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Abstract 

This thesis aims at dissecting the workings of the patriarchal ethos as denounced by the two 

African women writers, the Nigerian Buchi Emecheta and the Algerian Malika Mokeddem. 

The corpus is selected on the basis of a variety of literary sub-genres: autobiography, fictional 

narratives and war novels. This corpus falls in the category of resistance literature as the novels 

selected portray women’s victimization by patriarchy and women’s attempts and ways to stand 

against it. Consequently, the study is backed up by the feminist, postcolonial and 

psychoanalytic tools of analysis that explain how the girl/woman is conceived of by the 

patriarchal society and how the woman inverts this image as both an expression of her 

rejection of this ethos and an articulation of   her selfhood. 

This study is also based on the comparative approach. It highlights that though  the two 

women writers belong to different countries and eras, they are similar in more than one aspect 

in their reflection of how patriarchy frames the girls’/women’s existence in the family and in 

society as a whole. The study  also shows that Buchi Emecheta and Malika Mokeddem are 

different  in the intensity  of their refutation of patriarchy. Buchi Emecheta is moderate in her 

reactions, and this translates the uncontrollable impact of tradition on her. On the contrary, 

Malika Mokeddem is an extremist. For example, she convincingly rejects marriage and 

motherhood and makes her female characters choose not to get married and not to be mothers. 

Instead, she adopts  an ethics of nomadism which in her opinion can structure women’s 

resistance inasmuch as it destroys the certainty that identities, and particularly women’s, are 

fixed. 

The societal inscription ordained by patriarchy condemns women to a lower status which 

ultimately stifles their ambitions. In fact, this is a reality experienced by the two women 

writers themselves in their lives. The latter are chronicled so as to show how they struggled, 

got over the ordeal of patriarchy and became women writers. All that Buchi Emecheta and 

Malika Mokeddem did was to re-inscribe themselves in a more valuable and self-healing mode 

of action. This attitude is also the one taken up by their female protagonists in the works 

selected. Yet, the differences between B.Emecheta and M.Mokeddem in their picturing and 

treatment of their female protagonists’ resistance cannot remain unnoticed and will be 

discussed. Generally speaking, what Buchi Emecheta and Malika Mokeddem try to narrativise 

is how African women can adopt new forms of being in their respective societies. 

 

 

 

 

 



CONTENTS 

Introduction......................................................................................p.1 

Chapter One : 

-A theoretical background ……..................................................... p.17. 

    

      - Buchi Emecheta, Malika Mokeddem and feminist writing................................ p.18. 

      -The postcolonial and psychoanalytic dimensions in the novels of  Buchi  Emecheta     

       and Malika Mokeddem.........................................................................................p.27. 

      -Mythical and nomadic traces in the novels of  Buchi  Emecheta and Malika    

       Mokeddem........................................................................................................... p.36. 

        

-Chapter Two : 

The Father-Mother dyad as the cradle of patriarchy: 

Buchi Emecheta’s Second-Class Citizen (1974) and Malika Mokeddem’s  

My Men (2005)…………………………………………………………p.48 

     -Castration, Desire and Language: The alternative rebel woman’s triad..........  p.49.        

      -The ‘unwritten story’ of the daughter-mother relationship................................p.58. 

      -The father between abjection and idealization...................................................p.84. 

      -Female autobiographial selves and voices........................................................ p.98. 

 

-Chapter Three : 

Writing patriarchy betwixt submission and resistance:  

Buchi Emecheta’s The Bride Price (1979) and Malika Mokeddem’s  

The Forbidden Woman(1995)…………………………………………p.119. 



-The female body: ‘An inscriptive surface’ of patriarchy yet of resistance..........p.120. 

-Dislocated female/Dislocating feminist selves.....................................................p.134. 

-Narrative unreliability  and intertextuality:Symptoms of anxiety of authorship.p.150 

-Bildungsroman and autofiction: sub-genres of écriture feminine..................     p.172. 

 

-Chapter Four : 

The African woman’s experience of righting/writing the civil war : 

Buchi Emecheta’s Destination Biafra(1984) and Malika Mokeddem’s  

Of Dreams And Assassins(1996)………………………………………p.189 

-Rape as a rhetoric............................................................................................p.192. 

-Debbie the nationalist and Kenza the nomad..................................................p.208. 

-Transfigurations of the Cassandra myth...........................................................p.228 

- Buchi Emecheta and Malika Mokeddem: Authors of the history of the civil 

war.....................................................................................................................p.237. 

 

Conclusion …………………………………………………………… p.261 

Bibliography 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

 
 

 

 



The choice of patriarchy, as a feature of African literature, is the target of this study; it is 

nourished by my observation that though Africans live in modern times, patriarchy is still a 

widespread phenomenon in African societies (the same can be said about the western ones, 

though with a lesser degree). Patriarchy is indeed nowadays an ideological mechanism that 

functions ‘successfully’ to the detriment of women. In some African societies, marrying off the 

woman or keeping her from marrying the partner she chooses, forbidding her to continue her 

studies or making her work for her father/brothers inside and outside the house, teaching her 

that her life belongs to the other members of the family, not to her, are tangible illustrations of 

how patriarchy governs women’s lives. 

The other impetus of this study is twofold. First, as a woman, I was eager to explore and 

study women’s writing all the more if I consider the fact that my magister dissertation 

deciphers three African men’s writing about interculturality. In other words, another terrain of 

research would enrich more my knowledge. Second, many theses about novels by men and 

women from different continents and countries have been elaborated and defended in the 

English department of the university of Algiers. Therefore, the core of this study is meant to  

uncover the institution of  patriarchy in African women’s fiction. Besides, as this study 

appeared to be an occasion for me to include Algerian women writers, I opted to comparatively 

study Malika Mokeddem and Buchi Emecheta in their unravelling of patriarchal 

manifestations in their societies as appeared in the selected novels. 

In fact, a number of African writers, both male and female, have dealt with the gender issue 

in their societies and its tensions. African women are inscribed in a frame that triggers an 

endeavour to change it. Indeed, African women are generally subjected to an inscription 

dictated by patriarchy which interferes in their basic requirements like marriage, motherhood 

and education. It is because patriarchy confines women to an unrewarding role in their 



societies that they struggle to liberate themselves, using all means available to them and which 

often alienate them from the family and community on the whole; hence their quest for  a more 

productive reinscription. 

Scholars view patriarchy as institutionally based on power relations which reinforce male 

superiority and minimize women’s role. Though the control and subjugation of women varies 

from one society to another, a common point is that women should be supervised, managed, 

and controlled by men. Sylvia Walby in Theorising Patriarchy calls it “a system of social 

structures and practices in which men dominate, oppress and exploit women”1 whereas Juliet 

Mitchell summarizes it in Psychoanalysis and Feminism as being ‘the law of the father’2. 

One of the influential works on the emergence of patriarchy in the world is Frederick 

Engels’s Origin of the Family, Private Property and The State  which concludes that the world 

historic failure of the female sex derives from the birth and development of private property 

before which societies were egalitarian since ‘the man fights in the wars, goes hunting and 

fishing, procures the raw materials of food and tools. The woman looks after the house and the 

preparation of the food and the clothing, cooks, weaves, sews. They are each master in their 

own sphere… Each is the owner of the instruments which he or she makes and uses’3. He 

theorized that the development of animal husbandry led to commerce and to ownership of 

herds by individual heads of families. Flourishing, this commerce led itself to the birth of the 

private property which fostered the men’s sense of ownership and need of protection using the 

‘father’s right’ which makes of the woman ‘the first domestic servant, pushed out of 

participation in social production excluded from public production and cannot earn anything’4 

and of the man ‘the earner, the breadwinner of the family…and this gives him a dominating 

position’5, thus ‘The modern individual family is based on the open or disguised domestic 

enslavement of the woman’6. 



Speaking of patriarchy in Africa seems at the outset strange since, as Cheikh Anta Diop has 

argued, African societies were matriarchal, i. e governed by a system which favoured the role 

and influence of women. In his book, The Cultural Unity Of Africa: The Domains Of 

Patriarchy and Of Matriarchy in Classical Antiquity he developed the cradle theory. The 

world, according to him, was made of two cradles: the northern and the southern. The 

characteristics of the former were, to cite some, nomadic, hunting (piracy), ferocious, warlike 

nature with a spirit of survival, patriarchal family, debasement / enslavement of women and 

individualism. The latter was primarily based on sedentary agriculture, matriarchal family, 

emancipation of women in domestic life, cosmopolitanism and social collectivism. Women in 

this cradle had an undeniable political, economic and social status which affected the course of 

contemporary history7. For example, Tarrik Ferrar relates the women’s participation in anti-

racist movements in America to this origin. He writes: 

An interesting thing to note…is the fact that the ancestors of the African peoples of the New World 
came from regions where  dual-sex political systems , women’s associations , high-ranking female 
title-holders, market systems dominated by women were common, in other worlds  where women’s 
presence in the public sphere… was not unusual or considered undesirable. This background has 
almost certainly been the cultural basis for the prominent roles, political, economic and social 
played by women of African descent in their communities throughout the Americas8. 

On the whole, cultural distinctions between these cradles are attributed to the arrangement of 

female/male power relations. 

The southern and northern cultural spheres have had an impact on each other, creating 

"zones of confluence"9. Over time, conquerors from the northern cradle imposed patriarchal 

beliefs and practices; ‘without knowledge of northern cradle beliefs, mother-centered people 

are unable to withstand the cultural onslaught, as evidenced by the conquest of the world by 

Europeans’10.Nah Dove concludes that ‘the conquest of Africa was the conquest of the 

woman’11. In other words, the conquest of Africa by the northern cradle destroyed the southern 

one and its matriarchal values. African women who benefited from this system were the great 



losers. As a corollary to this loss, women were becoming absent and silent from the spheres of 

action in their communities. 

It is this identity which explains Achebe’s women’ status in his first novel, Things Fall 

Apart. As remarked by Rose Ure Mezu, 

Achebe’s novel mirrors the sociocultural organization existing in the Africa of the era he 
describes[…]The world in Things Fall Apart is one in which patriarchy intrudes oppressively into 
every sphere of existence. It is an androcentric world where the man is everything and the woman 
nothing. In domestic terms, women are quantified as part of men's acquisitions. As wives, women 
come in multiple numbers, sandwiched between yam barns and titles.12 

 
However, African men’s writing of women parallels women’s writing of women, and this is 

the first point of departure of our study. 

Indeed, the general scope of this study is African women writing African women. Helene 

Cixous writes: 

Woman must write her self: must write about women and bring women to writing, from which they 
have been driven away as violently as from their bodies-for the same reasons, by the same law, with 
the same fatal goal. Woman must put herself into the text-as into the world and into history-by her 
own movement.13 

These are the intention and aim (and possibly others) which stand at the background of 

women’s writing, i.e. women write to trigger a woman’s subversion of thinking and structuring 

of her patriarchal society. Undoubtedly, ‘it is by writing, from and toward women, and by 

taking up the challenge of speech … that women will confirm women in a place other than 

…silence. Women should break out of the snare of silence. They shouldn't be conned into 

accepting a domain which is the margin or the harem’14.  

Our choice of the Nigerian Emecheta and Algerian Mokeddem stems from different reasons. 

Both are cross-cultural and famous writers aknowledged first abroad, the former in England, 

the latter in France. Their personal lives at home (in Nigeria and Algeria) can be said to be 

testimonies of their suffering from patriarchal inscriptions against which they struggled alone. 

Buchi Emecheta was born on 21 July 1944, in Lagos to Igbo parents whose origin is from 



Ibuza, Delta State, Nigeria. The young Buchi Emecheta was initially kept at home while her 

younger brother was sent to school; but thereafter she studied at an all-girls missionary school. 

Her father died when she was nine years old. A year later, Emecheta received a full scholarship 

to study at the Methodist Girls School, where she remained until the age of sixteen when she 

married Sylvester Onwordi. Immediately after, Sylvester Onwordi moved to London to study 

at university and Buchi Emecheta joined him in 1962. She gave birth to five children in six 

years. It was an unhappy marriage due to which Emecheta turned to writing in her spare time. 

While working to support her five children alone, she earned a bachelor’s degree in Sociology 

at the University of London. She began writing about her experiences of Black British life in 

The New Statesman, and a collection of these pieces became her first published book in 1972, 

In the Ditch. From 1965 to 1969, Emecheta worked as a library officer for the British Museum 

in London. From 1969 to 1976 she was a youth worker and sociologist for the Inner London 

Education Authority, and from 1976 to 1978 she was a community worker. The successful 

author Buchi Emecheta has travelled widely as a visiting professor and lecturer. From 1972 to 

1979 she visited several American universities, including Pennsylvania State University, 

Rutgers University, the University of California, Los Angeles, and the University of Illinois at 

Urbana-Champaign.From 1980 to 1981, she was a visiting professor of English at the 

university of Calabar,Nigeria. In 1982 she lectured at Yale University, and the University of 

London, as well as holding a fellowship at the University of London in 1986.She published 

twenty books. Since 1979, she has been a member of the Home Secretary's Advisory Council 

on Race. She was a member of the Arts Council from 1982 to 1983 and is a regular contributor 

to the New Statesman, the Times Literary Supplement and The Guardian15. 

Malika Mokeddem was born on October 5, 1949 in Kenadsa, a small village in the west of 

the  Algerian Sahara. As the daughter of a nomadic family that became sedentary, she grew up 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kenadsa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Algeria


close to her grandmother, Zohra, who never ceased verbally narrating to her stories about the 

nomads. She was among the few girls in her village to complete secondary studies. She 

enrolled to study medicine in Oran and finished her studies in Paris. She specialized 

in nephrology and later settled in Montpellier in 1979. She practised her profession as a 

nephrologist till 1985 when she decided to dedicate her time to writing. The effect of her 

grandmother and the nomadic life on her are detectable in her writing, notably her first novel, 

Les Hommes qui Marchent for which she won the Littré Prize and the Fondation Nourredine 

Aba Prize.She also received the African Mediterranean prize ADELF for her second 

novel, Le Siècle des Sauterelles (1992) (translated as The Century of Locusts) and the 

Mediterranean prize in Perpignan for L'Interdite (1993) (translated as The Forbidden 

Woman).16 

The other reason of this choice is that to my knowledge there is no academic study that 

comparatively focuses on Buchi Emecheta and Malika Mokeddem. Many studies on 

B.Emecheta were published like Omar Sougou’s Writing across Cultures: Gender Politics and 

Difference in the Fiction of Buchi Emecheta, Emerging Perspectives on Buchi 

Emecheta(1996)edited by Marie Umeh, Reading Buchi Emecheta:Cross-cultural 

Conversations(1995)by Katherine Fishburn. Many theses were and are carried throughout the 

academic circles about Emecheta’s various novels and their comparison with other male or 

female novelists from different regions and areas like Canada, The Carribean, France, England, 

Ghana, Senegal and others. Similarly, Malika Mokeddem has triggered the publication of 

many critical books.Malika Mokeddem :Envers et Contre Tout (2000)edited by Holande Helm 

and Malika Mokeddem (2003) by Redouane Naguib et.al lead the list of Malika mokeddem’s 

critical bibliography. Many theses and dissertations have been completed about her novels 

mostly in French departments of both Algerian universities and foreign ones. This study is 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oran
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nephrology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montpellier


intended to contribute to a scholarly treatment of the two novelists by trying to single out the 

conjunctions and disjunctions detected in their writing though they belong to different 

countries and published their works in different periods of time (Emecheta in the 1970s till the 

1980s and Mokeddem in the 1990s and 2000s).It will address the topic of patriarchy as a 

political, social and cultural construct, or as a set of, as Jameson says, ‘strategies of 

containment’17 and how it imprisons African women in a destructive frame. It is this 

continuing presence and influence of patriarchy in the African societies till nowadays in 

different ways that account for my commitment to do this research work. 

This study will try to address the following questions: why do our two African women 

writers committedly write about patriarchy in their first novels as well as the ensuing ones? 

Why can’t we see determined positions about this issue in their novels? What is its effect on 

them as female individuals and as women writers? How does patriarchy shape their writing? 

What are B.Emecheta’s and M.Mokeddem’s projects defended and ‘offered’ to the African 

women in the novels under study? 

Our first observation is that patriarchy is an enduring social and cultural condition that 

African women undergo since their births. It creates conflicts between the selfhood of a 

woman and her belonging to a social group. These are the conflicts which the African woman 

writer textualizes bringing about the necessary blending of sexual and textual politics in her 

writing. The present study can be aligned with Florence Stratton’s Contemporary African 

Literature And The Politics Of Gender whose argument is that women writers 

have redefined the African literary tradition. Uncovering gaps and silences, exposing biases and 
prejudices, they have renamed it a male tradition and declared the canon an artificial construct… 
Furthermore, by initiating a dialogue on gender, women writers have occasioned a change in the 
orientation of African literature… gender is ceasing to be a submerged category in men’s writing 
and is becoming more and more an issue18 
 



Consequently, the following study is an attempt to offer a comprehensive enquiry into Buchi 

Emecheta's and Malika Mokeddem’s fiction and aims to shed light on the development of the 

two women writers through their fiction and the significance of their works. Ultimately, this 

thesis aims at primarily attracting attention to the fact that women writers in Africa didactically 

portray and expose women’s predicament. They show how their kind is manipulated by the 

ideology of patriarchy and what the studied female protagonists’ and their writers’ resistance 

can teach them. The works of these two women writers are also addressed to male readers. The 

point for them is to see how their behaviours with women in their societies are unconsciously 

patriarchal. In fact, patriarchy does harm not only to the female but also to the male. 

The other ultimate principle of this research rests on a conviction that Emecheta’s and 

Mokeddem’s  fictions deserve a deeper treatment which can be achieved by an approach based 

on a variety of readings chiefly informed by the feminist, psychoanalytic and postcolonial 

theories and strategies. As an illustration, the feminist analysis of a woman’s body, the 

ultimate  meanings behind a woman’s hysteria  and anorexia, the notion of the phallic mother, 

the priority given to the male sex by men as well as by women, the woman’s love of her father 

and her conflict with her mother, are tools to dissect the weaving of patriarchy in the women’s 

lives as narrated by B.Emecheta and M.Mokeddem in the selected narratives of the three sub-

genres. 

Besides, the analysis will be also based, to a lesser extent, on Bakhtin’s dialogism and 

carnivalization,Deleuze and Guattari’s nomadology and deterritorialization and on mythical 

embedding. As Florence Stratton writes, ‘women writers most frequently employ in their 

attempt to subvert patriarchal ideology inversion… [and] appropriation’19.Women’s inversion 

of the patriarchal rules is carnivalistic and dialogic as it subverts the rules of the male 



domination and appropriates them. Deleuze and Guattari’s nomadology and deterritorialization 

will also back up the position of how the woman inverts and appropriates this ideology. 

Finally, the inclusion of myths in women’s narratives illustrates another act of a woman 

writer’s resistance as the world of myths excludes women as active agents. Her entrance into 

the domain of writing parallels her entrance into the domain of the myth sometimes in order to 

feminize it. Such an act can be seen as a woman’s transgression of the masculinist/patriarchal 

ethos par excellence. 

The thesis is divided into four chapters. The first chapter, entitled A Theoretical Background 

will contend the possibility of assembling fruitfully the feminist, postcolonial and 

psychoanalytic theories. The procedure indeed is based on the definition of each theory and the 

analysis of its usefulness to try to elucidate an African woman’s status under patriarchy and 

her resistance, namely in the selected novels. It not only leans towards the effectiveness of 

feminism though the latter is discarded by some African critics on the basis that it is a western 

theory but also justifies its possible collocation with postcolonial and psychoanalytic reading 

strategies (though some critics from the feminist group as well as from the psychoanalytic one 

deny the feminist/psychoanalytic intellectual exchange). The other theoretical panel (secondary 

in this study) is myth-criticism and nomadology. 

The second chapter of this thesis, ‘The mother-father dyad: the cradle of patriarchy’ will 

highlight Buchi Emecheta’s Second Class Citizen and Malika Mokeddem’s My Men.In fact, 

this chapter focuses our women’s writing of their autobiographies, precisely their second 

autobiographies as Buchi Emecheta first wrote In The Ditch (1972), and Malika Mokeddem 

wrote La Transe Des Insoumis (2003).Generally speaking, autobiography is concerned with 

the inner world of the author, or as Gillian Whitlock calls it,  The Intimate Empire20, the 

development of his or her personality and a self-reflection on his or her past  life and the 



repercussions on the present as well as on the future. Debra Kelly sees autobiography ‘ a tool 

for ‘decolonising the mind’ within the colonial and postcolonial context’21.This goes hand in 

hand with what Jill Ker Conway’s claim that autobiograhy ‘has negotiated  the problem of 

self-awareness and has broken the internalized code a culture supplies about how life should be 

experienced…the need to examine our inherited scripts is just beneath the surface of 

consciousness… what really grips us is the inner reflection on our lives the autobiographer sets 

in motion’22.The woman’s attempt to lay bare the cultural codes imposed on her is a political 

act of decolonization. That is the reason why women’s memoirs must be seen as ‘feminist 

[and] conscious acts of rebellion. Writing and publishing one’s life history was moving beyond 

secret rebellion to announce one’s reasons for breaking the gender code’23 

This chapter will be based to a great extent on feminism and psychoanalytic approaches in 

order to demonstrate that the immediate and ‘nourishing’ nest of patriarchy is the girl’s family. 

It will explain the Freudian oedipus complex as experienced by B.Emecheta’s and 

M.Mokeddem’s  protagonists and how the latter negotiate  in order to own language and write. 

It will also try to dissect the daughter-mother relationships and their effects on their being 

future mothers all the more if one considers the fact that ‘c’est de la bouche des femmes, 

d’abord la grand-mère, puis la mère, ensuite les sœurs ainées, les tantes etc que les petites filles 

reçoivent leur première leçon de soumission et les petits garçons leur première leçon de 

machisme et misogynie’24. Of course, in the two novels, the intermediary between patriarchy 

and our protagonists is the mother. The third point is the father’s role in their lives. The father 

in Buchi Emecheta’s autobiography is idealized whereas in Malika Mokeddem’s he is 

ostracized, but his impact looms large in her life. The last point will stress how the 

autobiographical African woman’s self is shaped in her  writing and her need to see herself in 

the ‘mirror’ of writing. 



The novels of the third chapter, ‘Writing patriarchy betwixt submission and resistance’,will 

be Buchi Emecheta’s The Bride Price and Malika Mokeddem’s The Forbidden Woman, that is,  

B.Emecheta’s and M.Mokeddem’s writing of novels. Virginia Woolf saw fiction as the easiest 

discipline for a woman to manage. ‘Fiction was, as fiction still is, the easiest thing for a woman 

to write... A novel is the least concentrated form of art. A novel can be taken up or put down 

more easily than a play or a poem’ 25. She subsequently identified the ultimate reason of her 

writing a novel. ‘When a woman comes to write a novel, she will find that she is perpetually 

wishing to alter the established values – to make serious what appears insignificant to a man, 

and trivial what is to him important’26. One of their ‘serious’ elements to consider is ‘to 

explore their own sex, to write of women as women have never been written of before; for of 

course, until very lately, women in literature were the creation of men’27. Virginia Woolf’s 

prophesy is that ‘women in time to come will write fewer novels, but better novels; and not 

novels only, but poetry and criticism and history. But in this, to be sure, one is looking ahead 

to that golden, that perhaps fabulous, age when women will have what has so long been denied 

them – leisure, and money, and a room to themselves.’28 

Buchi Emecheta and Malika Mokeddem struggled to achieve their financial independence 

and to own rooms to themselves in order to engage fully in the venture of writing novels that 

bespeak their sexual identities. As a result, this chapter will analyse how the woman’s body is 

appropriated and at the same time how it is appropriated by the woman herself for the sake of 

her liberation from the bondage to patriarchy. The second element will encirle the spatial 

location a woman should exist in according to patriarchy and how she herself dislocates this 

rule and goes beyond it as a form of its rejection. The third element will shed light on the 

ambiguities with regard to how the stories in The Bride Price and The Forbidden Woman are 

narrated and on the implications behind our women writers’ building intertextual bridges with 



men’s writing. The last element to deal with in this chapter will be the sub-genres the two 

novels fall in, and it will defend the argument that our women writers could not set themselves 

free from the temptation of autobiography when they write fiction. In fact, The Bride Price and 

The Forbidden Woman can be classified as autofictions, a genre largely based on including in 

the world of a narrative autobiographical data the way they happened in reality. 

The fourth chapter of the thesis will encompass B.Emecheta’s Destination Biafra and 

M.Mokeddem’s Of Dreams And Assassins29. It will be a chapter on the African woman 

writer’s narrative treatment of the civil war in each country. As assumed, the war story has 

been thought of as a masculine genre in which women play secondary roles such as nurses or 

auxiliary non-combatants. Sometimes, they are depicted as victims of rape or long-suffering 

mothers. Miriam Cooke in her study of the woman’s story war finds out that ‘it is the growing 

understanding of the ways in which patriarchy seizes and then articulates women’s experiences 

so that they will seem to be marginal and apolitical that now drives women as creative artists 

and as critics to re-member their pasts and then to write about them’30. In other words, one can 

say that African women’s writing of the postcolonial civil war constitutes a critical phase in 

the process of the women’s awareness of how patriarchy marginalizes women’s roles and 

trivializes their feelings and trauma during a national upheaval from which the women 

willingly or unwillingly are not set apart. And as gender is an outstanding vehicle of 

patriarchy, in wartime, it becomes tightly twined with war. ‘War and gender …organize the 

world dyadically, their reconception and their rearticulation may become the instrument for 

recreating that world’1. It is from this belief that the first aspect of this chapter derives its 

argument. In fact, it will strengthen more the male appropriation of a woman’s body seen in 

the third chapter, but here it is exemplifed in rape and will show how her body is considered as 

a border to invade and an arm against the enemy. It will also explain its narrative 



representation in the woman’s text. The following element will revolve around B.Emecheta’s 

protagonist’s active participation for the peace cause and her nationalistic tie with her country 

and M.Mokeddem’s protagonist’s escape to France then to Canada ;thus embracing a nomadic 

philosophy in her life. The third element to be brought to the fore is how the Cassandra myth 

nourishes both narratives so as to consolidate how much the woman and her writing, though 

unbelieved, are prophetic. The last point will be to show how our women writers write their 

(civil) war novels but do not dare name them as such, and how they participate in the writing 

of the history of their countries. 
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Chapter One : 

A Theoretical Background 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



Firstly, this chapter aims at explaining the inevitable use and assemblage of feminist, 

psychoanalytic and postcolonial strategies in order to study the mechanism of patriarchy and 

its impact on the African girl and woman. These strategies also will highlight women’s 

resistance and ultimately their search for and fashioning of a productive reinscription. 

It will also try to challenge some old/false assumptions about the necessary exclusion of 

feminism in Africa and the feminist/psychoanalytic dissociation. Indeed, these assumptions 

revolve around the idea that feminism is only/just western and that it could not agree with 

Freudian psychoanalysis as Freud described the woman as inferior. Therefore, this chapter 

will define each theoretical frame, explain the reasons of the refutation of feminism by 

Africans and of Freudian psychoanalysis by feminists. It will then justify the validity of the 

use of feminism in Africa side by side with Freudian psychoanalysis and postcolonial 

strategies. 

Secondly, the study will also owe a great deal to myth-criticism and nomadic ethics. The 

direct reasons behind their inclusion in this thesis are that the novels under study include 

distinct myths, those of the Ogbanje, the Persephone, Cassandra and Dom Juan and that 

M.Mokeddem is classified by many critics as a nomadic writer. Myths are masculinist in the 

sense that their protagonists are male and enhance men’s achievements and heroism. The two 

women authors’ inclusion of myths in the novels under study fosters a study of these myths 

and the authors’ possible intentions behind. The last point has to do with nomadism. Deleuze 

and Guattari see writing as a nomadic experience. In other words, writing basically means to 

look for and move to a new and satisfactory space where it is possible to develop new ideas 

and identity. At this juncture, Emecheta –not only Mokeddem- can be described as nomadic. 

Their nomadism implies a woman’s liberation from the patriarchal confinement. This is 



ultimately the two authors’ aim and advice to African women: patriarchy parallels awareness 

and liberation. 

I- Buchi Emecheta, Malika Mokeddem and Feminist writing : 

Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi defines the feminist novel as ‘a form of protest literature... It 

demands that its readers, whether the male oppressors or the female oppressed, be aware of 

ideological issues in order that it may change their attitudes about patriarchy’18. Buchi 

Emecheta’s and Malika Mokeddem’s novels selected in this study can be merely described as 

feminist ones as they describe their heroines’ confinement in their communities due to 

patriarchal mechanisms in the family milieu first then outside it. They also reveal the extent to 

which these heroines suffer from this confinement and oppression in relation to the issues of 

education, love relationships and marriage when the latter are supposed to be individual 

concerns. Women, as their  novels show, are not free in such matters as their male society 

indeed keeps control over them following a long-standing tradition relegating women to the 

status of ‘second-class citizens’, to quote Buchi Emecheta. 

The prominent fact, however, is that B.Emecheta and M.Mokeddem distance themselves 

from feminism and adopt an ambivalent attitude towards it.B.Emecheta does not like the term 

‘feminist’. She says: 

I work toward the liberation of women, but I'm not feminist. I'm just a woman.In all my novels, I 
deal with the many problems and prejudices which exist for women today. I speak for the 
marginalized woman.19 

 

From this statement it seems that Emecheta wants to be a feminist without being named as 

such.She indeed disclaims the feminist label. Asked in another interview whether she is a 

feminist, she answered: 

Not in the western sense, no. Because I think our problem is beyond feminism. We still have the 
basic problems to solve. Now I think our men have an excuse to oppress us, because they are not 



free themselves, even in the so-called independent states. They cannot see that they are being used. 
So until they are free you can't really ... claim to be a feminist.20 

 

At the Second African Writers Conference, she insists on the fact that ‘she [loves] men and 

good men are the salt of  the earth…to tell [her] that we should abolish marriage like the 

capital ‘F’(Feminist)woman says…I say NO’21.Obviously, this position stems from her 

different understanding of what feminism stands for.As stated by Susan Arndt, feminism is 

often and falsely ‘equated… with hatred of men, nonacceptance of African traditions, a 

fundamental rejection of marriage and motherhood…One central critique is that feminism  

does not see beyond Western societies and hence ignores or marginalizes the specific problem 

of African women’22.In other interviews, Emecheta accepts the label with reservations.She 

confirms that she writes without being aware that her writing falls in the category of feminist 

writing, she therefore  prefers to be labeled an African  feminist  with a small f : 

 Being a woman, and African born, I see things through an African woman's eyes. I chronicle the 

little happenings in the lives of the African women I know. I did not know that by doing so I was 

going to be called a feminist. But if I am now a feminist then I am an African feminist with a small 

f. In my books I write about families because I still believe in families. I write about women who 

try very hard to hold their family together until it becomes absolutely impossible.23 

At the Second African Writers Conference, Emecheta reiterates this position. But, in another 

interview with Jane Bryce, she surprisingly extols feminism. Asked if she sees herself a 

feminist and how feminism relates to women in Nigeria, she replies: 

I'm not just a feminist — I'm a feminist plus. I believe in the concept of feminism ...Women should 
not be suppressed because they are women, because they have children and because of men. Then I 
am a feminist. But when it comes to the African concept, for the moment, I say 'feminist plus'. We 
have so many other problems24 

 

Mokeddem too does not like being named a feminist simply because she thinks it is a 

subterfuge to relegate women writers a second position behind the male writers.She says 



Je ne renie rien du féminisme auquel nous devons tant d’acquis. Je soupçonne seulement que des 
esprits chagrins n’appliquent ce qualificatif à une femme que pour la reléguer à l’arrière-banc des 
écrivains25.  
 

But in another interview published on the site of the Algerian newspaper site, Le Soir D’Algerie and  

to the question whether  she is a feminist or not, she replies : 

Oui on peut le dire quoique je n’aime pas la catégorisation…il y aura peut être des gens qui me 
qualifieraient d’écrivain féministe, mais bon, pourquoi pas.26 

 
However, Mokeddem was a feminist par excellence in her life in the sense that she refused any  

socio-cultural confinement. She admits that early in her life : 

J’ai toujours été une rebelle …je me disais si jamais je me sentais en danger …si jamais ils allaient 

m’emmitoufler,me marier…je pensais ‘ je me sauverai dans la nuit, je  marcherai dans le desert 

jusqu’a mourir de soif,les chacals auront ma peau mais on ne me forcera pas.27 

Mokedddem as a girl and a woman liked ‘the forbidden that [awakens] the desire to 

transgress’28.
 

In some words,B.Emecheta and M.Mokeddem sustain Naomi N. Nkealah’s observation that 

‘the most vocal of current African women writers prefer to approach the subject of feminism 

with an evasiveness that bespeaks detachment’29though it is engraved in African women’s 

history. Ama Ata Aidoo, for example, believes that feminism ‘is not new and [she] really 

refuse[s] to be told [she is] learning feminism from abroad”30. Likewise, Anne McClintock 

defends the position that feminism is not alien to the African context; ‘denouncing all 

feminisms as imperialist […] erases from memory the long histories of women’s resistance to 

local and imperialist patriarchies […]Many women’s mutinies around the world predated 

Western feminism or occurred without any contact with Western feminists.’31 

Under the pretext that feminism is ‘Western’ and cannot be applied to an African context, 

the anti-feminist reactions have revolved around interrogation or refutation. Susan Arndt 

explains that the lack of trust between Africans and Westerners stem from the idea that white 



women, as members of Western societies, ‘contribute to other forms of oppression of African 

men and women’32. She reports that the ‘antifeminist positions are widespread in Africa. 

[They] stem mainly from a stereotypical notion of (white Western) feminism that may have 

some grains of truth but does not do justice to its heterogeneity.’33 

In this respect, Oyeronke Oyewumi  develops a detailed argument discussing why Western 

feminism -and any Western theory- must be discarded from the African sphere. In her opinion, 

it constitutes ‘one of the most effective international hegemonizing forces, producing not 

homogenous social experiences but a homogeny of hegemonic forces. Western theories 

become tools of hegemony as they are applied universally, on the assumption that Western 

experiences define the human’34.The other flaw is that any Western theory ‘makes it difficult  

to understand African realities. At worse, it hampers our ability to build knowledge about 

African societies’35.Besides, she blames African scholars for their assumption that ‘Western 

manifestations of the human condition are the human condition itself’36, for their focus is ‘ not 

on difference from the West but on sameness with the West….[African intellectuals] seem to 

think that the European mind-set is universal and that therefore since Europeans have 

discovered the way the world  works and have laid the foundations of thought, all Africans 

need to do is to add their own ’burnt’ bricks on top of the foundation’37. Therefore, ‘African 

studies continues to be ‘Westocentric’38. She gauges that ‘they have simply failed to 

distinguish between universals and Western particulars’39. Though the presence of African 

intellectuals in the academy is outstanding to make changes in the structuring of Western 

theories and their cross-cultural movements, their influences are invisible. Her premise is ‘to 

do serious work detailing and describing indigenous African cultures from the inside out, not 

from the outside in…the frame of reference of a culture has to be identified and described on 



its own terms before one can make the sort of gratuitous claims that are being made about 

patriarchy and other social ills.’40 

Though Oyeronke Oyewumi puts forward a valuable argument revolving around the 

liberation of African studies from Western influences and frames of reference, she does not 

elaborate  how the Western knowledge can be done away with. She herself admits that African 

scholars’ presence  in the academy ‘has not brought about fundamental changes’41.This does 

not aim at  belittling their endeavours, but they have a long way to follow and   gigantic efforts 

to make in order to replace Western paradigms with new ones. The other point is that 

patriarchy is a Western construct imported into Africa, and the latter has  imbued itself with 

it.Indeed, we can see in the novels to be studied that patriarchy is a mode of living and thinking 

of African families. That is why,it can be inferred that an appropriate theory for the study of 

the structure of patriarchy is one which studies the social and cultural manipulations of the 

sexual differences,i.e feminism. 

On the whole,the rejection of Western feminism in Africa and leads to the emergence of 

new terms/concepts developed by various scholars in order to create alternative propositions. 

Alice Walker, the Afro-American novelist and critic, defines womanism as the commitment ‘to 

survival and wholeness of entire people…a woman who loves other women… appreciates and 

prefers women’s culture, women’s emotional flexibility…and women’s strength… Regardless; 

womanist is to feminist as purple to lavender’42. Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi fashioned the 

same term, womanism, but differently from Walker’s in essence. For her, ‘black womanism is 

a philosophy that celebrates black roots, the ideals of black life, while giving a balanced 

presentation of black womanhood.It concerns itself as much with the black sexual power tussle 

as with the world power structure that subjugates blacks.’43. Clenora Hudson-Weems created, 

instead of feminism and womanism, another term, Africana womanism, in the late 1980s. In 



her Africana Womanism :Reclaimimg Ourselves, she explains that ‘Africana identifies the 

ethnicity  of the woman being considered,and this reference to her ethnicity… her cultural 

identity, relates directly to her ancestry and land base-Africa. The second part…as a struggling 

Africana Woman, question[s] the accepted idea of womanhood’44. 

What can be noted here is that the invention of terms to refer to the specificity of the 

African woman’s  experience is problematic.Walker’s, Oguenyemi’s womanisms and Hudson-

Weems’Africana womanism do not differ totally from feminism. They all converge on the idea 

of womanhood as victimhood due to some societal cultural institutions.Naomi N. Nkealah 

compares rejecting Western feminism to ‘saying that English is not a language to be used in 

Africa because it was brought to Africa and imposed on African peoples by European 

colonizers’45. She reports that this rejection is not really applied as ‘despite their different 

approaches to situating feminism within an African context, many African women writers and 

critics identify with the objectives of the Western feminist movement’46. In her opinion (which 

is to a great extent valid), African rejection of Western feminism stems from the fallacy that 

feminism is ‘anti-male, anticulture and anti-religion. This is a serious misconception that 

warrants immediate correction, for feminisms do not set out to denigrate men but to censure a 

system that unrepentantly places women’s needs as secondary to men’s’47.Her definition of 

feminism rests on ‘deconstructing gender based theories on femaleness and femininity’48. 

Similarly bell hooks sees feminism as ‘a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and 

oppression … it did not imply that men were the enemy...It is also broad enough to include an 

understanding of systemic institutionalized sexism’49. 

Susan Arndt’s The Dynamics of African Feminism is a lucid answer to all those who oppose 

the use of Western feminism in Africa or feel uncomfortable with being named as such like 

Emecheta and Mokeddem. Susan Arndt welcomes its use as long as Africans remain tolerant 



and cautious. She underlines the position that ‘whatever we choose to call our feminism is our 

prerogative.However…we need to walk like the chamelon-goal-oriented, cautious, 

adaptable,open to diverse views, tolerant and accomodating’50. She sees the use of this trend 

advanteageous since ‘African women expand the horizon of feminist engagement by posing 

new questions and imposing new demands.’51In her opinion, African women’s search for 

distinction and difference from Western feminism and their newly created terms are but 

reconfigurations of feminism itself : 

Naming feminism is an act (agency) of resistance that sustains its dynamism and expands its 
horizon….womanism(Walker) and Africana Womanism(Hudson-Weems) soon followed.These 
were the first stones thrown into the feminist pool….African women threw their own rocks of 
feminist will,setting off ripples of stiwanism(Ogundipe-Leslie),motherism (Acholonu),negofeminis-
m(Nnaemeka) and different configurations of womanism(Kolawale,Ogunyemi). Each of these 
African ways of naming feminism has a fundamental concern -the use of different aspects of 
African cultures, historical moments, and current global imperatives to make sense of feminist 
engagement.52 

According to her, borrowing from Western feminism  cannot be considered a liability; indeed, 

the feminism that can exist in Africa  should be global as well as local. She considers it 

‘legitimate to describe Africans’commitment to gender issues as feminist…It is necessary to 

recognize that their feminist commitment has a specific, distinctive face which is rooted in the 

specifities of African societies and of the situation, problems and concerns of African women 

and men.Thus it forms an independent strand within feminism : it is African feminism’53.             

Molara Leslie-Ogundipe finds out that the African women writers’ disavowal of feminism  

is a sign of the  success of the men’s intimidation of the women regarding women’s issues.She 

writes: 

many of the female African writers like to declare that they are not feminists,as if it were a crime to 
be a feminist.these denials come from unlikely writers such as Bessie Head,Buchi Emecheta,even 
Mariama Ba.I would put this to the successful intimidation of African women by men over the 
issues of women’s liberation and feminism.male ridicule ,aggression and backlash have resulted in  
making women apolegetic and have given the term ‘feminist’ a bad name.54 

 



Besides, she asserts that ‘nothing could be more feminist than the writings of these woman 

writers [Head,Emecheta and Ba] in their concern for and deep understanding of the 

experiences and fates of women in society.’55 

Our contention meets Molara Leslie-Ogundipe’s assertion that the novels under study are 

per sefeminist.Emecheta’s refutation or Mokeddem’s suspicion cannot, in any way, bellitle this 

contention.In fact, the definitions of feminism and the  controversy around it in Africa explain 

more why feminism nourishes, generally speaking, an attitude of scepticism, yet itremains a 

referential and influential  theory in African literature  inasmuch as it unveils the mechanisms 

of the patriarchal ideology and consequently helps the progress of  not only African women 

but also  African societies. 

