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Abstract

This thesis attempts to investigate the theme of alienation and African women's
identity in Bessie Head's The Cardinals (1993) and A Question of Power (1974), in
addition to Buchi Emecheta's Gwendolen (1989) and Second Class Citizen (1974). It
aims at: studying the concept of alienation in the novels, explaining the factors that
create this sense of estrangement in the female characters, and finally exploring
ways to overcome alienation and reach self-assertion. Accordingly, this study
proposes three facets of alienation: social, racial and sexual. Society with its
conformism can lead to the marginalization of women who fail to fit its standards.
Using Social-psychology, the alienating social processes such as conformism will be
studied, in addition to exploring the states or syndromes of alienation including
isolation and withdrawal from society. Racial discrimination dictated by white
supremacy can equally be responsible for the alienation of black and coloured
women who are denigrated and stigmatized as inferior beings. This study uses the
works of Frantz Fanon that explore and explain the black's sense of alienation
engendered by the colonizer's oppression. Women can also be sexually alienated
from their bodies that are objectified and turned into commodities to be evaluated
and controlled by men. The objectification theory helps understand the process of
sexual alienation of women in patriarchal societies. Finally, this thesis endeavours
to unravel the writers' vision about the mechanisms that helped to desalienate the
female characters mainly motherhood and writing. With the womanist and
motherist approaches, the link between motherhood and desalienation will be
demonstrated, in addition to the therapeutic effect of writing and its contribution

to the healing of the alienated protagonists.

Key Words: Alienation, women, race, conformism, sexual objectification,

motherhood, writing, desalienation.
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Introduction



Introduction

The field of African women’s writings constitutes today part and parcel of African
literature. Despite the difficulties faced by early women writers such as Flora
Nwapa and Ama Ata Aidoo in the 1960s, African female authors succeeded in
affirming their presence on the literary scene thanks to their talent. In fact, the
earliest works proposed by African women writers were received with rejection
from prominent publishers, in addition to a fierce criticism from their male
counterparts. Their literary works were considered of low standards and most
importantly they failed to answer the needs of the post-independence era of their
respective countries. Indeed, after the independence of most African countries,
the 1960s and 1970s saw an eager attempt from African male writers to
rehabilitate the true image of Africa. This image was distorted by years of
European colonization that associated the African continent with barbarism,
regression and primitiveness. On the other hand, most early female writers of the
post-independence era dealt with themes in relation to women’s status in Africa
by giving a realistic depiction of their societies and the way some traditions and

customs contributed to their domination and oppression.

Women’s quest for self-identification and realization often characterises
literary works produced by female authors, poets and playwrights. Indeed, women
in Africa faced the difficult task of finding a place for themselves in society. Even
today, many are victims of patriarchal systems that impose on them a set of
ideologies that consecrate men’s domination and define them as appendages to
their male counterparts. During decades, women in most African countries had to
fight in order to have equal rights with men in fields such as education, civil rights

and employment.

In addition to sexism, women in Africa were victims of racism during the colonial
era and under systems that were dominated by whites such as the Apartheid

system in South Africa. As immigrants to European countries after the



independence of their countries, many women faced also racial discrimination
that set them as second-class citizens. Racism and sexism were woven together as
destructive forces that affected African women's identities. Moreover, many
African authors captured the way some socio-cultural factors such as customs,
values and norms participate in the oppression of women. A woman is exclusively
defined according to a set of rigid social standards that allow little room for her to
exist as an autonomous individual. Women who fail to fit these definitions are
often rejected by their communities and experience a sense of lack of belonging.
This feeling of being estranged from society is equally known as alienation that will
be explored in this research. The concept of alienation has animated hot debates
among scholars and thinkers. They were divided between those who consider it as
a phenomenon engendered by industrial urbanized societies (Fromm, 1955;
Seeman 1959) and those who define it as a universal phenomenon related to all
human societies (Berger and Pullberg,1965). It should be stated that alienation is
a multidimensional concept due to the variety of perspectives associated with its
study that can be social, philosophical, psychological, political and existential.
Motivated by the multifaceted and complex aspects of alienation, | will examine
this concept in four literary works: Second Class Citizen (1974), Gwendolen (1989)
by Buchi Emecheta, in addition to The Cardinals (1993) and A Question of Power
(1973) by Bessie Head.

Bessie Head and Buchi Emecheta are today leading literary figures and their
works stand as landmarks in the field of African women’s writing. Buchi Emecheta
is a Nigerian writer who immigrated in the 1970s to England where she published
all her works. With her thirteen novels, four children books, and three plays, she
is one of the most prolific African women writers. Among Emecheta’s numerous
novels, | opted for Second Class Citizen (1974) and Gwendolen (1989). The two
works offer a good illustration of the theme of women’s alienation, in addition to
a better understanding of Emecheta’s development as a writer. Moving from an

early novel to a late one in Emecheta’s career, may help the reader to follow the



changes in Emecheta’s thinking especially in relation to issues about women and

society.

Second Class Citizen is an autobiographical novel written by Emecheta when she
was still struggling with her bad living conditions as an immigrant in England.
Through the protagonist Adah, she narrates the hardships she faced to settle as a
full citizen right after her arrival to England in the 1970s. The novel highlights the
discrimination that she undergoes and the poverty in which she lives. Adah’s life is
further complicated by an irresponsible and abusive husband who treats her as an
object to be exploited. The novel offers an image of the African woman who is torn
between her respect for traditions and norms and her personal aspiration as an
individual. After a long period of hesitation and suffering, Adah frees herself from
the constraints of her Nigerian traditions and separates from her husband. The
next step in her life is to achieve self-realization as a citizen and face the stigma of
poverty and regression attributed to black immigrants by the British society.
Commenting on the novel, Alice Walker states: “it is one of the most informative
books about contemporary African life that | have read”(Walker, In Search of Our
Mother's Garden 70). In fact, reading the novel provides details about life and
experiences of an African woman trying to become an independent self-affirmed
individual. It gives also a holistic image of both African traditional life and women’s

shift to the contemporary realities with their new challenges.

The second novel | will study in this research is Gwendolen. This literary work
captured my attention because it deals with a Jamaican heroine and the difficulties
she faces when she emigrates to England. Both novels handle the theme of
immigration, but what | find interesting is to see the difference of perspective in
both works and how two women who come from two diasporic settings, react in
the new British environment. Moreover, Gwendolen explores the themes of rape
and incest which have remained taboos for a long time in African literature.
Consequently, it will be very riveting to study the way Emecheta translated this
theme into fiction. Also, the two novels meet in various points: both are London
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novels that deal with the issues of immigration, women’s status in traditional

societies, gender inequalities and sexual objectification.

