unfeeling men. This
arguably detracts from her art, but works to strengthen her goals of highlighting the role
men play in subjugating women.

The complexity of the themes, female characterizations, cultural ideas, and
political messages inherent in this body of literature result in an elaborate weaving of
historical narratives spanning decades. The narratives mainly reflect Emecheta’s ideas
about how African women negotiate survival and success in communities that are either
rooted in tradition, or in societies that have absorbed Westernization through colonialism.
Yet, not all of the novels examined here are fully rooted in Igbo culture; this occurrence
is determined by the degree to which main characters are pre-occupied with obtaining
and maintaining Igbo social value in their lives.

On the contrary, certain novels are deemed dislocated from Igbo culture when the
main characters are not at all preoccupied with subscribing to Igbo social norms or
cultural values. Figure 5.1 identifies, via textual analysis, the degree to which the various
novels are rooted in Igbo cultural norms or larger African cultural traditions. For
instance, rarely does Gwendolen or any other character of that novel strive to fulfill the
ideals of Igbo culture. Her experience is almost wholly removed from African culture.
Emecheta upholds this as a major consequence for the characters of this text. Within this

text Emecheta contends that Gwendolen’s dislocation and estrangement from African
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culture, sickens her family life and results in sexual victimization. If Winston and Uncle

Johnny are sexual predators, Emecheta tells us that it is a learned behavior absorbed from

enslavement.

On the other side of this, Nko and Ete Kamba both appear to be completely

consumed in their
efforts to embody
idealistic
reflections of
cultural norms.
Naturally they
fall short, yet in
the creation of
such characters,
Emecheta firmly

grounds this text

Novels of Buchi Emecheta in Relation to Igbho/African Culture

Gwendolen
Bride Price The Rape of Shavi

/o ° \
o Traditional Igbo

\ Culture
[ J

Joys of Motherhood ———— Double Yoke

Slave Girl

Second-Class Citizen [ Figure 5.1

in the values of Igbo people.

The texts addressed in this study vary in terms of whether they offer positive and

affirming depictions of Igbo culture, or present damaging views of Igbo traditions. The

following Venn diagram demonstrates how Emecheta’s texts represent Igbo or African

culture. The texts affirm African or Igbo culture when traditional values exist as

constructive components of the characters lives. Affirmative portrayals are also present

when the culture is deemed positive by the narrative voice. Conversely the texts reject
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African or Igbo culture when the narrator or characters themselves rebuff the culture as

detrimental to their existence.

Positive/Negative Portrayals of Igbo/African Culture in Buchi Emecheta’s Novels

AFFIRMS CULTURE REJECTS CULTURE
(Positive Portrayal) (Negative Portrayal)
/ N AN
Double Yoke
| Rape of Shavi
/ _ Joys of Motherhood |
| Gwendolen Slave Girl |
| Second-Class Kehinde |
Bride Price
‘\\ N ,//‘/\\ N ,///

- — 7__7 — Figure 5.2

The Rape of Shavi arguably presents the most positive view of African culture

since it is with this text that Emecheta denounces the indiscriminate adoption of
European cultural values among African people. In this novel she demonstrates the
disastrous consequences of embodying Eurocentric values such as individualism,
capitalism, and competition. This depiction not only expresses redeeming aspects of
African cultural values, but also highlights how African women must continuously assert
themselves as powerful beings instrumental in the preservation of African culture.
Kehinde represents one of the most problematic portrayals of Igbo traditions. The

selfish ambitions of Albert and his betrayal in marriage are conveyed as wholly
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representative of normal and acceptable behavior. Kehinde only finds relief in Europe,
totally disconnected from the Igbo cultural values that oppressed her as a wife and
mother. This grave depiction completely rejects the culture as distressing for women
who simply wish to be happy in being themselves.

Emecheta uses texts located in Western societies to highlight how oppressive
factors converge in oppressing mothers like Adah, who cling desperately to the

traditional expectation that they endure as wives. Second-Class Citizen is almost fully

removed from Igbo culture except for the fact that Adah is pre-occupied with being a
good Igbo wife to her awful husband. Adah’s subjugation in marriage, which is deemed
by Emecheta to be a typical facet of Igbo marital life, works to portray Igbo culture
negatively.

On the other hand, Second-Class Citizen depicts a decidedly empowering view of

the sustaining power of motherhood. Emecheta, as does Adah, attributed her ability to
survive racism, poverty, and patriarchy in Europe through the triumphs she encountered
as a mother. Her children were motivating and redeeming figures in her life. The
overarching representation of Igbo culture with this text is subtly positive, since it reveals
how motherhood, a celebrated social role among Igbo people, works to ultimately
strengthen the resolve of women.