Consequently, feminism will be our approach in a great proportion of this thesis. If our 

novels encompass women’s issues, then analysing and criticising women’s writing about 

women may seem naturally based on a feminist approach.Indeed,feminist literary criticism, as 

S.Benstock writes, ‘offers strategies for analysing  texts to emphasize issues related to gender 

and sexuality in works written by both men and women but is particularly concerned with 

women’s writing’56
. B.Emecheta’s and M.Mokeddem’s writing generally revolve around 

women’s issues in a patriarchal context, and a glance at their novels reveals the feminist stance 

of their characters. Adah in Emecheta’s Second Class Citizen  at an early age secretly enrols at 

school while working at the same time since her family and society favour boys’ education at 

the expense of the girls.After her marriage,she achieves her dream to go to Britain when it is 

difficult or impossible for an Igbo woman to immigrate.In London, she works hard, raises a 

family and studies at university.She strives to make her marriage a success,but when she 

realizes that she is exploited, she asks for a divorce which is considered almost as a sin when it 

comes from a woman.Aku-nna in The Bride Price is similar to Adah. She works hard at 



school, succeeds and becomes a teacher. She refuses to get married to the man chosen by the 

clan and elopes with the man she loves who moreover is an osu with whom marriage is 

forbidden. She breaks tradition twice.Debbie in Destination Biafra is an educated woman who 

chooses to be an officer in the army during the Nigerian civil war, knowing that such a role 

should be played only by men according to the dictates of the Igbo tradition. After being gang-

raped, she succeeds to get over this appalling experience and becomes a peace ambassador to 

work for the sake of the ceasefire between the brethren of Nigeria. Though she relatively fails 

in her mission, she both goes to London so as to transmit the pains of her people to the world 

and writes about the Nigerian women’s brave contribution to the war, an act that aims at 

engraving women’s memory in the national history.In the three novels Emecheta’s characters 

illustrate tangibly feminist acts against an oppressive patriarchal society.  

In similar situations are M.Mokeddem’s characters. Malika in My Men early becomes aware 

of the injustices undergone by the girls and women just because of their gendered identities. 

Her first enemies are her father and half-brothers whose first concern is to confine her so that 

she will not bring ‘shame’ to the family. Her resistance appears in her escape from this familial 

space and her residence in the world of reading that helps her to excel at school and becomes 

later a doctor. However, the itinerary has not been easy. She negotiates with her family her 

move to Oran then to Paris to continue her studies. They accept provided that she gives them a 

sum of money. Her loss of love is translated many a time in her adventures with men in Ain 

Nekhla, Algiers and abroad. At the end, she shows her conviction that the comfortable 

occupation for her is reading and writing while waiting for the love that suits her vision of life 

which surely goes against the patriarchal scheme drawn for women. Sultana in The Forbidden 

Woman is a doctor who returns to her village to attend her friend’s funeral. Upon her return, 

she remembers all the pains she went through as a girl after her father’s murder of her mother. 



Her decision to stay and work as a doctor for a short period, till the authorities send another 

doctor to replace her late friend, allows her to discover an unchanged societal treatment of 

women. She subsequently shows signs of resistance against it as she goes to the cemetry for 

her friend’s funeral, lives alone, drinks wine and drives at night. She tries to influence women 

of her village to rebel and succeeds in the end when they set fire on the town hall as an 

expression of their  refusal of their mayor’s decison to chase Sultana out of the village. The 

latter flees to Montpellier and promises to help them in spite of being far from them. Kenza in 

Of Dreams And Assassins  recounts her suffering from her father’s oppression and her 

mother’s absence in a country which favours a patriatrchal treatment of women. Her 

resentment of this treatment is reflected in her isolation and concentration on her studies 

untilshe is a doctor who finds in France a refuge after the outbreak of the civil war in Algeria 

and after being deceived by her beloved. These two facts push her to dig in her mother’s past 

and try to understand why she abandoned her. After having quenched her thirst for the 

knowledge of her mother’s past, she leaves France and goes to Canada as she likes living 

where she has no roots.  

This overview has pointed out tangible feminist elements in both writers’novels, hence the 

legitimacy of adopting a feminist approach. This will indeed help detect and dissect the sites of 

male power and the attempts of female resistance to them. Besides, our reliance on it is 

basically due to the fact that Emecheta’s and Mokeddem’s responses to feminism are Janus-

faced : their personal lives demonstrate consistently feminist acts of resistance against the 

sexist and gender categorizations they underwent in their societies; the topicality of the 

situations evoked and their female characters are feminist, but their positions toward feminism 

fluctuate between relunctance and acceptance, thus reflecting the African reactional 

background to feminism. We will then see how this ambiguous and flickering position affect 



their writing, and we will identify the location(s) where this unstable position dwells in the 

narratives selected in this thesis.  

 

II- The postcolonial57and psychoanalytic dimensions in the novels of Buchi Emecheta 
and Malika Mokeddem:  

Our first motivation to use the postcolonial theory is that patriarchy and colonization are 

two systems based on the oppression of the other, who is the woman in the former and the 

colonized/ex-colonized/underdeveloped in the latter. Moreover, the African woman  has been 

victimized by both during the colonization era; hence a double colonization. This phrase was 

replaced with subalternity  by Gayatri Spivak whose interpretation extended the scope to  

peasants, women, low castes and the working class. She writes: “Clearly, if you are poor, 

black, and female you get it in three ways.’58 

For Robert Young, the postcolonial theory deals with issues already tackled by other 

disciplines like feminism. It ‘involves issues that are often the preoccupation of other 

disciplines and activities, particularly to do with the position of women, of development, of 

ecology, of social justice, of socialism in its broadest sense’59.In his classification of who /what 

the postcolonial is, Robert Young strictly affirms that the postcolonial world is the Third 

world. ‘This third world is the postcolonial world… the 'non-aligned' nations, the new 

independent nations that had formerly made up the colonies of the imperial powers.’60Far from 

belittling this world, he indeed grants it the strategy of subversion via postcolonialism. The 

latter ‘begins from its own knowledges, many of them more recently elaborated during the 

long course of the anti-colonial movements,’61 and imposes ‘the premise that those in the 

West, both within and outside the academy, should take such other knowledges, other 

perspectives, as seriously as those of the West’62. He describes postcolonialism as a set of 



‘insurgent knowledges that come from the subaltern, the dispossessed, and seek to change the 

terms and values under which we all live’63.The subversive movement postcolonialism creates 

is that ‘you are looking at the world not from above, but from below.’64 

In his introduction to Contemporary Postcolonial theory, Padmini Mongia agrees with 

Robert Young in connecting the Third World to the postcolonial and focuses not only on the 

historical denotation of the postcolonial but also on its thoughtful analysis of  both a ‘Third 

World’ immigration to the ‘First World’ and the birth of oppositional discourses between the 

two worlds. He writes:  

the term ‘postcolonial’ is a historical marker referring to the period after official decolonization as 
well as a term signifying changes in intellectual approaches…Secondly, in the last ten years, the 
term has been deployed to replace what earlier went under the names ‘Thirld World’ or 
‘Commonwealth’ literature, to describe colonial discourse, to detail the situations of migrant groups 
within First World states and to specify  oppositional reading  practices65 

 
Likewise, Grant Farred reaches the conclusion that what is postcolonial constitutes a cultural 

creativity emerging to resist structures of hegemony of another culture: 

Postcoloniality typifies discursive and fragmentable fields within which hegemonic and counter 
hegemonic power are articulated by people and societies in describing themselves and their 
world.Within such discursive  fields lie collision,collusions and fusing of histories and cultures.This 
suggests that as colonialism manifests itself,postcolonial desires for configuring power relations and 
modes  of representation develop and interlock with structures of domination…postcoloniality is 
not necessarily after colonialism but the cultural foundation on which an alternative society is 
conceptualized and lived66 
 

This can justify further our use of this theory since the two countries referred to -Nigeria 

and Algeria- are from the Third world. Furthermore, Young’s ‘below’ is also  the position of 

women under patriarchy.This theory then will enable us  to see the world from a woman’s 

perspective and to learn the woman’s ways to deal with and her contests against it, in 

R.Young’s words, ‘to intervene, to force its alternativeknowledges into the power 

structures’67.Ultimately, the aim revolves around ‘chang [ing] the way people think, the way 



they behave, to produce a more just and equitable relation between the different peoples of 

the world’68, among whom women appear. The other argument is that our women writers 

belong to the third world and to the diaspora. ‘‘Diaspora’ signifies identities constituted […] 

It is the transnational movement of displaced (and displacing) individuals and groups in the 

aftermath of colonization that has fueled the conditions now being recognized as 

postcolonial’69. The experiences B.Emecheta and M.Mokeddem had in/with the West allowed 

them to evaluate the patriarchal system at home but at the same time imposed on them the 

‘taste’ of what  to be  an ‘African’ (Emecheta) and a ‘Maghrebean’ (Mokeddem) looks like in 

a hostile environment. It is this very experience which structures their counter-articulations of 

hegemony at home and abroad, attesting to ‘the limits of the historical categories and 

concepts of identity—citizenship, the nation, the community’70 and womanhood and to the 

possibilities of  ‘a new formulation based on multiple (and often conflicting) subject positions 

and allegiances.’71 

At this juncture, Alfred J.Lopez atrributes two tasks to postcolonial writing. The first is ‘a 

reckoning with the colonial past’72 which primarily should demonstrate ‘an acknowledgment 

and analysis of the cultural and historical pressures that colonization has brought to bear on 

once -and presently colonized societies, and the manifold ways that the colonial legacy 

…lingers into the postindependence moment and beyond, in effect constituting the 

postcolonial nation’s inheritance of colonialism’73.The second  should emphasize ‘a revision 

or reenvisioning of the colonial history… and an analysis or articulation of postcolonial 

diasporas’74.This goes hand in hand with Nigeria’s and Algeria’s postcolonial situations 

epitomized mainly in the post-independence Civil wars seen by B.Emecheta and 

M.Mokeddem. Indeed, in postcolonial women writers’ writing emerges de factoa stance of 

new (in relation to men’s writing) forms of representation and transgression.In this respect, 



John Mcleod attributes to the postcolonial a bi-directional movement, a ‘direction towards the 

realms of historical experience, political upheaval and acts of dissidence; while in another 

direction it revolves towards transgressive, disobedient and transformative forms of 

knowledge, modes of representation and ways of seeing.’75 

B.Emecheta’s and M.Mokeddem’s writing is postcolonial in the sense that they deal with 

woman as an object of double colonization: the victim of colonization and patriarchy (before 

and after independence), and their treatment projects a call for the rehabilitation of the 

woman  and her outstanding role in society regardless of her sex.Though the term 

postcolonial will rarely appear in this thesis,  its ramifications exemplified by terms like 

mimicry, liminality, fixity, otherness  and subalternity notably used by Homi Bhabha will 

frequently appear as analytical concepts relating to particular  aspects of their novels. 

Another point to raise is that using the feminist approach side by side with the postcolonial 

one is sustained by the premise developed in Bill Aschcroft et.al in The Empire Writes 

Back :Theory and practice in post-colonial literatures. ‘Feminist perspectives are of 

increasing importance in postcolonial criticism and indeed the strategies of recent feminist 

and recent postcolonial theory overlap and inform each other’ 76and ‘the intersections between 

the two are crucial, for instance in the work of writers such as Henry Handel, Richardson, 

Jean Rhys, Alice Walker, Doris Lessing, Buchi Emecheta, and Margaret Atwood.’77 Bill 

Aschcroft and his associates draw a frame of similarities between the two theories and write: 

The history and concerns of feminist theory have strong parallels with post-colonial theory. 
Feminist and post-colonial discourses both seek to reinstate the marginalized in the face of the 
dominant, and early feminist theory, like early nationalist post-colonial criticism, sought to invert 
the structures of domination, substituting, for instance, a female tradition or traditions in place of a 
male-dominated canon. But like post-colonial criticism, feminist criticism has now turned away 
from such simple inversions towards a questioning of forms and modes, to unmasking the 
assumptions upon which such canonical constructions are founded, moving first to make their 
cryptic bases visible and then to destabilize them.78 

 



The political touch is also an important parameter between the two in that they both aim at 

deconstructing the political taken-for-grantedness. The two theories are ‘political project[s] to 

raise and transform consciousness’ 79 and ‘link a disruptive involvement … with a project 

towards revolutionary disruption in society at large.’80 

It is this overlapping and mutual informing that allows the recognition that the two critical 

perspectives are interconnected. Thus, for example, postcolonial terms such as liminality, 

mimicry, otherness will appear in this thesis side by side with hysteria, the second sex, 

anorexia and the body politic largely studied by the feminist critical circle. Yet, the appeal to 

psychoanalytic terms seems also necessary since the patriarchal ideology affects the female 

psyche in a way that results for example in the female liminal self or anorexic body. In some 

words, the psychoanalytic dimension will help investigate the background that determines the 

feminist and postcolonial attitudes of women writers and their female protagonists. 

The thrust of psychoanalysis can be easily observed in literature; it provides ‘a set of tools 

and a set of ideas with which literature could be given a kind of `depth' analysis. Latent 

meanings could be uncovered; the writer's particular unconscious configuration could be 

unearthed; perhaps the reader's own fantasies could be hypothesized.’81 In fact, the space 

between literature and psychoanalysis is narrow. ‘The clinical practice of psychoanalysis is 

concerned with stories, meanings, interpretations, and these will continue to be the lifeblood of 

psychoanalytic work.’82 In other words, the most appropriate field of psychoanalysis is 

literature as the pillars of the  two ponder on narratives, their meanings constructions and their  

reception. One even can say that what and how the patient expresses his/her feelings to the 

psychoanalyst is a piece of literature that the latter tries to dissect in order to identify the 

disease and its treatment. 



At this juncture, one can refer to Sigmund Freud’s view of psychoanalysis as ‘the talking 

cure’83 and to B. Emecheta’s and M.Mokeddem’s views of writing as a therapy84. Owing to the 

fact that B.Emecheta’s and M.Mokeddem’s characters endure  series of traumas due to the 

patriarchal conception of womanhood, some psychoanalytic terms are relevant to our study 

and can be useful terms for the discussion. To illustrate, the Kristevaian abject can to a great 

extent reflect a girl’s status in her family because biologically she is different from a boy but 

socially she is conceived of as ‘castrated’. Also, the Freudian Oedipus complex can analyse our 

female characters’ relation to their parents. Indeed, the father and mother represent important 

notions to consider because they are the first beings and social individuals the girl encounters. 

In traditional societies, the former is the first patriarchal male she meets whereas the latter is 

the father’s first victim who because of her inferior status and indoctrinated mind, victimizes 

the girl more. As the female characters directly or indirectly reject their unfair treatment firstly 

seen in their relation to the family/village/society, the Freudian unhemlich (uncanny) 

consequently can help explain deeply this relation. Moreover, the Lacanian symbolic and 

Kristeva’s the semiotic can further pinpoint our female characters’ and women writers’ 

position towards language.  

Though it is very difficult to provide a satisfactory definition of psychoanalysis all the more 

as psychoanalysis has been met with controversy and doubt since its emergence, one might 

refer to its focus on the intricate inner structures of the self and mind. ‘As an academic subject, 

psychoanalysis can be defined as that branch of psychology initiated by Freud that is 

concerned with three distinct areas of study: the development of the mind and the influence of 

early experience on adult mental states; the nature and role of unconscious mental phenomena; 

and the theory and practice of psychoanalytic treatment.’85 



 Sigmund Freud’s unconscious is the hook (among others) that ensnares Lacan  for whom 

‘the unconscious is structured as a language’86.Yet, Lacan has drunk not only from Freud’s 

fountain but also from other scholars’ in order to present  some scientific grounding to what 

Freud already put forward. ‘In  order to unlock  the secret treaures of Freud, Lacan enlisted a 

motley tribe of theories, from the linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure, through Claude Levi-

Strauss’s structural anthropology, up to mathematical set theory and the philosophies of 

Plato,Kant,Hegel  and Heidegger’ 87. His view that ‘psychoanalysis is a method of reading 

texts, oral (the patient’s speech) or written’88 can justify more the use of psychoanalysis in 

analysing women’s speech and writing. Julia Kristeva, following the principle of the inclusion 

of Freudian psychoanalysis rather than its exclusion, adopts but modifies some of its tenets 

having also come under the influence of Lacan. Specifically, ‘Kristeva’s categories of the 

semiotic …develop her own reading of Freud but equally contain a debt to and departure from 

Lacan’.89 

Yet, the choice of psychoanalysis side by side with feminism has suscitated a controversy  

which itself can be an argument to undermine our choice to use them together. The oldest 

critique of Freud and his teachings came from Simone de Beauvoir in her The Second 

Sex.Simone De Beauvoir blamed Freud for analyzing the woman’s psychoanalytic 

mechanisms with reference to man’s. She wrote that ‘Freud never showed much concern with 

the destiny of woman… he simply adapted his account from that of the destiny of man’.90 

Besides, Freud’s image of the girl/woman and which de Beauvoir contested forcefully is of a 

‘mutilated man’91who must be compared to and evaluated according to what a man is. 

Furthermore, Freud’s explanation of the castration complex is for de Beauvoir dramatic, for 

the woman ‘may be led to react to the castration complex by denying her femininity, by 

continuing obstinately to covet a penis and to identify herself with her father’92. Simone De. 



Beauvoir  views S.Freud’s idea of the girls’ covetness of the penis and of the identification 

with the father not as grounded explanations but mere descriptions of a reality he could not 

reach. 

Indeed, the conclusions she reached are manifold. First, Freud forebore to see ‘the feminine 

libido as having its own original nature, and therefore it will necessarily seem to him like a 

complex deviation from the human libido in general’93.In addition, he did not consider ‘the 

sovereignty of the father [as] a fact of social origin… the father should take precedence over 

the mother -a decision that, according to Freud, was progressive,but due to causes unknown’94.  

All that he saw was man’s supremacy which he took for granted; later he confessed ‘that he is 

ignorant regarding the origin of male supremacy.’95. Simone De Beauvoir writes: 

Everything helps to confirm this hierarchy in the eyes of the little girl.The historical and literary 
culture to which she belongs, the songs and legends with which she is lulled to sleep, are one 
long exaltation of man.Itwas men who built up Greece, the Roman Empire, France, and all other 
nations, who have explored the world and invented the tools for its exploitation, who have 
governed it, who have filled it with sculptures, paintings, works of literature. Children's books, 
mythology, stories, tales, all reflect the myths born of the pride and the desires of men; thus it is 
that through the eyes of men the little girl discovers the world and reads therein her destiny.96 

 
As a result, ‘the male anatomy constitutes a powerful formation that often impresses itself 

upon the little girl's attention; and she literally no longer sees her own body’97. ‘People 

consider her brother superior…so she envies him and feels frustrated. Sometimes she holds it 

against her mother, more rarely against her father; or she may blame herself for the 

mutilation’.98 

In fact, what causes this De Beauvoirian-Freudian conflict is the fact that Freud believed 

that he gave a scientific and pscychoanalytic account of the woman’s personality, sexuality, 

and pleasure, among others. He believed that this is how the world is ultimately made. 

Conversely, De Beauvoir’s definition of a woman ‘as a human being in quest of values in a 

world of values, a world of which it is indispensable to know the economic and social 



structure’99, and as a free being who ‘has the power to choose between the assertion of her 

transcendence and her alienation as object; [because] she is not the plaything of contradictory 

drives; she devises solutions of diverse values in the ethical scale’100 is idealistic. She places 

woman outside any social, economic or cultural sphere. She moreover ‘endows’ her with the 

gift of choice and liberty. The ensuing question is: does this woman exist? All in all, the reality 

Freud missed was replaced by a De Beauvoirian idealism. 

 However, Freud’s ideas are important in our study as the woman and frame Freud 

unknowingly studied were a woman under a particular scope, that of patriarchy which 

explicitly and implicitly favours man’s supremacy. The social reality and origin of male 

supremacy he said he ignored is indeed patriarchy. The Freudian ideas criticized by De 

Beauvoir  are to a great extent echoed in our novels. In other words, De Beauvoir’s idea that 

everything is explained according to a male reference is a reality found in the novels to be 

dealt with. In My men, for example, Malika recounts how her family tries to inflict on her an 

inferiority complex just because she is a girl, i.e. without a penis. Her father is a reference that 

looms large in her mind and always reappears in her ways of dealing with men. Adah in 

Second Class Citizen is told that her education is unnecessary whereas his brother’s is a must 

that she should accept sacrifice for. Moreover, Malika’s, Adah’s, Aku-nna’s and Debbie’s 

mothers are in fact intermediaries to impose on their daughters this male supremacy. The 

generally relative textual absence of the mother from the novelists’ narratives translate a 

daughter’s blame of the mother seen by her as a source of support and love not as oppression 

and injustice as ordained by patriarchy. These examples reveal the necessity to include in this 

study psychoanalytic terms upon which our analysis rests, all the more in the first chapter. So, 

ignoring the psychoanalytic dimension under the pretext that it does not collocate with 

feminism (or other reasons) is an escapist attitude. On the contrary, the appeal to it will enrich 



the analysis and help understand the female characters’ behaviours, our women writers’ 

choices and why not the readers’ similar personal experiences and their psychic effects on 

them. Another point to underline is that the prominence of Freud’s ideas does not exclude 

other theorists’ like Lacan’s, Kristeva’s and Cixous’. That is, the study will be based on other 

terms and ideas developed by these  psychoanalysts and others for the sake of a more academic 

illumination.  

In sum, the recourse to the feminist, postcolonial and psychoanalytic theories will help 

identify and define women’s sources of suffering and their strategies used to decry the 

patriarchal ethos, to transgress its tenet and subvert it. Feminist, psychoanalytic and 

postcolonial findings will explain the woman as the other ‘placed’ on the margin of her family 

and society which explicit and implicit task is to reinforce this ethos. The latter brings about an 

unbalanced psychological female psyche. However, the woman tries to liberate herself by 

transgressing the patriarchal laws, sometimes negotiating with tradition and some other times 

creating new modes of existence. Yet, the whole is not priceless and involves heavy sacrifices. 

 

IV-Mythical and nomadic traces in the novels of Buchi Emecheta and Malika 

Mokeddem: 

Emecheta’s and Mokeddem’s novels include some mythical embedding . One can easily 

notice the presence of the ogbanje myth in The Bride Price, Persephone and Cassandra myths 

in M.Mokeddem’s The Forbidden Woman and Of Dreams And Assassins respectively whereas 

indirect hints or implications of mythical weaving can be untied in other novels. 

The word/concept of myth is derived from the word mythosand classified as the opposite of 

logoswhich means reason. Obviously, many writers and theorists try to circumvent its 

meaning. For example, Robert A. Segal defines myth as ‘a story... when asked to name myths, 



most of us think first of stories about Greek and Roman gods and heroes. Yet,myth can also be 

taken more broadly as a belief or credo’101. Tilde A. Sankovitch  sees myths as ‘answers to 

questions human creatures ask ... [as] meaningful stories in order to arrange or rearrange our 

experiences, histories, contexts-ourselves. Myths and mythmaking correspond to our profound 

need for an ordered, acceptable view of the macrocosm of our universe, as well as the 

microcosm of our hearts and minds.’102 

Peter Heehs alternatively asserts the unquestionability of the myth. According to him, a 

myth is ‘a set of propositions, often stated in narrative form, that is accepted uncritically by a 

culture or speech-community and that serves to found or affirm its self-conception’103. 

Approximately, the same is sustained by Hayden White who moreover introduces the notion of 

the adequacy of myths. For him, ‘myths and the ideologies based on them presuppose the 

adequacy of stories to the representation of the reality whose meaning they purport to 

reveal’104.That is, the adequacy of myths to reality is unproven yet unquestioned.Simone De  

Beauvoir’s position echoes this idea and stresses that myth represents the male reality. She 

identifies transcendence of the subject as the aim of the myth while this subject cannot be in 

anyway a woman. She writes: 

A myth always implies a subject who projects his hopes and his fears towards a sky of 

transcendence.Women do not set themselves up as Subject and hence...they dream through the dreams of 

men... Men have shaped for their own exaltation great virile figures:Hercules, Prometheus,Parsifal...woman 

has only   a secondary part to play in the destiny of these heroes[...] Representation of the world ...is the work 

of men;they describe it from their own point of view, which they confuse  with absolute truth.105 

 

What can be inferred from this is that a myth is a narrative and, as Roland Barthes says, ‘a 

type of speech’106 that reinforces a male reality through the form and content of this myth. 

Indeed, myths ‘often prioritize masculinity by giving male characters a certain additional 

degree of voice and visibility… mythic femininity is vulnerable to appropriation in ways that 

https://www.amazon.fr/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&text=Tilde+A.+Sankovitch&search-alias=books-fr-intl-us&field-author=Tilde+A.+Sankovitch&sort=relevancerank


mythic masculinity is not’107.This vulnerability is due to their ‘deprivation of mythos, of their 

myth, and their cooptation or enslavement into the male mythic structures.’108 

However, Susan Sellers views in mythos ‘playful possibilities of language to create a 

plurality of meanings that will exceed all rational binary orders, including the foundation of the 

logos itself’
109

.She also sees feminist re/writing as a place of ‘ironic mimicry and clever twists 

as well as a whole gamut of tactics that would open the myth from the inside as well as out’110. 

It can be thought of as ‘an act of demolition, exposing and detonating the stories that have 

hampered women, and as a task of construction – of bringing into being enabling 

alternatives’111. In other words, it is in mythos that the woman can rehabilitate herself and 

withstand the logos of patriarchy.Sanja Bahun-Radunovic and V.G Julie Rajan side with the 

position that  ‘women writers and artists  find in myth an adequate means to negotiate against 

various forms of violence’112like the one ‘inherited’ from phallogocentrism; they ‘employ 

narrative stratagems such as the re-focalization of mythic stories from a female perspective’113.  

Tilde A. Sankovitch  sees that the women’s absence from the world of mythos reflects their 

absence from the world of the Book, that is of expression; ‘their access to the world of the 

Book has been effectively blocked by that negatively [mythical] determining absence’114. This 

implies that the woman writer’s access to the world of the Book means necessarily her access 

to the world of the mythos and vice versa, and this explains the inclusion of myths in her 

writing. 

The best example that supports this idea is Helene Cixous and her recuperation of the 

Medusa myth. Medusa, following the mythical (and patriarchal) narrative, is a monster, one of 

the Gorgon sisters and daughter of Phorkys and Keto, the children of Gaea (Earth) 

and Oceanus (Ocean). She was originally a golden-haired, fair maiden, who, as a priestess 

of Athena, was devoted to a life of celibacy; however, she married Poseidon and therefore was 
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punished by the goddess for this offence. Each wavy lock of the beautiful hair that had 

charmed her husband was changed into a venomous snake; her once gentle, love-inspiring eyes 

turned into blood-shot, furious orbs, which excited fear and disgust in the mind of the 

onlooker; whilst her former roseate hue and milk-white skin assumed a loathsome greenish 

tinge.Seeing herself transformed into such a repulsive creature, Medusa fled her home and 

went to Africa where young snakes dropped from her hair and turned into stone whomever she 

gazed upon, till at last, deliverance came to her in the shape of death, at the hands of Perseus.115 

Cixous has revived this myth and invites women not to think about themselves as ugly 

creatures labelled as the dark continent. For Cixous, this continent is ugly in men’s vision just 

because it is unexplored. Consequently, women‘have only to stop listening to the Sirens (for 

the Sirens were men) for history to change its meaning You only have to look at the Medusa 

straight on to see her. And she's not deadly. She's beautiful and she's laughing.’ 116Cixous 

revisits this myth to create a more revolutionary image of the woman who moreover must 

write her body in a way to oppose men’s writing of women. She contends that ‘it is by writing, 

from and toward women, and by taking up the challenge of speech which has been governed 

by the phallus, that women will confirm women in a place other than... silence...They shouldn't 

be conned into accepting a domain which is the margin or the harem’117.The monstruous 

Medusa becomes thanks to H.Cixous and other feminists a beautiful and laughing creature 

ready to acceess the world of the Book. This feminist manipulation of the myth thus triggers 

new definitions of the myth to emerge; one of them can be ‘an act of looking: looking back and 

forward, gazing at and across, and peering into or out from various “points of view.’118 

Our women writers in the corpus to be studied definitely incorporate myths. The study will 

investigate if our women writers access the world of the Book (writing) and to the myth in 

order to reinforce the logos or to denounce it as it demeans women and their roles in their 

https://www.greekmythology.com/Myths/Creatures/Medusa/medusa.html
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societies. At any rate, in both cases our women writers and their protagonists go beyond the 

frontiers and move outside the realm drawn for them by patriarchy. 

It is also because of this movement -outside and beyond- that one can say that B. Emecheta 

and M.Mokeddem both employ- intentionally or unintentionally- nomadic ethics for the sake 

of a new and valuable reinscription of selfhood. Rosi Braidotti writes: 

Being a nomad, living in transition, does not mean that one cannot or is unwilling to create those 

necessarily stable and reassuring bases for identity that allow one to function in a community… 

Rather, nomadic consciousness consists in not taking any kind of identity as permanent. The nomad 

is only passing through; s/he makes those necessarily situated connections that can help her/him to 

survive, but s/he never takes on fully the limits of one national, fixed identity.119 

In other words, a nomadic consciousness appears when one calls in question his/her own 

identity which s/he replaces with connections once s/he is dissatisfied with this very identity. 

An example that can forcefully sustain this idea is the patriarchal identity that African woman 

is confined within. Emecheta and Mokeddem portray female protagonists in a situation of 

cognizance of their social identities which, because of their ensuing dissatisfying rules, push 

them to find alternative ‘connections’ to survive; hence their nomadic detachment. Noticing 

the obstacles on their way to achieve their dreams, Emecheta’s and Mokeddem’s female 

protagonists work for their liberation and consequently get out of this social space and engage 

in a search for a more favorable and comfortable one. The novels studied in this thesis 

demonstrate this shift from home to school, from the family, the village to the city and from 

Africa to Europe as a whole.  

Two key ideas, which are developed in Deleuze and Guattari’s theory on nomadism and are 

central to our study, are deterritorialization and war machine. Their importance lies in the fact 

that they can help detect the woman’s space as ordained by patriarchy as a space of 

confinement and enclosure, in Deleuze and Guattari’s words, a striated space. Besides, they 

explain how the female protagonists deterritorialize an already existing territoriality because of 



which they draw a line of flight towards a space of freedom named by Deleuze and Guattari a 

‘smooth space’. 

Deleuze  and Guattari also contend that the flight towards the smooth space or its creation is 

the essence of war machine, ‘the war machine was the invention of the nomad, because it is in 

its essence the constitutive element of smooth space, the occupation of this space, 

displacement within this space, and the corresponding composition of people’120. It is because 

of this essence that the war machine collides with any force of striation like patriarchy which 

aims at imprisoning the woman. ‘The war machine collides with States and cities, as forces (of 

striation) opposing its positive object’121 

Consequently, one can deduce that the female protagonists under study invent a war 

machine as they put in question the ‘striated’ space they live in, be it home, the village, the city 

or their identity and they attempt to get out of its borders. Adah’s secret enrolment at school, 

tricky plan to go to The U.K and her divorce, Aku-nna’s elopement with Chike, Sultana’s 

success at school and university and her fight against the fundamentalist practices, Malika’s 

struggle for her education and her rejection of motherhood and Kenza’s escape to Paris are 

some examples, among others, of the reflection of a woman’s nomadic consciousness against 

patriarchy. 

This goes without saying that writing inherently, as Deleuze and Guattari underline, ‘weds a 

war machine and lines of flight, abandoning the strata, segmentarities, sedentarity, the State 

apparatus’122. That is, any writer invents a war machine in his /her writing against the dictates 

(strates) and sedentarized ideas. The same can be said about African woman writing since the 

African woman writer, upon taking the pen, is stifled by her confinement as a woman and as a 



woman writer. It is indeed this uncontrollable confinement that causes some contradictions in 

Emecheta’s writing and some extremism in Mokeddem’s to appear. 
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Buchi Emecheta’s Second Class Citizen  and Malika Mokeddem’s My Men are two narratives 

that shed light on the personal lives of the two women writers who,  by having published them, 

intend to share their very personal and intimate experiences with the reader. Somehow, they 

echo the famous feminist slogan, ‘the personal is political’, as writing is itself a political act 

because it conveys a form of resistance. The same can be said about writing the personal but 

with a sharp feminist stance as women’s lifewriting dig deep into the women’s secret 

sufferings as well as they describe a rebellion against the patriarchal source of these sufferings. 

This chapter will focus on the protagonists’ inferior status in the family since their 

childhood; their awareness  of being ‘castrated’ nourishes in them  strategies  of negotiation 

(Emecheta) and distance (Mokeddem)  to prepare their way to a direct and open rejection of 

the patriarchal ethos. This rejection leads them ultimately to use language, the symbolic in 

Jacque Lacan’s terminology, to mould this rejection. 

Speaking about the family and the girl’s status within it undoubtedly entails a problematic  

relation with the father and the mother, socially and psychoanalytically, with the one who 

holds the law and the first castrated being whom the girl blames for depriving her of the penis. 

This situation creates ambiguous relationships with the father and the mother, and traces of 

such tensions appear on the surface of their writing. 

The last element that will be studied in this chapter will be the use ofautobiographyby 

Emecheta and Mokeddem. It will examine the reasons why they favour this sub-genre  and 

why they  resort to their personal memories. It will also explain the different uses of the female 

narrator who is in fact a mediator between the woman/ the woman writer, her memory and the 

reader. 



I- Castration, desire and language: The alternative rebel woman’s triad : 

The child/mother/father triad is the source that Freud studies so as to try to understand and 

explain the complex relationships that not only characterize this triad  but also shape the type 

of adulthood the child will have. One of the aspects he focuses on is the underlying effects of 

the biological differences between the male and the female on the development of the 

personality. Believing in Napoleon’s saying that ‘anatomy is destiny’ 1, Freud finds out that the 

girl’s discovery of her difference from the boy is a mishap in her life. ‘When the little girl 

discovers her own deficiency, from seeing a male genital, it is only with hesitation and 

reluctance that she accepts the unwelcome knowledge.’2 Freud  enlists some of the 

consequences of this anatomic ‘misfortune’. The girl  

acknowledges the fact of her castration, and with it, too, the superiority of the male and her own 
inferiority; but she rebels against this unwelcome state of affairs. From this divided attitude three 
lines of development open up. The first leads to a general revulsion from sexuality. The little girl, 
frightened by the comparison with boys, grows dissatisfied with her clitoris, and gives up her 
phallic activity and with it her sexuality in general as well as a good part of her masculinity in other 
fields. The second line leads her to cling with defiant self-assertiveness to her threatened 
masculinity. To an incredibly late age she clings to the hope of getting a penis some time. That hope 
becomes her life’s aim; and the phantasy of being a man in spite of everything often persists as a 
formative factor over long periods…Only if her development follows the third, very circuitous, path 
does she reach the final normal female attitude, in which she takes her father as her object and so 
finds her way to the feminine form of the Oedipus complex. 3 

 
Her reaction to the castration complex can be a revulsion, a defiant self-assertiveness or an 

idealization of the father, a reaction that Freud describes as the final normal female attitude. 

The castration complex makes the girl enter the Oedipus complex. She blames her mother for 

depriving her of the penis and consequently redirects her desire away from the mother unto her 

father. The girl’s oedipal complex can have no terminus. The boy, on the other hand, burdened 

with castration anxiety, renounces his desire for the mother and reduces his rivalry towards the 

father and thus gets out of the oedipus world.4 



Lacan, who talks more often about ‘castration’ than ‘the castration complex’, identified it in 

the seminar of 1956–7 as a form of ‘lack of object’, it is indeed ‘a symbolic lack of an 

imaginary object; castration does not bear on the penis as a real organ, but on the imaginary 

Phallus’5. The latter makes of ‘the female sex… an absence, a void, a hole, which means that it 

happens to be less desirable than is the male sex.’6
. He argues that ‘it is only by accepting (or 

‘assuming’) castration that the subject can reach a degree of psychic normality. In other words, 

the assumption of castration has a ‘normalising effect’7.The girl ‘does not have the phallus, a 

position of lack and hence castration.’8 Indeed, ‘this ‘missing’ penischaracterises her as a 

‘lack’9. 

Helene Cixous relies on the head instead of the penis, i.e decapitation to describe this lack. 

She writes: 

If man operates under the threat of castration, if masculinity is culturally ordered by the castration 
complex, it might be said that the backlash, the return, on women of this castration anxiety is its 
displacement as decapitation, execution, of woman, as loss of her head.10 

 
For Cixous, being castrated  means  being decapitated, and her decapitation is a fate, ‘women 

have no choice other than to be decapitated… if they don't actually lose their heads by the 

sword, they only keep them oncondition that they lose them, that is, to complete silence, turned 

into automatons’.11 

Both Adah in Second Class Citizen and Malika in My Men were unwanted children in their 

families because simply they were girls. Adah ‘was a girl who had arrived when everyone was 

expecting and predicting a boy. 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.’(p.1). The feeling of unimportance leads her to feel ‘sorry for her parents…they 

should not have had  her in the first place,  and that would have saved a lot of people a lot of  



headaches’ (p.1). Implicitly, Adah admits that she is a ‘headache’.The resolution of theOedipus 

complex  in her case involves, what Jacques Lacan names asymbolic introjection in which 

‘what was the outside becomes the inside, what was the father becomes the super-ego’12, i.e 

how  the father/phallus sees the woman becomes the woman’s vision of herself. 

With regard to My Men, Malika  ‘could see [her father was] sorry [she] wasn’t a boy’ (p.5). 

She makes the reader live the awareness of being castrated in a very vivid scene. After the 

birth of her brother, the family was so happy that for a young girl, it seemed as if this family 

‘was rescued from  misery’(p.9). Her mother ‘now has the right to be respected, only 

now’(p.9). Malika repeats the word’now’ in order to imply that her birth was like a misdeed 

her mother ‘accomplished’ granting her no social value. Malika understands where the 

difference between her brother and her lies. She sees ‘the women swooning over the little piece 

of wrinkled flesh hanging beneath his tummy’ (p.9). At the age of three, after her brother’s  

birth she notices that ‘everybody competes for his attention .Where does he get all this power ? 

Parental love is born with him, for him… [she discovers] loss and exclusion’ (p.9). This scene  

is a reminiscence of the Freudian castration complex. What happens here is that she confronts 

the truth that she is, unlike the boy, castrated (and decapitated). The questions she asks : ‘is 

that all ? Why is it better than me ? Why is it more important’ (p.9) attest to the fact that she 

internally refuses the anatomical differences to be socialized and the inequality resulted from 

to be her destiny. 

The lack of the penis makes Adah and Malika in Beauvoir’s words, ‘the second sex’, an 

expression which implies that girls /women  are second to boys/men biologically and socially 

since their birth. Being castrated fixes  the girl, in what Simone de Beauvoir calls, immanence. 

The Beauvoirian notion of immanence is contrasted with transcendence.The former is  



described as life-sustaining activity, passivity, and submission to facticity whereas the latter is 

construction, progression, and freedom from facticity 13. Yet, the two are modes of existence. 

One cay say that under patriarchy, immanence is female and transcendence is male. 

In fact, being girls under patriarchy means encountering an attitude of abjection. According 

to Jukia Kristeva, in the Powers of Horror, the abject refers to the human reaction (horror, 

vomit) to a threatened breakdown in meaning. Abjection is what ‘disturbs identity, system, 

order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules.’14 Besides, ‘it neither gives up nor 

assumes a prohibition, a rule, or a law; but turns them aside, misleads, corrupts; uses them, 

takes advantage of them, the better to deny them. It kills in the name of life’ 15. The importance 

of abjection lies in the fact that ‘the subject of abjection is eminently productive of culture. Its 

symptom is the rejection and reconstruction of languages’16. A girl born in a patriarchal family  

suscitates a reaction of horror -abjection- inasmuch as the expected child is a boy, and the girl 

implies a threat to the meaning and system of patriarchy. The latter is based on no law or rule 

to give itself a legitimacy; it misleads and corrupts the meaning of sexual differene to support 

the supremacy of the boy/man. This boy/man,as a subject of abjection produces a culture that 

favours the penis/phallus and re/constructs a sexist language  to back up this fallacy. 

Awareness of castration/decapitation and being abject triggers in our protagonists a desire to 

own the penis/phallus in order to reach a status of being. The two protagonists live a situation 

of lack, thus of non-being, as their societies attribute value just to the penis/phallus. And, as 

desire is intertwined with lack in the Lacanian frame, their sense of lack nourishes in them a  

desire which in a way pushes them towards transcendence. Knowing that she lacks the male 

genital organ and being aware that she would never have it, Adah amends this feeling of lack  

with  desiring an object destined to be a male’s right and destiny. This object is education.  

https://www.cla.purdue.edu/english/theory/psychoanalysis/notes/powersofhorror.html


When Adah takes her brother, Boy, to Ladi-Lak institute, she stays near the gate and watches 

her friends ‘filled with envy.This envy later gave way to frustration, which she showed in 

many small ways’ (p.3). Consequently, she secretly runs to school to attend Mr Cole’s classes 

and says : ‘I came to school -my parents would not send me’ (p.6). She fears  her mother’s  

punishment as she ‘would not cane, she would smack and smack, and then nag and nag all day 

long’(p.6). After her father’s death, things change. ‘The money in the family …would be spent 

on Boy’s education….Adah’s schooling would have been stopped’. The final decision is that 

she should stay at school for the sake of a bigger dowry that ‘would tide Boy over’ (p.12). 

Secretly, she participates in the entrance examination which she passes and gets a scholarship 

with full board. 

This may remind us of Rene Girard’s theory about desire. Rene Girard writes: 

Man is subject to intense desires, though he may not know precisely for what. The reason is that he 
desires being, something he himself lacks and which some other person seems to possess. The 
subject thus looks to that other person to inform him of what he should desire in order to acquire 
that being. If the model, who is apparently already endowed with superior being, desires some 
object that object must surely be capable of conferring an even greater plenitude of being.17. 
 