Emecheta got the idea of writing Gwendolen when she met a Caribbean girl on
her visit to Sussex College. The girl told Emecheta her story of rape and she decided
to write a novel in order to throw light on sexual abuse against women not only in
Africa, but also in the diaspora. What makes this novel different is the look it offers
at the African diaspora and the contribution it makes to Caribbean women
literature. Commenting on the originality of Emecheta’s handling of the story,
Caryl Philips concludes that the novel is “an ambitious story of West Indian
migration that has been told before, but never from the point of view of ‘mother
country’ as opposed to the Caribbean ‘mother country’...the African perspective
given by Emecheta makes the novel, a valuable contribution to the canon,
particularly Caribbean bildungsroman”(Philips 356). In his article “Lost in the
Moder Kontry” that appeared in The New York Times on April 29,1990, the writer
Reginald Mcknight places Gwendolen within the African-American literary
tradition. He states that the novel is a valuable critique of the “problems that
plague the African diaspora- its rootlessness, prejudice, self-hatred and perhaps
even some of the sexual violence that nearly destroys Gwendolen- are the direct
result of slavery and colonialism” (Mcknight 30). Emecheta gives a fresh eye on
issues that characterized Jamaican communities and women of African origins in

general.

The novel is about Gwendolen, a little Jamaican girl who lives in a village called
Granville with her mother and grandmother. Her father Winston emigrates to
England in the 1970s to seek a better life. After a while, her mother joined him and
Gwendolen remains with her Granny Noami. The little girl’s childhood is shattered
when she is sexually abused by a friend of the family. Gwendolen finally joins her
family in London where she faces racial discrimination at school. Her self-esteem
is further destroyed as she fails to integrate the white community and has to bear
all sorts of racist remarks and attitudes from her teachers and classmates.
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Gwendolen is again victim of sexual abuse by her father who rapes her when she
is sixteen. This traumatic experience leads to the psychological breakdown of
Gwendolen who discovers after a while that she is bearing the child of her father.

She is admitted to a mental hospital waiting for her baby to come.

In addition to Emecheta, | will study two literary works by the South African
writer Bessie Head who equally made a great contribution to African literature.
Head was born in 1937 of a union between a rich white woman and a poor black
man at a time when interracial relationships were forbidden by the Apartheid
System. Because of this past, the writer faced rejection from both black and white
communities. This problem of integration to her society is reflected in most of her
literary works that represent alienated coloured women who face an identity crisis
because of their lack of belonging, in addition to racism. Head moved to Botswana
with a non-return visa in 1964, but she was refused citizenship by the Botswanan
authorities. All Head’s literary works were written in Botswana except The
Cardinals (1964) that was produced in South Africa, but published thirty years

later.

A remarkable aspect of Bessie Head’s writings is the universal humanism that
goes beyond the African context. Her novels are appealing to any reader regardless
to his cultural and historical background. Stressing this aspect, the critic Tourkia
Khanous states: “"Head advocates an inclusive humanism that is pluralistic,
heterogeneous, and reaches beyond the African continent. She adopts a human
centred approach to Africa’s problems, putting humanity above the exclusivity of
nationalism and racism”(Khanous 39). | find this universal aspect of Head’s works
particularly gripping as she deals with universal themes such as power abuse,
human nature, good and evil, in addition to alienation. To explore these themes,
In this research, | will study two major works by the writer. Like for Emecheta, |
opted for an early novel and a relatively late one to highlight the writer’s
development. Written in 1964, The Cardinals is her first novel although it was
published in 1993. Published in 1973, A Question of Power remains the most
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complex and powerful work written by Bessie Head. Both novels contain a lot of
autobiographical elements since both cover two important periods in her life. The
Cardinals narrates Head’s beginnings in the world of journalism while A Question
of Power chronicles Head’s life as a refugee in Botswana and her slip through

madness, depression and suicide.

The Cardinals was written when Head was still working as a journalist for The
Golden City Post in Cape Town. The novel was given to Patrick Cullinan, a
prominent publisher in South Africa in the 1950s and 1960s. However, the
manuscript was rejected and the novel was published posthumously in 1993. The
critic Desiree Lewis sheds light on “the originality” of the work because it was
judged not suitable for the readers of that time who were not accustomed to
“open-ended meanings” that characterize her work (Lewis 418 ). The critic Collette
Guldiman considers The Cardinals as an avant-garde novel since it gives “the
earliest gender perspective and critique of black South African journalism in the
1950s” (Guldiman 101). Head’s protagonist Mouse is a young coloured journalist
who has to make her way in the highly masculine domain of journalism at that
time. In this sense, Head’s novel challenges the preconceived ideas that women

cannot succeed in fields exclusively dominated by men.

It is quite important to stress the autobiographical aspect of this novel since it
narrates Head’s experiences as a coloured little girl who was born of an illegal
union between a white lady and a poor black man. Like Head, Mouse is born in a
mental hospital and given to a white family who immediately rejected her because
she was not “white enough” for them. Mouse is going to exchange families and
names as she grows up in the slums of Johannesburg amid poverty and violence.
In spite of all these miserable conditions, Mouse managed to get an education and
have a job as a journalist in The African Beat which stands in the novel for The
Golden City newspaper where Head used to work. There, Mouse meets Johnny, a
journalist who decides to help her become a self-confident and successful writer.
From the context of the novel, we can deduce that Johnny may be Mouse’s father,
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but Head does not sate it clearly. Many hints are given to readers to believe that
Johnny and Mouse will have an incestuous relation, but again the novel closes with
an open-end leaving room to the reader’s imagination. The novel offers also a
fierce criticism of Apartheid depicted as an oppressive system that deprived blacks

and coloureds from their rights and freedom.

In this sense, | found the novel captivating especially in relation to its criticism
of gender inequality vis-a-vis women, mainly in the field of journalism. The novel’s
open-end is another aspect that attracted my attention as it opens the door to the
reader’s interpretations. The novel is also interesting in relation to feminism since
it treats the issue of African women’s low status in society and the patriarchal
systems as early as the 1960s, in addition to breaking the taboo of incest. As a
coloured, she is victim of racist white discrimination and rejection from the black
community. Similarly, as a woman, she is crushed by a sexist society that hinders
her self-accomplishment. Mouse lives as a stranger at the margin of a society that

considers her as a social pariah.

The second novel under study in this research is A Question of Power considered
as the most widely read work by Bessie Head. Similar to The Cardinals, it holds
many autobiographical elements represented by the main character, Elizabeth,
who seemingly stands for Bessie Head in the novel. As a daughter of a white
woman and black man, she lives in a liminal situation between the black and white
races. Victim of racism in South Africa, Elizabeth leaves her native country to settle
in Botswana where she experiences the same feeling of unbelonging. She works
as a teacher in a primary school, but after a while she falls into madness as she
starts to have hallucinations. In her delirium, Elizabeth conceives three characters,
Sello, Dan and Medusa who will torment her and make her ask existential
questions. She questions her identity as a coloured woman, but most importantly
her hallucinations will be a journey into the very essence of the human nature,
especially in relation to concepts such as good, evil and power abuse. Commenting
on the depth, richness and plurality of meanings of A Question of Power, Lionel
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Abraham qualifies the novel as “a small insight into religion, sex, sociology,
psychology and morality from which patients and receptive readers will be
retrieving treasures of a new understanding for decades to come”(qtd.in Zell et al.
110). In his article, “*Colonization and The Feminine in Bessie Head's A Question of
Power”, Lorenz Paul writes: “A Question of Power is a novel that demonstrates and
directly confronts on a personal level the interrelationships which exist between
racism, sexism and economic cultural colonization”(Paul 592). The novel exposes
the correlation between colonialism and the oppression of women in Africa which
adds racism to the agenda of African women writers who had to fight sexism and

racism in their writings.