Slave Girl highlights a mixed reflection of Igbo culture, in that it also showcases
the socio-political power women held through the growth of market empires and political
organizations. Yet Emecheta presents pre-colonial Igbo society as one that enslaves
women and strips them of power in protecting their bodies. She also highlights how the

institution of marriage works to further diminish the rights of women.
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The most dominant message of Emecheta’s literature rests on portraying Igbo
cultural values as those that constrict women in pursuing personal freedom. Many of the
novels demonstrate how women suffer an intrinsic loss of freedom through marriage.
This directly mirrors Emecheta’s own experience as a young bride seemingly trapped in a
turbulent and abusive union. Women are depicted as slaves in marriage or as victims that
die trying to break free from traditional marital norms. If modern women like Kehinde
suffer in adhering to traditional marital values, Emecheta tells them that the pursuit of
autonomy outside of marriage offers the road to freedom and personal satisfaction.

Overwhelmingly so, the idea that African women are enslaved through marriage

prevails as a dominant theme in Emecheta’s literature, especially in Bride Price and Joys

of Motherhood. This is a distinctly negative portrayal of Igbo culture that directly speaks

to the trauma of Emecheta’s own marital experiences. Throughout the texts marriage
represents a necessary evil that women must endure, since choosing to forgo marriage is

unthinkable. The Joys of Motherhood demonstrates how women suffer when they cannot

meet the demands of the prevailing cultural script in becoming “good” wives and mothers
to male children. As previously noted, Nnu Ego’s joy is severely stifled by her strivings
to embody the essence of Igbho womanhood where women endure all under male-
dominated patriarchal institutions.

With Double Yoke Emecheta argues that lingering traditional gender roles are
growing obsolete in guiding modern women like Nko, who seek personal satisfaction,
education, and independence along with marriage. Nko’s very existence remains as a
serious affront to traditional roles where women should remain virginal and submissive in

their pursuit of marriage and motherhood.
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By situating her texts in the socio-political history of Nigeria, Emecheta is able to
fortify her demands that African women be liberated from the domineering aspects of
traditional cultural practices. Overall her art is African-centered and it appears that
Emecheta is not only rooted in Igbo culture, but quite simply obsessed with it. Her
sensitivity regarding how the culture impacts her life is a consuming aspect of her life
that shapes her identity as an African woman. Even so, her technique in creating novels
that validate women’s issues vilify men and mainly casts Igbo culture in a negative light.
However this does not detract from Emecheta’s larger goal of “speaking” for women,
whose stories may otherwise remain unknown. Along with this she continually resists
over-identifying with European notions of womanhood, represented by her unwillingness
to be “defined by them.” This highlights a deeper perception regarding her status in the
world as an African woman who seeks to transcend both racial and gender constrictions.

The first recommendation of this study quite simply calls for critics to recognize
Emecheta’s petition for freedom, while not ignoring the ways in which the literature
stands as protective of African womanhood and culturally celebrative. This
recommendation may appear to be overly simplistic, yet many critics of the literature are
swift in overlooking both components of this idea, largely noting Emecheta’s tendency in
attacking traditional Igbo patriarchy. Ezeigbo highlights this trend and writes that,

The perceptive reader also knows that there are structures and institutions in these

societies that empower women and enhance their participation in the

sociopolitical, economic and spiritual activities in the community. Even though

critics have not emphasized this reality, there is clear evidence that Emecheta

commends what is beautiful and affirmative in traditional society and modern
Nigeria, as well as exposes what is negative and destructive. (Ezeigbo, 6)
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If the purpose of Emecheta’s art is to highlight issues plaguing Igbo women, then
her work has accomplished its goal — even if it occurs at the expense of Igbo traditions.
If her creation of propaganda works to dismantle practices that repress African
womanhood, than perhaps her disloyalty is justified. By revealing these stories for
Western audiences, Emecheta’s overarching goal lies in educating the masses about the
hardships facing Nigerian women. This body of literature prioritizes the centrality of
African women in strategizing their own liberation. With these texts African women
speak for themselves and rise above their status as silent observers in the conversations of
Western feminists and African men.

The final recommendation of this study urges scholars and critics to exercise care
when using the novels to authenticate Igbo culture. The values that Emecheta attributes
to Igbo culture are filtered through her traumatic experiences. Surely, the themes of the
texts would be drastically different if produced by a woman who was “at peace” with
traditional Igbo values. Through her characters Emecheta seeks retribution for her
painful past and in doing so progresses towards self-validation and healing.

To date Emecheta’s novels have been taught in secondary schools in Nigeria as
noted by Osa Osayimwense in the articles “The New Nigerian Youth Literature” and
“Didactism in Nigerian Young Adult Literature.” Accordingly Osayimwense declares
that books help young people in developing a sense of identity, which makes the
interrogation of Emecheta’s portrayals more important than ever (Osayimwense, 101-2).
Her novels have the power to directly impact how Nigerian youth perceive their culture

and ultimately themselves. The worldwide distribution of these texts shape perceptions
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about the value of African culture in relation to African people, and thus are instrumental

in validating Igbo culture as one necessary for the survival of Igbo people.
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