Girard’s desire is called triangular as it centers upon the subject, the model and the object 

desired.The subject desires the object desired by the model in search forbeing; thus mimesis, 

or memitic desire which is the rootcause of clashes. ‘Desire itself is essentially mimetic, 

directed toward an object desired by the model... Two desires converging on the same object 

are bound to clash.Thus, mimesis coupled with desire leads automatically to conflict.’18 

R.Girard’s theory of desire is applicable here as our female protagonists, Adah and Malika, 

burdened with a sense of lack, desire being via education, which under the patriarchal ethos is 

destined to be the object of the male who functions here as the model because of his being 

venerated according to the patriarchal ethos. The clash resulting from it can be seen in the 

physical punishment Adah ‘receives’ from not the model, but from the model’s protector, 



Adah’s mother /phallic mother who cannot tolerate her daughter’s attempt to transcend the 

patriarchal boundaries, for her  ‘a year or two would do, as long as she can write her name and 

count. Then she will learn how to sew’ (p.3).  

Conversely, Malika meets no difficulties in enrolling at school, but noone gives importance 

to her brilliant results. Proudly, she hands her father her satisfactory school report cards; 

dishearteningly, he says to her: ‘What’s the point?you’re just a girl’(p.11). Instead, he beats his 

son harshly because of his bad grades yelling ‘Are you going to accept a girl being better than 

you’ (p.11). In other words, any educational success for Adah’s mother and Malika’s father is 

–and must be -a boy’s/man’s object to ‘possess’. It is because of this condition of inferiority 

that Malika seeks in education, in Deleuze and Guattari’s words, a line of flight to reach being.                  

School  for  her is  a space and means of deliverance ; ‘so many days away from home, I 

have an entire school year. What delievrance!...I’m conscious of having reached a level of 

freedom ... I gained … many days and nights away from the stranglehold of my family’ (p.14). 

She sacrifices her first love, Jamil, in order to continue her studies. If her absence will kill 

[him]. [he will] never marry’(p. 16), ‘what would kill [her] would be staying at home and not 

continuing [her] education’(p.17). In fact, her feeling of lack creates in her a desire not to 

desire the penis but to despise it. She indeed targets the non-castrated and ‘superior’ boys 

I focus on their vulnerability.It’s when they fall apart that I’m touched.How handsome  I found 
them !I don’t realize yet seeing their chagrin soothes the hurt I am hiding that unexpectedly their 
exposed fragility is the exact counterpart of my utter rejection of inequality’(p.10) 
 

At school, being like ‘a snag in the middle of the river of hundreds of boys’ (p. 12), she finds 

herself into ‘an anguished state of alert’. She ‘argu[es] with others in the schoolyard or in front 

of the gate, an act after which she is threatened by her father to be kept ‘shut up at home’ 

(p.13). At home, she refuses to be her parents’son’s slave (p.3). Malika’s subsequent reactions  



can be said to fall in the category of what Freud calls, a defiant self-assertiveness in a way to 

reach not the penis but in Lacan’s words, the phallus, the power ensured by the male genital 

organ. Malika ends up hating submissive girls, for submisson for her seems modesty  for 

which she tries to find a synonym ‘self-effacement, denial of the body and rejection of the 

being ?’ (p.12). All in all, she expresses hostility towards the male sex except Tayeb. She likes 

very much this brother as ‘he follows [her] on all [her] escapades. He avoids boy’s games’ 

(p.107). He looks like her in her ‘obstinate defiance towards parents, brother and cousins’ 

(p.107). ‘He joins [her] out on the margin’(p.108). He escapes the village because of its 

savagery. As an an adult, he leaves Algeria for Marseille then goes to Amsterdam where he 

starts to write books. In a nutshell, she loves him so much because he is like her, an outsider 

marked by unique defiance and obstinacy. 

At any rate, the educational fulfilment for our protagonists provides them with a latent 

means of power. ‘It has therefore been a significant locus of resistance…women fighting for 

freedom through and within education have attempted not only to transform themselves, but 

also to transcend hierarchical structures’19. It certainly avails them of power to ‘‘speak of 

themselves’ and encouraged to explore other ‘modes of being a woman. In their attempt to 

‘fashion a self’ they have often ‘tried out’ a plurality of selfhoods, which have sometimes left 

traces behind them’20. Choosing education in spite of the obstacles encountered by Adah and 

Malika is itself an act of resistance, transcendence and power meant to enable them to ‘fashion 

a self’outside the patriarchal realm and against its expectations. 

Moreover, desiring an education to reach being and/or to escape the patriarchal law 

ultimately implies to inhabit language, in Jacques Lacan’s theory, to enter into the symbolic. 

‘The symbolic provides a form into which the subject is inserted at the level  of his being. It's  



on the basis of the signifier that the subject recognizes himself as being this or that.’21.This 

entry, for Toril Moi, bears the Oedipal crisis and ‘is also linked to the acquisition of 

language.’22. However, it meanwhile ‘means to accept the phallus as the representation of the 

Law of the Father. All human culture and all life in society is dominated by the Symbolic 

Order, and thus by the phallus as the sign of lack. The subject may or may not like this order of 

things, but it has no choice’23. 

Seda Peksenequates the entrance into the symbolic with ‘the entrance into the patriarchal 

discourse’24 which manipulates biological differences: 

When the infant enters the symbolic order, s/he begins to perceive the world in terms of 
differences. Therefore, the structure of otherness and the structure of lack coexist in the 
symbolic order. Consequently, since the self is always defined in relation to the other, there 
is the possibility of a never-ending lack25. 

 
The result of this symbolic language/discourse is that ‘woman is regarded as the one who 

lacks, who needs to be fulfilled, who needs to be completed. She is the one that is weak and 

incomplete…Language puts women into this position, and since it is the basis of all other 

systems, women had to change the language’26. 

At this juncture, one can speak about language abrogation and appropriation that Bill 

Aschcroft and associates develop in relation to postcolonial literature produced by ex-

/colonized people.The same can-and does- happen with women ‘colonized’ by patriarchal 

ethics.   

Abrogation… involves a rejection of the metropolitan power over the means of communication. 
..[it] is a refusal of the categories of the imperial culture, its aesthetic, its illusory standard of 
normative or ‘correct’ usage, and its assumption of a traditional and fixed meaning ‘inscribed’ in 
the words…The second, the appropriation and reconstitution of the language of the centre, the 
process of capturing and remoulding the language to new usages, marks a separation from the site 
of colonial privilege…[it] is the process by which the language is taken and made to ‘bear the 
burden’ of one’s own cultural experience, Language is adopted as a tool and utilized in various 

ways to express widely differing cultural experiences.27 
 



In other words, when women write, they simultaneously enter the symbolic in an attempt to 

change the system of this language.They abrogate the patriarchal inscriptions exemplified in 

women as castrated beings doomed to inferiority and appropriate this system to speak of 

themselves as victims aspiring to own a new and more valuable subjectivity. Women’s writing 

severs representations of women from a patriarchal hegemony. Somehow, ‘a woman may enter 

the symbolic order and at the same time call it into question.’28. 

It is true that for our authors succumbing to writing helps them relieve the pain of living on 

the margin, of being labelled as lack just because they are girls/women. Indeed, writing turns 

out to be a kind of therapy. In an interview, Malika Mokeddem aknowledges that ‘l’ecriture 

comble mes manques’29, ‘l’ecriture pour moi, c’est un espace,un etat d’être sur le banc 

public’30. For Buchi Emecheta, writing is a reading of one’s being ; she agrees ‘that writing is 

keeping track of one’s own being’31. Simultaneously, Buchi Emecheta and Malika Mokeddem 

adopt Cixous’s rationale that   

writing is precisely the very possibility of change, the space that can serve as a springboard for 

subversive thought, the precursory movement of a transformation of social and cultural 

structures.p.879…It is by writing, from and toward women, and by taking up the challenge of 

speech which has been governed by the phallus, that women will confirm women in a place other 

than that which is reserved in and by the symbolic…They shouldn't be conned into accepting a 

domain which is the margin or the harem.32 

The result is the birth of a feminine text that ‘cannot fail to be more than subversive. It is vol-

canic; as it is written it brings about an upheaval of the old property crust, carrier of masculine 

investments… it's in order to smash everything, to shatter the framework of institutions, to 

blow up the law, to break up the "truth" with laughter’33. 

Yet, one cannot miss Buchi Emecheta’s use of English and Malika Mokeddem’s use of the 

French in the original version. In other words, the two writers embrace other languages rather  



than the mother tongue.Studying the protagonists’s relationships with their mothers can 

constitute a background of why these writers do not ‘desire’ the mother tongue in their 

writings. 

 

II-The ‘unwritten story’ of the daughter/mother relationship : 

 Adrienne Rich’s description of the relationship between the daughter and mother is worth 

noting. She writes: 

This cathexis between mother and daughter -essential, distorted,misused- is the great unwritten 
story. Probably there is nothing in human nature more resonant with charges than the flow of 
energy between two biologically alike bodies34. 

 
The distortion and the misuse will shape a conflictual relationship, an anger at the mother, 

known as the Electra complex. Indeed, the legendary Electra hated her mother, Clytemnestra. 

Agamemnon, her father left home for ten years to fight the Trojans. Meanwhile, Clytemnestra 

took a lover, and Electra felt neglected and rejected by her mother. Sadly, she roamed around 

the palace moaning and cursing. The consequence of this was that she had no desire to marry 

or to have children. Driven by resentment, she swore vengeance. After many bitter years and 

with the help of her brother, Orestes, she suceeded in her scheme to murder her mother35. 

Freud maintains that the objet of desire of the boy as well as the girl is the mother. He 

writes: 

The phase of exclusive attachment to the mother, which may be called the pre-Oedipus phase, 
possesses a far greater importance in women than it can have in men… Her relation to her mother 
was the original one, and her attachment to her father was built up on it… the main content of her 
development to womanhood lay in the carrying over of her affective object attachments from her 
mother to her father.36 

 

The girl’s hostile attitude towards her mother for not giving her a proper penis ‘is not a 

consequence of the rivalry implicit in the Oedipuscomplex, but originates from the preceding 



phase and has merely been reinforced andexploited in the Oedipus situation’37. The end of this 

phase featured by her attachment to her mother deviated to a detachment from her and to an 

attachment to her father is primarily featured by the  daughter’s  ‘reproach that her mother did 

not give her a proper penis - that is to say, brought her into the world as a female.’38.This may 

explain the peculiar relationships between daughters and mothers. 

Nancy Chodorow refutes Freud’s resolution of a daughter’s oedipus complex by diverting 

her object of love from a weak mother to a phallic father. She instead contends that the 

daughter turns her attention to her father without losing sight of her first object of love, the 

mother. She writes: 

The feminine Oedipus complex is not simply a transfer of affection from the mother to the father 

and a giving up of mother. Rather, psychoanalytic research demonstrates the continued importance 

of a girl’s internal and external relation to her mother, and the way to her father is added to it.39 

Nancy Chodorow admits the hostility that can exist between the mother and the daughter as the 

latter blames the former in dispossessing herself and her of power. N.Chodorow sees the girl’s 

turn to her father as ‘both an attack on her mother and an expression of love for her’40. While 

S.Freud singularizes the relation of the daughter to her mother then to her father,   

N.Chodorow pluralizes this relation as it is itself ‘multilayered. Her relationship of 

dependence, attachment and symbiosis to her mother continues, and her oedipal (triangular) 

attachments to her mother and then her father are simply added.[…] The oedipal girl alternates 

between positive attraction to her father as escape from her mother, and reseeking of her 

mother as a safe and familiar refuge against her father’s frustrating and frightening aspects.’41. 

 Adrienne Rich focuses more on the daughter’s rejection of her mother. She explains that it 

is due to the fact that the mother tries to inculcate in her the self-defeat she was taught in order  

 



to maintain the phallus; hence  rivalry emerges between the two. She maintains that ultimately 

the daughter has never been mothered: 

Many of us were mothered  in ways we cannot yet even perceive…whatever the individual 
mother’s love and strength, the child in us, the small female who grew up in a male-controlled 
world, still feels at moments wildly unmothered42 

 
One can say that the phallus stands between the daughter and mother; the latter is denied ‘the 

second birth’43 unlike the father who lives his second birth whenever he begets a son. Indeed, 

the Freudian rivalry and animosity that characterize the daughter-mother relationship is in fact 

according to Adrienne Rich, based on the daughter’s rage at her mother: 

Many daughters live in rage at their mothers for having accepted too readily and passively, 

‘whatever comes’.A mother’s victimization does not merely humuliate her, it mutilates the daughter 

who watches her for clues as to what it means to be a woman…the mother’s self-hatred and low 

expectations are the binding-rags for the psyche of the daughter.44 

Victoria Burrows calls these ‘binding rags’ the mother-daughter knot.  

The knot suggests both the dense complexity and relational circuitry of the mother–daughter 
relationship which comprises separate subjectivities that are loosely tied together, bodily and 
psychically.These subjectivities are interwoven and intertangled with one another, joined but 
separate, the same and other, ambivalently fused by a sense of difference and commonality.45 

 
Describing this relationship as a rag or as a knot does not in any way mean that the daughter 

is fatally tied to it. Indeed, the knot for example, Victoria Burrows explains, is the metaphor of 

a possible re-configuration; it can be ‘disentangled and re-knotted in different figurations’46 

The metaphor implies that there are untapped imaginative and theoretical spaces that can be brought 
into being when constitutive threads are unwound and re-configured. Thus the visual power of the 
metaphor evokes the passionate, ambivalent strength and changing dimensions of the mother–
daughter bond, as well as being suggestive of the relational politics, both theoretical and personal 47 
 

Re-knotting presupposes an unravelling process likely destined to be the ‘raged’ daughter’s 

task  consisting of ‘analysing historical, socio-cultural and maternal genealogies that shape 

female subjectivity’48. 

 



In an attempt to unravel the knot, our protagonists, Adah and Malika exteriorize this rage 

and this feeling of being mutilated by their mothers by distancing themselves from their  

mothers. Adah’s ‘experiences with Ma so early in life … had given her such a very low 

opinion of her own sex. Somebody says somewhere that our characters are usually formed 

early in life.Yes, that somebody was right.’(p.3). Adah’s mother nurtures in Adah the ‘natural’ 

sense of inferiority. As Adah seeks progress, her mother becomes an obstacle for her and 

concludes that all women are alike. ‘Women still made Adah nervous. They had a way of 

sapping her self confidence. She did have one or two women friends with whom she discussed 

the weather and fashion.’(p.).She struggles not to ‘swallow’ the lessons of self-erasure her 

mother tries to ‘teach‘ her. A vivid example is seen when she goes secretly to school and asks 

Mr Cole’s help. She thinks that after school she will be caned by her father ‘earning  a few 

strokes’; her mother ‘would smack and smack, and then nag and nag all day long’ (p.6). 

Smacking her that much implies a punishment for being against her mother and against the 

phallus. With Mr Cole’s help, her mother is accused by the police of child neglect; she was 

‘forced to drink a big bowl of gari with water… a torture,purgotorial’(p.7). Adah feels  

‘triumphant’.Yet, her mother’s look at her daughter  is ‘of fear , love and wonder’(p.7) though 

one expects it to be one of hatred and revenge. It is the look of admiration towards a daughter 

who has vanquished her social mother who in her turn at that very moment becomes a loving 

mother who admires a girl doing what she could not; as a result a bond of solidarity emerges, 

but Adah does not understand. She, out of fear, ‘shrinks back clutching Mr Cole’(p.7). The 

only image Adah has of her mother is the social and phallic one. That is why she ‘‘took secret 

joy in disobeying her mother’(p.4) in  a way to disobey the phallic and oedipal subject she is  

 



doomed to be and to ‘taste’ the joy of selfhood. The other example is when she promises 

herself to be unlike Igbo women who instead of being wives, are slaves to their husbands 

She would never, never in her life get married to any man, rich or poor, to whom she would have to 

servehis food on bended knee :she would not consent to live with a husband whom she would have 

to treat  as a master and refer to as ‘Sir’even behind his back.She knew all Igbo women did this,but 

she wasn’t going to !(p.14) 

Malika in My Mendoes not speak in detail about her experiences with her mother but gives 

comments about mothers in general. As an example,  

Mothers harp away at their daughters from the time they are very little : ‘ you have to feel 
shame.you have to be ashamed…if i talk you about shame, it is because you lack modesty…’in 
those days, girls used to bow, withdraw and shrivel up. (p. 11) 

 

She also comments about her mother’s situation and how she distances herself from her 

mother’s world. She ‘felt overwhelmed  watching [her] mother’s hands, which were always 

enslaved, always completing their domestic tasks… [Malika] used to run away’ (p.25). She 

assesses her mother’s attempts to make her enter this world as an ‘assault’ (p.106) : 

Take the broom.Go get three buckets of water. Hurry up and wash these pots…peel these 

vegetables. Make the baby’s bottle.Clean up that one.Take this mat outside and shake it…’This 

yapping programmed to grind away  a girl’s time is never ending, and it leaves her without a 

moment to play or dream.She’ll get involved in stupidities. She’ll take off on a slippery 

slope…That’s why I desert the house (p.106) 

In an interview with Yolande Helm, Mokeddem describes her mother as a source of fear: 

[Ma mere] representait pour moi tout ce que n’avais pas envie d’etre et j’avais tellement peur de ses 
menaces, tellement peur de ses injonctionset de ses ordres.49 

M.Mokeddem’s attitude recalls that of H.Cixous, a key figure of French feminism, in her 

autobiography, Inside , who abjects her mother in direct terms. She writes: 

I am born of her, I’m ashamed of her…she is my opening to the outside, she is my light and my 
death-bearer…I owe her even the discovery of my anatomy….and at the same time my discovery of 
social laws50 



The role she is assigned to is giving birth, teaching her daughter her body and her social 

identity which is a form of death. That is why H.Cixous the daughter hates her and erases her 

from her landscape and asserts: ‘Because I hate her, my mother is no more’51 

In fact what explains these mothers’ behaviours is their patriarchal identity they have and 

which they endeavour to transmit to their daughters believing that this is their main role 

neglecting or ignoring the daughters’ separateness  and individuality : 

A mother is likely to experience  a sense of oneness  and continuity with the infant.However, this 
sense is stronger and lasts longer vis –a- vis daughters.Primary identification and symbiosis with  
daughters tend to be  stronger and cathexis of daughters  is more likely to retain narcissictic 
elements, that is, to be based on experiencing a daughter as an extension or double of a mother 
herself.52 

 

Indeed, motherhood as a male-defined institution instrumentalizes mothers to be agents of the 

mutilation of their daughters’selfhood. Adah’s mother, Ma, discourages her daughter to go to 

school and to have a high degree. Ma is unaware of this identity the way she ‘was unaware of 

the so-called joys of civilisation and all its pitfalls’ (p.9). She ‘had no experience of having to 

keep up mortgage payments, she never knew what  it was to have a family car, or worry about 

its innards, she had no worries  about pollution, the population explosion or race (p.9).Being   

‘unmothered’ by a mother who is unaware of her worries, Malika also apparently hates her 

mother,  not because of her ‘envy of the penis’, as Freud explains, but because of her mother’s 

‘envy of the penis’ which will rescue the mother from ostracism in her society. ‘Girls were 

never children. Destined from birth to be rejected, they embodied a collective disability they 

could only rescue by giving birth to sons…men are taught by their mothers’own perfidy, 

misogyny and masochism, to play the role of cruel sons’ (p.2). 

Hating her mother does not mean that Malika does not have a maternal figure as a reference. 

Indeed, hers is the grandmother. She loves her so much that she cannot bear being far from her. 



When her grandmother moved to Morroco to take care of her pregnant daughter, Malika was in 

depression. Her absence means that her ‘affection has given way, exposing [her ] to the terrors 

it was keeping at bay’(p.72). In order to stand against this absence, she steals her photo and 

takes it off to the dune. She examines it with desperation, focusing on ‘the tattoos …symbols 

of the high plateau, her native region…at her cheche…the silver broach…And her gaze, the 

look she gets when she talks of nomads and about her past life’ (p.72). Her grandmother’s 

absence makes her feel vulnerable and without defence. In an interview, M.Mokeddem 

describes her as a source of protection from an oppressive mother  

Dans cette vie donc, ou ma mère était littéralement dévorée par les grossesses parce que les enfants 
se sont succédé les uns après les autres, et par les tâches ménagères…Ma mère, elle, me donnait des 
ordres. J'étais l'aînée, elle avait besoin que je l'aide, donc moi, je me plaçais sous la coupe de ma 
grand-mère qui me protégeait de ma mère.53 

 

It was thanks to her grandmother that Mokeddem went to school: 

 
Oui, c'est elle qui a influencé pour qu'on me mette à l'école… j'ai été la première de la tribu à avoir 
été mise à l'école….Mais, je pense que dans cet acte-là, il faut voir aussi le début de l'éveil d'une 
conscience politique. J'ai été mise à l'école en 54, j'y ai été mise en octobre, et un mois après la 
guerre d'Algérie commençait.54 

 

She was a woman who respected religious freedom and did not reject Malika because of her 

doubts about the existence of God: 

Ma grandmère était une femme très pieuse. Elle ne manquait pas une de ses prières et quand, 
adolescente, je découvrais les philosophes, le raisonnement de cause à effet — si Dieu a inventé 
l'homme, qui est une superbe création, qui a inventé Dieu, lui-même superbe création? —, j'avais 
envie de lui prouver que Dieu n'existait pas. Tous les adolescents font ça et, au bout d'un moment, 
elle se mettait à rire et elle me disait : "Tu sais bien, tu te rends bien compte que notre dialogue ne 
peut aboutir à rien. Tu garderas tes doutes ou tes non-doutes, et, moi, je garderai ma foi.55 

 

Describing herself as an orphan after her death can evidence that she substitutes her 

grandmother for her mother. Her attachment to her is the only one she admits. With the other  



attachments, she shows ‘defiance to avoid the torments associated with that first emotional 

dependency’ (p.74). 

The grandmother as a surrogate mother is seen in many Afro-American novels. Jillian 

Jimenez, on the basis of many documents like historical repositories of African-American 

family papers at the Library of Congress, Manuscript Division; manuscripts from the Library 

of Congress American Folklife Center, Archive of Folk Culture, explores the history of 

grandmothers in the African- American community in an effort to illuminate the origins and 

evolution of the grandmother in African-American customs. He finds out that she ‘fulfilled the 

maternal role and played a direct role in children’s lives’56. One example that comes to mind is  

Annie Henderson called Momma  in Maya Angelou’s I Know Why The caged Bird Sings. 

Momma sustains Maya with ‘‘a deep-brooding love hung over everything she touched’ (p.62). 

She, like Malika’s grandmother, is a religiously devout woman. She indeed begins each 

morning with a traditional prayer of thanks and supplication. Maya Angelou depicts her 

Momma as  a solid and economically independent woman. ‘Her world was bordered on all 

sides with work, duty, religion and ‘her place.’ 57 ‘People speak of Momma as a good-looking 

woman and some …said she used to be right pretty.I saw only her power and strength’58. She 

teaches Maya how to conduct herself around white people as racism reaches its peak and  ‘to 

use the paths in life that she and her generation and all the Negroes gone before had found, and 

found to be safe ones.She didn’t cotton to the idea that whitefolks could be talked to without  

risking one’s life. And certainly they couldn’t be spoken to insolently’59. When three nasty 

poor white children mock Momma from the yard one afternoon, Maya watches furiously, but 

Momma maintains her dignity without answering back to their provocation (see pp 33-35). 

This does not diminish her self-esteem, ‘If she had been asked and had chosen to answer the  



question of whether she was cowardly or not, she would have said that she was a realist’60. She 

cannot hide her love for Maya when a year later,  Maya’s father comes to take her and her 

brother home, she looks pretty sad and advises her to be a ‘good girl…don’t make people think 

I didn’t raise you right’61. 

The trace of the grandmother in Malika’s life cannot be missed too. Her grandmother was a 

nomad obliged at the end of her life to sedentarize. She, as Malika mokeddem describes her in 

one of her interviews, felt exiled. She was 

une femme qui dans la vie sédentaire se sentait comme une exilée. Elle avait le verbe de l'exilée. 
Elle avait été arrachée à cette vie-là et, elle aussi, il ne lui restait plus que les mots pour continuer à 
faire vivre ce passé.62 

 
Malika felt exiled as she felt imprisoned at home and in her village because of traditional 

restrictions on her: 

J'ai toujours dit que le pire sentiment de claustration que l'on puisse ressentir, c'est celui que l'on 
éprouve face à des immensités ouvertes, mais ouvertes sur un néant. Tu as l'impression que tu ne 
pourras jamais franchir ce néant, alors que ce n'est pas ce néant qui t'enferme. Ce néant, il a été 
l'aire de parcours de mes ancêtres, au contraire. Eux n'avaient pas de frontières et, moi, j'étais 
entourée de frontières et les premières, c'étaient mes parents.63 

 
The grandmother cured her feeling of exile and nostalgia with orality. She indeed narrated her 

past to Malika who at the same time underwent a curing process from the feeling of 

imprisonment in the desert. 

Et ce désert qui m'enfermait, moi, elle me l'ouvrait par ses contes et par ce qu'elle me racontait de sa 
vie de nomade. Elle était conteuse mais elle racontait aussi sa propre vie.64 

 
The grandmother -the nomad- who after sedentarization re-invents her nomadism through 

orality. The result is that ‘la seule personne qui me faisait rêver, c'était ma grand-mère.’65The 

grandmother’s orality pushes Malika towards the world of dreams in a way to escape the harsh 

reality she has been facing at an early age. Consequently, Malika’s ‘daydreams are real  

 



departures for [her]… [she] erase[s] the hardships and discrimination…daydreaming gives 

[her]some rest and space to breath’(p.11). 

 Freud sees in any dream ‘a (disguised) fulfilment of a (suppressed or repressed) wish’66.He 

moreover establishes a link between children’s playing and adults’ dreaming and finds out that 

dreaming is phantasizing and a substitution for playing: 

As people grow up, then, they cease to play, and they seem to give up the yield of pleasure which 
they gained from playing. But whoever understands the human mind knows that hardly anything is 
harder for a man than to give up a pleasure which he has once experienced.Actually, we can never 
give anything up; we only exchange one thing for another. What appears to be a renunciation is 
really the formation of a substitute or surrogate. In the same way, the growing child, when he stops 
playing, gives up nothing but the link with real objects;instead of playing, he now phantasies. He 
builds castles in the air and creates what are called day-dreams.67 

 
Day-dreams or the airy creations of phantasy68 as Freud calls them are ‘ the fulfillment of a 

wish, a correlation of unsatisfying reality’69 and ‘fit themselves into the subject's shifting 

impressions of life’70. Freud notices that daydreams are frequent in the creative writer whose 

‘strong experience of the present awakens in [him] a memory of an earlier experience(usually 

belonging to his childhood) from which there now proceeds a wish  which finds its fulfillment 

in the creative work.’71. Consequently,‘a piece of creative writing, like a daydream,is a 

continuation of, and a substitute for, what was once the play of childhood.’72 

Malika the child by her daydreams phantasises in a way to escape from the denigration 

patriarchy endorses her with. She substitutes daydreaming for her missed childhood pleasure 

transformed later into writing. That is, she escapes the unsatisfying reality by daydreaming in a 

way to play as a child and create for herself a space for freedom longed for. As grown up, her 

second game to play is to write for the same purpose which is to both escape from the daily 

provocations she cannot stand against and find a space for freedom. Indeed, the sedentarized 

girl, influenced by her grandmother ‘flies’ in a nomadic experience of writing: 



Elle, c'était une femme de l'oralité et moi, je suis devenue quelqu'un de l'écriture. Mais c'est pour ça 
que l'oralité est quelque chose d'important pour moi, parce que je pense, si tu veux, qu'avant les 
livres, ma première sensibilité aux mots m'est venue par elle.73 

 
In this statement, Malika implies that her nomadism is the hybrid entity of orality and writing. 

Besides, Malika the writer was born from/in her grandmother’s ear. 

This reminds us of H. Cixous’s father in Inside.H.Cixoux prefers to be born out of her 

father: 

If I’d have my way I would have been born out of you, I would have lived for a long time creeping 
through your veins in the hollow of your knees, rocked by your blood, coiled in a transparent 
membrane.74 
 

As this is naturally impossible, another form of birth happens. H.Cixous the writer was born 

out of the ear that listened to her father’s words:  

Sister ear to my mouth, if you have held out this far, be patient, my love, you have all your death 
before you, wait, wait for me, just a little longer. 75 

 
Therefore, she was ‘penetrated by happiness through my ear.” 76 ‘The father’s now absent 

voice is remembered as producing caressing sounds, making the ear the privileged organ in the 

whole story’77. She has to submit her “ear of the last generation”78 and witness the birth of her 

father …and herself.’79 This means that writing passes through the ear to recreate the dead 

father; hence his rebirth and her birth as a writing subject. The ear for H. Cixous  is the organ 

that listens to the music of writing  

One writes with one’s ears. It is absolutely essential. The ear does not hear a single detached note: it 
hears musical compositions, rhythms, scansions. Writing is a music that goes by, that trails off in 
part because what remains is not notes of music, it is words.80 

 

Likewise, the creative Malika was born from the ear that listened to her grandmother’s 

mouth. What assembles the grandmother and the grand-daughter is the notion of nomadism. 

The nomad grandmother who sedentarizes tells her grand-daughter her experiences of 

nomadism –her constant move through space. The listener, Malika, is a subject of 



sedentarization who inhabits the space of writing, itself a nomadic space, using, as she says, a 

nomadism of words: 

L'écriture est le nomadisme de mon esprit sur le désert de ses manques, sur les pistes sans autre 
issue de la nostalgie, sur les traces d'une enfance que je n'ai jamais eue.81 
 

As noticed, the nomad appeals to an open space without limits and control. This 

corroborates Deleuze and Guattari’s idea about the pair smooth/ striated space. The former ‘is 

occupied without being counted’82, and the latter ‘is counted in order to be occupied.’83. 

Homogenity is a form of a striated  space. ‘Homogeneous space is… the form of striated space. 

The space of pillars… formalizing all the other dimensions, of striating all of space in all of its 

directions, so as to render it homogeneous’84 whereas ‘smooth space is precisely the space of 

the smallest deviation: therefore it has no homogeneity,... It is a space of contact…a field 

without conduits or channels. ... wedded to a very  particular type of multiplicity: nonmetric, 

acentered, rhizomatic multiplicities that occupy space without "counting" it’85. Space 

undergoes operations of control like the ones regulated by the state: 

One of the fundamental tasks of the state is to striate the space over which it reigns, or to utilize 
smooth spaces as a means of communication in the service of striated space. It is a vital concern of 
every state not only to vanquish nomadism but to control migration and, more generally, to 
establish a zone of rights over an entire “exterior”, over all the flows traversing the ecumenon. 86 

 

One can deduce then that patriarchy is a state-like institution that works to striate the women’s 

space. Women by resisting this act have recourse to a smooth –nomadic- space so as to liberate 

themselves from its shakles.  

M.Mokeddem and B.Emecheta, as examples of these women, turn out to be, in Rosi 

Braidotti’s words, nomadic subjects as they end up owning this ‘kind of critical consciousness 

that resists settling into socially coded modes of thought and behavior… It is the subversion of 

set conventions that defines the nomadic state, not the literal act of travelling’87. By taking the 



pen, they open a smooth space, the space of language and writing  to fill  in it in a rhizomatic  

diversity with their memories, anguishes and all the more their subversion of the patriarchal 

striated space.One form of this anguish stems from the ambiguous relation with the mother. 

Indeed, the ‘unwritten story’ between the mother and her daughter shapes the latter’s motherly 

self. Adah and Malika in their novels become, in Adrienne Rich’s words, ‘outlaws from the 

instituton of motherhood’88.Consequently, The second Class Citizen moves from Ma’s 

narrative of motherhood to Adah’s counternarrative of mothering. In My Men is developed a 

counternarrative of a deliberate non-motherhood. 

To be a mother is greatly important for Adah. Though she is not happy in her marriage with 

Francis, she thanks him ‘for giving her her own children.’(p.37). After Francis’s love affair 

with Trudy, she revolts against Francis not because of her humiliated married self but because 

her son, Vichy got a viral meningitis : 

I must have my children whole and perfect.The only thing I get from this  slavish marriage is the 

children.And Francis I am warning you, they must be perfect children.(p.64) 

This intention of having perfect children explains all the endeavours she makes for her 

children.Yet, the most meaningful one is the mothering attitude she has in a defiance against 

Francis and his traditional attitude.When he tells her that his mother will look after the children 

the way she did with him and his brothers and sisters, she yells and says : 

If you don’t go out of this ward or stop talking,I shall throw this milk jug at you.I hate you 

now,Francis, and one day I will leave you.I did not bring my children into the world  to be brought 

up by a woman who can’t even sign her name.A woman who used her thumb on our marriage 

certificate because she could not write. If you want really to know, I brought my children here to 

save them from the clutches of your family.,and ,God help me , they are going back as  different 

people ; never,never are they going to be the type of the person you are.My sons will learn to treat 

their wives as people, as individuals, not like goats that have been taught to talk. My 

daughters…God help me, nobody is going  to pay any bleeding price for them.They will marry 

because they love and respect their men, not because they are looking for the highest bidder or 

because they are looking for a home. (p.127) 



This passage is significant as it expresses the type of mother Adah becomes. She is not her 

mother’s or mother-in-law’s copy. Adah ‘is expected to identify with her [mother and later 

with her mother-in-law] because as a woman it is assumed the daughter will become a 

mother/wife as her mother did’89. On the contrary, she ‘resists this identification because she 

does not want to live a life like her mother’s, nor does she wish to be affiliated with someone 

who is oppressed and whose work is devalued.’90 Adrienne  Rich has analysed this 

transmission and maintains that  ‘thousands of daughters see their mothers as having taught a 

compromise and self-hatred they are struggling to win free of, the one through whom the 

restrictions and degradations of a female existence were perforce transmitted”91 . 

Alternatively, Adah appeals to the termination of this transmission. Somehow, she declares 

the end of the patriarchal motherhood in her family that consists in ‘producing’ sons similar to 

fathers and girls to be married for money or home. She alternatively mothers her sons to be 

different from their father as they would see their wives as ‘individuals’, not properties, and 

her daughters to be different from Adah herself  as they would get married out of love and 

respect not out of need of a home. Instead, she announces her affiliation to mothering.   

The word “mothering” refers to ‘women’s experiences of mothering that are female-defined 

and centered and potentially empowering to women….While motherhood, as an institution, is 

a male-defined site of oppression, women’s own experiences of mothering can nonetheless be 

a source of power.’92 ;  ‘in emphasizing maternal power and ascribing agency to mothers and 

value to motherwork, [it] gave rise to the view of mothering as a socially engaged enterprise 

that seeks to effect cultural change in the home through feminist child rearing and the world at-

large through political/social activism’93. Andrea O’Reilly prefers to call it a feminist 

mothering. She writes: 



I use the term feminist mothering to refer to an oppositional discourse of motherhood, one that is 
constructed as a negation of patriarchal motherhood. A feminist practice/theory of mothering, 
therefore, functions as a counternarrative of motherhood: it seeks to interrupt the master narrative of 
motherhood to imagine and implement a view of mothering that is empowering to women.Feminist 
mothering is thus determined more by what it is not (i.e., patriarchal motherhood) rather than by 
what it is. Feminist mothering may refer to any practice of mothering that seeks to challenge and 
change various aspects of patriarchal motherhood that cause mothering to be limiting or oppressive 
to women…the term feminist is used…to signify maternal practices thatresist and refuse patriarchal 
motherhood to create a mode of mothering thatis empowering to women.94 

 
Mothering thus garantees a woman’s/mother’s agency. 

 
However, Adah’s  move from a patriarchal motherhood to a feminist  mothering is gradual 

and moderate. She decides to use a contraception cap secretly as Francis does not want her to  

pretend to know that ‘men knew how to control themselves’(p.149);  she is not ‘twenty-one yet 

and if [she] had another child, it would be [her] fourth,and [she] originally came [to London] to 

study and bring up the two babies [she] brought from home’(p.149). Her ultimate aim is not to 

have other babies but to study and to bring up the children she already had. Implicitly, this 

means that she wants her personality to reflect womanhood and mothering and not 

motherhood. 

 What is frustrating for Adah is to find out that the decision not to give birth to other babies 

passes through her husband’s decision. At the Family Planning Clinic, she is given a form to 

be signed by the husband if he accepts ‘his wife [to be] equipped with birth control gear’ 

(p.149). Adah wonders, ‘could not the woman be given the opportunity of exercising her own 

will?’(p.149); in the realm of patriarchal motherhood, the answer is yes. However, she decides 

that  ‘whatever happen[s], she [is] not going to have any more children…two boys and a girl 

were enough’ (p.149) even if her mother-in-law ‘[will] get her son another wife’ (p.149). She 

chooses to care about her health as her last pregnancy ‘was a warning. She might not be so 

lucky next time ’(p.149). As Francis does not want to sign, she forges his signature. When 

Francis knows the truth, he beats her and accuses her of intending to ‘take other men behind 



his back’ (p.154) and of being responsible for his failure at his exams. Adah’s determination 

not to ‘allow herself to get pregnant again’(p.149) implies her autonomy and her 

disentanglement of womanhood from motherhood. Her eagerness to be autonomous is so deep 

that when  she falls pregnant for the fourth time since the cap she has used is cheap and  goes 

loose quickly she goes to the doctor’s in order to abort. The male doctor gives her some white 

pills she thinks they are made for abortion. After three months, she is told by the doctor that 

the pills are not for abortion. Her mothering self reappears as she becomes worried about the 

health of the future baby and decides not to go to ‘hospital as a poor nigger woman.’(p.168) 

Indeed, Adah the mother who is about to give birth to the fourth baby is not Adah the 

mother of the past when she sacrified selfhood for wifehood and motherhood. In the past, she 

got a job at Finchley library but did not tell them about her pregnancy fearing she would be 

turned down. She told the doctor she was ‘not having the baby at University College Hospital 

but at home’ (p.107) in order to to earn six pounds. ‘There would not be any need to buy two 

or three nightdresses, no need to buy a housecoat, or bedroom slippers, and no need for a toilet 

bag, yes the six pounds would feed them for a week.’ (p.107) 

This time, she ‘knitted and sewed…she was buying a brand-new pram, a new shawl and a 

new outfit for herself’ (p.169), she would buy everything the doctors and the midwives told her 

to eat…she kept strictly to the diet prescribed…She attended relaxation birth classes’ (p.169). 

She was determined ‘to have her four weeks’ rest before going into hospital.’ (p.170). She asks 

Francis ‘to go out and work. If not, [she will] only cater for [her] children.’(p. 170). Francis 

‘told her to sign a statement that she would not feed him any more. Adah wrote it without any 

hesitation…she did not care any more.’(p.170). She gave birth to a girl, she was thankful for 

this child, so perfect and so beautiful that she nicknamed her May. She came home by herself  



in a taxi and did it in style.’(p.171). ‘She would not pay the rent because it was a man’s job to 

do that, she would not contribute to the food budget …she would be only responsible for her 

children, their clothes, the nursery fees and anything else the children needed’ (p.171). Francis 

would not know how much she earned or on what date.This is England not Nigeria. [She 

doesn’t] need [his] signature to secure a job for [her]’ (p.171). Moreover, she breastfeeds her 

fourth baby. (See.p.172) 

In fact, Francis’ self erasure is apparent in the novel. Because of his laziness  and his 

patriarchal ego, Adah develops a matrilineal family in London. She is the breadwinner,’the 

children are [hers]…[she will] never let them down as long as [she is] alive’(p.185). At the end 

of the novel, she becomes a housewife; she ‘tak[es] Titi to school,do[es] her shopping at 

Crescent,take[s] the three babies to the park…go[es] home, give[s] them their lunch[and] 

tuck[s]them up to rest’(p.173).Thereby, she pushes Francis to work. It is true it may appear 

opposite to what a woman’s agency should be. But it is indeed agency in the sense that she 

ends her husband’s oppression of her and chooses to stay at homeand to enjoy some of the 

activities in life. 

Buchi Emecheta’s critique of motherhood as an institution is emphasized in TheJoys of 

Motherhood(1979).The portrait that she draws for her protagonist, Nnu ego, is meant to 

permeate this patriarchal institution. Indeed, Nnu Ego at the beginnning of the narrative is 

shown as the type of a woman who validates her womanhood by bearing a child. Upon losing 

her first child son, she attempts to commit suicide because it is better for her to die than facing 

the world childless. After her second marriage to Naife whom ‘she had come to accept him as 

one of the inevitabilities of fate’95, she survives with the only consolation  that this marriage  

will possibly allow her to be a mother.Yet, what happens is that she gives birth and raises  



seven children -boys and girls; nonetheless, she ’face[s]a lonely old age… just like a barren 

woman’96. Down by the roadside, 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 had she been building 

up her joys as a mother’97.The question she asks herself after giving birth to her twins, 

Obiageli and Malachi : ‘when will I be free ?98, and the answer : ‘never, not even in death…we 

women subscribe to that law more than anyone. Until we change all this, it is still a man’s 

world which women will always help to build’99 paves the way to her feminist action ; she 

chooses  not to answer prayers for children. She  ‘protects women by not granting them 

requests for children, because they do not realize the ramifications of their prayers’100. In other 

words, Emecheta  detects motherhood  as a mode of ‘enclosure and entrapment’101, to quote 

Florence Stratton. B.Emecheta’s  ultimate message revolves around the idea that motherhood 

is so ingrained in the woman’s psyche  that infertlity means inexistence, and the woman has no 

raison d’etre if she does not fulfill procreation.   

Malika in My Men refutes altogether this identification. She too stands against the 

patriarchal motherhood yet in a different way. She decides not to have children. She chooses to 

abort when she gets for the first time pregnant as the man she loves, Said, is not free in her 

opinion. His parents ‘want nothing to do with [her]’(p.41) and he won’t do anything without 

the blessing of his family.Consequently,she does not inform Said of her pregnancy or of her 

decison to abort as she believes that she is the only owner of her body. After the operation, she 

decides that ‘there won’t be another time, another pregnancy -neither aborted, nor brought to 

term’(p.44). In some words, she decides not to be a mother inasmuch as ‘tyrannical forces of 

tradition got the upper hand’ (p.46) in marriage and in mothering. 