After looking into the novels, we can note that the four protagonists live in a
state of alienation from the world in which they live and this common point
between the literary works brings us to formulate the following questions: How do
the writers pinpoint the factors that led to the alienation of the main characters?
How did each character exemplify this sense of alienation? What are the effects of
this alienation on them? And finally, how did the writers manage to desalienate
themselves through their protagonists and reach self-assertion at the end of the

novels?

To answer these research questions, | intend to use some theories that explain
and study the concept of alienation. Before dealing with these theories, it is
necessary to define the concept of alienation since it constitutes the basis of this
study. The term alienation comes from the Latin words “alienus”, “alienare” and
“alienatio” which all fall in the same meanings: estrange and estrangement. In fact,
alienation implies a sense of being a “stranger” to a given place, person and even
to oneself. The term was first used as a legal word that means the legal transfer of
ownership to another person or party. In early 19th century, the term “aliéné” was
used in French to refer to a person with mental disorders, more precisely,
madness. With time, the concept of alienation had been subject to many theories

developed by philosophers, sociologists, psychologists and other thinkers.
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As a concept, the term alienation first appeared in the works of Friedrich Hegel
who used it to describe man’s condition in the modern world. According to Hegel,
man’s alienation started when the idea of private ownership appeared as a social
institution. He relates alienation to work that altered the human being's relation
with his environment be it natural or social. Nature represents for Hegel the
objective world of man that used to “estrange” him before he starts work and
production. Indeed, work and knowledge allowed man to master nature and
reduce his sense of alienation from his world that used to dominate and objectify
him. However, with the rise of industrialization, machines replaced man and made
his work less satisfying since it was no more a means of expression of his capacities
to overcome nature. Man produces more than he needs and this over production
that goes with industrialization transforms products into commodities; hence,
they lose their use value and this engenders alienation. This idea was developed
by Karl Marx who studied the correlation between work and man’s alienation. The
first ideas appeared in Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 (1932) and
the concept was further developed in his famous Capital (1867). Marx agrees with
Hegel in his theory about work and alienation and he further developed the idea
that the workers’ labour may be transformed into some powers that control them.
Because of capitalism that divides society into rich bourgeoisie and poor
proletariat, the worker cannot afford the product that he makes so it confronts
him as an alien object. Marx further gave four types of alienation including an
alienation of the worker from other workers, from the act of work, from products,

and from himself.

Many theories have been advanced since Marx’s study of the concept of
alienation and two main perspectives emerge to the surface; psychological and
sociological. Defining this concept as the individual’s separateness from his world,
psychologists focus on alienation as “a state”. The psychologist Melvin Seeman
studies the psychological manifestation of alienation and he distinguishes five

states: meaninglessness, powerlessness, isolation, self-estrangement and



normlessness (Seeman 753-754). From a sociological point of view, alienation is
approached as “a process” that is explained through the analysis of factors that
lead to the estrangement of man in his social environment. According to

sociologists:

alienation must be recognized as a relational concept involving an interaction process
between the individual, including his relationship to family, ethnic group, and so forth,
and the social-structural conditions of fundamental social institutions, such as hierarchal
organization and delimited responsibility in work. (Twining 422)

In other words, Sociology is concerned with the study of social structures and
processes that alienate man such as conformism, stereotyping, stigma,
labelling...etc. Psychology on the other hand, is concerned with the individual’s
reaction to these social alienating processes such as isolation, powerlessness, and

self-estrangement.

In this sense, there was a growing interest in this double meaning that the
concept of alienation may bear: an estranging process and a state of
estrangement. To answer the problematic of our research about the reasons
behind the alienation of the main characters and its impact on them, this
perspective that allies both sociology and psychology may be very helpful.
Indeed, it will allow to approach alienation as a social process by studying the
structure of societies in which the protagonists are set and point out the different
processes of alienation such as conformism. The psychological aspect of this
perspective may also help unravel the impact of these processes on the female
characters and see whether any of the five states mentioned by Seeman that is
meaninglessness, powerlessness, isolation, self-estrangement and normlessness
characterises the protagonists. This perspective is known as social psychology, a
field which may answer our need to handle the double meaning of alienation;

psychological and sociological

Starting in the 1940s and 1950s, Kurt Lewis and Andrews Colman established
the theory of social-psychology as a rigorous scientific discipline. This theory is

defined as follows:

10



Most authorities agree that social psychology is the biochemistry of the social experience,
a field lying sociology and individual psychology. The field is in this sense interstitial and it
plays a pivotal role as a major social science discipline. In its theories and research, social
psychology provides vital information about how social factors influence individual
thoughts, feeling and actions.( Colman 797)

Early social psychologists were motivated by German Nazism to investigate how
Adolph Hitler subdued his fellow citizens and made them adhere to his ideologies
without objections and committed atrocities during the two world wars. In this
field, the famous German psychologist Erich Fromm wrote his books, The Sane
Society (1955) and Escape From Freedom ( 1941) that made a great contribution
to the discipline of social psychology. We can mention also Muzafir Cherif (1936)
and Solomon Asche (1952) who conducted studies on the social processes and
structures that lead to the alienation of man. The works of Fromm will be used in

my research to approach alienation from a social psychological point of view.

After the second world war, social-psychology expanded steadily to other
topics including aggression, inter-group relations, stereotyping, prejudice,
discrimination and segregation. In the 1970s and 1980s, social psychology used
cognitive psychology based on advances in computer technology to become more
cognitive oriented. Social cognition is based on “an understanding of how our
knowledge about our social worlds develops through experience and the influence
of these knowledge structures on memory, information processing, attitudes,
behaviours and judgments”("Defining Social Psychology”). The connection
between social conditioning and the individual’s construction of identity has been
then demonstrated and proved. In the twenty first century, social psychology
dealt with new areas such as social neuroscience that studies the relation between

the social behaviour and brain activities.

By definition, alienation socially implies separateness from a given group;
hence, it is necessary to study the social environment and the processes that
trigger this sense of estrangement. This definition implies also the individual, so it

is equally important to explore the impact of this sense of estrangement on
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him/her and the way he/she experiences alienation from the group. The individual
may be socially alienated when he fails to integrate his group, and to conform to
its norms, values, customs, behaviours and attitudes. Conformity appears then as
the best known social process that may alienate the individual who shows
problems of “adjustment" to institutions dictated by an established socio-political
system. In our novels, the protagonists seem to be heavily influenced by the social
setting that is drawn by Head and Emecheta. They show a certain inability to adapt
socially; therefore, it is crucial to approach their alienation from a socio
psychological perspective. The characters’ social alienation is going to be the first

facet to examine using social-psychology.

In addition to the social norms, conventions, and conforming behaviours of
their societies, the main characters are victims of racial discrimination. Whether
as black immigrants or as coloured women living under the Apartheid system in
South Africa, the protagonists’ identities have been widely affected by racism. In
fact, racism appears as a dominating theme and it is vital to throw light on the
relation between racial oppression and alienation. To study this side of alienation,
the works of Frantz Fanon seem to be very relevant. The psychiatrist Frantz Fanon
worked on the concept of alienation and the psychology of the oppressed.
Colonialism and its drawbacks on colonized people mark the heart of all his works
where he explores the relation between the white colonizer and the black
colonized. His famous work Black Skin, White Masks (1952) is an auto-theory
book based on Fanon’s own experiences and his criticism of the effects of racism
on the human psyche. His book is based on black people from French-colonized
islands especially Martinique and Antilles. The main idea of his work is to study
the black man’s pathological desire to become “white” as the title of the book
suggests. This desire comes from the black man’s strong belief that “whiteness”
stands for civilization, progress and intellect whether the black race is associated
with backwardness, barbarism, and violence. Fanon explains that this denigration

of the black race and culture is the result of western indoctrination of blacks from
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their childhood to believe in their inferiority. A misrepresentation of the black
race characterized children’s literature, books of history and most importantly
the media that broadcast a negative image of black people. With time, these
images become integrated in the general conscience of the blacks who come to
believe and accept the white man’s superiority; hence, their desire to become
“whiter”. The black man’s rejection of his race and his impossible belonging to
the white one created in him a sense of alienation since he is estranged from both

cultures.

In his book, Fanon explores the loss of identity of blacks dreaming to get rid
of their blackness and “magically turning white". He further presents his well-
known inferiority complex that makes blacks internalize a degrading and inferior

image of themselves:

If he is overwhelmed to such a degree by the wish to be white, it is because he lives in a
society that makes his inferiority complex possible, in a society that derives its stability
from the perpetuation of this complex, in a society that proclaims the superiority of one
race...he will find himself thrust into a neurotic situation.(Fanon, Black Skin 74)

Alienation then appears in Fanon’s theory as a neurotic situation in which the
black man finds himself after he accepts a low self-image that is set by a racist
white society. The black man is alienated from his own race that he repudiates to
be part of the “civilized” one. As Fanon writes, the problem is that no one can
escape his own race and the black man’s alienation starts when he fails to identify
with the white race that perceives and conceives him as an inferior being. This
dislocation creates an identity crisis that leads to the alienation of the black man.
The belief of inferiority makes the black hate himself, but he cannot escape the
reality of his blackness. Racism is studied here as a pathology creating a neurotic
situation for the black man who lives in a liminal situation between his hatred for

his origins and the rejection of the white society.

The third facet of alienation that | intend to study is sexual. In fact, we cannot
have a complete study of the female characters without throwing light on the

sexual commodification of women in the patriarchal system. The interest in this
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theme comes from Emecheta and Head’s treatment of sexual objectification of
women’s bodies in their novels. In fact, the four women characters experience
sexual abuse by some male characters, and this affects their identity. This type of
alienation takes place when a woman loses control over her body which becomes
an object or commodity in the hands of the other. To conduct the exploration of
sexual commodification of women’s bodies, | will employ the sexual
objectification theory that explains how this process occurs and describes the
different types of sexual objectification. The theory of sexual objectification is

defined as follows:

Sexual objectification occurs whenever a woman’s body, body parts, or sexual functions
are separated out from her person, reduced to the state of mere instruments, or regarded
as if they were capable of representing her. In other words, when objectified, women are
treated as bodies-and in particular, as bodies that exist for the use and pleasure of
others.(Fredrickson and Roberts 175)

Most feminists consider sexual objectification as a form of gender oppression
because it imprisons a woman in her biology; she is defined exclusively as a
“female” and not as a person. Moreover, sexual objectification affects women’s
self-definition since they are seen as objects to be constantly evaluated and
looked at by men. In other words, a woman can have a sense of identity only if
she is recognised by the other (man). Thus, a woman’s existence is only possible
in the presence of the other whose gaze or visual inspection of her body validates
her sense of the self. At a psychological level, this process is interpreted by a
woman’s internalization of a particular image of the self that fits the observer’s
expectations and consequently she monitors her behaviour to stick to that image.
Women are socialized by their cultural environment to internalize the other’s
view of themselves and gradually incorporate these expectations into their sense
of self so much so that they unconsciously treat themselves as objects to be

evaluated and controlled.

Feminists relate sexual objectification to patriarchy and men’s power control.

In her book Gender and Power, R.W.Cornwell sustained that “the cultural practice
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of objectifying female bodies originated to create, maintain, and express
patriarchy"(Cornwell 177). Women's bodies become then the terrain on which
patriarchy is inscribed. Patriarchy is based on men’s control of power and the
submission of women, so that by sexually controlling their bodies, men impose
their power. This leaves women with no control over themselves and become
alienated from their own bodies used by their male counterparts without their
consent. This sexual objectification may take different forms; from the indirect or
subtle control of women's bodies to the direct or overt sexual objectification. The
indirect type of sexual objectification is rather cultural as it implies the projection
of images of women as objects of beauty to feed men’s sexual ideals. The other
type of sexual objectification refers to direct sexual abuse including incest, rape
and sexual harassment in public or at work. Being thus victimised, women
become strangers from their own bodies, and owned by those who hold power
over them. A woman who is victim of sexual abuse finds herself in a confusing
situation where her body becomes alien to her, but remains at the same time

part of herself.

In our novels, we can detect both kinds of sexual objectification. Rape, incest,
marital rape and sexual harassment are represented by both Head and Emecheta.
Indeed, Gwendolen, Elizabeth, Mouse, and Adah's bodies are evaluated, and
controlled by male characters who stand for the patriarchal order. In addition to
these indirect forms of sexual objectification, Gwendolen is victim of incest and
rape, Adah is sexually assaulted by her husband and finally Mouse is sexually

abused by her adoptive father.

After the study of the social, racial and sexual dimensions of the main
characters’ alienation, | will turn to exploring the way they succeeded in breaking
this state to assert themselves. Motherhood and writing are two main possible
healing processes proposed by both Head and Emecheta to end the characters’
alienation. To understand the link between motherhood and desalienation, |
intend to use the notions of motherism and womanism. Both approaches study
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the importance of motherhood for African women’s self-accomplishment.
Motherhood is not presented only as a biological act of procreating, but it also
refers to the spiritual significance of mothering that implies nurturing, creating
and healing. Catherine Objanu Acholonu sets the tenets of this theory in her book
Motherism : The Afrocentric Alternative to Feminism (1995) where she presents
the African mother as a spiritual figure. Achonolu takes motherhood to the
spiritual level as a nurturing and healing process that brings a sense of unity to
the community. Motherhood is also presented as an empowering process for
women and not as an obstacle that hinders their self-realization. It gives mothers
a feminist awareness about their strength and abilities to defy all forms of
oppression and defeat them. A mother who can bear and raise children has all

the necessary power to build an autonomous identity and exist as an individual.

Acholonu explains that motherism transcends patriarchal ideologies to bring a
balance of power between men and women and rejects any antagonism between
the sexes. It fights gender inequality and men's power control for “the creation
of a society based on love, tolerance, service and mutual cooperation between
the sexes”(Acholonu 3). In addition to the wholeness of the community and the
rejection of all forms of abuse, the motherist is engaged in the survival of mother
earth. Preserving the land is another crucial tenet of motherism which is involved
in “the dynamics of ordering, reordering, creating structures, building and
rebuilding in cooperation with mother nature at all levels of human
endeavor”(Achonolu 53). The aim of the motherist is to create a balanced society
where gender inequality recedes and a balanced eco-system where men and

women work together for the protection of mother land.