In fact, Malika develops what Adrienne Rich names matrophobia. ‘Matrophobia ….is the 

fear not of one’s mother or of motherhood but of becoming one’s mother…matrophobia can be 

seen as a womanly splitting of the self, in the desire to become purged once and for all of our 

mothers’bondage, to become individuated and free.’102 Malika has hated her mother/the 

mothers, for she estimates that any mother is instrumentalized to be an agent of patriarchy at 

the expense of her motherly love towards her daughter/son. ‘[Women] robbed me forever of 

the desire to be a mother’ (p.2). Malika conversely endeavours to gain and keep her individual 

self at the expense of this love.The abortion she undergoes in fact stands as a radical surgery of 

self-purgation from patriarchy and its instruments; she indeed calls it ‘a scar of liberty’(p.140). 

She in a way resolves what Ann Taylor Allen calls the maternal dilemma103.  

Malika’s decision not to have children can be said to constitute a subtext with Flora 

Nwapa’s Efuru. Malika’s deliberate choice of abortion is a reminiscence of Efuru’s 

achievement to survive in a society which denigrates barren women like Efuru. Efuru is a 

successful business woman. She manages to free herself from her first husband, Adizua, 

considered by his peers as an imbecile and irresponsible man who, besides all this, leaves his 

wife and absconds with another woman. He never returns not even at the death of their only 

daughter. Efuru’s second husband, Gilbert is intolerant. He does not trust his wife and accuses 

her of committing adultery. Although she loves both men, she is resourceful enough not to let 

herself be dominated by them. She does not see these unhappy marriages as the end of her life. 

Through her survival and independence from the ideology of her country that appropriates the 

natural (the biological woman’s ability to procreate) to have a cultural dimension,Efuru sets a 

feminist example as its message is to treat -childlessness not as a motive for social banishment 

and debasement for the woman.When  Efuru conceives her first baby, the (rhetorical) question  
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she asks herself is: “Is it really true that I have had a baby, that I am a woman at all?’104; it 

echoes the  cultural equation of motherhood with womanhood. Her decision not to go back to 

her second husband because of the offence he causes her when he accuses her of adultery 

translates the character’s progress towards liberation from the society’s cultural ideology. Only 

then does she ‘sle[ep] soundly that night.’105. Likewise, Malika willingly stops and ‘kills’ in 

her the power to procreate to imply the refutation of the demeaning identity her society 

attributes to her. 

Yet, Malika’s matrophobia does not completely stifle in her the maternal instinct. Cedric, 

her friends’ son, brings to the fore this instinct. He comes to Montpellier from Geneva to 

admire the eclipse. He now ‘is eclipsed’ (p. 141) i.e. dead  after a  car accident. Malika’s  

meeting with Cedric has revived in her her mothering self which  has been immediately  

eclipsed  by his car accident. Accurately speaking, her maternal instinct was eclipsed by 

tradition and patriarchy  and now re-eclipsed by Cedric’s death. That is why whenever she 

remembers Cedric, ‘two words collide in [her] head, superimpose, then become mirror images: 

son, eclipse’ (p.142).The natural eclipse reflects the social eclipse of Malika’s mothering. 

Among Adrienne Rich’s  most striking theoretical findings is that ‘the woman who has felt 

‘unmothered’ may seek mothers all her life-may even seek them in men.’106 This coincides 

with what Freud already maintained, that the daughter’s desire appears to be towards the father 

but in fact it was first of all towards the mother during the pre-Oedipus phase. His conclusion 

is that the daughter’s original desire is towards the mother upon which her attachment to her 

father is built and ‘her development to womanhood lay in the carrying over of her affective 

object attachments from her mother to her father.’107 



   This is in line with Malika’s situation. Each chapter in her novel centers on a particular man 

she meets in her life for the sake of security  and love; precisely for  a motherly love.In the first 

chapter, ‘the first absence’, she expresses her direct antagonism towards her father but also her 

implicit accusation of her mother /mothers, woman/women of the girl’s patriarchal burden. 

M.Mokeddem then writes chapters about Jamil, Said, Jean-Louis, Mustapha, Nourrine, Jean-

Claude. These are the men she meets for the sake of love, of a mother’s love  as she has missed 

it early in her age. However, none of them succeeds to comply with her search for this love. 

This explains her ‘move’ from one man to another, from one space to another. On the whole, 

Malika appears to be unsatisfied both in her pre- oedipal phase and in her oedipal phase, and 

consequently she does not complete either of them. She ends up being ‘afraid to fall in love’ 

(p.164), limiting her relations with men to friendships as she ‘abstain[s] from [their] 

love’(p.164). 

It is true that in the end she gets reconciled with her father. ‘From time to time [she goes] to 

embrace him back in the desert. He never stops caressing [her] hands and murmuring a 

‘benediction’ for [her], a request for pardon ’ (p.159). Yet, she continues looking for the love 

she never tastes. She adresses the unkonwn man and the future love, ‘You, unknown who may 

perhaps erupt into my life, keep in mind that it will be thirteen more years before you begin to 

rival the absence of my father’(p.159). It may well be said that this period equals her resolution 

of the conflict with her mother, with her pre-oedipal phase. In other words, her future love may 

wait for her to resolve her crisis with her mother to allow her future beloved to rival with her 

father/absence even though this absence is transformed into a relatively satisfactory presence  

as ‘[they]’ll never be close.[she has]accepted this’(p.159). Indeed, at the end of the novel, she 

clearly says that ‘after all rebellions, ruptures, departures and exiles, only our  



childhood can reconcile us to ourselves’ (p.169). She admits that her adult experiences cover  a 

crisis suffered from  during her childhood. At the beginning of her sejourn in Paris, she has 

decided not to visit Barbes or any Maghrebi places because the spices there ‘turn [her] 

stomach and knot it up like a nest full of vipers’ (p.51). She prefers spices and scents from 

around the world that ‘are the antithesis of the ambience steeped in taboos concocted by 

Algerian mothers’ (p.51).After some time, she changes her mind and goes to the Barbes souks 

from where she buys different kinds of spices. At home, when she prepares dinner for her 

guests, she recreates ‘the savory tastes of [her] mother’s kitchen’(p.54). ‘The aromas of [her] 

mother’s house have invaded the bedroom even to the point of impregnating the sheets. [She 

feels] in a disturbing dream, but a sweet one’(p.55).This event may inform the reader that the 

real and permanent absence is her mother’s and what the mother stands for too. 

Indeed, this argument may go further to signify that Malika suffers simltaneously from the 

absence of a ‘loving’ motherland; or better still from a feeling of unbelonging to her current 

motherland. In her parents’ house, she isolates herself in the books she reads; as this house 

suffocates her, she flees to go to the dunes. She flees the village for the town,Oran.She leaves 

Algeria to go to France. Because of the freedom she witnesses in Paris, she thinks for a 

moment that ‘Paris is mine’(p.49) . ‘The feeling of freedom …was lacking in Algeria and 

missing to the point of suffocation in the desert’(p.90) where ‘the horizon was just one final 

form of being walled in. It symbolized everything in [her] life that was insurmountable; it 

symbolized the bottomless abyss that separated [her] from the rest of the world and from 

freedom’(p.91) thus she ‘would escape …and get away’(p.91) ; she  ‘can’t stay, [she] only 

pass[es] by’(p.159). With Jean-louis, she ‘wander[s] through life’, ‘rambles over land and sea’ 



(p.89), ‘planned departures and their voluptuous preparations erase [her] feeeling of rupture 

[and] respond to…  

the feeling of freedom’(p.89). Malika’s ‘departures’ and the search for freedom can explain the 

fragmented narrative time Malika Mokeddem the novelist applies to her narrative. In the light 

of what Kristeva puts forward in her ‘Women’s time’, one can suggest that Malika in defiance 

against patriarchy is in harmony with her novelist –creator- in rejecting linearity. 

Julia Kristeva maintains that we confront two temporal dimensions: the linear time of 

history and the monumental time which englobes these supranational and sociocultural 

ensembles. She aligns the first wave of feminism to the linear temporality, the second that 

comes after May 1968 to the monumental, the third to the mixture of the two. She writes : 

In its beginnings, the women's movement, as the struggle of suffragists and of existential feminists, 
aspired to gain a place in linear time as the time of project and history... The political demands of 
women; the struggles for equal pay for equal work, for taking power in social institutions on an 
equal footing with men; the rejection, when necessary, of the attributes traditionally considered 
feminine or maternal insofar as they are deemed incompatible with insertion in that history […] In a 
second phase, linked, on the one hand, to the younger women who came to feminism after May 
1968 and, on the other, to women who had an aesthetic or psychoanalytic experience, linear 
temporality has been almost totally refused, and as a consequence there has arisen an exacerbated 
distrust of the entire political dimension… Essentially interested in the specificity of female 
psychology and its symbolic realizations, these women seek to give a language to the intra-
subjective and corporeal experiences left mute by culture in the past…this feminism situates itself 
outside the linear time of identities which communicate through projection and revindication. Such 
a feminism rejoins, on the one hand, the archaic (mythical) memory and, on the other, the cyclical 
or monumental temporality of marginal movements[…] Finally, it is the mixture of the two 
attitudes -insertion into history and the radical refusal of the subjective limitations imposed by this 
history's time on an experiment carried out in the name of the irreducible difference -that seems to 
have broken loose over the past few years in European feminist movements, particularly in France 
and in Italy. 108 

 

Malika rejects linearity which is male and patriarchal. Somehow, she is ahistorical when she 

looks for a suitable space for her own story/history. Rejecting linearity does not imply 

adopting a cylical time as she refuses to belong to the institution of motherhood and its cyclical 



reproduction. She understands that ‘women’s mothering reproduces itself cyclically.Women as 

daughters produce daughters with mothering capacities and the desire to mother.’109.The 

maternal role is paralysing as it has ‘profound effects on women’s lives, on ideology about 

women, on the reproduction on masculinity  and sexual inequality’110. 

The type of time she adopts is fragmented. This reflects the reality of the woman’s self, 

which because of the burden of patriarchy, becomes fragmented. Besides, the title of this 

narrative, My Men can be interchangeably equated with my spaces. Men for her are likened to 

territories on which she experiences the patriarchal mark of authority, the very situation which 

she has resented all along  (such as her father, Said’s family and the whole Algerian desert) 

and  which she evades for the sake of love, freedom and security(smooth space). Believing that 

her quest is doomed to failure, she settles down in the space/ time of solitude  

I love solitude so much. It holds so many charms for me !Always has. Solitude was the triumph of 

my early childhood. Escaping from my family meant benefiting from a moment of peace, meant 

escaping innumerable household chores, bondage and the dictates of boys, beginning with my 

brothers and then those at school later on. Solitude  was  space and time for reading, dreaming, and 

inventing lives. Now it is the space of writing…this perfected solitude means, perhaps, learning at 

last to love myself…solitude ...is a time contemplation (p. 165 ;my italics) 

The last space she inhabits is writing.This sustains that the smooth space where she finds 

solace is language. 

In  Second Class Citizen another track is followed. Emecheta adopts a narrative linearity to 

narrate Adah’s circular time /history. Kristeva states that ‘human groupings, united in space 

and time, have given not to the problems of the production of material goods (i.e., the domain 

of the economy…) but, rather, to those of reproduction, survival of the species, life and death, 

the body, sex, and symbol’111. She observes that ‘groups are defined according to their place in 

production, but especially according to their role in the mode of reproduction and its 



representations’112. One can deduce that motherhood is one means of reproduction which itself 

signals cyclical temporality. ‘These two types of temporality (cyclical and monumental) are 

traditionally linked to female subjectivity insofar as the latter is thought of as necessarily 

maternal.’113. Adah the mother belongs to the cyclical temporality because of its maternal 

identity but innovates it by adopting mothering instead of motherhood which itself can 

transgress the patriarchal linear time. Like Malika, Adah yields to the force of writing not 

because of solitude, but because of the ‘good sentimental music’(p.175) her life lacks. Adah, 

the woman and mother, describes the novel she writes and entitles The Bride Price  as ‘her 

own particular child’ (p.176). Like Malika, she also ‘inhabits’ language. 

Noticeable is M.Mokeddem’s and B.Emecheta’s non-use of the mother tongue: Mokeddem 

writes in French; Emecheta writes in English.They write in the other tongue. In abjecting the 

mother, they abject what she owns or symbolizes.Jane Gallop gives one reason why the mother 

tongue is rejected: 

The mother tongue, the language we learn at our mother's breast, is patriarchal language. That is 
where we learned the language which feminism has taught us to see as full of masculinist bias. In 
trying to move beyond the father, the mother looks like an alternative, but if we are trying to move 
beyond patriarchy, the mother is not outside... the institution of motherhood is a cornerstone of 
patriarchy. Although the father may be absent from the pre-Oedipal, patriarchy constitutes the very 
structure of the mother –child dyad. The early mother may appear to be outside patriarchy, but that 
very idea of the mother (and the woman) as outside of culture, society, and politics is an essential 
ideological component of patriarchy.114 

 

The mother is phallic, and the mother tongue  is patriarchal. Abjecting both entails  a surrogate 

language, the language of the other. Adah (and Emecheta) ‘could not write in any African 

language’ so ‘it must be English, although English  was not her mother tongue’ (p.177) 

Writing in French or English  has been perceived as a betrayal by some critics, who have 

seen the fact of writing in the language left behind by colonialism as a deliberate choice over 

the mother tongue. Mokeddem describes her move to France in an interview as ‘une 



délivrance’115. She in fact goes beyond the frontier of her mother, motherland and mother 

tongue. Moreover, she portrays the influence the French language has had on her personal 

development as entirely positive, ‘cette langue [française] m’a structurée, elle a transformé 

cette véhémence qui était en moi en tenacité, en résistance; elle m’a armée... le français m’a 

appris à me défendre’116. M.Mokeddem goes further .To a question asked by Yolande Helm 

about her non-ambiguous rapport with French, she confirms and describes it in maternal terms, 

likely to mean that her mother tongue becomes the French : 

YH :Tes rapports avec le francais ne sont donc pas ambigus ? 
MM :Pas du tout ! Pas du tout !je me dis que je ne peux pas mordre le sein qui m’a nourrie,je ne 
peux pas trahir quelque chose qui est en moi.Mon rapport a la langue est celui-la.117 
 
Conversely, B.Emechata’s link with the other language is ambiguous.Though she admits 

that she ‘started to speak the English language when [she] was fourteen .So [she] can never 

really fill those fourteen years in which [she] had another mode of expressing [her]self.’118 

which is the Igbo language that she describes as ‘her emotional language… as this is the first 

language [she] spoke as a child’119 ; she discards any need to translate her works since ‘English 

is our lingua franca’120. Nevertheless, she admits her appropriation of the English language. 

Her thoughts belong to the mother tongue, i.e maternal; the expression is in the other language 

I play with The English language, I translate my thoughts from my own emotional language into 

English and try to adjust as much as possible. An example of that kind is I don’t say the child says 

‘thank you’, I will say ‘she dances her thanks121. 

Th only effort she furnishes at the level of language is to make it simple and modern.122 
 

On the whole, the relationship with the mother/motherland/mother tongue is moulded in an 

ambiguous and multilayered frame of hatred, rage and love. It is this very relationship which 

looms large in the protagonists’vision of marriage, motherhood and writing. In trying to 

dissolve the perennial link of the pen with the penis (as described by Sandra Gilbert and Susan 

Gubar), B.Emecheta and M.Mokeddem take the pen  to write about how much their lives are 



dramatized merely because they ‘lack’the penis. The ‘striated’ space their mothers endeavour 

to fix them in is so suffocating that they abject not only this space but also these mothers. 

Alternatively, they turn to the father who himself directly and indirecly reinforces this 

appalling shaping of the female self the woman and the woman writer attempt strenuously to  

get rid of. 

 

III-The father between abjection and idealization : 

The father is a figure that has received much critical attention. Feminist literary research on 

the father has largely consisted of linking patriarchal power and the father as a figure of this 

power and authority. The young girl, the same as the boy, identifies with the father at the end 

of the Oedipus complex. There is an asymmetry in this process: the boy gives up the mother as 

an object of desire and identifies with the father - the parent of the same sex. On the other 

hand, the female identifies with the father,i.e with the opposite sex. The father as the new 

object of desire for Freud is the beginning of the oedipal phase resolved when the child 

represses his rivalry towards him. 

In his writings about female sexuality, Freud insists that ‘a girl’s first affection is for her 

father and a boy’s first childish desires are for his mother. Accordingly, the father becomes a 

disturbing rival to the boy and the mother to the girl’123. He names this attraction the Oedipus 

complex based on a Greek myth, enacted notably in Sophocles’s tragedy, Oedipus Rex. Freud  

writes: 

Oedipus, son of Laïus, King of Thebes, and of Jocasta, was exposed as an infant because an oracle 
had warned Laius that the still unborn child would be his father’s murderer. The child was rescued, 
and grew up as a prince in an alien court, until, in doubts as to his origin, he too questioned the 
oracle and was warned to avoid his home since he was destined to murder his father and take his 
mother in marriage. On the road leading away from what he believed was his home, he met King 
Laïus and slew him in a sudden quarrel. He came next to Thebes and solved the riddle set him by 



the Sphinx who barred his way. Out of gratitude the Thebans made him their king and gave him 
Jocasta’s hand in marriage. He reigned long in peace and honour, and she who, unknown to him, 
was his mother bore him two sons and two daughters. Then at last a plague broke out and the 
Thebans made enquiry once more of the oracle…The messengers bring back the reply that the 
plague will cease when the murderer of Laïus has been driven from the land.But  where is he?  
…The action of the play consists in nothing other than the process of revealing, with cunning delays 
and ever-mounting excitement - a process that can be likened to the work of a psycho-analysis - that 
Oedipus himself is the murderer of Laïus, but further that he is the son of the murdered man and of 
Jocasta. Appalled at the abomination which he has unwittingly perpetrated, Oedipus blinds himself 
and forsakes his home. The oracle has been fulfilled.124 

 
Freud also revisits the historical theory of the primal horde. The primal horde was made up 

only of a father who owned several wives and who drove away his sons in jealously guarding 

his women: 

One day the brothers who had been driven out came together, killed and devoured their father and 
so made an end to the patriarchal horde. United, they had the courage to do and succeeded in doing 
what would have been impossible for them individually. […] Cannibal savages as they were, it goes 
without saying that they devoured their victim as well as killing him. The violent primal father had 
doubtless been the feared and envied model of each one of the company of brothers: and in the act 
of devouring him they accomplished their identification with him, and each one of them acquired a 
portion of his strength.125

 

 

Freud’s Oedipal schemere-enacts the primal horde. The brothers in question had the same 

feelings of ambivalence all boys have for their fathers: love and identification with him, but  

jealousy of his possession of their mother’s love. The act of killing their father resolved their 

feelings of hatred with him, but guilt arose, shared by each member of the horde. 

Consequently, they renounced their claim to the women within the horde, creating exogamy, 

and substituted the father with a totem animal with a promise not to repeat their act on the 

totem animal; incest and destruction of the totem become the taboo that all the members of the 

horde must avoid. 

Lacan too stresses the importance of the father in a girl’s life but goes further to attribute to 

the father the status of the regulator of the law in order to avoid conflicts: 

In order for the human being to be able to establish the most natural of relations, that between male 
and female, a third party has to intervene, one that is the image of something successful, the model of 



some harmony. This does not go far enough – there has to be a law, a chain, a symbolic order, the 
intervention of the order of speech, that is, of the father. Not the natural father, but what is called the 
father. The order that prevents the collision and explosion of the situation as a whole is founded on 
the existence of this name of the father.126 

 
So fundamental is this that if we try to situate on a schema what it is that makes the Freudian 
conception of the Oedipus complex cohere, it is not a question of a father-mother-child triangle, but 
of a triangle (father)-phallus-mother-child. Where is the father in this? He is in the ring that holds all 
this together.127 

 

Indeed, for Lacan, the father is not biological, he is phallic and represents the law; hence his 

symbolic function. Besides, the implication of Lacan’s theory is that the phallic function draws 

the frame that one's existence asa subject is henceforth "sexed"; one is either a masculine or 

feminine subject from the moment we are introduced into the social/ cultural order. Put 

differently, the subject is socially/culturally symbolized by the male genital organ and what 

follows, the phallus. 

The Lacanian symbolic father coincides with the Freudian primal father. After the sons’ 

murder of the father, the totem as a symbolcomes to stand in for him. The established law with 

its totems andtaboos replaces the murdered father. The brothers adhere to the law because of 

the remorse and guilt they feel for their crime. The law itself represents the symbolic father. 

The coincidence lies in the fact that the symbolic father is invisible and absent. Like the primal 

father, he can be represented, symbolized by someone who stands in for it, just as the totem 

stands for the murdered father. The Law of the totem is not based on the father in fleshbut on 

the transformed figure that the sons' guilt and remorse produced. Therefore, one can say that 

the primal /symbolic father is patriarchy as it is the law that governs the communities where 

our authors/protagonists live. It somehow ensures the eternalization of the father. 



Women’s relation to their fathers illustrates well what Linda Schierson Leonard calls the 

father-daughter wound in her way to describe the unbalanced father-daughter relationship.  

‘The father-daughter wound is not only an event happening in the lives of the individual  

 

women. It is a condition of our culture as well .This [ occurs] whenever there is a patriarchal 

authoritarian attitude which devalues the feminine by reducing it to a number of roles and 

qualities which come not from a woman’s own experience, but from an abstract view of 

her’128. In other words, patriarchy intervenes in shaping the father-daughter relationship, 

making of it a crisis in daughters’ lives. The word wound may remind the reader of Julia 

Kristeva’s abjection. She writes: 

A wound with blood and pus, or the sickly, acrid smell of sweat, of decay, does 
not signify death…These body fluids, this defilement, this shit are what life withstands, hardly and 
with difficulty, on the part of death. There, I am at the border of my condition as a living being.129 

This defilement coming from her father’s denigration causes Malika in My Men to abject this 

father. 

 Abjecting her father does not imply that she does not need any fatherly love. On the 

contrary, during her adolescence, she creates surrogates of her father. Malika’s loss of parental 

love turns out to be her quest for love which is best and first seen in her relation with Ami 

Bashir and Bellal. In fact, she transfers onto them the love she expects from her father. Freud  

defines transferences as ‘new editions or facsimiles of the impulses and phantasies which are 

aroused and made conscious’130. It is true that Freud studies transferences between the patient 

and the physician but admits that ‘transference arises spontaneously in all human relationships 

just as it does between the patient and the physician’131. In the latter case, ‘the patient…directs 

towards the physician a degree of affectionate feeling … which is based on no real relation 



between them and which… can only be traced back to old wishful phantasies of the patient’s 

which have become unconscious.Indeed, transference has precisely been set up not only by the 

conscious anticipatory ideas but also by those that have been held back or are unconscious.’132 

 

What Malika wishes to have from her father and becomes a conscious or unconscious 

phantasy is aroused with these two male characters. Ami Bashir ‘was an adopted father who 

loved [her] because of [her] school grades’; he ‘used to worry about [her] shedule’(p.20). In 

her free time, he took her to the oases near Bechar ‘for some fresh air’ (p.20). He ‘was in on 

some of [her] secrets early on’ (p.20). In some words, he constitues the foil of her father who 

belittles her school achievement and does not pay attention to her at all.The photographer  

Bellal, for her, was like Ami Bashir.To him, she ‘confided during [her] later years in high 

school’ (p.20). As a protective father, he defended her against the men who attacked her 

violently because she was not veiled. ‘Each time [her] inner anxiety becomes unberable, and 

death is on the prowl there at the edge of [her] pain, [she] run [s] to him’(p.75). 

Her father’s presence/absence deepens the wound deep in herself; therefore, Malika makes 

of the father-daughter wound a reason to ‘kill’ her father. She indeed re-enacts the primal 

horde. By disobeying her father, pursuing her education and having socially, religiously and 

culturally illegal sexual intercourse with different men and by marrying a French man without 

his consent, she symbolically kills her father and the patriarchal totem  to practise without any 

sense of guilt a taboo which is not the incest but free sexual intercourse  and all that the woman 

is disallowed to do. 

The absence of guilt in her case is reinforced  by the first chapter entitled ‘the first absence’ 

which is indeed ubiquitous. At first glance, it likely means the protagonist’s discovery  of the 

father in her life; having a patriarchal father means for her the absence of a loving father. 



Besides, it can mean that she is the first infant in the family and as she is a girl, she is in 

Lacan’s  words, ‘an absence’. The title of the chapter may well suit Malika’s description of her 

status in the family which triggers in her resistance with an absence of guilt. 

Moreover, this chapter can be considered as a preface to the narrative, as an explanation of 

all the acts she has made and events she has lived because of her father’s unfair treatment. The 

men she has encountered in her life are sixteen. The first,of course, was her father because of 

whom she has indulged in meeting fifteen men after; with each an adventure of love yet of 

disappointment. The first chapter is an apostrophe to her father where she communicates her 

expectations from him and her desire for him which she demonstrates as being hindered by 

patriarchy. The fifteen chapters constitute the daughter- father plot 133 which in fact reproduces 

the female oedipal crisis. 

At the end of her apostrophe, Malika admits that her father will never be able to know about 

her feelings towards him and her attitudes because he cannot read. He lacks the language she 

masters. Her ‘natural lack’ she suffers from  due to cultural dictates parallels his linguistic lack 

that hampers him from reading her. ‘No matter’ (p.8) for her as she intends to address the 

symbolic father, too. She insists on writing her story as the forces of fanaticism threaten her in 

France. ‘they appear to deny women the dignity of a legitimate existence…it is not a given that 

they will have the last word’ (p.8). Writing My Men turns out to be a pure act of resistance as 

she aims at ‘needling them [by] writ [ing] about men loved freely, in spite of everyone and 

everything’(p.8). My Men bears intrinsincally  the movement from ‘the phallic knife the father 

had used to bind his daughter to the writing daughter’s phallic pen that had been used to re-

create him in her own design, and finally, her sewing needles as tools of creative self-

expression.’134. Malika believes that the language she has acquired becomes the arm with 

which she stands against the symbolic father who becomes in the 1990s a fanatic one. In an 



interview with Melissa Marcus, she puts weapons and words on the same footing ‘Eux, ils ont 

des mitraillettes, nous, on a des mots’.135 

Freud’s argument about the root of religion in Totem and Taboo revolves around the son’s 

of guilt that is felt after the murder of the father. The following remarks taken from this book 

explain his thesis: 

Totemic religion arose from the filial sense of guilt, in an attempt to allay that feeling and to 
appease the father by deferred obedience to him. All later religions are seen to be attempts at 
solving the same problem. They vary according to the stage of civilization at which they arise and 
according to the methods which they adopt.[…]Totemic religion not only comprised expressions of 
remorse and attempts at atonement, it also served as a remembrance of the triumph over the father. 
Satisfaction over that triumph led to the institution of the memorial festival of the totem meal, in 
which the restrictions of deferred obedience no longer held. Thus it became a duty to repeat the 
crime of parricide again and again in the sacrifice of the totem animal, whenever, as a result of the 
changing conditions of life, the cherished fruit of the crime—appropriation of the paternal 
attributes—threatened to disappear.[…]Society was now based on complicity in the common crime; 
religion was based on the sense of guilt and the remorse attaching to it; while morality was based 
partly on the exigencies of this society and partly on the penance demanded by the sense of 
guilt.[…]while the totem may be the first form of father-surrogate, the god will be a later one, in 
which the father has regained his human shape. A new creation such as this, derived from what 
constitutes the root of every form of religion—a longing for the father—might occur if in the 
process of time some fundamental change had taken place in man’s relation to the father.136

 

 
In other words, in Freud’s opinion, all religions stem from man’s guilt and his subsequent 

effort to obey the father. However, the changing living conditions may encourage the parricide 

whenever the defered rules of obedience to the father are no longer respected. Furthermore, 

Freud makes an analogy between God and the father. For him, the totem and God are father-

surrogates, and every religion is ‘a longing for the father’. 

Freud’s argument about  guilt/religion and father/God  relations can explain why Malika is 

an atheist. She declares that she has ‘been an atheist from the time [she] was fifteen’ (p.37). 

Severing the ties with her father, then to God, makes her feel ‘such a relief to be able to tell 

someone, to proclaim it’ (p.37). She has been looking for a loving and affectionate father; she 

instead finds a patriarchal and a rigid one whom she does not hesitate to ‘kill’. Moreover, She 

has no guilt about ‘murdering’ her father and having no religion, a fact which she is eager to 



show to the symbolic father (society) when she ‘eat[s] outside on the balcony of [her] 

dormitory room during Ramadhan.’(p.37). For her, the religion of her society, like her father, 

‘threaten[s] using maledictions and a raised sword.’(p.37). She shows no complex in rejecting 

it and proclaiming her being freed from it. Indeed, she ‘get[s] high on refusing to camouflage 

anything anymore’ (p.37). One can understand why she says that she ‘wanted love and 

happiness. By trying to win them, [she] won freedom instead.’(p.4), and that she ‘left [her 

father] to learn about freedom.’(p.6). Her new and ‘only religion is the right to equality, to 

freedom, to love, to sexual choice’ (p.8). By trying to seize this freedom, her life ‘remains 

taboo for [her father]’ (p.7). 

Freud defines taboo as ‘something unapproachable, and it is principally expressed in 

prohibitions and restrictions’137; it ‘denotes everything, whether a person or a place or a thing 

or a transitory condition, which is the vehicle or source of this mysterious attribute. It also 

denotes the prohibitions arising from the same attribute’138. He also claims that ‘anyone who 

does what is forbidden, that is, who violates a taboo, becomes taboo himself’139 because ‘he 

possesses the dangerous quality of tempting others to follow his example…Thus he is truly 

contagious in that every example encourages imitation, and for that reason he himself must be 

shunned.’140. 

Malika and her life in her family and village become taboo because Malika transgresses the 

patriarchal law i.e the primal father and responds in the affirmative to her sexual desires. She 

proves to be ‘contagious’ when she puts her sister up in Montpellier. Her sister, Naima, who 

had an adventure with a man in the village, was surprised by her brothers with him and 

consequently was locked in a room in the house. Malika advised her ‘to save [herself] and ‘get 

[herself] out’ (p.93) of the room, house and village the way Malika did. Naima leaves Algeria, 



lands in Paris and marries a Frenchman. Up to this point, Naima’s itinerary is the same as 

Malika’s. Months after, Malika puts Naima up whenever the latter’s husband is away for work.  

Herein, Naima violates another taboo: she has had a sexual intercourse with Malika’s husband, 

Jean Louis; a fact that paves the way to their divorce later. Tayeb is another example, ‘his 

obstinate defiance towards parents, brother, and cousins enchants [her]’(p. 107), ‘she filled his 

head  so full of [her] outlandish dreams before he could even talk’(p.109). Like Malika, he 

leaves Algeria for Marseilles then Amsterdam and starts writing in the Dutch language. 

In narrating her life, i.e her ’taboo’, Malika somehow publicizes her transgression of the 

taboo and her being a taboo. Indeed, writing her life translates a reflection of touching the 

taboo. Freud makes a link between taboo and touching ‘in the restrictions of taboo, touching 

plays a part similar to the one which it plays in ‘touching phobias’. Touching is the first step 

towards obtaining any sort of control over, or attempting to make use of, a person or object’141. 

Freud outlines a parallel between taboos and the actions of obsessive neurotics, who possess a 

hangup, particularly about touching certain objects, for fear that they may pollute them. He 

argues that in the case of obsessional neurosis patients at one point possessed a desire for these 

objects transformed into a conscious rejection of it seen in their revulsion against touching it. 

Unlike the neurotic, Malika practically touches the taboo and by writing about it, putting her 

experience in words and on paper, she invites the reader to touch her touching of the taboo. 

Somehow, she invites the reader to be a taboo.This can explain the reason why her book at the 

beginning was met with a governmental decision of the censorship of its publication. 

Therefore, one can consider that censorship is a totemic measure to protect the horde (the 

community and patriarchy) from contagion by taboos like Malika.Hakim Kateb,a journalist in 

The Algerian newspaper, L’Expression wonders why Mokeddem’s My Men is censured in 

Algeria: 



Mais que reproche-t-on au juste à Malika Mokeddem? Lui en veut-on pour son athéisme? Lui 
reproche-t-on le fait d’avoir déclarer, dansMes Hommes, qu’elle a mis au pied du mur toutes les 
règles sociales? La condamne-t-on parce qu’elle a osé écrire ses idées noir sur blanc? 142 

The repraoch is that she is abject, having abjected the father and God but not the taboo. 
 

Different is Adah from Malika in her relation to the father. Adah resolves her Oedipal 

complex by idealising her father. Freud sees the daughter’s consideration of her father as her 

love-object, as the expression of a normal female attitude that leads the daughter to the 

feminine form of the Oedipus complex143. She, by accepting her being castrated, enters the 

feminine world and apparently resolves her pre-oedipal phase by glorifying her father even 

after his death. This is what seems to happen to Adah. 

The narrator reports that ‘nobody was interested in her since Pa died’ (p.18). ‘Success 

earlier would surely have come earlier to her if Pa had lived’ (p.9). She thinks that she has 

been the father’s and others’ object of interest, and his death means that no father and no men 

will give importance to her. In fact, Pa’s death means she has lost her object of desire forever. 

What is kept in her mind is not the father but the imaginary father to whom she attributes the 

hand that will push her towards education and success. What Adah says can attest to the fact 

that she refers to the father she would like to have, to an imaginary father. This relates to  

Lacan’s view that the imaginary father is a construct of  imaginary ideas that one builds up in 

fantasy around the figure of the father. This imaginary construction often bears little 

relationship to the father as he is in reality. ‘The imaginary father can be construed as an ideal 

father having a god-figure, an all-powerful protector’144. 

Death crystallises the figure of the father in Adah’s eyes. Following the Freudian Oedipal 

triad, Adah does not ‘take her father as her object’ but takes her imaginary father as her object 

of desire, a fact which traps her in undergoing a continuous patriarchal burden. In other words, 

Adah does not yield to the symbolic /patriarchal father who reflects a masculine society which 



eventually locks women in an uncomfortable atmosphere. She  ignores  that if her (symbolic 

and patriarchal) father were alive, he would behave with her according to the dictates of this 

tradition and consequently would relegate her an inferior status. Her unconscious relation to 

her imaginary father makes her see men as helping hands in her life. Two key statements in the 

narrative characterize Adah’s attitude. The first is that ‘in real trouble, [Adah] would rather 

look for a man. Men were so solid, so safe.’(p.6); this attests to her imaginary constructions of 

men due to the teachings of patriarchy. The second is that ‘she had a tendency to trust men 

more because her Pa never let her down’ (p.161). This shows that she transfers her imaginary 

father onto all men/males. Therefore, patriarchy modifies the Oedipal triad to sometimes 

include, rather than the symbolic father whom Malika refutes, the imaginary one to whom the 

girl and the future woman is attached forever. 

Adah’s phantasy to be loved and protected by her father leads her to transfer her fatherly 

love after his death onto men. This may explain why she asks a man, Mr Cole for help to enroll 

at school and be his student. It also explains her conception of marriage.The latter may entail a 

dependency on a man. She indeed sees it as home and security; she in factinstrumentalizes 

marriage for the sake of education, her object of desire. ‘To read for a degree…one needed a 

home…a good, a quiet atmosphere where she could study in peace…In short, Adah had to 

marry’(p.19). The groom is Francis who, because of his poverty, cannot pay her a high bride 

price, but that is unimportant for Adah in comparison to her need to have a safe space for her 

education.This results in an intense anger of her people who do not attend the wedding. 

Even her dream to go to the U.K is imprinted by her father’s words. ‘ ‘The United 

Kingdom’ when pronounced  by Adah’s father sounded so heavy…it was so deep, so 



mysterious, that Adah’s father always voiced it in hushed tones’ (p.2). His words become hers 

to build up a dream called the Presence. Freud detects the happening of displacement when   

secondary ideas become coloured with a stronger potential and reach a degree of importance to 

inhabit one’s consciousness ;‘ideas which originally had only a weak charge of intensity take 

over the charge from ideas which were originally intenselycathected and at last attain enough 

strength to enable them to force an entry intoconsciousness.’145Adah displaces her father’s 

words (of feeble potential)  to make them  of a strong intensity to dwell in her consciousness so 

as to shape the Presence. Once in London, the only friend she has outside the family is a man, 

Bill.Somehow, she becomes a writer thanks to Bill’s encouraging remarks about the literary 

draft she wrote. 

Besides Adah’s father’s words, his religious teachings are also of a great importance. Unlike 

Malika who abjects the father and his God, Adah adores her father and his God. The religious 

hints found in Second Class Citizen attest to that. She equates ‘going to the United Kingdom… 

[with] paying God a visit.The United Kingdom, then, must be like heaven.’(p.2) 

When she sets her foot on it, she dislikes it so much that ‘if [she] had been Jesus, she would 

have passed England by’ (p.33). When the whites refuse to rent her and Francis a room 

because they are blacks, she ‘had either to start screaming or talking, anything that came to her 

head. She started telling Francis the story of Jesus’ (p.79) in a way to relieve her anger. When 

Adah starts to write, she thinks about two inspiring sources: the Bible her Pa taught her to read 

and Shakespeare’s writings. Her attachment to her imaginary father reinforces her belief in 

God. 

The Freudian religious sense of guilt is also met with Adah not because she ‘kills’ the 

primal father but because she ‘tires’ her husband who is a configuration of the father. When 



she asks him to work, her sense of guilt emerges because she ‘felt it her duty to work not her 

husband’s. He was to have an easy life, the life of a mature student, studying at his own  

pace.’(p.98). This sense reappears when Francis works as a postman. ‘Francis went to work for 

two weeks. Adah felt very guilty about this…it seemed to her that she was failing, by staying 

at home and letting Francis go out and work in that terrible winter’(p.133). By inverting the 

rules of patriarchy that underline the supremacy of man and the enslavement of woman, Adah 

proves that her religion, besides Christianity, is patriarchy. 

Her liberation from patriarchy is likely to emerge -though partially- when she asks Francis 

for a divorce. Her divorce, which is explicitly her liberation from Francis’s oppression,  in the 

light of all that is said before, stands for her final separation from her imaginary father whose 

influence proves to be burdensome. ‘Achieving’ the divorce is a ‘murder’ against the father 

that she cannot admit openly when her friend ‘paid for the taxi  that took her home from 

CamdenTown because he tought she was still with her husband’ (p.186) .It is at this point that 

her father dies inside her. 

The father, all that he represents and his death seem to be a dear topic in women’s writing. 

Helene Cixous’s Inside can be a poignant example. H.Cixous's task by writing Inside is to 

resuscitate the dead father and to protect him from effacement and oblivion. It shows how  a 

girl perceives her father and how it is difficult for her to lose him. Cixous believes that her 

‘father is the best of men -dead or alive-‘146; ‘he knew all the words [She] was confident in 

what he knew’ 147. Because her father is dead i.e death has attacked her father, then death, for 

her, is dead; ‘death dies in its own name like ‘nothing’, like ‘God’148. If Malika abjects the 

father and God, and if Adah adores her father and God, Cixous believes in her father so deeply 

that she does not need a divine figure, she ‘began by dismissing God and replaced him with 

[her] father’149, and this demonstrates how overwhelmed the girl is by her father’s image.  



 

Inside appears to be a girl’s conscious imprisonment in her loving father’s image, in what she 

calls the secret father with whom she talks via writing: 

My secret father and I had a good talk however, though we whispered in order not to contradict the 
need of what was real. I strained to hear him, I couldn’t grasp the meaning of his words; they were 
all new…. All I could make of his murmurings were the most loving sounds I’d ever heard, which 
breathed such fire into my body that I took it for that joy which allows human beings to fly. Could it 
be that my father’s words were made of the wind that carries us away, the wind whose name I did 
not know? 150 

 
Hélène Cixous refers to her father’s death as an impetus for her to start writing: 
 

Quand j'avais écrit Dedans c'était d'une certaine manière dans la tombe et hors la tombe de mon 
père . . . en résistance à la perte151 

 
Her statement seemsto imply that she communicates with her father inside the tomb and also 

outside it, to soften the feelings of loss. Her  ‘coming to writing’ passes through the process of 

reunion with /separation from her father in order to achieve the status of the female narrating I; 

the woman writer who was formerly taught by the father now possesses and masters the 

language which she uses in order to resist his loss. 

Similarly, Adah and Malika have peculiar relationships with their fathers. Adah is 

unconsciously so imbued with her relation with her father that she feels guilty of the fact. Her 

move to London where she suffers more, as she faces racism besides patriarchy, erases the 

shock of the separation from the father. Her ‘secret father’ like the Cixolian one looms large in 

her writing. Conversely, Malika Mokeddem symbolically invents a tomb for her father to call 

for her separation from him which she judges necessary to ‘learn about freedom even freedom 

to love men’ (p.6).  Her separation from him creates a distance that induces Malika to write, ‘to 

fill the gulf between us with words...letters like shooting stars into this fathomless darkness’ 

(p.6). On the whole, the ‘secret father’ and his omnipresence in B.Emecheta’s, M.Mokeddem’s 

(or even in H.Cixous’) writing is a tool that draws the daughter-father plot. What is worth 



investigating at this level is the voice the woman writer adopts to narrate her ordeal. The 

narrative voice as defined by Gerard Genette is the subject who reports the action, ‘the subject 

[is] not only the person who carries out or submits to the action, but also the person (the same 

one or another) who reports it.’152 

 

IV-Female autobiographical selves  and voices : 

The two novels under study are autobiographical; they relate the past events experienced by 

the authors themselves.  Phillip Lejeune sees autobiography as a ‘retrospective prose narrative 

produced by a real person concerning his own existence, focusing on his individual life, in 

particular on the develpment of his personality’153. He defines the relationship between author 

and reader in autobiographical writing as a contract: “what defines autobiography for the one 

who is reading is above all a contract of identity that is sealed by the proper name. And this is 

true also for the one who is writing the text” 154. For him, the sameness of authorial signature 

and narrator is an eminent feature of life narrative. When we recognize the person who claims 

authorship of the narrative as the protagonist we believe them to be the same person, we read 

the text written by the author to whom it refers as autobiographical.  