Womanism joins motherism in many principles since it is defined as a
philosophy that calls for a complementary male-female relation for the
construction of a healthy society free from all forms of oppression including
sexism and racism. Hence; this approach may help explain the way to overcome
sexual and racial alienation. First used in 1983, the term womanist appears in
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Alice Walker’s In Search of Our Mothers’ Garden: Womanist Prose to describe a
literary movement that advocates social change and justice for black women in
America and to fight racism, classism, and sexism. Womanism is known for its
inclusive philosophy of men that contrasts with the separatist aspect of some
early branches of western feminism and insists on the participation of men to
create a balance between the sexes. Womanist ideology is deeply rooted in
everyday experiences of black women and their struggles to survive. Womanism
is then “culture-specific” and celebrates the African cultural heritage that stands
as an essential part in the representation of black women’s experience. In this
sense, all feminist movements that come from the west cannot speak for black
women who have been through different historical, political, social and cultural

conditions.

Gradually, womanism made its way to Africa and it was adopted by many
African women writers. Chikwenye Okanjo Ogunyemi proposed African
womanism as a literary movement and she claimed that she has “arrived at the
term womanism independently and was pleasantly surprised to discover that
[her] notion of its meaning overlaps with Alice Walker’s”(Ogunyemi, Womanism :
The Dynamics 28). Ogunyemi’s womanism shares the same ideals of African
American womanism in its commitment to the survival of the entire people, male
and female. African womanism denounces sexist oppression of women; however,
it gives a balanced view of African men who are capable of making positive
change. African womanism is concerned also with power structures in general
that subjugate both men and women. The unity and wholeness of the community
should be promoted where power is equally distributed among its members,
males and females, “its ideal is for black unity where every black person has a
modicum of power and so he can be a brother or a sister or a father or a mother
to the other”(Ogunyemi, Womanism : The Dynamics 28). In our analysis of the

main characters’ desalienation, the African womanist ideology could be helpful
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to explain this process with its spiritual reading of mothering and the ideas of

healing and wholeness.

In addition to motherhood, the therapeutic effects of writing will be explored
to show the link between writing and self-healing. Writing is used today as a
therapy in the field of psychology to help patients externalize repressed feelings
and thoughts. Articulating and narrating painful experiences can act as a clinical
practice to recover from traumas. To help unravel the contribution of writing to
the characters’ desalienation, | intend to use the works of the psychologist James
Pennebaker who made extensive studies in the field of writing and mental health.
After conducting various experiences persons who were asked to write about

their childhood traumas and bad experiences, he found that:

Expressing thoughts and feelings has potent and measurable effect on our biology. When
disclosing deeply personal experiences, there are immediate changes in brain activation,
skin conductance levels, and overt behavioral correlates of the letting-go experience. After
writing, significant drops in blood pressure and heart rate as well as improvements in
immune function occur. In the weeks and months afterwards, people's physical and
psychological health is improved. (Pennebaker and Smyth. Opening Up by Writing it Down
41)

All these positive changes have been observed after these individuals write about
personally upsetting experiences. Writing allows them to confront their pains and
take a certain distance from some bad memories. The act of writing makes them
put words on bad events and acknowledge certain emotions such as fear,
sadness, shame, guilt and disappointment that were buried in their mind and
soul. People who live traumas in their lives find difficulties to share their
experiences with others because of shame or the fear to be judged. Writing is a
private experience that stands as a safe space for self-expression which may
translate bad emotions into words. Confronting past pains through writing gives
traumatized individuals insight into the source of their suffering as well as agency.
Writing becomes a way of resistance as Paulo Freire states: “only as the
oppressed discover themselves to be 'hosts' of the oppressor can they contribute

to the midwifery of their liberating pedagogy”. He adds: “to speak a true word is
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to transform the world”(Freire 33,75). Indeed, Adah and Mouse who stand for
Emecheta and Head respectively use writing as a self-expression tool to release
their negative feelings and pains. It will be interesting to study these characters’
use of writing to heal themselves from the different ordeals they went through

and gain control over their lives.

In addition to the different theoretical tools explained earlier that will help
understand each type of alienation, it must be stated that the whole work will be
conducted from a feminist perspective. Various definitions have been proposed
to explain feminism, but the most common aims of this movement are: to
denounce gender inequalities in societies, fight all forms of oppression against
women and promote changes in patriarchal systems to provide equal
opportunities for both sexes. The feminist perspective will help examine the way
female characters are portrayed in the literary works. As an approach, it “offers
strategies for analysing texts to emphasize issues related to gender and sexuality
in works written by both men and women, but particularly concerned with
women's writing” (Benstock et al.153). The main characters' life is widely shaped
by the values of a patriarchal society based on the supremacy of males' power.
The study of male/female relations in the novels will reveal that masculine power
control that is promoted by patriarchal ideologies participates in the

protagonists' alienation.

The feminist movement went through three periods known as waves. The first
one refers to the late 19th century and early 20th century feminists in Britain and
America who fought for women's right of suffrage and ownership. The next wave
started in the 1960s and lasted about two decades. It broadened its scope to
include issues such as sexuality, work opportunities, domestic violence, and the
family. The third wave came in the 1990s in reaction to western and white
American feminists' universalization of women's experience which led to the
exclusion of women from different cultural and historical contexts. It rejects an
essentialist definition of females in terms of white middle-class standards. Race
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was also ignored as a form of oppression that is responsible for the suffering and
low status of women when their countries were under European colonization.
Women of colour in America also developed a different form of feminism known
as womanism (Alice Walker) that was based on black aesthetics in order to

differentiate themselves from white feminism.

Feminist literary criticism made its way to Africa by the late 1970s and early
1980s with the development of African women's works. The aim of African
women writers is to expose gender inequalities and women's oppression in their
societies which corresponds to the feminist ideology. However, most African
women authors were very careful with the feminist label since it did not answer
their needs. Indeed, they come from a different socio-cultural and historical
context that European feminism of the 1970s could not represent. Hence, it was
important to redefine and adapt western feminism in accordance with the African
context in order to make of it an effective instrument of women's liberation. In

this respect, Carole Boyce Davies defines African feminism as a theory that:

1.Recognises a common struggle with African men against the forces of colonialism
and n eo-colonialism,2. recognises that African societies historically addressed the
problem of women, 3. examines African societies for institutions that are of value to
women and rejects those which are not, 4.respects African women's self-reliance and
their penchant for co-operative work,5. scrutinises objectively the status of women in
countries that have experienced wars of national liberation and social reconstruction,
and finally recognises the true power of women in African society.(Boyce 8-9)

It is clear that African feminism comes with a different paradigm inspired by an
authentic African context. Subsequently, African feminism developed into several
branches such as womanism (Ogunyemi 1985), stewanism (Ogundipe 1994), and
motherism (Achonolu 1995). These forms of African feminism are created to
answer the needs of different women living under diverse conditions and
circumstances. The works of some of these feminists and others such as Marie
Umeh, Juliana Makuchi Nfah Abbenyi, Catherine Achonolu, Chikwenyi Ogunyemi,
Omar Sougou and Desiree Lewis will offer a critical feminist scope to approach

the theme of alienation in this research.
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Concerning the organization of this thesis, it will be divided into four chapters.
The first chapter deals with social alienation using social-psychology. The aim is
to explore the social environment in which the characters are introduced and
thus understand its structure. Alienation will be approached in this chapter as a
social process. Conformity is the most apparent estranging process in our novels;
hence, the main focus will be directed to the way it functions to alienate the
protagonists. The next part of this chapter will be dedicated to the study of
alienation as a state of estrangement, that is to explore the main characters’
psychological reaction to conformism. The four protagonists suffer from isolation
from their societies and these could be studied as possible psychological states

or responses to their social alienation.