Moreover, autobiography is related to the act of mirroring oneself. Georges Gusdorf  

indicates that  ‘autobiography is the mirror in which the individual reflects his own image’155. 

‘The grounds for the metaphorical identification of autobiographies and mirrors is the shared 

notion of self-scrutiny’156. It is this self-scrutiny which makes also Judit G. Varga select the 

mirror as the symbol of autobiography. She writes: 

We should think about the mirror as the symbol of autobiography… neither autobiography nor 
mirror posits the other as their final referent, and this configuration allows for the idea that 
autobiography does not resemble mirroring but coincides with it, stages it and is staged by it. 
Thus,because mirroring does not model autobiography, there is no distance between autobiography 



and the mirror; self-reflection initiates autobiography and it constitutes the author as well as his or 
her subject.157 

 

For her, autobiography endeavors to explore the ins and outs of the autobiographer who, by  

writing autobiography indulges in the procees of self-knowledge. ‘The autobiographer’s act of 

self-reflection…splits him or her into the contemporaneous subject and object of attention’158. 

In other words, autobiography, like the mirror, initiates self-reflection in an attempt to identify 

the self. 

Besides, Judit G. Varga establishes parallels with J. Lacan’s mirror stage. For Lacan, the 

mirror satge is  ‘an identification…namely, the transformation that takes place in the subject 

when he assumes an image’ 159. It ‘manufactures for the subject…the succession of phantasies 

that extends from a fragmented body-image to a form of its totality that I shall call 

orthopaedic’ 160.  Judit G. Varga views the mirror stage as  ‘a scenario of misidentification’161 as 

it ‘involves the assumption on the part of the I that its reflection shows a unified and composite 

image, but one that displays its desired I rather than the real one.’162. This trait is found in the 

mirror stage as well as in autobiography; ‘the identification of autobiography and mirror image 

should also be considered as a misidentification, a fantasy that, although it satisfies critics’ 

desire to provide autobiography with meaning is based on the illusion of similarity and provides 

only the mirage of meaning’.163Thus, autobigraphy functions for a woman writer as a mirror that 

reflects her endeavour to approximate her identification. The identity to which patriarchy 

confines her is a fragmented identity which she tries to understand and mend to reach a form of 

totality. Indeed, another reason why Mokeddem’s autobiography is fragmented resides in the 

protagonist’s fragmented identity itself the way the woman writer visualises it whereas 

Emecheta’s structure of her autobiography is a fantasy that stands for the form of an individual 

wholeness. 



 

Mirror and mirroring recall the Greek myth of Narcissus who fell in love with his own  

image reflected on water. The more he gazed at himself, the more infatuated he became, but he  

never  knew that it was his own image. He remained gazing at his own reflection until he 

drowned. For Freud, ‘narcissism … would be the libidinal complement to the egoism of the 

instinct of self-preservation, a measure of which may justifiably be attributed to every living 

creature’164. Narcisstic people ‘are plainly seeking themselves as a love-object’165. Freud finds 

out that ‘ a human being has originally two sexual objects - himself and the woman who nurses 

him - and in doing so we are postulating a primary narcissism in everyone’166. He concludes 

that there are two types of individuals, the narcisstic one who loves ‘(a) what he himself is (i.e. 

himself),(b) what he himself was,(c) what he himself would like to be,’167 and the anaclitic  one 

who loves ‘(a) the woman who feeds him,(b) the man who protects him, and the succession of 

substitutes who take their place’168. 

 
B.Emecheta and M.Mokeddem are not anaclitic as they abject the patriarchal father and the 

mother. Moreover, abjecting the mother is expected as they become writers. Marianne Hirsch 

maintains that ‘the heroine who wants to write, or who wants in any way to be productive and 

creative, must break from the mother’169.The two women writers drown not in water but in 

words in order that they express a love of their female selves which under patriarchy have been 

distorted. Moreover, as Kristeva underlines, narcissism appears after abjection. She writes : 

 
Abjection is a precondition of narcissism. It is coexistent with it and causes it to be permanently 
brittle. The more orless beautiful image in which I behold or recognize myself restsupon an 
abjection that sunders it as soon as repression, theconstant watchman, is relaxed[…]Narcissism 
thenappears as a return to a self-contemplative, conservative, self-sufficient haven170

 

 



Consequently, one can say that Emecheta and Mokeddem after abjecting their mother or/and 

father seek relaxation in autobiography; i.e in narrating, curing and contemplating the self. 

Simone de Beauvoir admits narcissism to be generally related to women more than to men 

and justifies a woman’s recourse to narcissism to her loss of value; ‘a woman can neither find 

her place nor take her own measure, she gives herself supreme importance because no object is 

accessible to her’171.The ego becomes her sole refuge to embellish and to identify with: 

It has sometimes been maintained that narcissism is the fundamental attitude of women…the fact is 

that narcissism is a well-defined process of identification,in which the ego is regarded as an 

absolute end and the subject takes refuge from himself in it….the conditions lead to women more 

than men to turn towards herself and devote her love to herself […]It is because that they are 

nothing that women sullenly confine their interest merely to their egos and inflate them so greatly as 

to counfound them with Everything.172 

 

Then our authors, by writing autobiographies, can be said to look  for self-identification and 

for social and artistic recognition. 

Far from the trope of mimesis in autobiography, Paul De man stresses the trope of  

prosopopeia  

it is the figure of prosopopeia, the fiction of an apostrophe to an absent, deceased or voiceless  

entity, which posits the possibility of the latter's reply and confers upon it the power of speech. 

Voice assumes mouth, eye and finally face, a chain that is manifest in the etymology of the trope's 

name, prosopopoien, to confer a mask or a face (prosopon). Prosopopeia is the trope of 

autobiography, by which one's name…is made as intelligible and memorable as a face. Our topic 

deals with the giving and taking away of faces, with face and deface, figure, figuration and disfig-

uration.173 

For De Man, autobiography is an attempt to confer a voice and a face to the voiceless/absent 

subject; hence facing and defacing. ‘The dominant figure of… the  autobiographical discourse 

is… the prosopopeia, the fiction of the ‘voice-from-beyond-the-grave’. Facing/defacing 

happens by means of language that veils/unveils ‘a defacement of the mind’174. 



Irene Assiba D’Almeida describes women’s choice of autobiography as a subterfuge in 

order to own a voice which will fill the emptiness of silence. An autobiography, in her opinion, 

is transformed to ‘a medium for women to speak in a whisper before finding the confidence to 

raise their voices in the process of destroying the emptiness of silence’175. The other feature 

she attributes to autobiography is  

dé/couverte because the strategies that women devise to write their life stories fit particularly well 

the richness and plurality of meaning that this french word offers: découvrir is used to mean 

‘discover’or ‘to uncover’; in both senses the common element is ‘cover’…the dialecting of covering 

and uncovering results in a third movement, which is that of ‘recovering’.This act of 

recovering…involves reappropriating for oneself something that was hidden or lost.176 

 

Autobiography can be then classified as the art of discovery/recovery of the female self 

persecuted by cultural codes. Irene Assiba D’Almeida joins De man’s idea that the woman’s 

autobiography is ‘the fiction of the voice-from-beyond-the-grave’177 i.e the voice of the 

silenced subject made an object hidden in the private sphere pictured by the women as a grave 

as their lives resemble deaths. Autobiography writing is then an act of reviving the soul/self of 

the dead/woman. 

The effort to revive facts entails the recourse to memory, and precisely to a personal 

memory. Antonina Harbus uses, instead of autobiography, the term autobiographical memory 

which she defines as ‘the recollection of one’s own prior experiences, a reconstructive act that 

is always culturally situated, context sensitive and susceptible to narrative configuration’ 178. 

Calling it ‘a reconstructive act’ may recall James Olney’s description of life narrating as 

weaving. He writes: 

the making of narrative lies in the latin contexto,’ to weave together’…permits as to speak of a text 

of memory and a text of a narrative, both woven forms amenable to interpretive unraveling and re-

raveling in the pursuit of meaning.179 



This entails that autobiography  is a terrain of weaving not only of the memory brought to the 

surface  but also of the narrative that bears it  in an attempt to find a meaning to what happened 

to the subject under scrutiny, i.e the autobiographer. As J.Bruner argues, ‘autobiography is life 

construction through “text” construction ’180.  

Women writing autobiographies weave their memories in narratives in a way to say the 

unsayable about their traumatic experiences under the burden of patriarchy and to textualise a 

‘metaphysics of presence’ 181 of the woman’s self. Celebrating this self is at the root of 

endangering the owner of this self. A woman writer who chooses to write and to write about 

her life publicizes her self. In other words, she transgresses the private boundaries drawn for 

her by patriarchy. ‘Writing and publishing one’s life history was moving beyond secret 

rebellion to announce  one’s reasons for breaking the gender code’182. In other words, writing 

autobiographically is ‘to write in the public eye [and] to make a spectacle of herself’183. 

Women writers transgressing the boundaries  in fact are performing oppositional modes of 

resistance. Writing an autobiography can be ‘a political act because it asserts a right to speak 

rather than to be spoken for’184 and an act ‘of self-assertion that attempt to reverse women’s 

status in society.’185  

Yet, what is inherent in autobiographies mainly the ones written by women is the conflict 

between apartness and association. To write about the self is to retreat from society and to 

criticize it; to publish an autobiography is a will to association with it. As John sturrock 

explains : 

the tension in autobiography derives from the conflict in it between the will to apartness and the will 

to association, and if the evidence of the will to apartness pervades all autobiographical narrative, 

then the evidence of the will to association lies in the existence of autobiography itself, as the most 

sociable of literary acts.186 

 



He names this conflict ‘the turn’ ‘ 

As a narrative device such ‘turns’ are… for the autobiographrer the rhetorical means [which] serve to 

enhance and accelerate the tempo of the life-process. But in autobiography, turning-points  are more 

than simply dramatic, for whoever turns turns first away from and then towards, in a movement of 

dissociation followed -or accompanied- by one of reassociation… the writer must first turn away 

from society, in a protracted if necessarily intermittent withdrawal into the self, subsequently to turn 

back towards society qua autobiographer, who offers to the world…a text that will be the means of 

his recuperation by the community.187 

Ann Collett and Louise d’Arcens call it the unsociable sociability of women’s life-writing. The 

confict, they write, is between: 

the complex,uneasy relationship between the female autobiographical self that is ‘ a part’ of 

communities and institutions,and the self that stands ‘apart’ from them.It is this complex and 

frequently agonized sense of self-seeking to belong yet yearning for solitude and privacy, or indeed 

for distinction from the group….this mode of self-representation … is at the heart of what we are 

calling the unsociable sociability of women’s life writing.188 

 

They see a woman’s life-writing sociable in its attempt to disseminate the self to the audience; 

however, this type of writing also embeds obstacles to this sociability as the writing of her life 

‘violates sociability, placing [women] at odds with the social and institutional expectations 

placed on them.’189. 

These data about autobiography and women’s writing autobiographies can reinforce  a more 

detailed classification of My Men and Second Class Citizen. My men is a recapitulation, or a 

weaving, of the main events lived by Malika Mokeddem with regard to her relation with her 

father, mother, brothers and men in general in her society, her exile to France and how she 

adapts herself to the new environment she likes as it reflects freedom she has struggled to reach 

in her homeland. She narrates her emotional  and sexual adventures with men so as to decry the 

imprisonment she was bound to. In this respect, Malika Mokeddem doubly exposes herself to 

the risk of uncovering illicit relationships. First, as Anna Rocca and Kenneth Reeds maintain, 

risk is intrinsic to writing autobiographically. ‘Feelings of anxiety, fear, shame, pain and 



alienation often surface when a woman decides to write an autobiographical account.’190. 

Second, the content of M.Mokeddem’s autobiography may condemn her to be classified as an 

undesirable author in some critical circles. This can be sustained by the censorship of My Men in  

Algeria. Following  Ann Collett and Louise d’Arcens’ argument, via the  publication of her 

autobiography, she wants to reconstruct a sociable tie with her society which she criticises in her 

narrative which  itself is refuted (because censured); in John Sturrock’s words, her turn toward 

society was obstructed. However, taking the risk of uncovering /discovering/recovering her self 

enables her to express ‘personal responses to a social stimulus that imply reflection on life 

happenings and the negotiation of the terms and forms of these events by means of writing’191, 

and this marks a stance of agency. 

This agency is extremely explicit in her choice of the first person narration, the ‘I’.in this 

narrative the author = narrator = protagonist. It seems that M.Mokeddem, looking in the mirror, 

addresses herself first and elaborates on her feelings towards  for example her father. At this 

juncture, her mirror reflects the father-daughter wound  and its corrolary, creativity. Linda 

Schierson Leonard maintains that writing is a way to redeem this wound. She writes:  

Writing has been a way to redeem my father…Writing required me to focus on and commit myself  

to the relationship with my father.I had really to look at him, to try to understand his side of the 

story…Now through writing we were suddenly face to face….when I looked in the mirror I saw my 

father’s face.This was incredibly painful because my father had carried the shadow side of my 

existence, all that was dark terrifying an d bad. But strangley enough it was a source of light and hope 

as well, because in all that darkness shone the creative light of the underworld’s imaginative 

powers.192 
 

Indeed, M.Mokeddem tries to make, following DeMan’s theory, a ‘face’in words passing from 

the ‘verbal to a conclusively pictorial representation’193 of herself. With this face-making goes 

hand in hand the birth of a woman’s voice which indulges in telling truths about her own life, 



reviving her memory that would stand against the cultural/patriarchal memory even if this 

would ostracise her. Writing an autobiography in the first person pronoun echoes the idea that   

 

‘autobiography  starts in the writer’s sense of his singularity…it is the story of a 

singularization,’194. 

Second Class Citizen falls in another category. Buchi Emecheta borrows a figure to narrate 

her own story. Emecheta admits that writing autobiography is  more therapeutic than other 

types of writing. She aknowledges that her writing an autobiography  is self-healing regardless 

of the readership it can attract and in her case, she expected none. She ‘convinced [her]self that 

nobody was going to read them anyway, so [she] put down the whole truth, [her] own truths as 

[she]saw them.’195 ; therefore she ‘let it pour, all [her] anger, all [her] bitterness, all [her] 

disappointment into those exercise books, and then retyped later [her] social realities, 

[her]truths , [her] life in London.’196 

When facing/defacing herself, she looks in the mirror and as she writes in Head Above 

Water, she ‘affords [herself] a kaleidoscopic view of [her] life’197. However, she wears the 

mask of Adah. Having resorted to this mask is her fear of disbelief that a woman writer can 

meet ‘because the truths were too horrible and because [she] suspected that some cynics might 

not believe[her], [she] decided to use the fictitious African name of Adah, meaning 

daughter.’198 In fact, the writing of the whole narrative, Second Class Citizen is a defence 

against the male critical standpoint that stigmatizes her first novel, In the ditch as unrealistic 

since no woman can face all the cruelties that Adah has gone through. ‘This set afire the kind 

of frustrated anger one feels when one can’t talk to one’s critics face to face. [She] determined 

to write another book in which [she] would trace Adah’s life from Nigeria and explain why she 



had to be where she was, in the ditch.’199 She meant it a slap on the face of those ‘critics who 

felt that women did not live as [she] had described in In The Ditch, and who felt that any 

woman with a little education should be able to make a living, even though she had a number 

of children to bring up alone. Writing Second class Citizen… would give a rich background to 

In The Ditch.’200 

Yet, one can deduce that Emecheta reflects her narrated I with Adah in order to create a 

distance between Adah and Buchi (this distance is held by the intervention of the pseudonym). 

She herself admits the creation of this distance; ‘using the fictitious name of Adah instead of 

Buchi gave the book a kind of distance, and the distance gave the book the impression of being 

written by an observer. I was writing about myself as if I was outside me’201. Yet, she admits 

that the recourse to this pseudonym/mask is not successful in hiding the face and the life of 

Buchi. ‘People could tell straightway that Adah’s life was over fifty per cent mine, but 

meanwhile I continued to wallow in my ignorance. I wrote the story of my life as if it were 

somebody else’s’202. What she gains from this adventure of writing an autobiography with a 

pseudonym is self-knowledge: 

I found myself writing more and more about my life, my bitter experiences in England and my 

desperate attempt to be a good wife and mother.The more I wrote the more I felt estranging myself. 

How could I have put up with life? I explained that  Adah came from a culture where woman had to 

be married at all costs, that she did not have too many friends to confide in, and that there was 

nowhere for her to go.203 

Possibly, it can reflect Emecheta’s beginning of the awareness of her singularity which she is 

afraid to publicize. The mask Adah wears is to give herself time to recognize her new identity 

and to protect herself from her Igbo society.This very mask allows her to keep her turn from 

and toward society safe as it was published at the very moment when she was sure that there 

would be no publisher to accept to publish it. 



Comparing B.Emecheta to M.Mokeddem, the former proves herself unsufficiently strong 

and responsible to admit the presence of her self as an independent individual. Somehow, she  

writes herself by silencing herself. Her De Man’s facing/defacing is incomplete as the mouth 

/the face/the voice triad lacks the third line, i.e the voice.This cannot in anyway erase the 

feminist act Emecheta  produces via her character Adah who directly and indirectly struggles 

against the patriarchal forces around her at home and abroad. However, even this feminist act 

is moderate inasmuch as the linear progress she opts for calls for, following Kristeva’s 

classification of women’s time,  a place in male history. All that Emecheta wants is to avoid 

falling in the trap of remaining an oral-like ‘Mother Africa [that] did not write down her stories 

and her experiences, people of the West are bold enough to say that she has no history.’204. She 

indeed  writes autobiographically in order firstly to release negative thoughts and secondly to 

have a linear  history like the male one. 

Important to notice is that the distance between Buchi and her protagonist shrinks more and 

more as the narrative draws to its end. ‘Although the work was fictitious, it drew heavily upon 

[her] personal experiences…[Buchi] was becoming more and more the black woman in the 

book, Adah.[Buchi] was a second class citizen’205. The two figures Buchi and Adah become, 

following Lejeune’s equation, Buchi=Adah at the end of the narrative. Adah could not tell her 

friend at the end of the narrative that she is divorced, in actual fact, she frees herself from the 

bondage of a patriarchal man. She remains mute. Her muteness masks the reality that she is 

doing away with the protection of the man that is assumed by patriarchy. Emecheta, by not 

using the autobiographical I, silences herself, masks her face with  Adah’s face. Emecheta 

rejects the practice of abortion.She admits having never taken contraceptive pills.Yet, she sees 

autobiographical writing as ‘therapeutic [and] contraceptive … [as it] comes from one’s inner-



most soul’206. As abortion or contraception hinders fertility, thus not giving birth to a baby, 

Emecheta’s autobiographical writing in  Second Class Citizen is ‘contraceptive’ in the  

sense that it does not give birth to the woman’s voice reflected in the first pronoun I. Creating 

Adah instead of saying I presupposes a fearand the refusal to take risks in unveiling herself. In 

the process of uncovering/discovering/recovering the autobiographical self, Emecheta exhibits 

limitations of her subjectivity which can also be detected in her subsequent novel, The Bride 

price. 
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The central issue of B.Emecheta’s The Bride Price and M.Mokeddem’s The Forbidden 

Womanis patriarchy.The two novels indeed reflect its impact on the women of Ibuza in Nigeria 

and Ain Nekhla in Algeria, the two respective localities of the two novels.The latter depict 

womenwho have their rights denied; but they also picture women’s ways to patriarchal 

attitudes. 

The female protagonists of the two novels belong to the intellectual category. Sultana in The 

Forbidden Woman is a physician whereas Aku-nna in The Bride Price is a will-be teacher. In 

spite of their relatively high intellectual background, they could not avoid being targets of 

patriarchy, yet they both resist this societal order, each in her ways and plans. The other 

similarity is that the two protagonists have undergone a change of space. Aku-nna moves from 

urban Lagos to rural Ibuza; Sultana moves from Montpellier to rural and fundamentalist Ain 

Nekhla. This displacement results in their inability to fit into the new space and to obey the 

patriarchal ethos against which resistance, as the two novels show, is a failed undertaking. In 

The Bride Price, the protagonist dies while in The Forbidden Woman, the protagonist flees the 

village after having been chased by the fanatic men of the village. 

 Misadjustment to patriarchy and attempts to resist it imply what Gilles Deleuze and Felix 

Guattari develop, deterritorialisation. ‘A given presumed fragment of embryo is 

deterritorialized when it changes thresholds or gradients’1. In other words, deterritorialisation 

occurs when the subject changes its definitions, duties and roles in society. African female 

protagonists intend to flee the territory of patriarchy and bring in a deterritorialising force in 

order to liberate themselves and to create new paradigms of existence.Our protagonists flee 

their societal inscriptions for the sake of new and appropriate re-inscriptions. 

This chapter of the thesis is basically twofold. It is first to consider how our African female 

protagonists are affected by patriarchy; secondly, it will study how our protagonists resist 

against its strictures. The analysis will focalize two parameters: the woman’s body and the 

woman’s space in her society. These two parameters are obviously the core of the ideology of 

patriarchy.The woman’s body is made an object of control by patriarchy, and the space where 

she must exist is called private reflecting her being as a man’s private property. Therefore, the 

study will examine how the African woman’s body is appropriated by patriarchy to be a male 

ownership and how the suffocating space with which she has a relation of inadaptability leads 



her to isolation. The study will also show that silence is the other space patriarchy confines her 

within. It attests to her obedience but implicitly to a denial of speech.  

The other object of attention in our study is to examine how the woman’s resistance against 

patriarchy is undertaken. Our female protagonists themselves appropriate their bodies in a way 

to both articulate their refutation of the patriarchal ethos imposed on them and re-inscribe 

themselves in the world of freedom and agency. It is indeed for the same aim that they use 

silence as the means to mark the end of obedience, i.e. a woman’s deliberate choice standing 

against the expectations of patriarchy; hence subverting male politics of silence to a female 

poetics of resistance. Standing against patriarchy also implies the alteration of societal 

structures. Indeed, our protagonists attack the private and the public spheres already defined by 

patriarchy and impose new ones. 

The third point that will be analysed has to do with Emecheta’s and Mokeddem’s narrative 

procedures. As noted by Sandra Gilbert and Sara Gubar, women’s writing in the nineteenth 

century in Europe is loaded with what they call anxiety of authorship. We will consider that 

this anxiety also appears in the two novels studied though the two novelists belong to the 

twentieth century; we will show that the existence of the male palimpsest in the two novels 

accounts for this anxiety.The last point of this chapter will focus on the genres the two novels 

belong to in an attempt to contend that the genres chosen are ultimately intertwined with the 

woman’s self burdened with patriarchal injustice and denigration. 

I-The female body :  ‘an inscriptive surface’ of patriarchy yet of resistance: 

The body as an ‘an inscriptive surface’ is an expression borrowed fromElizabeth Grosz 

in her outstanding book, Volatile bodies:: Toward a Corporeal Feminism.She reports that 

many philosophical trends made of the body and mind a dichotomy and insisted on the links 

between the mind/male and body/female2. Historically, the body, and particularly the 

woman’s, has been subjected to many discourses because ‘bodies are the centers of 

perspectives, insight, reflection, desire, agency’3. One can say that this division masks a 



patriarchal ‘perspective’, which in order to justify the weakness of the female body and thus 

controllability, focuses on women’s power of reproduction   

Female sexuality and women’s powers of reproduction are the defining (cultural) characteristics of 

women…these very functions render women vulnerable , in need of protection or special treatment 

as variously prescribed by patriarchy…women’s corporeal specificity is used to explain and justify  

the different (read inequal) socialpositions and cognitive abilities of the two sexes.4 

What explains that the ‘woman’ equals ‘body’ (read just body) is indeed her nature which the 

man cannot do without: 

Because of particular biological, physiological and endocrinological transformations, women are 

somehow more biological, more corporeal and more natural than men. The coding of femininity 

with corporeality in effect leaves men free to inhabit what they (falsely) believe  is a purely 

conceptual order while at the same time enabling them to satisfy their (sometimes disavowed) need 

for corporeal contact through their access to women’s bodies and services.5 

In sum, patriarchy makes of the woman’s body ‘a product of the very social constitution of 

nature’6. 

Judith Butler emphasizes the performativity of the body as it is the site of cultural meanings. 

She underlines that ‘the body appears as a passive medium on which cultural meanings are inscribed 

or as the instrument through which an appropriative and interpretive will determines a cultural 

meaning for itself’.7Being as such, acts, gestures, enactments of the body become performative 

‘in the sense that the essence or identity they otherwise purport to express is fabrications 

manufactured and sustained through corporeal signs’8.The unique cultural reflection of the 

body is this performativity. In relation to patriarchy, the latter selects what the woman’s body 

performs; thus stripping it from any ontological status. 

 Ketu Katrak names this lack an ‘exilic condition of the body’9, a state of ‘un-belonging to 

itself’10 and to the woman. She frames this shaping and control of the woman’s body in “the 

politics of the female body”. She writes: 



A politics of the female body includes the constructions and controls of female sexuality, its 

acceptable and censored expressions, its location socioculturally, even materially, in postcolonial 

regions[…] A politics of the body involves socialization involving layers and levels of ideological 

influences, sociocultural and religious, that impose knowledge or ignorance of female bodies and 

construct woman as gendered subject or object…Sociocultural parameters of womanhood…are 

grounded within economic, political, and cultural norms that consciously and unconsciously 

constitute an ideological framework that controls women’s bodies.11 

The woman’s body undergoes socialization i.e a set of ideologies makes of it a site of control 

because it is seen as a site of danger for the ‘father’s law’. The ‘father’ , borrowing Eric 

Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger’s appellation, ‘invents’ traditions, violent like the Indian sati 

12 or normative like the African bride price, in order to maintain his hold over it , and hence his 

power in family and society.  

The custom of the bride price in the town of Ibuza is made oppressive. It pictures African 

women as men’s properties. In The Bride Price, Aku-nna as a human being has no importance 

in her family. She is the eldest but seems for her father, Ezekial Odia, inexistant simply 

because she is a girl. He feels unhappy because his wife gives birth to ‘an only son!’(p.3). 

Akunna ‘knew that she was too insignificant to be regarded as a blessing to this unfortunate 

marriage’ (p.3). Conversely, her brother, Nna-doo is eleven but ‘tall for his age’(p.1) and 

‘clever’(p.1).It is not surprising that though Akunna is older than her brother, the latter is 

firstly physically described by the narrator as  if to add to her insignificance in this family. 

Her plight is double because ‘not only was she a girl but she was much too thin for the 

approval of her parents’ (p. 3). According to the patriarchal tenet of Ibuza her body is not a 

satisfying property. The only consolation is the bride price her parents could count on. Her 

value is related just to the sum of money they can gain from her marriage. One may link this to 

the  meaning of her name, Aku-nna as ‘father’s wealth’. She indeed finds no obstacle to pursue 

her education not because her family aim at their daughter’s intellectual progress but because 

an educated girl’s bride price is higher than an uneducated one’s. Aku-nna ‘is determined not 

to let her father down. She was going to marry well, a rich man of whom her father would 

approve and who would be able to afford an expensive bride price’(p.5), she does not question 

her being a commodity. After her father’s death, she turns out to be an opportunity for her 

‘new’ father’, Okonkwo, to get a high  bride price which will allow him to become an Obi and 

take the title Eze and ‘to pay Nna-nndo’s [her brother’s] school fees’ (p.). This seals Aku-nna’s 



fate; little consideration is given to Aku-nna’s own desires; the only importance related to her 

being is that she will make the family gain a high bride price. Akunna’s worth in her family is 

materialistically considered. Frustrating is the fact that it is her mother, Ma Blackie, the 

woman, who pays for her school thanks to her trade in palm kernels, but it is Okonkwo, and 

Nna-nndo, the men, who will benefit from her bride price. In sum, she is commodified via the 

custom of the bride price. 

The idea that the African woman equals body itself equals property is also seen in Aku-

nna’s mother’s marriage. Tradition ordains that if the husband dies, his brother must marry his 

widow, in a way to mean that her body should remain controlled by the men in his family. 

Ogugua, Akunna’s cousin, explains to her that her ‘mother is inherited by my father…just as 

he will inherit everything your father worked for’ (p.63). She illustrates with Ma Beaty’s 

example to imply that it is a custom practised and observed by all Ibuza people. Ma Beaty, 

whose husband was knocked down by a lorry after having cheated on her, married her 

husband’s brother; she is now very happy only because she gives birth to a boy, a fact  seen as 

a blessing. 

The other performativity of the African woman’s body is related to its being a male sexual 

object. Laura Mulvey in her outstanding article, ‘visual pleasure and the narrative of the 

cinema’ explains that in a patriarchal order the woman is relegated to-be-looked-at-ness; thus 

bearing the meaning that inscribes the male self in the realm of power. She writes: 

Woman then stands in a patriarchal culture as a signifier of the male other, tied to her place as 

bearer of meaning, not maker of meaning.[ …] In their traditional exhibitionist role women are 

simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded  for strong visual and erotic 

impact so that they can be said to connote  to-be-looked-at-ness. Woman displayed as sexual object 

is the leitmotif …, she holds the look, plays to and signifies male desire 13 

Indeed, to-be-looked-at-ness is an act of panopticism, a term which M.Foucault develops in 

Discipline and Punish :The Birth of Prison  based on Jeremy Bentham’s 

Panopticon.M.Foucault’s analysis concludes that ‘The panoptic mechanism arranges spatial 

unities that make it possible to see constantly and to recognize immediately […]Each  

individual is seen, but he does not see’.14The immediate effect of the Panopticon is the soft 

functioning of power;it is ‘to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility 

that assures the automatic functioning of power. So to arrange things that the surveillance is 



permanent in its effects’15.The seen individual exerts on himself constraints for his own 

subjection to power; ‘he who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes 

responsibilityfor the constraints of power… he inscribes in himself the power relation in which 

he simultaneously plays both roles; he becomes the principle of his own subjection.’16 

Foucault’s panopticism corresponds to John Berger’s Ways of Seeing. John Berger 

summarizes the power relation between the male and the female in more simple terms: ‘men 

act and women appear. Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked 

at’17.Man’s look is subjective and hides power relations towards the woman in a patriarchal 

society. That is, the female body undergoes the burden of the male look behind which the man 

aims at controlling it. This creates pressure on and repression of the woman’s self as she  

must continually watch  herself. …and so she comes to consider the surveyor and the surveyed 

within her as the constituents yet always distinct of her identity as a woman… that part of a 

woman’s self which is the surveyor treats the part which is the surveyed so as to demonstrate to 

others how her whole self would like to be treated[…] the surveyor of woman in herself is male : 

the surveyedfemale.18 

Never free, a female self is always engulfed by a male presence within.  

In a patriarchal society, a man behaves like the panopticon architecture design and spies 

upon the woman who controls her acts and words during his presence and absence as well; 

hence becoming his power machine exerting upon herself her subservience to him. Marta 

Segarra focuses on the male look of the female, and in a chapter entitled “Regardées et 

Regardeuses,” of her book, Leur pesant de poudre, she analyzes the undergone look ( le regard 

subi) which frightens the woman who finds no way out but obedience to tradition  

Le regard subi est d’ordinaire craint par la femme, qui s’en protège, dans l’univers traditionnel, de 

la façon plus radicale, c’est-à-dire en s’y soustrayant19. 

In The Bride price, the idea of  to-be-looked-at-ness is the first lesson Aku-nna learns on her 

way to Ibuza. In the lorry carrying Aku-nna and her family to Asaba, she notices girls with 

uncovered bodies going to the streams. Near Atakpo stream, Ogugua invites Aku-nna to have a 

bath and takes off her clothes in front of farmers passing by. Upon their arrival at Asaba,  Aku-

nna notices the disappearance of male traders who have been in the lorry with them ;‘Ma 

Blackie explained to her that most rich traders kept mistresses and when they arrived so early 

they went to the houses of their girlfriends to spend the rest of the night’(p.). The word 



mistress presupposes sexual relationships with married men. These examples imply that the 

woman’s body is an object of a man’s pleasure. In fact, women should play an exhibitionist 

role as dictated by their culture. 

In The Forbidden Woman, Ain Nekhla men’s look is panoptical in the sense that they 

supervise women and check on what they do, ‘Here people don’t look.They eyeball.They have 

got their eyes glued to your skin, glued to you all the way through to your blood…everywhere 

on you,even under your clothes and even it makes lumps in your chest.’(p.82). The male look 

is a common act in a patriarchal order inasmuch as any man would react similarly. Upon her 

arrival at Ain Nekhla, Sultana starts to experience publicly to-be-looked-at-ness, ‘men are 

crouching or standing along the whole length of the building, they stare at me’(p.11). After 

finishing her work, she is exposed to ‘feverish eyes [which] overcome my indifference, 

interrogate me, interrupt me. Crowd full of eyes, black wind, lightning and thunder.I stroll no 

longer.I cut through a crowd of eyes.I walk against eyes, between their fires.’(p.68). Sultana 

associates the male look with natural upheavals and fire which ‘eats’ her body.She ends up ‘no 

longer hav[ing] a body’p.68).In fact, the male look serves as a weapon that kills the female 

body. 

As the malesurveyor(within herself and around her, namely Ain-Nekhla’s men) vanquishes 

to stifle her, Sultana ends up feeling hypnotized (see p.11). In other words, her present time is 

submerged by the past. It is the male look which creates in her the certainty that ‘present time 

[is the] decrepit past’(p.11) she has struggled to flee. The fact that she puts her watch in her 

bag and cannot check the time may mean the similarity between the past and present. Time 

does not advance in Ain Nekhla implying that the patriarchal culture still has a hold on men 

and women mainly when the latter function as the guardians of tradition/patriarchy. 

This idea is met in what Sultana reports about her female patients 

when I bend over my desk to write up a prescription,the women recover their eagle eyes and the 

sharpness of their beaks. They scrutinize me, seize up, dissect me, before daring : ‘You have 

children ?’.The danger bell hangs in my head. If I answer in the negative,watch out for the 

avalanche of whys, the flashes of scandalized or sympathetic looks…I evade the question with a 

learned : ‘Here I am the one who asks questions.p.72 

Confined by the male surveyor within their surveyed selves, Ain Nekhla women with their 

‘eagles eyes’ look at Sultana the way men do. Their questions and comments show that it is 



unconceivable for them that a woman does not belong to the institutions of marriage and 

motherhood, two assumptions tightly related to patriarchy. What happens is that these women 

do not speak to Sultana the doctor but to Sultana the woman. Her biological identity -and the 

only one she can have- appropriates her body to be a man’s property under the name of 

marriage and to be a children’s producer in the institution of motherhood. Her ‘body belongs to 

the league of candidates to the swollen body,to the faithful of the cult of the womb. (p.72) 

Vincent links Ain Nekhla men’s look to ‘many forms of violence,sharpened by 

frustration’(p.53) sufficient for him  not to ‘want to be a woman in this country.[he] would not 

want to have to permanently carry the burden of these looks’ (p.53).Yet, he admits that ‘an 

Algerian woman’s most ordinary act  is…charged with symbols and heroism’(p.53). 

The tangible heroism the reader may encounter is how our female protagonists actively react 

to the patriarchal ideology. Indeed, Aku-nna’s resistance starts early in Ibuza. She declines her 

cousin’s invitation to have a bath in the stream in front of farmers passing by; ‘it would take an 

earthquake to force her to strip herself’ (p.70). In fact, she declines to be looked at and to 

conform to this custom.Yet, the patriarchal socialization of her body reappears when the whole 

village learns about her puberty the day she goes with a group of girls to fetch firewood. 

Indeed, Aku-nna’s public announcement of her puberty brings the bride price practice and 

her status as a man’s possession to the fore. Ma Blackie welcomes her and  ‘instruct[s] her 

loudly in the dos and don’ts of womanhood in their culture’(p .118) .Okonkwo in his turn starts 

to think about which of the suitors he met would pay the highest sum and soon in order to get 

his cherished title. He then warns her against her friendship with Chike.As expected, she does 

not reply verbally, ‘she was expected to get up and receive the young men who would 

definitely be coming to visit her’(p.121). All that she can do is to refuse to eat of the hen killed 

for her; she feels that ‘it was unjust that she was not to be allowed a say in her own life, and 

she was beginning to hate her mother for being so passive about it all’ (p.120). 

Victor Turner studied elevation and reversal rituals in traditional societies. He found 

out that:  

rituals of status elevation in which the ritual subject is being conveyed irreversibly from a lower to a 

higher position in an institutionalized system of such positions...[and] groups or categories of  



persons who habitually occupy low status positions in the social structure are positively enjoined to 

exercise ritual authority over their superiors …such rites may be described as rituals of status 

reversal.20 

Akunna after her puberty is elevated to the status of ‘woman’. Her people celebrate this event 

(p.120). Subsequently, she must receive young men in her hut; she must wear the most 

beautiful ‘lappa’ to exhibit her body with which the suitors will play as an erotic object. 

Defiantly, she wears a blouse to hide her body; ‘it was better to suffer the heat than to allow a 

foolish boy to stare at her breasts and may be hurt her in his wild play’ (p.121). This ritual of 

elevation to a woman is for Aku-nna a ritual of elevation to a free woman unbound to the 

dictates of tradition. 

Among the suitors she receives appear Okoboshi and her beloved Chike, a son of slaves. 

Chike ‘struck Okoboshi a full frontal blow’ (p.124) because the latter seized violently Akunna 

and hurt her. In other words, he exerts power and violence on  Okoboshi, who according to 

Ibuza societal structure which favours the caste system, is one of Chike’s ‘superiors’.Thus, the 

‘inferior’ becomes a ‘superior’ making of Aku-nna’s ceremony of elevation to a woman 

Chike’s ritual of reversal, following V.Turner’s description. 

The ritual of reversal is also seen after Aku-nna’s kidnap. After the puberty ceremony, the 

Ibuza girl ‘could be married away, she could be kidnapped, a lock of her hair could be cut by 

any man to make her his wife forever’ (p.94).When Aku-nna takes part in her friends’ and  

age-mates’ dance practice, a group of men kidnap and  take her to a new home in Umueze 

where she is prepared to be Okoboshi’s wife. To kidnap an adult woman and to marry her 

away without her choice reveal  how much the woman is seen as a body and the way in which 

her body is an ‘inscriptive surface’ of man’s power and woman’s submission.Her marriage-

like to Okoboshi is a ritual of Akunna’s elevation from a single to a married woman, but it is 

also Akunna’s reversal ritual in the sense that she is determined not to ‘be a willing bed-partner 

to somebody she did not love and who had never spoken a single kind word to her’(p.141) ‘and 

to stand up for herself and fight for herself,for her honour’(p.142) .Consequently, she lies 

saying that Chike has disvirgined her. Lying is her second subterfuge to liberate her body from 

the patriarchal inscription her body is burdened with. Lying is in fact an attempt in order to 

cover the truth since the truth about her social identity , an adult and virgin woman, will cast 

upon her being the exploitation of her body and her submission. In Aku-nna’s case, will to 



power is not intertwined with truth but with untruth with which she inverts the societal 

inscriptions of her being a woman in Ibuza. 

The notion of reversal brings back Bakhtin’s notion of carnival defined as ‘a temporary 

liberation from the prevailing truth and the established order… the suspension of all 

hierarchical rank, priveleges , norms and prohibitions’21. Carnival is thus the opposite of the 

non-carnival; indeed it is a transient detachment from hierarchy and all that it entails.What is 

ordained and respected in order is neglected in carnival. In a way, ‘carnivalistic life is life 

drawn out of its usual rut, it is to some extent "life turned inside out," "the reverse side of the 

world" ("monde aI'envers").’22. Two of Bakhtinian carnival features are laughter and 

profanation. Laughter ‘deals with the very process of change, with crisis itself’23and ‘could 

enable a break or subversion in the established representational and social 

structure’24.Profanation sums up ‘carnivalistic blasphemies, a whole system of carnivalistic 

debasings and bringings down to earth, carnivalistic obscenities …etc’25 

Laughter and blaspheme are Aku-nna’s style in lying about her virginity.Unable to resist 

Okoboshi’s physical strength, she: 

laughed like a mad woman. Maybe she was mad, because when later she remembered all 

that she said to Okoboshi on that bed she knew that the line dividing sanity and madness in 

her way was thin. Out come the word, low, crude words, very hurtful and damaging even to 

her. 

Look at you,and shame on you.Okoboshi the son of Obidi !You say your father is  a chief-

dog chief,that is what he is,if the best he can manage to steal for his son is a girl who has 

been taught what men taste like by a slave’(p.144) 

The order of Ibuza stipulates a woman’s silence and obedience. Opposedly, Akunna 

laughs,speaks,disobeys, lies and blasphemes Okoboshi and by and large the male order of 

which she suspends the time and power via carnivalization  

Likewise, Sultana carnivalizes patriarchy by her resistance against the male look. The taxi-

driver who takes her to the village stares at her and asks her personal questions to investigate 

about her background and her relationship to the village. His reaction stems from a patriarchal 

order which ascertains his righteousness to look at a woman and any woman all the more when 

the latter has ‘no one’ i.e no father, no brother or no husband to be her Panopticon. This taxi-



driver, as expected, shows recourse to voyeurism through his comments to satisfy his male 

pride and warns her that ‘ ‘no one’ doesn’t exist here’(p.5). His gazing gaze, an expression 

borrowed from  Malek Alloula’s  the Colonial Harem,becomes her oppositional  speaking gaze 

that shakes him pushing him to give up the ‘battle’ of looking by lowering his eyes first.Herein 

happens a subversion: Sultana’s masculinization and the taxi-driver’s feminization  

Our eyes are glued to each other, size each other, confront each other.Mine defy him, tell him how 

vile he is. He’s first to lower his eyes. (p.8) 

I challenge him with my look. (p.9) 

Sultana uses the look, assumed as a man’s means and directs it toward the man to confront 

him. Though Algerian women undergo an interdiction to look at men, Sultana, defiantly looks 

the way a man looks at the woman not to impose hegemony but to reject his authority over her. 

The act in itself amounts to a subversion: symbolically, Sultana kills the male surveyor in her, 

frees the female surveyed from patriarchy and looks at the male surveyor in front of her, 

namely the taxi driver in a defiant way. 

Her act may remind the reader of Bhabhaian mimicry. Mimicry is ‘a form of resemblance 

that differs from or defends presence by displaying it in part, metonymically’26. Mimicry is an 

act of partial imitation;thus, as a resemblance, it implies an act of threatening. It resembles a 

destruction of ‘narcissistic authority’27. Mimicry makes of direct and visual similarity an act of 

dissimilarity which destroys the centrality,authority and hegemony of the subject 

imitated.Man’s look/woman’s oppositional look echoes the Bhabhaian mimicry, the same yet 

not quite.The woman uses the same means –here the look- yet not quite since the man aims at 

establishing his authority over her whereas her aim is to deauthorize him.The female look here 

stands as a language that bears the meaning of her ‘metonymic presence’ as a subject 

menacing the man of the destruction of his power. Not only is the female look a celebration of 

the woman’s reinscription in her society but also her whole body is. This can be seen in Aku-

nna’s hysteria and Sultana’s anorexia and hysteria. 

Shedding light on these two illnesses, each considered as a female malady par 

excellence,does not imply to recourse to pschychoanalysis although the two illnesses are 

studied much in this field.The converse implication is to find out how these illnesses are 

revived by feminism to demonstrate the feminist bodily resistance touch.‘Hysteria has taken 



many strange turnings in its long career, but one of the most surprising is the modern marriage 

of hysteria and feminism’28. 

The word hysteria comes from the Greek word for uterus, hystera. The first name which is 

predominantly linked to the study of hysteria is Sigmund Freud though much supported by his 

teacher’s findings, Charcot’s. Published in 1895, Studies in Hysteria is one of Freud’s earliest 

psychoanalytic works, In the “Preliminary Statement” co-authored with colleague Joseph 

Breuer in 1893, he theorized that hysterical symptoms are caused by trauma and relieved with 

speech if only temporarily. Each symptom is related directly or symbolically to memories 

‘repressed either because  it was not possible to react to the trauma at the time of the event due 

to social or emotional factors, or because the experience occurred during a distressed mental 

state, making the event traumatic by association’29. 

Simone de Beauvoir,a reference figure in feminism, links it to the degrading status women 

are relegated to in their societies.She writes: 

The body of a woman-particularlythat of ayoung girl- is a ‘hysterical’ body, in the sensethatthereis, 

so to speak, no distance between the psychic life and itsphysiologicalrealization. The disorders of 

puberty are made worse by the upsetting effect theirdiscovery has upon the young girl30 

She reports that puberty and a woman’s discovery of her real status in her society are 

simultaneous facts leading to a weakened body that becomes hysterical. 

Elaine Showalter, a contemporary feminist theorist, gives hysteria a wider scope. She found 

out that hysteria became a widespread scientific field at the moment when feminism emerged. 

It was male science that diagnozed hysteria, ‘the female malady’ (Showalter’s book title) so as 

to take off any credibilityfrom women’s struggle. 

That hysteria became a hot topic in medical circles at the same time that feminism, the New 

Woman, and a crisis in gender were also hot topics in the United States and Europe does not seem 

coincidental. During an era when patriarchal culture felt itself to be under attack by its rebellious 

daughters, one obvious defense was to label women campaigning for access to the universities, the 

professions, and the vote as mentally disturbed.  …. Any woman manifesting symptoms of hysteria 

aroused suspicions of a silent revolt against herdomestic, class, and reproductive role. Thus nervous 

women received much more attention than nervous men, and were labeled as "hysterical" or 

"neurasthenic" in the contexts of a highly charged rhetoric about the dangers of higher education, 

women's suffrage, and female self-assertion in general.31 



Feminism and hysteria, for Showalter, are interrelated;hysteria is simply an opposition to 

patriarchy, ‘as a specificallyfeminineprotolanguage, communicatingthrough the body messages 

thatcannotbe verbalized’32. As such,itimplies the semiotic use of the body. 

In Kristeva’stheory, the signifyingprocess of language has two modes: the semiotic and the 

symbolic:   

The semiotic …is the extra-verbal way in whichbodilyenergy and affects 

maketheirwayintolanguage. The semioticincludesboth the subject’s drives and articulations. While 

the semioticmaybeexpressedverbally, itis not subject to regularrules of syntax. Conversely, the 

symbolicis a way of signifyingthatdepends on language as a sign system completewithitsgrammar 

and syntax33. 

In other words, meaning can be expressed symbolically following the grammatical and 

syntactic rules of language and semiotically through feelings, body gestures, energy following 

no definite rules.The semiotic level can precede, follow or happen at the same time as the 

symbolic one. 

Thus, hysteria is a semiotic expression of a woman’s oppression by patriarchy and revolt 

against it. A woman’s hysteria ‘can in fact serve to re-inscribe the body, [it] comprises such a 

process where the body writes itself in opposition to inscriptions from outside’34. In 

otherwords, it is a female/feminist body text which reinforces reinscription against the horror 

the woman discovers i.e otherness which is her only possible insription.‘The hysterical body is, 

in fact, a text that produces, ultimately, a patriarchal story, in the form of a case history or 

theory about femininity.’35 

The other semiotic expression is anorexia.Scientifically anorexia, more prevalent among 

adolescent females than adolescent males, ‘is an eating disordercharacterized by immoderate food 

restriction, inappropriate eating habits or rituals’36. Gubar and Gilbert relate anorexia and other 

diseases such as agoraphobia and claustrophobia to women’s patriarchal socialization. ‘Any 

young girl…is likely to experience her education in docility, submissiveness, self-lessness as 

in some sense sickening. To be trained in renunciation is to be trained to ill health’37. Isabelle 

Meuret prefers to describe it ‘as the expression of pathos and as an effort of the organism to 

regain its balance and retrieve its harmony’38.In other words, it is a negotiation in reaction to 

what surrounds a human being translating a refusal and a proclamation: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eating_disorder
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Le processus anorexique relève d’une négociation particulière des échanges d’un être avec le 

monde qui l’entoure […] on peut avancer que le refus de s’alimenter est une stratégie de 

protestation, une revendication de liberté, une proclamation d’altérité39 

Besides, she views anorexia as a retreat to inhabit the in-between state and to appeal for a new 

identity: 

L’anorexie est une démarche hors du monde, une volonté d’y vivre en marge, un retrait non pas 

dans la mort, mais dans un entre-deux…L’anorexie n’est pas une aliénation mentale; elle est une 

revendication d’altérité ou, énoncé autrement, elle relève d’une volonté de se recréer différent, paré 

d’une nouvelle identité.40 

Anorexia like hysteria is a semiotic act by which the anorexic writes on his/her body his/her 

own story/history of trauma and resistance. 

In The Bride Price, Akunna’s hysteria may be linked, following De Beauvoir’s idea, to her 

physical frailty,i.e she is so weak physically and morally because of her nature and her plight 

in Ibuza where puberty directly equals womanhood and marriageability. However, following 

Showalter’s and Kristeva’s ideas, her body is that very space which articulates a better possible  

image of the woman who can object to the male voice.In this respect, Akunna is a 

reminiscence of Gilbert and Gubar’s The Madwoman In The Attic. She becomes the monster, 

‘a snake …poised to bite’ (p.144) Okoboshi on his bed. It is the first time in the novel that she 

earns a voice against the dictates of her society. In Okoboshi’s bedroom appears a moment -

though short- of   hysteria and symbolically of a woman’s voice. It is Akunna’s 

hysterical/historical –and carnivelesque- time when she not only vanquishes patriarchy but 

becomes a writer about/on her body. Somehow, Akunna deterrioralizes the traditional view of 

women and hence a reversal of social roles: the woman breaks silence and speaks, insulting the 

man who keeps listening. 

Akunna after a moment of victory and of reinscription is punished by her society.  

She was pushed outside .There were girls eager to see her , some to pity, most of them to mock and 
repeat the accusing description of her as an empty shell[…]she followed them to the stream , 
lagging behind all the way, overhearing their jeering remarks.she was being pulled 
along,mechanically like a being without a will.It was only at the stream that she realised the extent 
of beating she had received from her new people.Her mouth burned with pain[…][her new-in laws] 
wanted as many people as possible to take notice of her,to show her up to other younger girls who 
might be contemplating similar adventures.[…]this was the degree to which she had disgraced even 
her friends (p.147) 

 



This passage is a corroboration of Foucault’s scaffold spectacle.In Discipline and 

Punish,Foucault reports the penal legal system in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

punishment,after investigation, at that time occurred where the crime had taken place on a 

scaffold with the obligatory presence of the population and an executioner.The criminal 

underwent a corporeal punishment till death, a punishment which was far beyond the required 

retribution for the crime done; i.e. attacking the victim and the sovereign (for example the 

prince). Sometimes, the people took part in the act of punishing the criminal, a participation 

called as ‘scaffold service’41. All in all, the scaffold spectacle was a ritual of truth and power. 

Truth because it showed the ‘true ‘criminal who in most cases confessed, and power because it 

helped maintain the order of society and the sovereign, since ‘the aim was to make an example, 

not only by making people aware that the slightest offence was likely to be punished, but by 

arousing feelings of terror by the spectacle of power letting its anger fall upon the guilty 

person.’42 

In The Bride Price, Aku-nna is the ‘criminal’ whose crimes are to refuse to get married to 

whom her village has chosen for her and to commit adultery according to her supposed 

confession (which is a lie). The executioners are her people, and the ‘younger girls who might 

be contemplating similar adventures’ (p.) are witnesses, holding thus Ibuza society and its 

power.  

Sultana in The Forbidden Womanis also a hysteric. In the ksar ‘sheis sitting in the middle of 

the rubble.Her wide-open eyes are frighteningly and incredibly empty’ (p.128).Salah ‘shakes 

her, rubs her, slaps her.She doesn’t move a muscle’ (p.129).After, she murmurs and narrates 

her mother’s accidental  murder by her father. This episode of hysteria is due to her traumatic 

memory that emerges on the surface of her present and stands for her reconcilaition with this 

harrowing past.As underlined by Freud, The hysteric 

can, indeed, give the physician plenty of coherent information about this or that period of their 
lives; but it is sure to be followed by another period as to which their communications run dry, 
leaving gaps unfilled, and riddles unanswered; and then again will come yet another period which 
will remain totally obscure and unilluminated by even a single piece of serviceable information. 
The connections - even the ostensible ones - are for the most part incoherent, and the sequence of 
different events is uncertain.43 

 

 



At the end of the novel in front of Yacine’s house, ‘an uncontrollable laugh shakes [her]chest, 

paralyzes [her]…after a moment …the convulsions of laughter-sob’(p.154) 

 Sultana’s hysteria at the end of the novel resembles Aku-nna’s in that it also expresses 

victory over patriarchy. The hysterical timebecomes historical as the extremists who want to 

kill her miss their target when they burn Yacine’s house. Besides, Ain Nekhla’s passive 

women turn to be active and enflame the town hall as an act of defiance and resistance against 

patriarchy. 

In fact, with Sultana, seeds of resistance have appeared since her adolescence with her 

anorexia.She indeed writes on her body via anorexia her difficulty to accept her family loss 

(her father’s disappearance and her mother’s and sister’s deaths) and her refusal to be named ‘a 

whore’ (p.224).She substitutes her willingness to eat with reading and listening to music as 

other forms of appetite. She finds this refuge even before her family loss, her father ‘told [her] 

stories about snow, wind, and white wolves…stories like a great calmness, a shimmering 

sleep.’(p.149). As an adult, Sultana speaks, when she chooses to, the way she ‘devours’ books. 

This can explain why Salah tells her that ‘she ‘talk[s] like a book’ (p.36) 

Twyla Meding finds out that the book -the French book- separates Sultana from her mother 

and all that she represents: 

La fillette se trouvait aliénée de sa mère par les lectures d’enfance fournies par son père…paroles 

d’origines d’une part ; livres-refuge d’autre part : cette alliance entre l’oral et l’écrit est déformée 

dans le fait paradoxal de ’ parler comme un livre44. 

Consequently, one may say that ‘talk[ing] like a book’ is a symptom not only of adolescence 

anorexia, of the in-between, between life and death, but also of adulthood alienation because of 

patriarchy.The latter nevertheless currently gives her no options except to leave Ain Nekhla 

and flee to France once again in a way to silence women’s attempts for subversive 

reinscriptions of selfhood. 

II-Dislocated female/dislocating feminist selves: 

The word dislocation bears a subject’s uncomfortable relation to a particular space,be it 

home, sphere or country.Sonja Stojmenska-Elzeser and Vladimir Martinovski link dislocation 

to displacement with reference to the meaning of the latin translation of dislocation: 



The term dislocation is synonymous with the Latin term luxatio (luxare.to dislocate; 
luxus.dislocated), and it focuses, on the one hand, on a sudden and often violent displacement of an 
object or entity from its primary setting, as a consequence of a contusion/fracture; on the other 
hand, it implies a state of luxation (displacement), of  lacking one’s place/home, of exodus and 
exile…,every_dislocation in a physical space/territory has an effect on other, meta-spatial levels : 
temporal, psychological, existential, cultural, and political as well as the fields of genre, style, and 
so forth. Namely, the dislocation is not just a spatial transfer, but a transfer in the meaning and 
identification of the object/entity that is being transferred (displaced). Dislocation means re-
evaluation; it is a process of renaming, of conversion, of border changes, of new mappings, new 
narrations, new visions, and new worlds that are not at all naïve, particularly when it happens via 
violent means, sometimes conceptual, and sometimes verified by state institutions (by constitutional 
and legal acts) 45. 

 
Dislocation encompasses a displacement of a self from its primary environment which in itself 

results in psychological, political, cultural and temporal distressing effects. Yet, it nourishes an 

attempt to revisit old definitions, mappings and borders resulting in the transfer of the 

identifcation of the self displaced. Dislocation can be an operation guided by institutions like 

patriarchy.The latter willingly and purposefully dislocates women from a valuable and active 

human  category in order to locate, better say, to confine, them in  the field of men’s properties 

to suit their enactment of power over them. This means that any  dislocation entails  new 

locations. 

The first location that dislocates women is the private world. Generally, women according 

to patriarchy are ‘located’ in the private sphere whereas men in the public one. ‘The term 

'public' suggests the opposite of 'private': that which pertains to the people as a whole, the 

community, the common good, things open to sight, and those things that are accessible and 

shared by all. Conversely, 'the private' signifies something closed and exclusive’46.G.Spivak 

explains that ‘according to the explanations that constitute (as they are the effects of) our 

culture, the political, social, professional, economic, intellectual arenas belong to the public 

sector. The emotional, sexual, and domestic are the private sector’47. This categorization aims 

at imprisoning women; hence dislocation. ‘The way in which the distinction between the 

public and the private spheres has been drawn has served to confine women, and typically 

female spheres of activity like housework, reproduction, nurturance, and care of the young, the 

sick, and the elderly, to the 'private' domain, and to keep them off the public agenda.’48 

This categorization which imprisons women appears at home, the first mini-private space. 

‘Home has traditionally been thought… as a private, secluded space for settlement, separated  



from the public arena… Home belongs to women …there, they “settle” (order and arrange, 

stabilize and establish on a permanent basis, subdue and make orderly) domestic affairs’49. In 

fact, home, as seen in the preceding chapter, is the first locus of patriarchy. This explains why 

it is regarded as a prison from which escape is the essential prerequisite for liberation and 

rebirth.Linking home with confinement, Roberta Ruberstein asserts, underlies the modern 

feminist movement influenced by Simone de Beauvoir’s  The Second Sexand Betty Friedan’s  

The Feminine Mystique during the 1950s and 1960s. Homesickness, she writes, becomes 

synonymous with “sick of home’’ 
50. Moreover, speaking of home entails homeland. ‘Like 

home, homeland connotes a settled, homogeneous place of mythic origins. Homeland is the 

country-sized space of home, of kin and belonging, and therefore of sentimental unity’51. ‘The 

private sphere opens out onto the public and political, as home reveals the other face of 

homeland’52. Under patriarchy, home and homeland are two hostile environments for women. 

Aku-nna and Sultana could not hide their status of being dislocated respectively in Ibuza 

and Ain Nekhla, in their own homelands. They feel no attachment to their home-countries 

because the latter are tainted with patriarchy. Because of its suffocating customs, Akunna 

learns that ‘Ibuza is a horrible town’(p.). In the third chapter of the Forbidden Woman, Sultana 

is shown ‘stroll[ing] aimlessly’ (p.68) in Ain Nekhla ; she feels emptiness in spite of living in 

her native village and  doing the job she likes and which her people need the most. Apparently, 

she feels exile in the ultimate sense; ‘returning has killed [her] nostalgia and left [her] only 

with naked exile… cut off from any attachment.’(p.66). The little girl Dalila, whom Vincent 

and Sultana meet near the dunes, expresses an exilic‘taste’ too. At home she is brutalised by 

her mother; her seven brothers give her orders, ‘seven times over she hate[s] them in [her] 

head’ (p.78).She does not tell her mother anything since the latter considers her ‘a worry 

because [she is] a girl’(p.80). At school she is taught horror, ‘the schoolmasters are so happy to 

tell you how they’re going to boil you in a big vat of bad people’ (p.75) and to teach ‘the story 

of a good little girl who helps her mamma while her brother plays outside’ (p.75). 

What happens to our protagonists corroborates S.Freud’sidea of the uncanny or the 

unheimlich, the opppositeof Heimlich(Heim means home). The Heimlich is ‘belonging to the 

house, not strange, familiar, tame, intimate, friendly, etc”53 and unheimlichis that which  
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‘belongs to all that is terrible – to all that arouses dread and creeping horror” 54.Freud finds that 

heimlich and unheimlich exhibit the same meaning and concludes that ‘the unheimlich is what 

was once heimisch, familiar [and] the prefix ‘un’ . . . is the token of repression” 55,  it‘is in 

reality nothing new or foreign, but something familiar and old – established in the mind that 

has been estranged only by the process of repression’56.The uncanny or the unheimlich is in 

fact something that was homely, close, and well known and becomes unheimlich– because of 

repression, being forgotten, or denied. ‘To be unhomed is not to be homeless’57, Bhabha 

asserts. It means to have a home which does not have any positive  effect on the individual and 

which fosters feelings of unease. The uncanny or the unhomely can be related, besides homes, 

to countries. 

Aku-nna’s and Sultana’sunheimlich sense is reinforced by their being private. In The Bride 

Price, a woman in the Igbo society belongs to the private sphere, but her marriage is 

considered as a public affair about which all the community members should have a say. 

Emmanuel Obiechina explains that traditional African ‘families and communities depended 

…on the balancing of group relationships and the linking of families and segments in marriage 

alliances’58.This may explain why the whole family and village of  Ibuza designate Okoboshi 

to be her future husband. In The Forbidden Woman, Sultana upon her arrival at Ain Nekhla 

notices that the street ‘shamelessly inflicts its masculine plurality and its feminine apartheid’. 

(p.7) implying the absence of women in the public space destined for men. Vincent has 

experienced discomfort since his coming to Algeria. He wonders: ‘Is it because of the almost 

total absence of women in the street especially at night? (p.22). He encounters an unusual 

landscape from where women are erased and which ‘creates this feeling of unreality’ (p.51).He 

does not know that in Ain Nekhla women should not become visible as they are onsidered a 

private property. Their visibility at day is allowed but in a haste whereas ‘the evening swallows 

all of them up.’(p.5).The private sphere is ‘stone walls or earthen walls,walls of fears and 

censures [that] bury them.’(p.51) 

On the whole, Aku-nna, Sultana and Dalila exhibit an unheimlich relation to the private 

suffocating space to which they are bound, to their homes and homelands as the latter confine 

them in a degrading identity because of their female condition. Homeland and home then 

become‘a mode of interpretive in-betweenness’59.Their sense of unheimlich pushes them to 



live on the thresholds of their villages and homes, and thus leads them to live with a liminal 

status in their societies. 

Victor Turner, on the basis of Arnold Van Gennep’s conclusions, describes the liminal or 

the threshold people as ‘necessarily ambiguous’60.Their spaceis ‘neither here nor there; they 

are betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law,custom,convention and 

ceremonial’61;‘[they] fall in the interstices of social structure…are on its margin or occupy its 

lowest rungs’62. According to Bhabha, liminality isthe ‘move away from the singularities of 

'class' or 'gender' as primary conceptual and organizational categories, as resulted in an 

awareness of the subject positions…that inhabit any claim to identify in the modern world’63. 

It is a process which can lead to the questioning of pre-fixed concepts in a society bringing 

about conflicts:  

This process estranges any immediate access to an originary identity or a 'received' tradition. The 
borderline engagements of culturaldifference may as often be consensual as conflictual; they may 
confound our definitions of tradition and modernity; realign the customary boundaries between the 
private and the public, high and low; and challengenormative expectations of development and 
progress64. 

The result is to negotiate new ways and manifestations of identity; ‘these 'in-between spaces 

provide the terrain for elaborating strategies of selfhood - singular  or communal - that initiate 

new signs of identity,and innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation, in the act of 

defining the idea of society itself.’65
 

Akunna, after living for some time in Ibuza is obliged to face the reality that she is a girl, 

thus,in Beauvoir’s words, an other that must comply with the cultural norms of her society. 

She seems unable to attain a compromise between Lagos and Ibuza, before and afterher 

orphanhood. In Lagos she speaks to herself sinking in meditation when she feels the need to 

ask questions, to comment or to disagree.In Ibuza she keeps hiding that inner voice while 

receiving cultural and social voices from outside like ‘Dont do this,don’t do that ? It was all 

do’s’ (p.88). She considers them as ‘not worth remembering and good simply for ignoring’ 

(p.88).Her immediate reaction is to isolate herself and to live on the limen.The only person 

with whom she feels consolation is ChikeOfulue, her teacher and adescendent of slaves, 

another other (and another liminal being because of his origin as a slave) who finds her 

‘valued, treasured and loved’(p.83). Her liminality brings about questioning this culture and  



thereby starting to express her own sense of selfhood regardless of the exigencies and dictates 

of her society. She escapes to the limen where she meets Chike. In their interstitial ‘home’ they 

articulate new –oppositional-modes of existence by the bond of marriage. Akunna’s line of 

flight, echoing Deleuze and Guattari’s terminology,is Chike who plans their escape to Ughelli. 

Similarly, Ain Nekhla, because of its inappropriateness all the more after  Sultana’s 

mother’s and sister’s deaths and her father’s escape, incited Sultana to leave and settle in 

another country,  France which in its turn did not quench her thirst for a sense of belonging and 

concludes that ‘elsewhere cannot be a remedy’(p.67).Currently, she does not feel belonging to 

eitherAlgeria or France. The former is ‘archaic’, ‘hypocritical’, ‘absurd’ and ‘schizophrénic’; 

the latter is ‘imperial’ , ‘a chidren’s killer and foodgiver’ to people whomitlikesseeingdying’ 

(See pp.115-116). Her return to Ain Nekhla after Yacine’s death does not make her feel any 

attachment to her country; she discovers that outside does not cure the‘immortal 

worm’(p.66)of detachment inside the individual. As a result, her new site and condition is 

in-between the two… Between the tension resulting from refusal and the dispersion  resulting from 
liberties. Between the alienation caused by anguish and escape through dreams and the 
imagination.In an in-between place searching for its connections between the south and the north,its 
markers in two cultures. (p.36) 

In fact, since her childhood, Sultana has been pushed towards liminality. As an orphan, she 

frequented the Challes family,i.e foreign people who replaced the parents and all they 

represented  including tradition, she then moved to France, a new environment with new ethics 

and a different culture.What her return home does is to exacerbate her liminal sense of 

selfhood and to manifest her consciousness as such. The outcome is that she is a fragmented 

soul having two selves; her ‘Sultanas, antagonists,find themselves disjointed, dislocated.The 

Sultana of will has gone over there, her work in hand…The other Sultana,here, lies in wait like 

a cat for some sort of pain or joy to sink her teeth into (p.67). At the end of the novel, her 

status  of ‘forbidden’ pushes her to escape once again.She indeed keeps France as her line of 

flight, this time creating a network of communication and aid with women and children like 

Alillou and Dalila. 

The latter escapes to the dunes to which she ‘speaks’ about everything, especially about 

Ouarda’s housewhich constitutes an antithesis of the Algerian school. There, she is taught 



Lamartine, Senghor and others.Ouarda’s house and the dunes are her new home where she can 

express a more appropriate mode of existence denied in her village and home . 

Victor Turner underlies that one of the features of liminal personalities is silence66. Yet, 

under patriarchy,silence turns out to be anotherconfining space the woman is stuck to. Silence 

is, voluntarily or unvoluntary, an absence or a lack of a voice; it can be associated with fear, 

concentration, shame, weakness or choice. But in a patriarchal society, silence can be but a 

man’s voluntary erasure of the voice of the woman who in her silence demonstrates obedience 

to and fear from the male order.  

The Bride Price shows that ‘in Nigeria you are not allowed to speak... That is against the 

dictates of culture’ (p.6); women are taught silence instead of speech.When her father tells her 

and Nna-doo that he will go to the hospital, she seems worried and wants to know more about 

his health status but cannot. The same happens with her uncles, Joseph and Uche. When they 

tell her and her brother that their father will not come back soon, she wants to ask about the 

reasons of his absence, but ‘she open[s] her mouth and close[s]it again’(p.11) 

Aku-nna’s situation here reminds us of Spivak’s ‘Can the subaltern speak?’.The subaltern, 

in Spivak’s opinion, is represented politically and aesthetically67; as a result, s/he has no voice. 

Aku-nna as a subaltern has –and should have no voice; this can explain why she does not dare 

speak.Her silence reflects a patriarchal obligation and an aesthethic representation of her 

female selfhood.The first occasion when her voice is ‘heard’ is during her father’s death 

ceremony.  According to Nigerian culture, ‘girls were supposed to exhibit more emotion’(p.28) 

i.e., when her culture allows her to speak, she does.She then sings mourning her father. 

‘Nobody could stop her, for this was what was expected of a daughter.’ (p.27) .  

This cultural silence may explain the type of narrator chosen in this narrative. Emecheta’s 

narrative voice is an omniscient third person point of view. H.Miller writes: 

The omniscient narrator tells most of those stories. That narrator…, is a spokesperson for the 

collective consciousness of the community. This narrator can interpret the characters for the reader. 

He (or she, or it) can utter wise commentary on the meaning of the story. This commentary guides 

the reader’s understanding and evaluation. The narrator can penetrate the deepest recesses of 

consciousness in the characters and report to the reader, in free indirect discourse, just what the 

characters at a given moment were thinking and feeling 68 



The omniscient narrator’s third point of view can be said to reflect characters’ feelings, ideas 

and aspirations. In a patriarchal context women are denied the right to speak. Thus, narrative 

omniscience seems to be the appropriate voice to use. Probably, it would have been unfitting 

for Emecheta to describe Aku-nna speaking and narrating her own story as her own culture 

silences women.Yet, Aku-nna’s voice is not completely stifled. Her rare verbal reactions in the 

novel exist but remain silent i.e when she comments or enquires; she speaks to herselfmaking 

of herself the speaker and the listener. The reader can detect these moments via the medium of 

stream of consciousness which brings to the fore the questions and comments she wants to ask 

but cannot: 

Why did Nna seem so unhappy ?If all he was going to do was to go to the hospital in 

Lagos Island for a check up… why was he looking so guilty, so disturbed (p.5) 

Even when she and her brother learn of their father’s death, her brother makes his voice heard 

and says that ‘they have no father anymore’ (p.24). Akunna tells herself: 

But Nna-nndo ,you have got it all wrong, Akunna said to  herself.It is not that we have no 

father anymore, we have no parents anymore.Did not our father rightly call you Nna-

nndo,meaning’father is the shelter ?So not only have we lost a father, we have lost our 

life, our shelter !(p.25) 

Silence in The Bride Price is a patriarchal socio-cultural inscription that fix women in a lower 

status. 

If women are located on the limen, in silence and in the private sphere because women 

according to patriarchy are men’s properties to be ‘hidden’, it is this very distinction between 

the private and the public which appeals to a reversal.In Spivak’s opinion, ‘emphasis is often 

placed upon a reversal of the public-private hierarchy. This is because… the sustaining 

explanation still remains that the public sector is more important’69. Valerie Orlando reinforces 

the idea of displacement and re-inscription behind this reversal: 

When women breach the fine lines that have been drawn  between the two spheres, they are 

automatically overturning and displacing all pre-existing social constructions[…]overstepping 

boundaries into this realm of public agency in turn frees up women’s ability to reinscribe, or write , 

their identity70 

Indeed,our liminal female protagonists directly and indirectly act against the patriarchal rules; 

hence displacing the already stated patriarchal tenet. This implies a feminist position against it.  



With regard to silence, our two protagonists appropriate it in order to make of it a weapon 

against patriarchy which teaches them to be silent/silence themselves. Silence consequently 

turns out to have a totally different -and opposite- dimension. In The Bride Price , Aku-nna 

keeps her puberty a secret.The law of Ibuza ordains that upon reaching puberty, a girl becomes 

‘fully grown’.Puberty means womanhood and marriageability.It is a passage to another phase 

in life.‘Afraid of what her people might force the future to hold for her’(p.107) and knowing 

that her life does not belong to her but to Ibuza people, Aku-nna keeps  this ‘passage’ as a 

secret. One can say that she resorts to silence in order to protect her body from the male sexual 

exploitation. 

Many scholars have classified silence as a means of resistance. Jane Evans on the basis of 

Michel De Certeau’s LaVie Au Quotidien (translated as The Life of Everyday ) classifies 

silence as a tactic. She reports Michel De Certeau’s explanation of what a tactic is: 

He establishes a fundamental distinction between “tactics”and “strategies.” Both refer to the 

dynamics of power within social organizations. He perceives “tactics” as the seizing of opportune 

moments by those who lack their own domain of influence whereas he sees “strategies” as power 

relationships based in institutions.71 

A tactic indeed implies seizing opportunities to upset any established pattern of operations by 

those who have no influence, i.e.no power. In other words, a tactic is an apparatus of a 

temporary seizure of an old/ new power. Jane Evans sees silence as a tactic and ‘a paradigm of 

resistance’72against the patriarchal hegemony.In her book, The Moon Waxes Red, Trinh-Minh 

Ha describes the choice of silence as a will to unsay and equates it with language. She 

maintains that ‘silence is so commonly set in opposition with speech. Silence as a will not to 

say or a will to unsay, a language of its own, has barely been explored’73, and in 

Woman,Native, Other, Trinh suggests that “silence as a refusal to partake in the story does 

sometimes provide us with a means to gain a hearing. It is a voice, a mode of uttering, and a 

response in its own right’74. Patty Duncan too attributes to silence a revolutionary trait; it  

‘operates as a form of discourse and as a means of resistance to hegemonic power […] Thus, 

with speech comes silence—not simply the forgotten, the denied, or the disavowed but also the 

refusal, the protest, or the resistance that silence might also signify.’75As a matter of fact, silence 

is becoming a female language, a voice and a discourse that shakes that of male hegemony.  



 If the patriarchal ideology likely echoes Spivak’s rhetorical question: 'can the subaltern 

speak?’, our protagonists’ alternatively deliberate choice of the tactic of silence reflects instead 

another possible query: does the subaltern want to speak?’, and in this case, the subaltern 

devises anew aesthethics of his/her representation and consequently becomes an agent. Indeed, 

Aku-nna and Sultana reinscribe themselves in the world of silence which becomes, in Evans’ 

words, ‘a safe space’76 and a discourse that penetrates and dialogizes with the man’s. Aku-nna, 

by keeping her puberty a secret, embraces silence as her new language. This very decision 

means praxis of resistance to patriarchy. Therefore, she refuses men’s access to her body as is 

done with other girls who acquiesce to celebrate their puberty in that manner. This decision in 

fact makes of her body a re-‘inscriptive surface’ of her own choice and identity outside and 

against the scope of patriarchy.Similarly, Sultana, by having chosen silence, emerges as a 

subject of power and agency. Aboard the taxi, she remains silent giving no answers or very 

short ones to the driver’s questions. Her village women patients she meets ask her questions 

about her husband and children presuming that she is a wife and mother. Their questions are 

always met with silence. Later in the novel she says to Si Saleh, Yacine’s friend, that her 

silence must be interpreted as ‘answers. As open or closed defenses, depending’ 

(p.36).Important to notice is that when the male hegemonic voice (represented by the taxi 

driver or the disciples like village women who protect and transmit tradition) enquires and 

wants answers, it allows the subjugated woman to speak. Sultana keeps silent, thus refusing to 

grant this voice domination over it. ‘Choosing not to speak, when such speech is induced by 

oppressors, can be seen as a clear refusal to be dominated’77. As such, silence becomes a means 

of male disempowerment and female empowerment. Sultana with her silence subverts the 

fundamentalist taxi driver’s power and because she chooses not to answer, she for a short 

moment seizes power. 

At first glance, Sultana’s tactic of silence seems to contrast with M.Mokeddem’s choice of 

the first person point of view, yet, what can be understood is that while Mokeddem grants her 

protagonist the right to speak, the latter narrates her silence.In fact, M.Mokeddem makes her 

female protagonist the narrator, the teller of her own experience, and in G.Genette’s 

terminology,an intradiegetic narrator.This choice is manifold.This narrative voice makes the 

protagonist/narrator close to the reader and gives the narrative more authenticity and might 

have positive effect(s) on him/her. It also delegitimizes the authority of any extradiegetic 



omniscient (male) narrator by liberating the woman’s voice from its custody.The I is the 

female voice of the female self in a patriarchal society. In this respect, one can say that 

M.Mokeddem decolonizes the female voice.  

Yet, Mokeddem limits the space of narration of her female protagonist; i.e. the narrative 

voice alternates between Sultana and Vincent, a French and literate man. Vincent is shown 

anchored in Ain-Nekhla where he meets Sultana and acquires some knowledge about women’s 

situation in there. ‘Culturally, Vincent fits certain Western stereotypes, for example, the reason 

he came to Algeria, to learn about the country. His vacation was a venture into an exotic and 

different land’78
.Vincent’s and Sultana’s experiences are to some extent similar in that both 

live trauma and indulge in an identity journey.Vincent’s ' kidney failure can be described as a 

traumatic event…Like Sultana, Vincent must also turn to an outsider for salvation’79
. 

Nonetheless, their trajectories are different.‘While Vincent prolongs his stay in Algeria, 

Sultana decides to go back to France. On the one hand, Vincent pursues his journey towards 

the desert, his intention is to come to terms with difference…On the other hand, Sultana 

conceives of her identity only in terms of a flight to the West’80. 

The choice of a double narrator has called for sound explanations. Likely, ‘the presence of 

two alternating narrative instances provides two rivaling, partial and tainted views of reality’81. 

The other credit is that it ‘liberate[s] the text from the tyranny of the One perspective and the 

One voice’82 going hand in hand with the project of liberation of women from men’s tyranny. 

Mustapha Hamil finds it as Mokeddem’s choice to evidence the certainty of otherness and 

multiplicity. He writes: 

The Algerian woman’s kidney imparts on Vincent the consciousness of his alterity… [and] forces 

the acceptance of difference, and suppresses the oppressive power of the Same. Vincent’s 

identification with the Algerian woman’s kidney inside him—that identification that links him to 

her race and gender as well as to every other human being—gradually leads him to reconsider the 

false stereotypes upon which France continues to found her vision of her identity and of her 

multiple others. France’s biological métissage, as Vincent calls it, has fueled in the last decades 

xenophobia and racism against Maghrebian and African immigrants and their descendants83.  

The word métissage is a key term in this novel.Vincent is biologically métissé as he is French 

with an Algerian woman’s kidney.Sultana’s father is a Chaambi, a Berber from southern 

Algeria, and her mother is from the tribe of Doui-Miniî, she frequents French people like the  



Challes and a Jewish woman, Emna who helpedin structuring her adult personality. Besides, 

Sultana the doctor ‘prescribes’ métissage as the only effective remedy to Dalila’s 

bewiderment; Sultana ‘think[s] a mix is the only truth’ (p.78). M.Mokeddem makes her 

novel’s narrative voice métissée shared betweena woman/man, an Algerian/French and a 

doctor/patient. 

However, a more valuable explanation of this double narrative voice has to do with the type 

of character Sultana is.There exists an accord between the narrative voice and the only in-

between space the protagonist can inhabit because of her background. The narrative voice in-

between Vincent and Sultana reflects more the female protagaonist’s in-betweeness. One 

should also note Sultana’s anorexia; she is currently a fragmented soul and becomes hysterical 

at the end of the narrative. Sultana’s anorexia and hysteria cannot allow her to qualify as a 

single narrator.She needs pauses filled in the novel by Vincent and Vincent’s chapters.Indeed, 

besides narrating his experience in Algeria, Vincent completes in some of his chapters 

Sultana’s story and peril in her motherland. Vincent becomes a physician, like Freud who 

completed Dora’s story when Dora paused.  

Moreover, the type of the novel can take its name from its protagonist in an explicit or 

implicit name. The Forbidden Woman is a hysterical narrative since Sultana the protagonist is 

hysteric. In this novel ‘the task of remembering and retrieving painful childhood and 

adolescence memories becomes an important  part of [Sultana’s] voyage home.’84, then of the 

narrative.The other factor is that the novel encompasses the 1990s in Algeria, a period of 

violence; hence of hysteria.Elaine Showalter points out the fact that ‘hysterical narrative… 

refers to all fictional texts by women, sometimes to writing about hysterical women, 

sometimes to writing that is fragmented, evasive and ambiguous’85.On the one hand, Showalter 

supports this argument with Kristeva’s description of the woman’s novel as ‘a hysterical 

genre’ and of Juliet Mitchell’s description of the woman novelist as ’hysteric’.On the other 

hand, she refutes the term. For her, ‘to label women’s writing ‘hysterical’ is to denigrate it as 

art[…][and] undermines its reception as artistic’’86. The woman’s never-ending oppression 

cannot but produce hysterical women who in their turn may create hysterical narratives. That 

is, to refute this term altogether is to erase women’s history of oppression and  



more importantly of resistance that aims at transgressing and subverting old social and cultural 

structures which belittle women.  

The other subversion that appears in the two novels is the one that strikes the essence of the 

public and the private spheres.In The Bride Price, Aku-nna moves from the public to the 

private sphere. Aku-nna’s refusal and tactical attempts to disobey the patriarchal ethos (secret 

puberty, her lie then her flight with Chike) imply her desire to make of her marriage a private 

affair. What allows her to move from one sphere to another is the romantic love she feels 

towards Chike. In African societies, ‘romantic love…was played down and subordinated to 

familial and community interests’87.In the novel, this idea is reported by the narrator saying 

that ‘ some girls did eventually marry their sweethearts but in most cases the boys are either 

too young to afford the bride price or were not ready for marriage.They usually stood by and 

watched their first loves married off to men old enough to be their fathers’(p.97).Opposedly, 

Aku-nna and Chike defy tradition by making individual choices.Yakini.B.Kemp notices that 

‘their education, Chike’s osu lineage, and Aku-nna’s urban background make them both 

somewhat alienated from Ibuza youth culture; consequently, consciousness of themselves as 

‘individuals’comes more readily.’88 

One can say that the Igbo male public sphere is violated by Aku-nna’s deeds and instead 

communitas is established. The word communitas is another word for anti-structurewhich 

according to V.Turner ‘emerges when social structure is not […] communitas breaks in 

through the interstices of structure,in liminality, at the edges of structure…in inferiority’89.In 

other words, communitas is the social structure born on the limen resulted from liminal  

individuals’attempts to change their conditions. Communitas is also the result of 

carnivalization. Aku-nna flees structure in order to inhabit communitas. Herein a struggle 

between communitas held by Akunna in an attempt to achieve a comfortable re-inscription, 

Chike and to some extent his family, and structure held by Okonkwo, the whole family, and 

Okoboshi for the maintenance of the Ibuza inscription of women. The advocates of structure 

are determined to kill Akunna who now lives in Ughelli with her husband Chike. 

At this juncture, one can recall Achebe’s short story, ‘marriage is a private affair’.The title 

is so significant inasmuch as it connotes the appeal to the privacy of an individual’s affair like 

marriage.Nnaemeka plans to marry Nene, a girl from Calabar who works in a girls’school. He 



goes to his native Ibo village to ask his father, Okeke, for forgiveness because he does not 

want to marry Ugoye Nweke, the girl his father and the villagers have chosen for him.The 

latter think Nnaemeka’s mind  ‘is diseased and only a good herbalist can bring him back to his 

right senses’90. The father refuses to help him and does not attend his son’s wedding. At the 

beginning, it seems to Nene ‘something of a joke that a person’s tribe could determine whom 

he married’91but when she learns that his father wishes he had nothing to do with him, she 

cries. For eight years, the separation stands. ‘By a tremendous effort of will he had succeeded 

in pushing his son to the back of his mind.The strain had nearly killed him but he had 

persevered and won’92.The only fact that shakes him is Nene’s letter in which she implores 

him to allow Nnaemeka to bring their two sons to see their grandfather.The latter feels regrets 

but tells himself he must not give in. The story ends with Okeke’s remorse but is open to many 

an interpretation. The undecided conclusion is the open-ended questioning whether marriage   

is a traditional and public celebration or a modern and private affair.The clash is heartbreaking 

when the younger generation attempts to ‘place’ it in the private realm.   

Conversely, Sultana in The Forbidden Woman moves from the private to the public sphere. 