The second chapter studies racism and its contribution to the female
characters’ alienation. As immigrants living in Britain, Gwendolen and Adah faced
racial discrimination within the welfare system that was supposed to help the
under privileged classes of society during the 1970s. Both are relegated to second
class-citizenship status with poor living conditions. My interest is to show the
impact of racism on Adah and Gwendolen’s self-identification in a society that
rejects them on the basis of their skin colour. The second part handles the
Apartheid system in South Africa with its oppressive systems and institutions that
disregarded the blacks and coloureds as well. The theory of Frantz Fanon will help
explain the correlation between racism and alienation, in addition to the main

characters’ reaction to these racist practices and laws.

The third chapter explores the sexual alienation of Adah, Gwendolen, Mouse
and Elizabeth. Within the patriarchal ideology of their societies, women’s bodies
are objectified in a society that treat them as sexual objects used either for
procreation or to satisfy men’s needs. Using Barbara Fredrickson's objectification
theory, | intend to study the way the main characters are estranged from their
own bodies as they fail to have any control over them. The first part will deal with
the subtle or indirect sexual objectification of the female protagonists. This
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section studies the strategies used by society to project and consecrate images
of women as sexual objects. Adah, Elizabeth and Mouse are victims of verbal
sexual harassment and men’s control of their bodies and this affects their self-
awareness. The second part treats the direct sexual objectification of women that
have more devastating effects than the first type. Sexual abuse may take the form
of incest, rape and marital rape that are all present in the novels. | intend to study
these traumatic experiences undergone by the main characters, their
psychological and physical impact on them and the way they contribute to their

alienation.

The last chapter deals with the factors that helped the characters to reach
self-realization. After all the forms of oppression that crushed their self-esteem
leading them to psychological breakdown and suicidal attempts, the protagonists
find strength to resist and pull themselves from the pits of alienation. In the
novels, motherhood and writing appear as important leverages that help them
reach self-assertion. The first part then throws light on the role of motherhood in
the process of Adah, Elizabeth and Gwendolen’s healing. Motherism and
womanism will help us to study this link and show how motherhood can be an
empowering experience to women. The second part will highlight the connection
between writing and self-healing. The works of James Pennebaker may be useful
in the study of writing as a therapy that leads Adah and Mouse to self-
accomplishment. The last chapter completes the study conducted in the previous

parts to explain the elements that participate in the process of desalienation.
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Chapter 1:

Women’s ldentity and
Social Alienation



a-Conformism and Social Norms

The main concern of this chapter is the study of women’s Identity and the social
factors that help to shape it through the main characters of Second-Class Citizen,
Gwendolen, The Cardinals and A Question of Power. These novels raise the issue
of identity crisis at a given point of the protagonists’ development. They face
decisive moments when they have to answer existential questions about who
they are and what position they have in their respective societies. Before they
reach self-identification and resolve this questioning, the protagonists go through

difficult experiences which led to their alienation from their social environment.

In this part of our research, we intend to study the link between the alienation
of our women characters and the social context in which they are set by Buchi
Emecheta and Bessie Head. Our aim is to show the impact of society with its codes
of behaviour, social norms, beliefs and structures on the making of Adah,
Gwendolen, Mouse and Elizabeth's identities. The first section of this part
explores the social context depicted by Head and Emecheta in their novels to
understand the way it is constituted and whether the characters’ alienation
resulted from their conformism to its norms and codes or not. | will study
alienation as a social process and the strategies applied by society to enforce
conformism on its members, these strategies consisting in excluding, labelling
and stigmatising. The second part deals with alienation as a state that is to say, |
will study the characters’ social reaction to alienation in terms of isolation and

withdrawal.

Our work also consists of the study of the interaction between society and
individuals in the novels. Sociology provides effective and relevant tools for
research on society and its structures. The psychological aspect is an equally
important aspect in the novels. In fact, concepts like social alienation and lack of

adjustment need to be approached from a psychological perspective. A
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combination between sociology and psychology seems to be the best way to deal
with the theme of social alienation and its social and psychological impact. For
the study of alienation as a social process and a psychological state, | intend to

conduct my discussion through the medium of social psychology.

Social-psychology is defined as “the scientific field that seeks to understand
the natures and causes of individual behaviour in social situations”(Baron et al.
6). It deals with the factors that lead us to behave in a given way in the presence
of others and look at the context under which certain behaviours/actions occur.
It explores also how feelings, thoughts and intentions are constructed and how
such psychological components, in turn influence our interaction with others. The
early socio-psychologist Floyd Henry Allport, defines it as “a science which studies
the behaviour of the individual in so far as his behaviour stimulates other

individuals, or is itself a reaction to this behaviour”(Allport 12).

These definitions share a common point, which is the link between the
individual and the group and their mutual influence on. This individual-group
relation seems to be at the heart of social-psychology which provides the
theoretical frame of social identity. In fact, the term identity becomes a unifying
theme of social and psychological sciences during the last decades and is still a
current topic of research. Social identity theory was developed by many
sociologists and psychologists such as Henry Tajfel (1970), Michael Hogg and
Dominic Abrams (1970), John Robinson (1996) and Richard Jenkins (2004). They
all agree about the importance of interaction between the individual and society
in order to form identity. In fact, there is something active about identity as it
must be established through the interaction with the outside world. Richard

Jenkins explains this dynamism of identity as follows:

In fact, identity can be only understood as process, as ‘being’ and ‘becoming’. One’s
identity- one’s identities, indeed, for who we are is always singular and plural- is never
a final or settled matter. Not even death freezes the picture: identity through
reputation can be reassessed. (Jenkins 5)
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Identity is a process of being and becoming through which an individual knows
himself through his relation to the others. Identification thus takes place when
individuals and collectivities are distinguished in their social relation with other
individuals and collectivities. Identity is a matter of knowing who is who. Jenkins
further explains that identification or knowing who is who takes place in terms of
similarities and differences. In another word, “identifying ourselves or others as
a matter of meaning, a meaning always involves interaction: agreement and
disagreement, convention and innovation, communication and

negotiation”(Jenkins 5).

The socio psychologist James Boon explains self-definition as the game of
“playing the vis-a-vis”(Boon 26) which means that the individual is in constant
comparison and contrast with the others to know and define himself. He relates
to the others in terms of sameness/similarity which implies sharing common
points like language, values, religion...,.etc. However, sharing these similarities is
not enough for self-definition for not all individuals are the same and must be
distinct from one another by being different from the rest of the group. Defining
oneself is achieved by being both similar to and different from the others. The
sociologist Goerg Simmel explains that similarity and difference are the dynamic

principles of identification, the heart of social life.

We can conclude that a healthy identity formation means the coexistence of
both concepts, that is being both a part and an autonomous element of the same
community; not only sharing similarities with others, but also by retaining certain
independence and individuation. Identification becomes problematic when this
balance is not respected that is when similarity becomes the only way the
individual relates to the group or the opposite by being completely separate from
the group. This leads to what is known as conformism which rejects all forms of

individual difference from the groups’ social norms and codes of behaviour. The
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sameness with others, in the case of conformism is imposed on the individual

who should be like the rest of the group and renounce his distinctness.

Conformism leads to the social alienation as the famous socio-psychologist
Erich  Fromm demonstrates in his works. Fromm explains that with
industrialisation, man freed himself from natural determinism and dominated his
environment, but this freedom created in him an “increased isolation”. In
reaction to this imposed freedom, man developed various escape mechanisms
and one of them is conformism. Conformism provides a feeling of security to the
individual through a superficial sense of belonging to society. However, the
individual's social adaptation that goes through the acceptance of imposed social
norms, codes and behaviours creates man's alienation from himself. Fromm
states that when man “adopts entirely the kind of personality offered to him by
cultural patterns, he ceases to be himself”(Fromm, Escape From Freedom 44-45).
Alienation means in this case, the loss of the self and its individuality for the sake
of a securing feeling of belonging to a social group by conforming to its codes. For
him, man should relate to the others while retaining his individuality and

spontaneity as the only way to get out of his alienation.

Erich Fromm further uses the terms distinctness/relatedness to refer to the
dichotomy similarity/difference that permits one’s identification. He holds that
“one aspect of the process of the individual self-definition is that one becomes
aware of being an entity separate from the others”(47). This process, once again
is supposed to take place “automatically in the course of human
development”(Fromm, The Sane Society 35). Initially, at the stage of “pre-
individualistic existence” man is purportedly bound to his fellow man by “ties
regulated by instincts”(35). This period is generally associated with childhood
where the individual instinctively internalizes and conforms to the codes of his

social environments. Hence, conformity starts in childhood when the individual
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lacks this awareness of being “separate” from the others to use Fromm’s terms.

Childhood appears as an important phase in identity formation.

George Herbert Mead further suggests that “two motivations inspire
conforming behaviour: the desire to be correct, and the desire to remain in the
good grace of others. Each is rooted in primary socialization (childhood)”(Mead
12). It is clear then that conformity to social norms begins in childhood and this
makes the study of this phase in the development of our female characters of
great importance to understand their alienation. Indeed, we intend to explore
the South African, Nigerian and Jamaican traditional societies in relation to the
established conception of gender relations, in addition to the study of women’s
position within the social and economic systems and the various beliefs, customs
and norms that might explain the idea of conformity and its consequence on the

protagonists.

In Second-Class Citizen and Gwendolen, Emecheta depicts the childhood of
both Adah and Gwendolen as salient phases in the building of their identities as
women. Adah spends her early years in the traditional Nigerian society during the
1940’s and 1950’s. Although the beginning of the novel takes place in Lagos which
is an urbanised centre compared to Adah’s native village of Ibuza, the Nigerian
society was still very conservative concerning the traditional beliefs and customs.
The feminist critic Neerja Chand highlights the sociologist aspect in Emecheta’s
works:

Emecheta is a socialist-novelist who is trying in these novels to give a comprehensive
insight into the woman question by situating her protagonists in a certain sociological

context in Africa...The collective forces of society’s institutions like tribe, group or
family are always impinging upon her individual consciousness.(Chand 70-71)

This statement corresponds to our desire to approach Emecheta’s novels from a

|II

sociological point of view. Chand insists on “the sociological” context in which
Adah grows up to forge her individual-self and this confirms the relevance of our

intent to use feminism and sociology.
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The Nigerian society is characterised by a strong patriarchal order where men
hold the monopoly of power over women. The opening scene of the novel is
suggestive of women’s position among Adah’s people called the Ibos or Igbos
(communities living in the eastern parts of Nigeria). In this scene, we see the
incertainty of Adah in relation to her date of birth, as Emecheta writes:

She was not even quite sure that she was exactly eight, because, you see, she was a

girl. She was a girl who arrived when everyone was expecting and predicting a boy. So,

since she was such a disappointment to her parents, to her immediate family, to her
tribe, nobody thought of recording her birth. She was so insignificant. ( S.C.C9)

This passage demonstrates the traditional attitude that the Ibo society had
towards women. The terms used by Emecheta such as “insignificant”,
“disappointment” reveal the low esteem that girls suffer in their societies. The
girl/boy dichotomy serves to show power distribution within the patriarchal
system where women are subordinate to men. For the feminist critic Julian Nfah
Abbenyi, Emecheta “questions the Father’s law that posits sons/males
supremacy over daughters/women without whom patriarchy can neither be
perpetuated not reinforced”(Abbenyi 48). In fact, this over idealization of male
children emanates out of the belief that boys are supposed to take care of their
families in old age while a girl is to be married away. Emecheta describes the
preference given to boys in Nigeria as follows:

In Nigeria where | grew up; one’s enemy would make special prayers for the birth

of a girl child. The normal prayers went so, ‘you will be safely delivered of a

bouncing baby boy, a real man-child, on a large banana leaf...” The pregnant woman

would not protest to this prayer because in her heart, she too would like to have a

man child who would not be married away but would stay in the family’s

homestead and look after his mother when she became old, and weak. In most

African societies, the birth of a son enhances a man’s authority in the family: male
children are very, very important. (Emecheta, In Our Freedom 1)

In addition to her insignificance as a baby girl, Adah faces gender biases. From her
early age, she has to bear the sexist attitudes of her people who privileged her
brother Boy. Her first confrontation with gender constraints starts with her

dream of education since the patriarchal order denies girls access to schooling
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while boys are educated. The social norms of education to which Adah has to
conform are strongly criticized by Emecheta:

Boys were usually given preference, though. So even though Adah was about eight,

there were still discussions about whether it would be wise to send her to school.

Even if she was sent to school, it was very doubtful whether it would be wise to let

her stay long. ‘A year or two would do, as long as she can write her name and count.

Then she will learn how to sew’. Adah had heard her mother say this many, many
times. ( S.C.C 10)

The need to educate girls is not urgent since they are supposed to marry and bear
children while boys are destined for a more “important” existence. They have to
get an education, work and later take care of their families as fathers. Being a
wife and a mother are conceived as the only roles a woman can have while for a
boy, being a husband and father is just one part of his future. We can clearly see
the categorisation of the patriarchal society and the construction of separate
social and economic spheres where men and women evolve, as Omar Sougou
observes:

Western education appears to be the key to success in the changing Africa of the

late 1940’s and 1950’s. But women and girls are excluded from it because of the

two combined factors of money and discriminatory gender practices...It was more

prudent to invest in male children who were likely to support them in old age, than
in girls who were fated to marry and join other households.(Sougou 41)