She ‘inhabits’ the public space from which all women are banned. She does what men do or 

want to do without being blamed by society. She, against the male order of Ain Nekhla, 

attends Yacine’s funerals, after which she goes back with Si Salah to Yacine’s house. She 

drinks whisky, smokes and alone spends the night with a man. She violates the male public 

sphere which she inhabits via ‘the illicitness of [the] situation.A man and a woman, two 

strangers,under the same roof. The honor of the village is in danger tonight. It’s the first return 

to transgression.That suits [her]’. (p.42).Seemingly, the ‘illicit’ is for her another space which 

the mayor wants to erase with his orders to conform to the village rules. When he asks her to 

leave the village, she speaks back angrily 

you are just a bunch of frustrated people, in your head and your underpants…your eyes are nothing 

but vermin.Vermin that constantly dirty,gnaw at,and devour women.(p. 138) 

Her verbal reaction silence the men’s crowd, as evidence of their astonishment that a woman 

‘speaks back’ to the men’s community and insults its laws vis-à vis the women of Ain Nekhla. 

The silence  which‘ falls on the men’(p.138) does not fall in the category of Sultana’s silence 

as an act of resistance, but as an act of submission -though for a short time  before  they  



Take back the right to speak and insult her. Her prise de parole, assumed as male and public, 

becomes female and public and leads to women’s solidarity. After Sultana, women of Ain 

Nekhla confront the mayor to whom they also speak back in an attempt to defend Sultana. The 

mayor,who has owned la parole,  is turned into a mute male as ‘fear and astonishment made 

him swallow his tongue(p.139) in front of women’s ‘laughter and mockery’(p.141) congruent 

with Bakhtin’s notion of  carnival whereby the male ‘king’ is dethroned and replaced by the 

‘female slaves’, who after a period of subservience  and silence, speak out and attack the 

mayor to  squash him;  ‘they were moving forward one step; he was backing up two’(p.139). 

The women after this moment of solidarity which testify to their deterritorialized selves, live 

a carnivalistic moment and meet at Zyneb’s house where  ‘platters of couscous’(p.144), 

‘indisputable talents as actors and mimes’(p.144), ‘fun of their ills and their misery’(p.144) 

prevail.They make of this meeting, in Bakhtin’s words, ‘a feast of becoming, change and 

renewal’93; they indeed analyse their situation and conclude that the postcolonial era is an era 

of women’s oppression:  

Now the widow and the spurned woman find themselves in the street with a swarm of children.No 

one can feed them any longer or protect them …we’ve always taught women that the street was not 

their territory,that they only had to take care of their domestic life….now a  woman gets nothing 

from all the work and the humiliations and scolding she’s subjected to….What sadness to realize 

that her life has only been slavery and humiliation  in a continual state of powerlessness.So how do 

we carry on a tradition that no one respects any longer?...We must speak.We must give ourselves 

solidarity. (p. 143.) 

The women’s revolt awakens some men’s revolt against the mayor whom they refuse as their 

leader. In fact, Sultana with her tactics manages to build with other women and men a 

rhizomatic relationship which in its turn results in a communitas threatening the patriarchal 

structure of Ain Nekhla.Women’s communitas is also seen when women burn the town hall in 

revenge for the mayor and Ali Merbah’s setting Yacine’s house on fire. 

Reversal of the public-private hierarchy, i.e Bakhtinian carnivalization of the patriarchal and 

fundamentalist order and the birth of communitascan explain that what happens  between the 

female character, Sultana, and the male ones, the taxi-driver and Ain Nekhla villagers, is a 

battle of territorialization/deterritorialization/reterritorialization. Men place her or territorialize 

her   according to the patriarchal order: to speak when she is allowed to and to be looked at;  



whereas Sultana deterritorializes this taken-for granted women’s subjugation by choosing to 

remain silent and handles the right to look at a man. She sees herself as a ‘being of rupture’ 

(p.18) bound to use, in Deleuze and Guattari’s words, the line of flight away from the  orders 

of her masculinist society. Valerie Orlando sees in this novel a significant illustration of 

deterritorialization: 

Ce livre illustre  particulierement bien la deterritorialisation comme moyen  d’atteindre une 

expression féminine… la deterritorialisation comme étant d’abord une rupture avec les 

traditions…le roman redéfinit les roles contemporains des femmes algériennes à travers les 

experiences de Sultana  en mettant en évidence deux actions : d’une part, un rejet de l’interieur de 

l’espace traditionellemnt réservé aux femmes et d’autre part, la construction d’une nouvelle 

plateforme publique et tournée vers le monde extérieur94 

However,though it is true that Sultana’s reterritorialization in the private sphere cannot happen 

as she flees to France and promises women to help them from afar. The novel does not 

guarantee Ain Nekhla women’s total liberation from a patriarchal reterritorialization of their 

status. 

The battle of territorialization/deterritorialization/reterritorialization is also found in The 

Bride Price.Akunna’s silence is a symptom of her territorialization; her deterritorialization 

appears in her refusal to denude herself , in her secret puberty and in her lie culminating in her 

flight and marriage with Chike the osuwith whom she seemingly lives ‘an endless 

honeymoon’(p.164)  soon violated by Ibuza tradition. Because she has eloped with a slave,  her 

step-father, Okonkwo, refuses to accept her bride price, divorces her mother, Ma Blackie, 

makes a doll in the image of Akunna and puts it in front of his chi, acts that express his 

determination to kill her in an attempt to clear his reputation sullied by Aku-nna’s deeds. 

Indeed, he is so determined that he gnashes his teeth when he finds the doll taken away, he 

then makes another expensive doll destined to call her back from Ughelli through the wind. 

One may relate this voice to the patriarchal voice,i.e. the dictates of Ibuza society in case a 

woman disregards its rules. Herein occurs her reterritorialization.  

Akunna lives badly this trauma and does not enjoy her pregnancy. ‘Over and over, she heard 

this voice calling her, telling her she must come back to her family’(p.172).Her trauma is 

intensified in her sleep and becomes common.Her life becomes so disturbed that she appears 

frail.She prematurely gives birth to her daughter after a caesarean operation and subsequently 



dies. It sounds as if tradition wins since the doxa insists that when the bride price is not paid, 

the woman dies at her first childbirth. In a sense, Akunna’s dramatic itinerary seems to imply 

that tradition cannot be transgressed without striking back at its transgressor(s). 

III-Narrative unreliability and intertextuality :symptoms of anxiety of authorship : 

Sarah Gubar and Sandra  Gilbert develop in The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman 

Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (published in  1979) what they call an 

anxiety of authorship, in contrast with Harold  Bloom’s male ‘anxiety of influence’(a title of 

his book published in 1973) which he defines as follows: 

"Influence" is a metaphor, one that implicates a matrix of relationships-imagistic, temporal,spiritual, 

psychological-all of them ultimately defensive in their nature. What matters most … is that the 

anxiety of influence comesout of a complex act of strong misreading, a creative interpretation that I 

call "poetic misprision." What writers may experience as anxiety, and what their works are 

compelled to manifest, are the consequence of poetic misprision, rather than the cause of it. The 

strong misreading comes first; there must be a profound act of reading that is a kind of falling in 

love with a literary work 95 

Gubar and Gilbert describe this influence as patriarchal and exclusionary of the women writers 

and describe how a woman writer’s anxiety manifests itself and what its origins are: 

The female poet does not experience the “anxiety of influence” in the same way that her male 

counterpart would, for the simple reason that she must confront precursors who are almost 

exclusively male, and therefore significantly different from her. Not only do these precursors 

incarnate patriarchal authority…, they attempt to enclose her in definitions of her person and her 

potential which… drastically conflict with her own sense of her self - that is, of her subjectivity, her 

autonomy, her creativity... Thus the “anxiety of influence” that a male poet experiences is felt by a 

female poet as an even more primary “anxiety of authorship” - a radical fear that she cannot create, 

that because she can never become a “precursor” the act of writing will isolate or destroy her… Her 

battle, however, is not against her (male) precursor’s reading of the world but against his reading of 

her. In order to define herself as an author she must redefine the terms of her socialization96. 

Further, they give details of how this anxiety emerges: 

the loneliness of the female artist, her feelings of alienation from male predecessors coupled with 

her need for sisterly precursors and successors, her urgent sense of her need for a female audience 

together with her fear of the antagonism of male readers, her culturally conditioned timidity about 

self-dramatization, her dread of the patriarchal authority of art, her anxiety about the impropriety of 

female invention - all these phenomena of “inferiorization” mark the woman writer’s struggle for 

artistic self-definition and differentiate her efforts at self-creation from those of her male 

counterpart.97 



One remedy that the woman writer may find to release this anxiety is to find a female 

precursor.  ‘The woman writer …searches for a female model not because she wants dutifully 

to comply with male definitions of her “femininity” but because she must legitimize her own 

rebellious endeavors.’98 

By applying S.Gubar and S.Gilbert’s theory on Emecheta, one can say that Emecheta’s 

model is Flora Nwapa who helped her bring to light her creative talent. Nwapa’s influence on 

Emecheta firstly amounts to the act of writing itself. In other words, Nwapa’s writing and 

publishing novels encouraged Emecheta to think about the possibility to be a writer too.Indeed, 

Emecheta acknowledges her debt to Nwapa in her quest for appropriate female models to 

delineate in accord with her social and cultural standpoints:  

As a young girl, I virtually devoured all the books I could lay my hands on written by women, 

whilst nurturing the hope of writing one, one day. When I came to England, borrowed a copy of 

Efuru from my local library, and read and re-read it, my mind was made up. Since [Nwapa] had 

written this, I could start writing as well. [She] became my model... When my first book was burned 

by my husband, I did not give up. Flora Nwapa could do it, so could I.99 

 

Yet, finding a model does not mean that her anxiety of authorship is utterly controlled. 

Indeed, the discordance between the whole narrative of The Bride Price and its ending is the 

consequence of Emecheta’s uncontrolled and irresistible anxiety of authorship.The passage 

with which the narrator ends The Bride Price sparks off more than one observation.The 

narrator summarizes the narrative saying that Chike and Aku-nna try ‘unknowingly’ to 

eradicate Ibuza tradition, and unexpectedly they reinforce it: 

So it was that Chike and Aku-nna substantiated the traditional superstition they had unknowingly 

set out to eradicate.Every girl born in Ibuza after Aku-nna’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. If the bride price was 

not paid,she would never survive the birth of her first child. It was a psychological hold that  existed 

for a very long time (pp.176-177) 

Possibly, Emecheta’s ‘fear of the antagonism of male readers’,  her artistic ‘culturally 

conditioned timidity’ and ‘her anxiety about the impropriety of female invention’ make her 

modify her first manuscript of the narrative in which the female protagonist lives happily after 

having stood against tradition. In her autobiography, Head AboveWater, she writes: 



In The Bride Price, Akunna did not recover.She died because she had gone against our tradition.The 

original story ended with husband and wife going home and living happily ever after, disregarding 

their people. But I had grown wiser since that first manuscript. I had realized that what makes all of 

us human is belonging to a group. And if someone belongs to a group, one should try and abide by 

its laws. If one could not abide by the group’s law, then one was an outsider, a radical, someone 

different who had found a way of living and being happy outside the group. Akunna was too young 

to do all that.She had to die.100 

Emecheta’s husband, after burning this manuscript seems to be the patriarchal ghost who 

inhabits both the text and prevents it from being innovative, i.e. anti-patriarchal, and 

Emecheta’s mind which not only‘decide[s] that people… who go against tradition should die’ 

but also describesthis ending as a sign of wisdom. Emecheta becomes the ‘angel in the house’ 

of patriarchy after having been the ‘monster’ who dares criticize the concept of the bride price 

in Ibo tradition; she concludes that ‘Akunna died the death [she]ought to have died’101. 

However, Osayimwense Osa classifies The Bride Priceas a nondidactic Nigerian Youth 

novel and considers the classification of the novel as didactic as ‘a misjudgement of the 

importance of the plot and the role of the narrator’102 who in his opinion gives the novel a 

nondidactic touch: 

The narrator does not say anything positive about traditional ways of life discussed in the novel. All 

those aspects of tradition it considers, such as making someone an osu or outcast, and the custom of 

"bride price," are considered to show the destructive side of such practices […] The narrator's 

comment at the end of the novel… does not mean that people ought to conform to tradition, as a 

superficial reading might lead one to conclude. Rather, given the plot, it means--and this does seem 

to be the point of the book-- that nonconformism against inhuman customs seems to lead to disaster. 

Isn't this chilling and shocking? Isn't this something we should protest and fight against (perhaps 

unto death)? 103 

This statement bears a contradiction between the narrator who does not push people to 

conform and nonconformism which leads to disaster. Indeed, the reason of this contradiction  

is  the narrator’s  muteness  vis-à-vis the issue of women’s struggle against their cultural  and 

social inscription. This critic admits that ‘the author … makes the narrator hold back when it 

comes to direct criticism. Emecheta, in other words, wants her readers to be active, wants them 

to put two and two together, for then their sense of revulsion will be strongly realized’104.In 

fact, this narrator lacks courage to criticize tradition. To be an active reader is also to view 

Aku-nna’s story a model not to follow by Ibuza girls who, in the context of the novel, should 



more than before obey tradition.Consequently, the patriarchal structure will be held ‘for a long 

time’. In some words, the narrator re-territorializes tradition and Ibuza girls. 

Susan Arndt in her study about the Ifo, a word which denotes the Igbo oral tales whose 

English equivalent is folk tales, finds out that ‘the literary texts –including Ifo- both stabilize 

the patriarchal society and justify its norms’105. The female images shaped in the nearly all Ifo 

are ‘flat and one-dimensional, socially linked to men as daughters, wives and biologically as 

mothers’106. Disobedience is central to Ifo whose frequent stereotypes are ‘evil women: 

daughters who marry “the complete gentleman” without the consent of their fathers , 

adulterous women , evil co-wives , step-mothers , barren women and some old women’107. 

According to her, the ifo narrators are in an ambivalent position, ‘they justify and reproduce 

those patriarchal norms and values which ignore their individuality and reduce their 

freedom’108.Susan Arndt classifies the novel, The Bride Price ,as an ifo ; it ‘adapts the ifo 

about the girl who chooses her own husband and ignores the objections of her father…This ifo 

promotes the superstition that a woman will die in childbirth if her bride price is not paid’109. 

She alsoconsiders Emecheta as a powerful representative of the poetics of ‘writing back’, a 

phrase borrowed from Aschcroft and associates.She writes: 

[Emecheta’s] feminine commitment leads to a revision or reinterpretation of Ifo and their 

underlying assumptions…[Emecheta] continues the Ifo…but she rewrites rather than adopts , 

questions rather than continues, revises rather than reproduces […]consistent with her poetics of  

‘writing’ back’ Emecheta does reinterpret this Ifo …Aku-nna does not fall victim as a punishment 

for rebellious daughters.She rather dies because she is too young and weak to give birth to a 

child…by demystifying the death of her heroine, Emecheta replaces the mythical superstition with a 

realistic explanation and thus ‘writes back’ to it 110 

Seemingly, Susan Ardnt has neglected or forgotten Emecheta’s statements in Head Above 

Water and thus makes a superficial conclusion.Emecheta writes: 

I wrote five pages a day of my The Bride Price.The concept behind this book is tradition…I could 

never shake off my Igbo-cum-Christian upbringing. I had promised to honour and obey… I decided 

that people like me who go against tradition should die.111 

If this novel is an Ifo, its narrator then moves within a vicious circle, appears indecisive 

between allegiance to Igbo patriarchy or resistance against it and comes to terms with this 

dilemma at the end of the novel. Consequently, it is not as this level and context that Emecheta 

can be described as a ‘a powerful representative of the poetics of ‘writing back’. 



The obvious feature of Emecheta’s narrator in this novel is ambiguity. The narrator at the 

beginning reports objectively Akunna’s inner thoughts and voice. In addition, s/he sometimes 

shows sympathy towards her112. Yet, in the last passage of the novels/he seems radical and 

uses an impersonal tone. It is true that sympathy cannot prevent such an ending; however it 

cannot be shaped in such a way: systematic, mathematical and cold.  In other words, the 

narrator’s discourse indicates that there is no way out for a woman who tries to fulfill a self 

outside the realm of tradition. Indeed, she should know well about it and weigh up its strength. 

The reader would expect more pathos in Emecheta’a rendition. But not only is the narrator 

dogmatic, but his voice in this passage is patriarchal in the sense that s/he seems to endorse the 

social code and conditions that any woman ‘must accept the husband chosen for her by her 

people’ in order to ‘live long and see her children’s children’(p.176). Here, one could simply 

conclude that Emecheta credits traditional beliefs with unquestionable validity. 

Katherine Fishburn describes this narrator as a ‘a kind of mediating voice between the 

fathers' and daughters' discourse--and between an African and Western discourse’113.She sees 

it as a voice reporting at times the patriarchal discourse and the woman’s discourse and 

explaining the African vision favoring tradition and the western one encouraging women’s 

freedom, voice and choice. She notices that in the end s/he ‘disappoints our expectations: first 

by failing to redeem the hero, then by killing off the heroine and apparently agreeing that it is 

best that she die, and finally by reinstating the power of the old society’114, and therefore the 

readers ‘are at a loss as to what to make of the narrator's attitude toward it’115.In fact, this 

narrator seems to be oscillating between the two poles and ‘unknowingly’ moves back and fro.  

Hence, this narrator is unreliable if one considers what Wayne C. Booth writes about the 

narrator’s unreliability.In The Rhethoric of Fiction, he explains: 

I have called a narrator reliable when he speaks for or acts in accordance with the norms of the 

work (which is to say, the implied author's norms), unreliable when he does not.116 

Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan in her Narrative Fiction : Contemporary Poetics elaborates on this 

notion and writes: 

An unreliable narrator… is one whose rendering of the story and/or commentary on it the reader has 

reasons to suspect…The main sources of unreliability are the narrator’s limited knowledge, his 

personal involvement, and his problematic value scheme117 



In relation to the problematic value–scheme, appropriate to our narrator in The Bride Price, she 

puts forward: 

when the outcome of the action proves the narrator wrong, a doubt is retrospectively cast over his 

reliability in reporting earlier events; when the views of other characters consistently clash with the 

narrator’s, suspicion may arise in the reader’s mind; and when the narrator’s language contains 

internal contradictions, double-edged images, and the like, it may have a boomerang effect, 

undermining the reliability of its user.[…]Contrasts and incongruities in the narrator’s language 

alert us to a possible unreliability in the narrator’s evaluations, though not necessarily in his 

reporting of facts.118 

Booth’s and Rimmon-Kennan’s ideas reinforce our classifcation of The Bride Price’s narrator 

as an unreliable one inasmuch as he demonstrates a discordance between his/her objectivity 

and sympathy towards Akunna in the narrative and his/her condemnation in the last passage 

leaving the reader puzzled. 

 This passage casts doubts whether Emecheta is feminist or anti-feminist. The title, The 

Bride Price,she has chosen reveals a stance of feminism in an attempt to critique the concept 

of the bride price which devalues African women to men’s possession. In this respect, the 

novel is feminist as it decries the dehumanizing status of women constructed by men. 

Nonetheless the last passage shakes this classification and turns it round as an anti-feminist 

novel. The legitimate remaining question that we, readers, then can ask is: how much is this 

novel feminist given the unexpected denouement? The answer has to do with Emecheta’s 

feminism with a small f. In other words, this novel is feminist with a small fas the novelist 

defends African women, but it is feminist with a small f because this novelist believes more in 

the sacredness of the family and community. Emecheta is like Ma Blackie who after 

celebrating Aku-nna’s becoming a woman cries at the end, for she beats the man, Okoboshi. 

Emecheta in this passage kills morally all African women who aspire to have a better status. 

Here, one can understand why Aku-nna’s plight starts after her father’s death. Indeed, the 

father is the family who protects tradition. The absence of the father thus brings tradition under 

strain. It is not Aku-nna’s consciousness which helps her to rebel, but it is her father’s absence 

which leads her to act ‘wrongly’ because the father is not here to teach her. 

Similarly, M. Mokeddem cannot hide her anxiety of authorship though hers appears 

differently from Emecheta’s. She creates in the world of her narrative doubles for herself,  



Dalila and Sultana to be her mouthpieces. For S.Gubar and S.Gilbert, the double is the 

monster, the madwoman, the witch. Its essence is based on ‘assertiveness, aggressiveness, -all 

characteristics of a male life- are monstruous in women because unfeminine’119. ‘The monster-

woman …embodies intransigent female autonomy and represents both the author’s power to 

ally anxieties and calling their source bad names (witch, bitch, monster) and simultaneously 

the mysterious power of the character who refuses to stay in her textually ordained ‘place’’120. 

Its function is revisionary, ‘by creating doubles for themselves and their heroines, women 

writers are both identifying with and revising the self-definitions patriarchal culture has 

imposed o them.121. S.Gubar and S.Gilbert relate the woman’s desire to revolt to the violence 

of the double: 

through the violence of the double… the female author enacts her own raging desire to escape male 

houses and male texts, while at the same time it is through the double’s violence that this anxious 

author articulates for herself the costly destructiveness of anger repressed until it can no longer be 

contained122 

Gubar and Gilbert consider Bertha as the double of Jane in C . Bronte’s Jane Eyre. Bertha, 

they write, ‘is Jane’s truest and darkest double : she is the angry aspect of the orphan child, the 

ferocious secret self  Jane has been trying to repress ever since her days at 

Gateshead’123.Bertha does what Jane wants to do. Gubar and Gilbert summarize the similarities 

between Jane’s fear, desire or hatred and Bertha’s acts collocating with them: 

Disliking ‘the vapoury veil’ of Jane Rochester, Jane Eyre secretly wants to tear the garment up. 

Fearing the inexorable ‘bridal day’, Jane would like to put it off. Bertha does that for her too. 

Resenting the new mastery of Rochester,she wishes to be equal in size and strength…Bertha is ‘a 

big woman in stature’…Jane‘s profound desire to destroy Thornfield …will be acted by Bertha who 

burns down the house and destroys herself.And finally, Jane’s disguised hostility to Rochester 

summarized in her terrifying prediction that ‘ you shall yourself pluck out your right eye, yourself 

cut off your right hand’ comes strangely true through   the intervention of Bertha whose 

melodramatic death causes Rochester to lose both eye and hand 124 

If Emecheta’s narrator is unreliable, Mokeddem creates an unreliable character. Scrutinizing 

all that Dalila says in the novel, mostly her dialogue with Sultana, one can say that Dalila is an 

unreliable character.She is nine or ten years old (see p .46), but the observations and the truths 

she formulates are those of an adult. As an illustration, she calls the people with beards 

‘islamists’, her brothers ‘little moronic islamists’(p.74)and that religion is summed up in ‘if 

you refuse to follow this path ,you’re promised every kind of hell’(p.75). Besides, she assesses 



the material taught at school; ‘the reading at school is always the story of a good little girl who 

helps her mamma while her brother plays outside’(p.75). At school too, she says she is taught 

only ‘the forbidden things’ (p.76). When she went to schoolfor the first time, she wore a 

necklace and coral bracelet. The teacher ordered hertotake them off and to put on a long-

sleeved dress then slapped her.This event taught her in fact not to like school.She used the 

tactic of silence to hate her teacher. In relation to language registers, she notices the different 

‘languages’ used and wants to know the reason: 

Tell me why the language we speak at home and in the street isn’t school language? My parents 

don’t understand everything on the radio and everything….And us young people, we speak one 

language with the schoolmasters and schoolmistresses, another at recess and in the street.pp.75-76 

and wonders : ‘why is Arabic just the language of fear, of shame and sins, especially when 

you’re a girl ?’(p.76) 

Dalila, the infant (thus an ‘angel’), is in reality the double of Malika Mokeddem. She has  

Malika’s worries about the Algerian school and language  and seeks in drawing, dunes and 

dreams a free space to escape from her family shackles and her village ‘eyes’, the way Malika 

seeks this space of freedom in France. Like Malika who wants to prove to her grandmother 

that God does not exist125, Dalila is an atheist as she considers what the prophet Mohamed said 

as ‘stupid things’ (p.75).As 'every angel in the house-'proper, agreeable, and decorous' is 

really, perhaps, a monster, 'diabolically hideous and slimy”126
, Dalila is a small ‘monster’ in the 

flesh of an angel whom no one understands except the late Yacine. The latter consequently 

stressed her physical difference from Sultanaon his drawing of her portrait (as Nicole Aas- 

Royxparis has underlined) 127 and on the fresco drawn on the walls of his house he 

predictedher ‘monstruous’ future  

A sea offlames.An agitated sea. Where the flames are unfolding a bit of smoke escapes from 

one.The sky is covered. A woman seen from behind, walks unharmed on the flames. Behind her she 

leaves a flat white furrow like a road drawn in the fire’s heavy swell…Yacine entitled this painting 

The Algerian Woman. pp.36-37. 

Apparently, she would get over the agony of being a woman in Algeria. 

The second double appearsbetween the heroine and the author. In many ways, Sultana 

resembles Malika Mokeddem. First the names Malika and Sultana in the Arabic language are  



synonyms meaning ‘queen’. Originated from the south of Algeria, both are doctors for whom 

France is a durable stop in their lives after having left Algeria where they lived on the limen. In 

an interview, Malika Mokeddem ponders on the language issue which she sees as a path 

towards non-independence of Algeria: 

Les speakers à la télévision, les présentateurs à la radio, au début de l’indépendance, se sont mis à 

gargariser en arabe classique et puis personne ne les comprenait.C’était confisquerune 

indépendance à tout un peuple à qui on déclarait que sa langue restera un dialecte 128 

Similarly, Sultana explains to Dalila that language has been transformed to a means of disunity 

in the postcolonial era. After independence, colloquial Arabic and Berber, she says, were 

discredited because of their so-called inappropriateness to the political arena whereas the 

French language was considered as the language of the corrupted (see p76). Moreover, as an 

adolescent, Malika Mokeddem was anorexic like Sultana due to the patriarchal burden which 

made of Algeria an ‘attic’ (with reference to the Madwoman in the Attic). In an interview, 

Malika Mokeddem says : 

J’ai été anorexique pendant des années, je ne mangeais pas mais je dévorais des livres.Ces livres ont 

répondu à un certain nombre de questionnements en moi, ils m’ont nourrie et structurée…L’acte 

d’écrire me structure ainsi que l’avait fait auparavant l’acte de lire.129 

Sultana’s anorexia drives her to reading (and ‘speaking like a book’) and Malika Mokeddem’s 

to writing books, and writing about a female character, precisely a monster who decries her 

anger against the Algerian situation of the 1990s. Sultana is the monster who in attending the 

funerals, looks at men in a man’s way, invades the male public space, shouts at men and 

destroys their patriarchal  order, seeks a liberatory  articulation  already dreamt  of by 

Mokeddem who, when receiving  phone  calls threatening her with death,  left her house in 

1995 in Montpellier; thus escaping  instead of facing situations. However,she creates a 

character (in the same year) who does what she herself could not do in France, in an Algerian 

village where Islamism reaches its peak and where Sultana confronts it with rage.Malika 

Mokeddem’s ‘very process of writing had itself liberated a madwoman, a crazy and angry 

woman, from a silence in which neither she nor her author can continue to acquiesce”130 

The other symptom of our authors’ anxiety of authorship is the recourse to the male texts in 

these two novels. Emecheta’s “inferiorization” has likely led her to  embed in her novel male 

authors’novels, namely, Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall ApartandJ.Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s 



Progress. Indeed, the two constitute intertexts in a dialogical relationship with Emecheta’s The 

Bride Price.M.Mokeddem’s Sultana is also the heir of the Katebian Nedjma. This means the 

literary inheritance between M.Mokeddem and Kateb Yacine.The other intertext the reader 

may detect in The Forbidden woman is Moliere’s Dom Juan Et Le Festin De Pierre. 

According to Kristeva, intertextuality ‘is a permutation of texts… [by which] several 

utterances, taken from other texts, intersect and neutralize one another’131. Bakhtin sees in this 

transfer the lasting existence of the life of the word. The latter  

is contained in its transfer from one mouth to another, from one context to another context, from 

one social collective to another, from one generation to another generation. In this process the word 

does not forget its own path and cannot completely free itself from the power of those concrete 

contexts into which it has entered132 

On the whole, intertextualityregards the text as a complex interweaving of voices from a 

multiplicity of other texts and discourses. In The Bride Price and The Forbidden Woman, 

B.Emecheta’s and M.Mokeddem’s voices are blended with men’s, possibly due to their 

anxiety of authorship.  

Studying intertextuality in African fiction in English cannot be undertaken without 

accounting for Chinua Achebe’s presence in the fiction published after his novels. Simon 

Gikandi lauds Achebe’s novels and alleges the ‘tremendous influence [Achebe’s] works have 

had on the institutions of pedagogy and interpretation and the role his fictions have come to 

play in the making and unmaking of African worlds’133. Since the publication of his first novel, 

Things Fall Apart (1958), Achebe has been discussed in numerous literary critical studies. 

South African writer and Nobel laureate Nadine Gordimer called him the "father of modern 

African literature" when she was among the judges to award him the Man Booker International 

prize for fictionin 2007. Emecheta herself admits in one of her interviews that ‘Achebe is a 

great writer. He is the father of our Englishliterature…His work is highly original.’134 

In his essay “The Novelist as Teacher” (1965), Chinua Achebe recognizes the 

responsibilities that come with being an author and believes in the didactic function of 

literature. He revives his African heritage with pride and views that the primary task of any 

author is to revisit the past for the sake of regeneration in order to withstand the European 

inferiorization of Africans. He writes: 



The writer cannot expect to be excused from the task of re-education and regeneration that must be 

done… I for one would not wish to be excused.I would be quite satisfied if my novels…did no 

more than teach my readers that their past—with all its imperfections—was not one long night of 

savagery from which the first Europeans acting on God’s behalf delivered them.135 

Andrea Powell Wolfe maintains that this is the reason why C.Achebe must be considered as a 

primary reference in African literature. ‘Achebe recalls his African heritage with pride and 

“teaches” others to do the same’136. His novels are ‘foundational for teachers and scholars of 

African literature’137. Consequently, many critics indulge in detecting any intertextual 

interweaving between Achebe’s novels and other male and female authors’.  

As an illustration,Omar Sougouin his study ofThings Fall Apart and The Bride Price , opts 

for the parody  existing between Achebe’s Okowkwo and Emecheta’s. He writes: 

The retrogressive aspects of traditional customs also appear in the manner in which Aku-nna and 

her mother are turned into scapegoats for Okonkwo's humiliation. He is the vehicle through which 

the narrative represents the worst part of tradition, such as his exposing his backside to seal his 

repudiation of Ma Blackie and his employment of occult means to retaliate against Aku-nna. His 

treatment is a metonym for patriarchal injustice, greed and ugliness. He is portrayed as a covetous, 

self-centred man, unfair and despotic in his polygamous menage. His behaviour towards Aku-nna 

makes him a destructive person, hence a symbol and tool of the notorious side of tradition which 

Emecheta here decries. She expresses disapproval of traditions that are deemed no longer relevant 

in this era, deploying through Okonkwo a counterdiscourse to the prevailing adulation of traditional 

social formations found in mainstream African literature. That his name can be associated with 

Achebe's well-known hero seems to be intentional and parodic, and further reinforces the challenge 

of patriarchal ideology.138 

Okonkwo in Things Fall Apart ‘ruled his household with a heavy hand. His wives, especially 

the youngest, lived in perpetual fear of his fiery temper, and so did his little children’139. He 

beats his wives and children even when tradition orders not to use violence.During the sacred 

Week of Peace, ‘his youngest wife, who went to plait her hair at her friend's house,  did not 

return early enough to cook the afternoon meal’140, Okonkwo beats her heavily upon her return  

and  the narrator defends him saying ‘Okonkwo was provoked to justifiable anger’141.To 

amend his misdeed,he brings ‘to the shrine of Ani  one she-goat, one hen, a length of cloth and 

a hundred cowries’142.Okonkwo generally obeys tradition, yet at the end of the novel,  he, after 

killing a white man, commits suicide which is an an abominable act according to 

tradition.Okonkwo throughout the narrative oscillates between obedience and disobedience to 

tradition.   



Sougou’s comments on Emecheta’s Okonkwo as ‘covetous, self-centred man, unfair and 

despotic in his polygamous menage’143 are exaggerations.This character seldom speaks; he is 

an ‘absent-present’ character, thus lacking centrality, he obeys tradition more than Achebe’s 

Okonkwo.He has been eager to get the eze title thanks to Akunna’s bride price, but because she 

disobeys tradition and marries an osu, he, as tradition dictates,  does not accept the bride price, 

divorces Akunna’s mother , and consequently he   never achieves the title that is dear to him. 

One may say that he, to some extent, besides having the same name, repeats and re-enacts 

Achebe’s Okonkwo’s. Put differently, there is a partial transfer of Achebe’s Okonkwo into 

Emecheta’s text; therein exists imitation and not parody between Emecheta the ‘daughter’ and 

Achebe the father. Morepover, the option of parody overlooks the ending Emecheta has chosen 

after her husband’s beating of her. 

Not only has Emecheta an African ‘father’,i .e Achebe, but also she ‘adopts’ a European 

Christian one. Indeed, the second direct intertext is  Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress  

[Chike] made her put on a pair of sandals from the hold-all he was carrying on his back like 

Christian in Pilgrim’s Progress (p.152.) 

Christian in Pilgrim’s Progress escapes the City of Destruction because of his burden on his 

back which no-one can see except him 

In his right hand he held a little black book, and upon his back he bore a huge burden—a great big 

black bundle of a burden that looked as if it must shortly press him down to the ground. ’Twas a 

very mysterious burden that he carried, for, as large and heavy as it looked to me… it was invisible 

to those about him. But you can be sure that it was quite real to him; aye, just as real to him as the 

burdens of your soul are real to you144. 

His burden is that of his sins.He is obsessed with the weight of this invisible burden that his 

fellowmen and family think that he ‘was indeed going quite mad, they sought to drive his 

affliction away by treating him with the utmost hardness and disrespect… it actually added to 

his burden’145 of which he must get rid. So, his name is changed by the man he meets, 

Evangelist, from Graceless to Christian connoting the birth of a new free and pure self. He then 

escapes his City of Destruction for the sake of salvation which he reaches after a series of 

ordeals that test his perseverance, patience and faith. On his way, and 

 as he stood gazing and weeping at the foot of the cross, behold, three Shining Ones appeared to 

him, and saluted him. Said the first, “Peace be unto you. Your sins have been forgiven you…Then 



answered the Shining One, “’Tis the way of dumb, brute beasts to live life guided by their feelings. 

But if you wish to understand reality, you must not consult with yours…Truth can only be known 

by believing.”…The Words of He who has cast your sins into the depths of the sea! Then, based 

upon His pledged Word, they are truly gone!146 

Christian ‘gives three leaps for joy and shouted, “Hurrah! Free! I am free!.At last free! Free! 

Free! Free!!”147. In the end, he arrives at the Celestial City where he and his companion are   

greeted by the king and the other pilgrims 

these two men went in at the gate; and lo, as they entered, they were transfigured; and they had 

raiment put on that shone like gold! There were also some that presented them with harps and 

crowns—the harps wherewith to praise God, and the crowns bestowed as a token of honor. Then, I 

heard in my dream that all the bells in the City rang again for joy as it was said unto them by their 

Lord, “Well done, thou good and faithful servants. Enter ye into the joy of your Lord!148 

In the second book of ThePilgrim’s Progress, Christian’s wife, Christiana, accompanied by her 

children and some followers, joins her husband; they go through the same ordeals, yet less 

harsh. 

This overview, besides Emecheta’s direct reference to Bunyan’s book, makes of The 

Pilgrim’s Progress a subtext in The Bride Price. Ibuza recalling the City of Destruction is a 

place which Chike needs to escape from because of his ‘sins’ of inadaptability to its belittling 

value system and his determination to marry Aku-nna. Without the help of his family, he, in 

Akunna’s room, carries on his back a visiblebag, unlike Christian’s, in which he puts food, 

clothes and shoes. Chike’s bag helps in the adventure of escape whereas Christian’s is the 

reason for the escape.Christian’s companion is a man, Hopeful ; Chike’s is a woman, Akunna,  

whose ‘sin’ is her unwillingness to obey  the patriarchal  rules of Ibuza. Like Christian’s 

escape, theirs is a pilgrimage-like journey as they arrive at Ughelli, a place which harks back to 

the Celestial City in its purity:   in Celestial City and Ughelli sins do not exist. At this juncture 

one may can say that up to this level patriarchy for Emecheta is a sin against women, and the 

latter’s resistance is like a purification and salvation. Yet, one cannot miss the fact that the one 

who takes the initiative of escape is a man.In other words, while the protagonist of the novel is 

a woman, the one who undertakes this ‘religious’ adventure is a man. The fact that the 

protagonist is a follower may strengthen well our perception of Emecheta’s 

“inferiorization’.The latter goes further. After Emecheta’s husband reading of the draft of this 

novel  and her humiliation resulting in Emechata’s change of the ending,  the last chapter 



snatches away any religiosity from Chike’s and Akunna’s adventure.The title of the last 

chapter is indeed ‘a tempted providence’ 

In this chapter Emecheta makes a Bakhtinian-like carnivalisation by inverting the 

symbolically religious nature of the adventure and making it an irreligious one. The last 

chapter reveals that all that is done by the couple is not a pilgrimage but yielding to a 

temptation. Temptation is satanic; and by being caught in its spiral, they commit a sin and do 

not reach salvation. If Christiana  joins her husband to share with him  the joyous life , it is 

tradition which catches up with  Chike and Aku-nna whose death stands as salvation from  the  

‘sin’ of a feminist attack against the ‘right kingdom of tradition’ to which Chike does not 

belong. Herein he reminds us not of Christian but of Ignorance, another character in  The 

Pilgrim’s Progress who claims  to be a ‘subject of the kingdom’149; instead, angels deny him 

access and  ‘carried  him through the air to that door in the side of the hill. Through that door, 

therefore, was Ignorance cast, bound hand and foot.’150.Chike is an osu and is refused access to 

the class of the privileged best seen in Okonkwo’s refusal of the bride price.Another parallel 

with Ignorance is the name itself. Chike ‘unknowingly’ shakes the world of tradition, 

justifying his ignorance of the consequences. 

Besides carnivalization, Emecheta, due to her strong belief in the community, mythologizes 

Aku-nna in the image of an ogbanje. Aku-nna is described by Ngebeke, Okonkwo’s first wife 

as an ogbanje, a ‘living-dead’. She tells her son, Iloba, that 

She is different. Have you ever come across someone who seldom speaks?...I fear these girls who 
are ogbanje.They all seem to behave too well, but they are only in this world on contract, and when 
their time is up, they have to go.They all die young, usually at the birth of their first baby.Thsy must 
die young because their friends in the other world call them back. (p.79) 

The ogbanje, or Abiku in Yoruba terminology, is one of the African myths.It ‘refers to the 

spirit-child, bound to uphold a pact made to their companions in the spirit-world. Once born, 

these ogbanje children wish to quickly return to their spirit-companions and so desire to 

terminate their human lives’151. In other words, Emecheta has recourse besides the African and 

Western written books, to the African oral text, the ogbanjemyth. 

Some critics analyse this myth and transfer its implications to the modern world. Madhu 

Krishnan  broadens the scope  to include any individual showing signs of strangeness, isolation 



or any other abnormality. ‘The ogbanje story is used to explain the behaviour of individuals 

who are seen as strange, aloof or outside the norms of expected social 

behaviour’152.Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi’s interpretation seems more interesting. She 

writes: 

The ogbanje child additionally emerges as a frequent traveler between the world of the living and 
the place of the friendly dead … Ogbanje predicates a metaphysical and political discomfort with 
life, aggravated by the instability of coming from the otherworld to frequent this world. Ogbanje is 
constantly on the move, and her presence highlights the insecurities of an exiled/nomadic status.153 

In other words the modern ogbanje feels the need to constantly move because of the instability 

due to some insecurities resulting in a nomadic feature. Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi notices 

that among these uneasy individuals appear the immigrants. ‘ Itinerancy, with its perennial 

search for another place for security, is the destiny of ogbanje, as it is of black peoples, if West 

African restlessness and the makings of a diaspora are proof of the desire for survival154.The 

second figure is the rebel woman, ‘the female who wounds, fights back, and destabilizes the 

community is often condemned as ogbanje’155 

In Emecheta’s novel, Aku-nna falls in this category. Emecheta mythologizes her so that in a 

way she would come back to life whenever a girl is tempted to resist patriarchy and would 

remind her of her trauma and fate because of her act of resistance.Consequently, Emecheta by 

using this mythical pre-text aims at disseminating patriarchal traditional Ibuza. In fact 

Emecheta makes her social self vanquish her individual female self.Like her narrator, she is 

fragmented between the two. Using an African myth collocates with her need to reinforce 

African tradition and past. 

Once again, the ogbanje myth can be also a pretext to describe this novel as a feminist one 

even if feminism is not in Emecheta’s agenda. In mythologizing Aku-nna, she de-mythologizes 

patriarchy. Indeeed, Akunna’s death in the end may shake male order and thus constitute hope 

in the novel. Her death may be considered just her fate. It is true that she dies young, but in her 

life she tries to resist an oppressive patriarchal system. She marries the man she wants and 

lives –though shortly- happily. Furthermore, she, in a way, will never die as she leaves behind 

her a progeny, i.e her daughter. ‘In a larger context one could see Aku-nna's death as one of 

redemption--redeeming the woman's lot. A key to such a reading is the word joy’156 



Joy can itself signal hope. It is Aku-nna’s joy in attempting to change her status and the joy 

it may bring about. The name Joy can be a call to African women to look for a more suitable 

social inscription in their modern society. The fact that Aku-nna gives birth to a female baby 

supports strongly this interpretation.Like her mother, Joy is ‘undersize’(p.174), and like her 

mother she would rebel too as she has been ‘sucking away her blood’(p.170) and her 

personality. These similarities may back up similarities between mother and daughter; thus the 

continuity of the African women’s struggle for self-fulfillment. ‘The fruit of her married bliss, 

Joy, points forward to the new order. The next generation may already be safely through the 

initial effects of the culture collision, which is in the final analysis what kills Aku-nna’157 .The 

latter’s  death may create sympathy from readers -more from female readers- that would help 

them to revisit the African women’s status in African societies. As such, the novel celebrates a 

woman’s attempt to practise a reinscription which values her being a human. 