Even when the family accepts to send Adah to school, she has to attend one with
low fees while her brother joins the expensive Ladi-LacK school. Here again,
Emecheta draws our attention to the unfair treatment of daughters in
comparison with sons: “Yes, she would go to school, she would not go to Ladi-
Lack, because Boy was there and they might ask her to pay, it being such an
expensive school. She would go to the Methodist school round the corner. It was
cheaper”(S.C.C. 11). In spite of all these constraints, Adah’s dreams to pursue her
education come to reality after a long struggle with her family. Before joining the
Methodist school, she secretly attended classes in a nearby school and her
mother is charged by the police with child neglect. Ma is taken to the police office

where she has to drink a big bowl of ‘gari’ with water while the police men are
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laughing at her. According to Omar Sougou, this scene marks Adah for the rest of
her life when she sees her own mother being humiliated. He further explains how
Adah internalizes the gender codes of her society through this experience that
confirms men’s power over women:
Gender difference impresses itself in Adah’s consciousness with respect to the
image she has of her mother. The representation of the treatment to which the

policemen subject the little girl’s mother when she is suspected of negligence
points to the ridicule in which women can be held by male power.(41)

Ma represents the traditional submissive woman who perpetuates the
patriarchal conception of womanhood. She refuses to educate Adah and she
wants to prepare her to be a “good wife” by learning domestic chores and
‘sewing’. The critic Juliana Nfah Abbenyi describes the only position women had
in the male-female relation among Ibos: “the exchange of women, marriage,
child-bearing, and child rearing are the most important components around
which male-female relationships are grounded”(Abbenyi 37). Hence, women’s
gender roles consist exclusively in wifehood and motherhood for which no

education is needed.

However, Adah has bigger dreams of a successful educated woman in spite of
the strong socialisation taught by her people to become a wife and a mother. We
find here the idea of sameness or similarity that is imposed by the social group
on its members. Adah is asked to be like the other girls; an uneducated submissive
wife and mother and as the other women, she has to conform to this conception
of womanhood. Adah is divided between her aspirations of success and her
adherence to the traditions of her people. She has to accept the social norms of
her society because she is still a young child, a phase that corresponds to Fromm’s

‘pre-individualistic period’.

In addition to the problem of education, Adah has to conform to another
traditional custom after the death of her father. According to Ibo society, when a

man dies, his wife, children and wealth are inherited by the elder brother.
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Although the intention of this custom is the protection of the dead man’s family,
it brought a lot of hardships to women. Here again Emecheta is raising the issue
of women’s inheritance that characterized many traditional African societies by
showing its negative effect on Adah and her mother:

Adabh, like most girl-orphans, was to live with her father’s elder brother as a servant.

Ma was inherited by Pa’s brother, and Boy was to live with one of Pa’s cousins. It

was decided that the money in the family, a hundred pounds or two, would be

spent on Boy’s education. So Boy was cut out for a bright future, with a grammar
school education and all that.(S.C.C. 17)

This passage demonstrates the idea of women’s objectification in which women
are treated as properties to be inherited and not as full human beings. Adah
becomes a ‘servant’ for her uncle and family and her mother a co-wife. Ma and
Adah are represented as ‘objects’ to be passed on from one man to another and

they have to conform to this tradition without questioning it.

Adah’s sufferings start after the loss of her father, who is represented by
Emecheta both as a figure of power when we see him caning her after Ma’s arrest,
and as a protector. Adah was happy when her father was alive and he even agreed
to send her to school when her mother showed her resentment. The father figure
is often used by Emecheta to convey both control and protection as we can see
in the Joys of Motherhood and The Bride Price with Nnu Ego and Akunna’s fathers.
Emecheta has a special relation with her own father whom she depicts as a man
with a lot of respect to traditions but who is also capable of showing great care
and love to his daughter. Her mother on the other hand is often depicted as the
guardian of traditions whose main duty is to guarantee Adah’s conformism to
them. The critic Ashley Dawson explains the relation Adah has with her mother
as follows:

Adah directs her anger to the women of her society. This is due in part to the fact
that among extended kin groups, it is the older women who are charged with the
social reproduction, which includes preparing their daughters for lives in domestic
servitude thus, Adah’s rebellion against her allotted place in life initially targets her

mother, whom she sees as complicit in perpetuating her subordination.(Dawson
102)

31



The expression “social reproduction” highlights a certain social pattern with
specific established rules to be preserved. The social identity of Adah is formed
to correspond to this pattern, and in this case to “domestic servitude”. Adah lives
in her uncle’s house as a domestic servant and she calls him “New Pa and
master”(S.C.C 18). Her situation worsens when her dream of education is
threatened by her relatives. Her schooling is to stop after the death of her father.
Here Emecheta introduces another tradition in Nigerian society which is the bride
price or dowry which makes women in traditional societies appear as objects to

be passed on from one hand to the other.

In this respect, Adah is seen as an object by her uncle who wants to get a good
price by marrying her off to a wealthy man. The notion of the pride price is not
new to the traditional Nigerian society, but because of Western education, the
custom changed. In fact, after the introduction of education, it was believed that
an educated girl could fetch a higher bride price which is slightly contradictory. A
society that denies girls access to schools, gives a high pride price for an educated
woman. Adah is then allowed to attend classes just for the sake of her future
dowry; otherwise, she has to stay home and serve her uncle’s family, as Emecheta
writes:

Adah’s schooling would have been stopped, but somebody pointed out that the
longer she stayed at school, the bigger the dowry her future husband would pay for

her. After all, she was too young for marriage at the age of nine or so, and moreover
the extra money she would fetch would tide Boy over.(S.C.C 17)

The representation of women as commodities is one of the ways to criticize the
social conception of womanhood in the traditional Nigerian society. The feminist
critic Chikwenye Ogunyemi observes how Emecheta “exploits the language of
commodification implicit in the word ‘bride price’ in order to locate the core of
the Nigerian marital problem as bartering/battering” (Ogunyemi, The Shaping of
A Self 245). Adah seems to be a helpless person who is inherited and in the future

given to a man for an amount of money. To cap it all, this money would be partly
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spent on her brother’s education. She is depicted as a voiceless character who

has no control over her life.

At this point of her development, Adah is unable to resist the overwhelming
forces of patriarchy that impose on her a certain way of conduct which she has
to accept. She is characterized as a weak, silent and submissive person without
any kind of individuality. Using Fromm's terms, we can state that Adah fails to
develop any individuality or spontaneity as a girl because she has to conform to

her social entourage.

It seems clear that Adah lacks the awareness and self-consciousness about her
subordination. She does not question whether her status in society is ‘right’ or
‘wrong’ because her conditions give her a little room for that and she even thinks
that she is given an opportunity to have this kind of life in her uncle’s house. This

confirms the power of her early socialization.

Unlike Adah, Gwendolen spends her early life between Jamaica and London. In
a rural place called Granville, Gwendolen lives with her grandmother, Granny
Noami after the departure of her parents who emigrated to England. Lately, she
joins the family which grows larger with the birth of two boys and a little girl. Like
Adah, Gwendolen’s social identity is forged by the norms and conventions of her
Jamaican society. However, because of the shared African origins between
Jamaica and Nigeria, Emecheta constantly makes references to the common
history and traditions of both societies. In fact, several times Emecheta mentions
the Nigerian community living in London and draws points of similarities and

differences with the West Indies’ people.

The Jamaican society kept some of its African customs as we can note a lot of
common aspects between Adah and Gwendolen’s childhood. For both Adah and
Gwendolen, education constitutes an important issue. The Jamaican traditional

society also gives little importa