In sum, one can conclude that Emecheta by mythologizing her female protagonist and using 

a fragmented narrator between sympathy and cynicism towards Aku-nna, The Bride Price 

oscillates between feminist and anti-feminist fiction in Africa. As the feature of an ogbanje is 

moving for security,  the novel,  its narrator and its author can be also classified as ogbanje like 

Aku-nna, leading themselves to an ogbanje reader who can show ‘the ability to derive comfort 

in the voyeurism conjured by words’158to decide where to place the novel on the feminist or 

anti-feminst shelves. 

 M.Mokeddem’s The Forbidden Woman is also inhabited by mythical permutations. Nicole 

Aax-Rouxparis notices the palimpset of the Greek myth of Persephone: 

Dans son interprétation classique, le mythe de Perséphone et Déméter, raconté selon la perspective  

de la mère, Déméter, symbolise la tragédie de la perte de la fille dans les relations mère-fille car les 

graines de grenade interdites goutées par Perséphone au royaume de Hades empêchent son retour 

permanent sur terre prés de sa mère.159 

In Demeter And Persephone :Lessons From A Myth, the author summarises the story as told in 

the homeric Hymn to Demeter. Kore, the daughter of  Demeter, the goddess of the grain is 

picking a narcissus when suddenly the earth opens up and Hades, her uncle, God of the 

underworld  emerges, abducts her to his deathly realm, rapes her and claims her as his bride. 

For nine days, Demeter searches the surface of the earth for her missing daughter. Helios, the  



sun god informs that Kore was kidnapped by Hades with knowledge and blessings of her 

father, Zeus, the king of Gods. Demeter mourns her daughter for one year and swears 

vengeance. She withholds her bounty from the earth. Zeus implores her to abandon her 

mourning and release the earth from her starvation, but she refuses unless her daughter is 

released. Zeus asks Hades to free the girl whose name becomes Persephone. Hades accepts but 

gives her before her release the pomegranate seed. The latter ensures her return to the 

underworld for four months each year, a period which signals the season of spring171. 

This myth is appropriate to the context of The Forbidden Woman as it re-enacts a mother-

daughter separation. The father -not the uncle- accidentally kills the mother, and thus separates 

Sultana from her mother. In fact, the real agent of this separation is patriarchy,’the law of the 

father’. The father shows signs of difference from the men of Ain Nekhla. He takes Sultana to 

school and is proud of her. He once tells the villagers: 

You bunch of ignoramuses, look carefully  at my daughter , she’s worth more than all of your sons 

combines’(p.148) 

Yet, this man could not vanquish the ‘patriarchal’ rumours about his wife whom he later kills. 

It is Sultana who narrates this past : 

Where were you ? Where were you ?... 

Now what did they tell you ? Don’t you understand they’re trying to poison your life? Which 

neighbour was I with this time ? 

He jumped on her. They fought…All of a sudden, my mother fell, her head on the millstone’(p.130) 

Just before this incident, her father ‘gave [her] the pomegranates that he had in his hand and he 

followed her’ (p.130).  

Sultana is somehow a persephone figure destined to be separated from her mother and what 

she may represent i.e motherland, Algeria. Persephone’s forced move from the earth to the 

underground is reiterated here with Sultana’s escape from Algeria to France. Besides, having 

eaten pomegranates attests to her return to France. As noticed by Nicole Aax-Rouxparis, 

Mokeddem uses the myth to imply Sultana’s separation from the female world. In other words, 

it foreshadows her rebellion since her separation from her mothermeans her non-allegiance to 

the women’s world as stipulated by patriarchy. 



Lorsque Sultana enfin déguste volontairement les graines de grenades donnés par son père, elle 

affirme dés le début sa séparation d’avec le féminin hors des limites symboliques du harem. Mais 

sous le joug des interdictions, les attributs du monde masculin qu’elle adopte -instruction, liberté 

des choix- deviennent causes d’aphasie, d’autisme, de rebellion et de fuite.161 

Besides this myth, The Forbidden Womanis not ‘free’ from literary male presence.The 

intertext the reader may detect is Moliere’s Dom Juan Et Le Festin De Pierre. It revolves 

arounda man, Dom Juan whose characteristics are mainly seduction, libertinage and atheism. 

He intentionally seduces women, notably Elvire, Charlotte and Mathurine, and then abandons 

them. Pursued by Elvire’s brothers Dom Alonso and Dom Carlos who aim at protecting the 

honour of the family, he succeeds to flee their punishment. At the end, Dom Juan is killed by 

the statue of the commanderhe has killed at the beginning of the play. Burnt by an invisible 

fire, Dom Juan has paid for his misdeeds. 

 In The Forbidden Woman, the protagonist is a woman who does not seduce men; Salah, 

Sultana’s old friend, Vincent and before late Yacineare naturally seduced by her. Her 

libertinage leads Bakker to order her to leave the village as for him she endangers the honour 

of the village when she breaks the patriarchal code of Ain Nekhla.As she refuses, her house is 

put in flames as a form of revenge and an attempt to kill her.Village women (and some men) 

defend her and set the town hall on fire, an act of revenge too. Sultana disappears from the 

scene of Algeria and goes back to Montpellier. 

Twyla Meding in her article, ‘L’Interdite de M .Mokeddem : un donjuanisme féminin’ 

identifies the similar scenes between M.Mokeddem’s novel and Dom Juan :  

La scène où Dom Juan est tiraillé entre les deux paysannes, Charlotte et Mathurine, trouve son 

pendant curieux dans l’épisode où Salah et Vincent découvrent Sultana catatonique dans les 

décombres de son ancienne demeure du Ksar abandonné. Les deux rivaux se disputent à qui mieux 

le corps gelé de cette femme perdue appartient162 

She also maintains that M. Mokeddem in this novel has feminized the myth of Dom Juan. She 

explains the subversion of this text : 

Malgré son amour pour Yacine, Sultana renverse le schéma traditionnel de la femme désertée qui 

attend le retour du voyageur.Or le maitre déserteur de la culture occidentale n’est autre que Dom 

Juan,qui renie la sédentarité pour lui préférer le déplacement, la fuite, voire la migration 

[…][M .Mokeddem] s’appropri[e] à travers le personnage de Sultana les droits de l’homme à la 

mobilité et en y faisant un modèle de vitalité féminine [et]en l’associant à l’inconstance d’une 



femme  plutôt qu’à celle d’un homme, en le situant dans un ailleurs désert plutôt que dans l’Europe 

de ses origines163 

Indeed, inThe Forbidden Woman there is a palimpsest of the Dom Juan text. Mokeddem has 

feminized it as it makes a woman its agent who shares with Moliere’s Dom Juan some features 

yet with some modifications. The protagonist does not die and is avenged by other women: 

Comme le séducteur moliéresque, [Sultana] fonce en bafouant les règles et attentes sociales …mais 

Mokeddem crée un personnage plus fort que son modèle male  et occidental.Le châtiment pèse sur 

les deux transgresseurs, mais Sultana  ne demeure pas ensevelie dans le désert…Dom Juan est 

engouffré et dévoré par les flammes de l’enfer. Pareillement, L’Interditese termine dans les 

flammes.164 

Henriette Javorek maintains thatby ‘an increasing feminization of the hero’s world[…] [Dom 

Juan] is finally overwhelmed and replaced by dom-juanesque females in contemporary 

times’165.Yet,  according to her, Moliere’s Dom Juan brings to the fore emancipated female 

characters like Elvire and Charlotte. Elvire: 

succumbs to Don Juan’s world, abandoning her own set of morals…at the moment when 

[she]accepts her desire for Don Juan …she liberates herself from all conventions.Instead of falling 

into shame , as her society and religion would dictate , she raises above all customs and rules […] 

she develops through the play into the female equivalent of Don Juan who lives outside 

societalpressures and norms and ignores concerns for seventeenth century bienséance166 

Likewise, Charlotte though engaged to Pierrot ‘chooses to believe in Don Juan’s 

proposal…she ignores the rules of her society, disregards her fiancé and her own fears and 

obeys only her nature and desire’167. All in all, in Moliere’s text, women ‘thrive in a masculine 

universe by insisting on a Don-Juanesque outlook of life…[and] become [Dom Juan’s]female 

counterpart, free from conventions and rules’168. In the light of this, one can say that Sultana 

has inherited Elvire’s and Charlotte’s feminine traits to be able tosubsequently mimic Dom 

Juan. 

M.Mokeddem’s Sultana is also the heir of Kateb Yacine’s Nedjma. This means 

Mokeddem’s literary inheritance from Kateb Yacine. Christiane Ndiaye confirms this idea and 

openly considers Kateb Yacine as M.Mokeddem’s literary ‘father’: 

appartenant à la génération d’écrivains qui succède à celle de Kateb, Malika Mokeddem est en 

quelque sorte « fille de Kateb » elle écrit dans le prolongement de ce texte fondateur [Nedjma,] tout 

en s’écartant de cet héritage.169 



Winifred Woodhull maintains that the link of Kateb’s Nedjma as a character with Algerian 

women’s liberation is greatly overlooked by critics and readers ‘who never see in it a 

figuration of the revolution's failure to ensure social equality for women’170 while ‘the novel 

directly addresses the problem of women's status in the anti-colonial and nationalist 

struggle’171.Nicole Aas-Rouxparis finds in the painting painted by late Yacine ‘an obvious  

tribute to the masterpiece of Kateb Yacine, Nedjma,considered as the allegorical vision  of  

Algerian History’172. She establishes similarities and differences between Sultana and Nedjma 

les itinéraires  tracés par les personnages de Nedjma et Sultana soulignent tous deux en effet les 

forces contradictoires à l’œuvre dans la quête d’identité nationale , l’un à la veille de la révolution 

face aux forces oppressives du colonialisme, l’autre trente ans après l’indépendance, face au poids 

des interdictions…mais en contraste avec elle, Nedjma se caractérise par la passivité plutôt que par 

le dynamisme…au  terme du roman ;Nedjma reste voilée de noir,sous tutelle,et condamnée à un va-

et-vient perpétuel 173 

This thesis can indeed lead to an intertextual study of Nedjmaand The Forbidden Woman. 

Kateb’s Nedjmais written during the Algerian Revolution when the male author, Kateb 

Yacine was in exile in France. Nedjma, born of a French Jewish mother and an Algerian father 

of uncertain identity underlining her mixed origin and culture is courted by four men, Lakhdar, 

Rachid, Kamel, and Mustapha. Although she is pursued and captured, she is truly possessed by 

none, stressing the quality of "l'amante inaccessible" 174. Nedjma is carried off to a cave in the 

mountains of the Nadhor by an old man, Si Mokhtar (possibly Nedjma's father), and 

Rachidwho sacrifices her to the mad black guardian of the tribe who will veil her.The black 

man prepares to confine her to the tribal homeland, and leads her to the women's encampment. 

Mokeddem’s The Forbidden Womanis written during the Algerian black decade of the 

1990s by the female author, Malika Mokeddem exiled in France too. Born of an Algerian 

ethnic mélange, Sultana the beloved of Salah, an Algerian intellectual who wants to inherit 

Yacine’s love for her, and of the French Vincent, stands against patriarchy. She is chased out 

of her native village, thus becoming   a kind of sacrifice for the cause of patriarchy. However, 

she intends to continue supporting Ain Nekhla women though she flees to France. Like 

Nedjma, she is ‘la femme fatale’ in her village. 

Many similarities between the two novels can be detected. First, both are loaded with 

violence. In Nedjma, Si Mokhtar has killed Rachid's father; Rachid attacks Mourad; the Negro 



kills Si Mokhtar. Nedjma’s kidnapping and her imprisonment in women’s encampment are 

violent acts. InThe Forbidden Woman, violence appears at the beginning verbally against 

Sultana and at the end materially coinciding with enflaming Yacine’s house and the town hall 

and two men’s murder 175.Second, they are novels of confinement.John D. Erickson notices 

that from the first chapter of Nedjma: 

The Western reader becomes aware of two dominant loci by which he can "orient" himself 
physically and spatially--the chantier or workyard, and the prison. The chapter opens with the first 
and closes with the second. The Algerian's life in colonial Algeria is closed in, literally and 
narratively, by hard labor, poverty, repression and imprisonment. Images of closure haunt the text. 
…We note emphatic reference to closure and incarceration (walls, prisons, etc…).Thus Kateb 
introduces … the magisterial discourse of servitude, imprisonment and repression.176 

 

In relation toThe Forbidden Woman, Souheïla Boucheffa writes : 

 

Il s’agit d’un enfermement à « quadruple tour ». Le premier double tour est imprimé par la 

géographie et le climat….Le second double tour est imprimé par la tradition arabo-musulmane 

considérée comme opprimante et la montée de l’intégrisme qui vient accentuer le sentiment 

d’incarcération dont la femme est l’objet.177 

 

Images and feelings of confinement coincide with the social unease due to external or internal 

forces of oppression exemplified in the two novels by colonialism and religious extremism. 

The other intertextuel feature is fragmentation. In Nedjma, the key sentence is ‘l'absence 

d'itineraire abolit la notion du temps’178. No itinerary, no goal toward which to move, Kateb’s 

characters in this novel follow any road or path, looking for a way out from something, but 

toward nothing. ‘Chronological time exists in Nedjma -it is simply ignored. It is an 

insignificant factor for the various narrators in perceiving the world’.179 .Louis Tremaine 

illustrates with some examples from the first hundred pages of the novel: 

Rachid and Si Mokhtar arrive in Bone in the year 1942,  Nedjma is married sometime in the next 

month, the Setif up-rising takes place, of course, on 8 May 1945,  Mustapha and Nedjma have their 

first encounter on 15 September of the same year,  Lakhdar arrives in Bone on the same day, 

Lakhdar introduces himself at the Villa Nedjma in May of 1946, that the four cousins begin work at 

the chantier a short period of time later, [and] Rachid's arrest and attack on Mourad occur three 

years after that, and so on.180 

 
Linearity, too, has no trace in The Forbidden Woman, eventhough relative chronology is met 

and helps the reader retell the story, ‘time itself shatters’ (p.3).Besides her hysterical  



personality, Sultana upon her arrival at Ain Nekhla is confronted with a status quo : no change 

and no progress. She is shown more than once erring with no itinerary to follow. The same can 

be said about the hospital as space, metonymic of the whole village of Ain Nekhla. ‘To the 

right [she]recognize[s] the door of the consultation room, to the left those of the two waiting 

rooms’.(p.11). No change in time and space implies no change of people and culture. It is this 

space which suffocated her and pushed her to flee, and the narrative moves toward the same 

event, i.e. to flee it because of her feeling of confinement. The background of the narrative is a 

flight to move forward yet towards another flight, hence circularity of the novel. Nedjma’s and 

Sultana’s movements,between Constantine and Bone and between Algeria and France 

respectively ‘symbolize the heroic struggle of the Algerian woman and the continual stirrings 

of the masses.’181 in order to reshape the image of Algeria against the dictates of oppression. 

Apparently, Mokeddem has re-enacted the father’s text, yet with some modifications. 

However, Mokeddem’s protagonist is more active and narrates her own story: 

En contraste avec elle, Nedjma se caractérise par la passivité plutôt que par le dynamisme…Au  
terme du roman, Nedjma reste voilée de noir,sous tutelle,et condamnée à un va-et-vient 
perpétuel.182 

 
In addition, Nedjma’s women’s encampment is transformed in The Forbidden Woman,   to the 

active women’s community which strives against patriarchy but cannot get Sultana out of her 

exile.Noticeable is Mokeddem’s mimicry, the same but not quite, of Kateb 

Yacine.Consequently, Sultana cannot reflect Yacine’s l’Algerienne, contrary to what Twyla 

Meding has put forward.Nicole Aas-Rouxparis writes: 

Sultana se perd, comme Nedjmadans l’ambigüité et dans les contradictions de ses relations avec son 

espace…l’une toujours voilée de noir et bloquée dans une impasse, l’autre trop rapidement dévoilée 

et victimede ses excès- ne peuvent aboutir à la création d’un espace pour l’Algérienne dans la 

réalité de l’Histoire.183 

Yacine’s l’Algerienne,Nicole Aas-Rouxparis thinks, is Dalila. By juxtaposing the two 

drawings, Dalila’s portrait and the fresco, she finds out that the woman marching on the flames 

is the adult Dalila (see p.169)all the more if one considers the meaning of the name Dalila.It is 

an arabic word that means guide: 

Le portrait de Dalila complète l’itinéraire de L’Algerienne tracé sur la fresque de Yacine et dans 

l’œuvre de Yacine pour devenir figure de Liberté  guidant le peuple dans l’histoire et dans 

l’Histoire.184 



The painting evokes ‘victory’ over flames which can symbolize patriarchy inThe Forbidden 

Woman .Marching prevails and furrows the women’s history represented here by ‘a flat white 

furrow like a road drawn in the fire’s heavy smell’ (p.36). Not knowing this marching woman 

justifies Yacine’s choice of drawing a woman seen from behind. His signature, Sultana reports, 

seems ‘waiting’(p.37) for the appropriate Algérienne to play an anti-patriarchal  pioneering 

role, hence hope for the future, or ‘abandoned’(p.37) doubting this future because of a 

desperate present  which Sultana belongs to and which forces her to flee to France. As 

underlined by Nicole Aas-Rouxparis: 

Sur la fresque de Yacine la véritable figure de Liberté…est l’image révélée par un procédé de 

symbolisation …celle d’une silhouette féminine vue de dos, sans visage encore, mais indemne 

malgré la tourmente d’une mer en furie grâce à sa puissance  dynamique, celle d’un féminin dont 

l’action subversive….commence à émerger de l’ombre.P168… Ce visage est celui de Dalila, la 

fillette  adorée de Yacine, rencontrée sur la dune par Sultana et Vincent185 

Mokeddem’s choice to insist on hope is near the context of the narrative. Dalila is more than 

a double. The marching woman is Dalila in the future or the adult Dalila of whom Yacine has 

dreamt. Speaking about her portrait drawn by Yacine, she says to Vincent ‘it is not like a 

picture. It’s as if I were seeing myself in a dream…but it’s still pretty’ (p.25). The photo is the 

immediate reflection of reality whereas in this portrait Dalila sees her being in a dream, in 

Yacine’s dream.  

IV-Bildungsroman and autofiction:genres of ecriture feminine 

Though it is thanks to Helene Cixous that the issue of écriture féminine came to be 

highlighted in critical circles of France in the 1970s, she admitted that ‘it is impossible to 

define a feminine practice of writing, and this is an impossibility that will remain, for this 

practice can never be theorized, enclosed, coded-which doesn't mean that it doesn't exist’186. 

She however hinted at some of its features. ‘It will always surpass the discourse that regulates 

the phallocentric system… It will be conceived of only by subjects who are breakers of 

automatisms, by peripheral figures that no authority can ever subjugate’187.It is women’s 

writing which stands against subjugation to phallocentrism and breaks its laws. 

These features correspond with The Bride Price and The Forbidden Woman as the two 

protagonists attempt to resist against the dictates of the phallocentric systems in their home-

countries.That is, the content of the writing is feminist to some extent, but the two women 



writers have not invented a new genre particular to women and women’s writing in relation to 

patriarchy. Instead, they make use of the genres conceived of as only a male creation with 

characteristics which correspond to the patriarchal heritage. Consequently, we will study the 

genre to which each novel belongs and will then dissect the particular feminist features of the 

genre. 

In relation to Emecheta’s novel, Akunna’s trajectory from Lagos to Ibuza to Ughelli, from 

adolescence to a relative adulthood (at the end of the novel she is just sixteen and a mother) 

may classify The Bride Price as a buildungsroman. Bildungsroman is the literary label 

describing novels that prioritize the development or education of the protagonist. In the 

seventies (1970s), feminist critics began to identify and discuss a revised genre: the female 

Bildungsroman.Elizabeth Abel, Marianne Hirsch, and Elizabeth Langland break new grounds 

with their anthology, The Voyage In: Fictions of Female Development. They contended that 

‘women’s developmental tasks and goals,which must be realized in a culture pervaded by male 

norms, generatedistinctive narrative tensions—between autonomy and relationship,separation 

and community, loyalty to women and attraction to men’188. They admitted, however, that 

theirdefinition, although emphasizing gender differences, shared some ofthe assumptions of 

the traditional male Bildungsroman: “the belief ina coherent (although not necessarily 

autonomous) self; faith in the possibility of development (although this development may not 

necessarily be linear but may occur at different stages and rates); insistence on a time span in 

which development occurs; and emphasis on social context (even as an adversary)’189.Bonnie 

Hoover Braendlin explains why women writers favour this genre: 

The emphasis of a Bildungsroman on repressive environmental factors, on the process of 

disillusionment necessary for personality change and maturity, and on the possibilities for 

transformation offered by individual choices makes it an attractive genre to modern womenintent on 

expressing female awakening and consciousness-raising and on proclaiming new, self-defined 

identities190 

Ogaga Okuyadegathers some features of female buildungsroman:awakening meant to face her 

confinement in a patriarchal society, more self-awareness through women around her and a 

self-redefinition aiming at self-discovery and maturity. She writes: 

First, there is the awakening, when the character becomes aware that her condition of life limits her 

aspirations for the future. She begins to display tendencies of her resentment and discontent for her  



geography, which she hopes to transcend… This prompts the character questioning her values as a 

human being, her social status and her gender. Second, the main character gains self-awareness 

through her relationships with a network of women, who guide and support her in becoming self-

reliant in a patriarchal society. This network provides the character with moral guidance in the face 

of gender adversity. Third, the character explores her femininity and begins redefining her identity 

as she journeys into adulthood. Finally, as the character reaches a point of maturity and 

independence, she concludes her transition or journey of self-discovery. 191. 

Annis Pratt in Archetypal Patterns in Women’s fiction contends that the female protagonist is  

‘radically alienated by gender-role norms from the very outset ; thus …   the woman’s 

initiation [is] less a self- determined progression towards maturity than a regression from full 

participation in adult life’192. She does not achieve self-fulfillment and progress; on the 

contrary she experiences a never-ending   regression thanks to her acquired knowledge of what 

to be a woman in a patriarchal society looks like.The alternatives novels of development by 

women put forward are ‘auxiliary or secondary personhood,sacrificial victimization, madness 

and death’193. Interesting is A.Pratt’s overall observation that ‘the woman’s 

buildungsroman…provides models for ‘ growing down’ rather than ‘growing up’194. It is a way 

to say that this genre celebrates women’s social degradation, they grow up, i.e. from childhood 

to adolescence to adulthood, yet they grow down showing signs of conformity to patriarchy 

exemplified in their obedience to its laws like staying at home and raising children, or signs of 

anti-conformity leading to ostracism by her society, loneliness or insanity. 

The above considerations about this genre can be identified in The Bride Price. Emecheta 

opts for this genre because it can reflect the clash between Aku-nna’s autonomy or 

individuation   and Ibuza socialization process. Her awakening happens in Ibuza. Aku-nna  

learns and sometimes practises tradition dictates. Her redefinition of her identity is in the 

sphere of modernity, nonetheless she cannot hold it since tradition wins out.She also shows an 

example of ‘growing down’.She could not stay in Lagos, be a teacher as she has dreamt, and 

even after her elopement and marriage to her beloved, she lives in fear culminating in death.  

Another classification of The Bride Price is possible if one goes back to what Emecheta 

herself wrote in Kunapipi(1982) 

After Second Class Citizen, I told myself that I would write a completely imaginative work. I went 
back to my ancestral home in Ibusa and set up a love story which I thought was going to be a 
masterpiece […] to think I started writing The Bride Price as an imaginative piece of work. Come 
to think of it, is there anything like a completely imaginative work? 



The first chapter of The Bride Price was my father's burial. We lived in that street, all the people 
even retain their real names. My first visit to Ibusa was like that, but I omitted the most painful 
experience, the clitorisation. In fact it is the first time I am bringing that into any book, because it is 
autobiographical in a much closer sort of way. The rest o the book are bits of things that happened 
here and there, but which I brought together. I do not always agree with the way my people treat 
those whose ancestors happened to be slaves and who in some cases have lived with us for many 
generations. And during my school holidays I used sometimes to go and live with my kind relative 
and his family, the Halimsat Ughelli Government College. That gave me the scene of Aku-nna's  
death.195 

Emecheta admits that scenes from the novel are transcriptions from her own life and from her 

family and village environments.  These ‘confessions’ may give the reader an impetus to 

‘place’ the novel in the category of autofiction genre. Autofiction is a term coined by Serge 

Doubrovsky in 1977 when he published his novel, Fils. He  differentiates between 

autobiography and autofiction and writes : 

Autobiographie ? Non, c’est un privilège réservé aux importantsde ce monde, au soir de leur vie, et 

dans un beau style. Fiction,d’événements et de faits strictement réels ; si l’on veut 

autofiction,d’avoir confié le langage d’une aventure à l’aventure dulangage, hors sagesse et hors 

syntaxe du roman, traditionnel ounouveau 1(Serge Doubrovsky, Fils, roman, Paris, Galilée, 1977, 

quatrième de couverture.196 

Stéphanie Michineau gives a more or less cleardefinition: 

Une autofiction est un récit où l’écrivain se montre sous son nom propre (ou l’intention qu’on le 

reconnaisse soit indiscutable) dans un mélange savamment orchestré de fiction et de réalité197 

It is a mode of writing of the self métissé between fiction and reality. Shirley Jordan goes back 

to studies about women’s autofiction and finds out that it is a typical genre to situations of 

tension and fragmented or hybrid identities.  ‘Autofiction is seen to be linked to promoting 

individual and social change and to constructing identity in situations of tension’198. However, 

Marie Darrieussecq cannot see any creativity in autofiction, ‘presque infra-littéraire, à la portée 

de tous les inconscients et de toutes les incompétences stylistiques.’199 

The Forbidden Woman can be said to belong to the autofiction genre, too. Sultana is a 

nephrologist born in Southern Algeria who has escaped to France because of her undescribable 

unease in her homeland. During a visit there she is expelled by her people because of her 

‘inappropriate’ behaviour vis-a-vis her  religiously fanatic milieu. These pieces of information 

are some of Malika Mokeddem’s life details. The rest of it is fiction. 



Therein  happens a métissage between reality and fiction in  narratives written by  women, 

in Shirley Jordan’s words,  in situations of tension. Emecheta has to feed her children in a very 

hostile and racist environment. She is shown unable to come to terms with her dilemma, 

remaining married or asking for a divorce, respecting tradition or revolting against it. The 

reader may conclude that her dilemma is resolved when her husband indirectly intervenes in 

The Bride Price and makes her create a discordance between the narrative and its ending. In 

reality, B.Emecheta asked for a divorce, but in fiction, she kills Aku-nnaand ‘condemns’ her 

immaturity. 

Likewise, Mokeddem was in a situation of tension. The Algerian context of the 

nineties(1990S) directly imposes itself on our author who as an immediate response to it opts 

for an autofiction genre and writes what she herself calls ‘un roman d’urgence’ and what some 

critics may call ‘un genre pas sérieux’. Urgency pressurizes her into relying on real facts of her 

life to transfer on her characters in order to disparage the Algerian socio-political context like a 

hysterical madwoman might do. Her project is to propel the concept of métissage into a 

postcolonial Algeria so that people would get rid of stereotypes that the woman’s identity 

contains from the  patriarchal point of view. 

The rootcause behind the choice of autofiction is marginality caused by patriarchy. Indeed, 

the woman writer writes first of all about a self burdened with patriarchal marginality which 

yearns for centrality 

C'est le sentiment de marginalité qui motive le désir de s'exprimer auprès du sujet écrivant et qui 
devient aussitôt le nouveau centre de gravité de l'écriture autofictionnelle. Voix du proscrit, le récit 
relate la souffrance dans la différance dont la mémoire s'actualise sans relâche dans le présent.200 

 

Thus, autofiction is a form among others of the writing of the self portrayed in the past and 

projected in the future 

Le moi de l'autofiction se constitue par un télescopage de moments de remémoration et de 
projections anticipatives qui témoignent de l'avènement d'une subjectivité201 
l'autofaçonnement discursif consiste en partie en un recyclage d'instances d'être antérieures 
et en  partie en l'anticipation fictive du Dasein.202 
 

 



Nadine Schwakopf notices that women who write autofiction opt for strategies of ‘self-

concealment’particularly in their appeal to the male voice or their ways in which they seem to 

‘inhabit’ their texts. She writes: 

on voit les auteures des textes autoréférentiels opter pour des postures d'effacement de soi, en 
particulier l'investissement de la parole d'autrui et l'imitation de modèles scripturaires masculins… 
la femme qui désire écrire n'a d'autre possibilité que de consigner sa voix dans les modes 
d'énonciation typiques du discours patriarcal, par le détournement et le travestissement langagiers 
s'apparentant à une «policy of self-concealment».203 

 

This reinforces more the symptom of their anxiety of authorship and the recourse to 

intertextuality with male writing, as we have tried to show above. 

All in all, The Bride Price and The Forbidden Woman are two novels that celebrate a 

woman’s resistance against patriarchal traditional practices which seek to deny individual 

rights to the ‘other sex’, i.e, reducing women to physical bodies to control. The burden of 

patriarchy and its corollary,the exilic woman’s body along with its hysteria and anorexia, 

induces the woman to devise more strategies to resist them as exemplified in her mimicry of 

the ‘patriarch’ and his oppressive power. The female protagonists in the novels studied are 

shown experiencing this sense of exile and inhabiting the liminal space as an immediate escape 

from the societal enclosure. The patriarchal actions/anti-patriarchal reactions on their bodies 

encompass the realm of hysteria and anorexia. 

In this respect, the two novels bear a feminist touch, yet the fact is itself denied by both 

authors. Emecheta is in real life a feminist apt to get free from the shakles of marriage and take  

charge of her children ; she writes and publishes The Bride Price in which she conceals this 

self, an act of  ‘detournement’ towards a submissive self. She remains aloof from any feminist 

commitment, and if there is any, she insists on naming her feminism  a feminism with a small 

f.Malika Mokeddem is in real life a feminist who decries the patriarchal and fanatic ideology 

in her country but flees it ; however, she  creates her double (Sultana and Dalila)  to be her 

spokeswomen. Nonetheless, Sultana flees her society as Malika does; the one who remains is 

Dalila the child. Mokeddem’s ‘détournement’ is towards an escapist self. Besides, in spite of 

her support to feminists, in one of her interviews she seems skeptical about this term; she says: 

 J’ai été nourrie par les textes d’écrivains des deux sexes. Leurs livres ont jalonné mon parcours, 
m’ont portée dans nombre de difficultés. Je suis préoccupée par toutes les injustices, les privations 



de libertés. …Pourquoi dit-on «écrivain engagé» lorsqu’il s’agit d’un homme, et «féministe» 
lorsqu’il qu’il s’agit d’une femme ?204.  

B.Emecheta’s and M.Mokeddem’s positions may explain the ending each has chosen. 

B.Emecheta makes of her ‘feminist’ protagonist a scapegoat to preserve society since, in 

Emecheta’s view, the community precedes any individual’s right or ambition. Her leaning, she 

thinks, is a sign of maturity. Mokeddem, however, presents a more vital model for women to 

liberate themselves. Her protagonist devises more concrete anti-patriarchal attitudes; the end of 

the novel attests to a credible attempt to change her society. Yet, she gets her on a ceaseless 

move and makes her unable both to adapt to her Algerian patriarchal society and to find an 

appropriate space to express her identity and aspirations. 

The two novels, because of their protagonists’ alienation and their authors’ incomplete 

commitment to the women’s cause, are liminal. ‘The liminal novel is a novel in which the rite 

of passage either overtly depicted…or implicitly evoked…remains suspended in the middle 

stage…the suspension results from …[the hero’s] inability to complete the quest.’205.Aku-

nna’s death and Sultana’s flight constitute the suspension of the quest not only of the heroines 

but also of the authors themselves. Moreover,the choice of autofiction by our two women 

writers, i.e. making of Aku-nna and Sultana real/fictional miniatures of Buchi Emecheta and 

Malika Mokedddem respectivelyimplies floating femalesubjects in search of stability in 

harmony with their social positions and artistic appeals.At any rate, whatever the ambiguities 

found in the two novels, Emecheta and Mokeddem, through these two novels, have a share in 

the writing of personal experiences. Besides, theirfemale protagonists’ attempts –whether 

successful or not- to liberate their bodies and minds from the relegated cultural inscriptions 

attest to their will to freedom and to their metonymic agency over their own fates. 
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‘There is no one history,no one story about war,that has greater claim to truth but that history 

is made up of multiple stories,many of them herstories ,which emanate from and then 

reconstruct events. Each story told by someone  who experienced a  war, or by someone who 

saw someone who experienced a war, or by someone who read  about someoene who saw 

someone who experienced war, becomes part of a mosaic the many colors and shapes of which 

make up the totality of that war.’ 

Miriam Cooke,Women And The War Story (p.4) 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



B.Emecheta’s and M.Mokeddem’s relation to the civil war that occurred in the writers’ 

home countries, Nigeria and Algeria reflects traumatic experiences in their works, Destination 

Biafra and Of Dreams And Assassins respectively. The two writers somehow invert the 

feminist slogan ‘the personal is political’ into ‘the political is personal’. Indeed in their 

opinion, women should have a say in the political arena all the more when the latter, as the two 

novels show, highlights a civil war that decimated people from different sexes, ages and 

classes. Besides, women under any war are not excluded or protected from the war terror. On 

the contrary, the women become the target with which one can handle or destroy power. 

The Nigerian Civil War, popularly known as the "Biafra War", broke out on July, 6th 1967 

till January, 15th 1970.  The war put an end to an uneasy and fallacious peace that had troubled 

the nation from independence in 1960. Nigeria emerged after independence as a democratic 

state which pledged to respect the human rights. The federal constitution ordained three 

semiautonomous regions—Northern, Western, and Eastern—dominated, respectively by the 

Hausa, Fulani, Yoruba, and Ibo. A fourth region, the Mid-Western, was added in 1963. 

The ultimate cause of the war was that the country was divided by the federal government in 

Lagos into twelve states from the original four regions in May 1967.  The former Eastern 

Region under Lt. Col. Ojukwu saw the act of the creation of states by decree "without 

consultation" as the last straw and declared the Region an independent state of "Biafra" on 

May 30th, 1967.  The Federal Government saw this as an act of secession.  Several meetings 

were held to resolve the issue peacefully but in vain.  The central government decided to 

bring  back the region to the main fold by force. On July 6th, 1967, federal troops invaded the 

breakaway region. Consequently, the war was declared; it was between the South Eastern 

Region of Nigeria and the rest of the country. By August 1967, the war had been extended to 

the Mid - Western Region by the Biafrans.   



By the end of April 1969, after almost two years of a bloody and destructive war, the 

Biafrans’ enclave had been drastically reduced in size. By december 1969, it was obvious that 

the end of the civil war was near as the self - acclaimed Head of State of Biafra, Lt. Col. 

Ojukwu, realizing the hopelessness of the situation fled the enclave with his family members 

on the 10th of January 1970.  The Commander of the Biafran Army who took over the 

administration of the remaining enclave surrendered to the Federal Government on 14th 

January 1970 bringing an end to the war. 

In Algeria, the situation was different. The civil war occurred many years after the flag 

independence of the country. The proximate cause for the outbreak of that war was the 

military’s annulment of the results of the December 1991 legislative elections,  which the 

constitutionally created Front Islamique du Salut (FIS) won. In January, 1992, President 

Chadli Benjedid resigned and was replaced by a  Haut Comité d’Etat (High Council of State) 

composed of five politicians.  A state of emergency was declared, the FIS was outlawed, and 

its leaders were imprisoned. Thousands of supporters of the FIS were detained, but new 

militants replaced them shortly afterwards, and violence ensued. The Algerian government at 

that time engaged in repressing the Islamist threat, however armed Islamist groups grew more 

numerous. Many civilians died as victims of this fierce conflict. 

In October 1997, the government called for  negotiations  which culminated in a truce. In 

April 1999, the Algerian president offered a conditional amnesty, through LaConcorde Civile, 

to members of armed Islamist groups. The most intransigent Islamist groups, the GIA and the 

GSPC, rejected the amnesty and continued the struggle. From 100,000 to 200,000 people were 

killed during this war. Many were unarmed civilians including children and babies. 

Needless to say that under any war, the woman is doubly victimized: first as a sexual object 

for any man and second as the woman of the enemy. Indeed, this chapter will explain the whys 



and wherefores of the instrumentalized woman’s bodyas shown in the novels. It will study how 

Emechetaand Mokeddem demonstrate that the woman’s body becomes under the civil war a 

sexual object to satiate the male desire and a political border to be ‘raped’ for the sake of the 

enemy’s victory as in the case of Debbie in Destination Biafra. The woman as a political 

border to ‘rape’ during wartime is due to the fact that raping a woman is made to symbolize 

raping the nation. As SitaRanchod-Nilsson and Mary Ann Tétreault write, ‘as biological and 

social reproducers, women's bodies are claimed for the nation and, as a result, often become 

battlegrounds in nationalist conflicts’1. Put differently, the woman is doubly victimized: as a 

female sex and as a symbol made to bear the burden of the nation. 

The second point the chapter will deal with is the primary relation the two female 

protagonists holdwith their homelands. We will see that Debbie is fully engaged during the 

civil war as an army officer then as a peacemaker. She indeed establishes a nationalistic tie 

with her country though she is portrayed a ‘been-to’. Kenza on the other hand distances herself 

from her country as the latter due to its patriarchal ethos leads her to drift into exile, a 

condition which is also conditioned by the civil war which impinges on her desires such as 

loving a man and studying to be a doctor. The religious fanaticism and the political 

schizophrenia she has experienced incite her to leave the country where she has been confined. 

Her move to Montpellier for the sake of an appropriate place to settle and also to seek for her 

mother tends to be a quest for the self; hence she acquires a nomadic consciousness which 

practically accompanies her when she moves to Canada after having known her mother’s past 

from her mother’s friends. 

The nationalistic or the nomadic relation the female protagonists develops is due to the 

imagined country each one builds about her country in the future.This can construct a parallel 

with the Cassandra myth.The prophecy that female characters put forward or believe in is in 



fact the rootcause of the nationalistic or the nomadic tie each one develops. 

The last element this chapter will analyse is Emecheta’s and Mokeddem’s writing of the 

civil war and thus of history novels. The two novels in fact testify to the woman writer’s 

incursion into the man writer’s world which characteristically comprises the composition of 

war novels. Our women writers first write and then write war novels about the history of their 

home countries. Thereby, the woman writer has a share in the history writing of her country 

and a chance to rehabilitate the woman’s role not only during those wars but also in the whole 

history of their countries. 

 

I-Rape as a rhetoric : 

In both novels, the attack on the woman’s body during the civil war  appears to be a rhetoric 

as it symbolizes not only a patriarchal hold of the woman’s body as a man’s property but also 

as a post/colonial seizure of the land by its ex/colonizer. Obviously, rape, the unavoidable by-

product of war, epitomizes in a direct and tangible way how the woman’s body is an 

‘inscriptive surface’ of the man’s desire and power. In this respect, the woman appears as a 

violable embodied object. Luce Irigaray sees rape as ‘a particular way of violating an 

individual in their body, and in their private and public dignity.’2 She suggests that it  ‘is not 

just a matter of possessing the body of the other but of penetrating the sphere of their 

intimacy’3. This can be interpreted by the imagination of the woman’s body as an open space, 

‘intrinsically violable, connected to others through this violability’4 ‘because boundless, rather 

than bordered and policed’5. These images are also transferred to the Europeans’ 

configurations of African lands as spaces where to suck oil. 

First and foremost, raping the woman implies injuring the male enemy as the latter 

considers the woman as his property all the more if the context is war. ‘The rape of enemy 



women in warmight have had a 'salutary military effect.' [it is used] as a useful tactic in war. 

The rape of females can in some instances demoralise and destroy enemy 

communities.’6Katrina Lee Koo agrees with this view and asserts that rape is a weapon and a 

stragtegy in order to spread terror. She writes: 

War rape is both a weapon and a strategy. It is a weapon which attacks women’s physical and 
emotional sense of security while simultaneously launching an assault, through women’s bodies, 
upon the genealogy of security as constructed by the body politic. As a strategy of war, rape is one 
of the means by which the sanctioned and systematic pursuit of a political objective is undertaken. 
That political objective can range from terror and domination to genocide. The specific uses of rape 
in war are multifarious and involve combatant and non-combatant women alike. War rape, 
regardless of context, is both a form of torture and a tool of political terror.7 
  
Second, many critics consent to the fact that rape, either during peacetime or wartime, is 

classified as an unspeakable and unrepesentable experience.Mieke Bal, for instance, insists that 

rape 

cannot be visualized not only because “decent”culture would not tolerate such representations of the 
“act”but because rape makes the victim invisible. It does that literally first—the perpetrator 
“covers” her—and then figuratively—the rape destroys her self-image, her subjectivity, which is 
temporarily narcotized, definitely changed and often destroyed. Finally, rape cannot be visualized 
because the experience is, physically, as well as psychologically, inner. Rape takes place inside.In 
this sense, rape is by definition imagined; it can exist only as experience and as memory, as image 
translated into signs, never adequately “objectifiable.” 8 
 

Terry Eagleton in his The Rape of  Clarissa devoted to the study of Richardson’s 

Clarissanotices  that ‘ The 'real' of Clarissa — the point around which this elaborate two 

thousand page text pivots — is the rape; yet the rape goes wholly unrepresented, as the hole at 

the centre of the novel towards which this huge mass of writing is sucked only to sheer off 

again.’9. Shakespeares’s the Rape of Lucrecia, which explores the rape of a virtuous wife 

Lucrece  by her husband’s friend Tarquin, also makes of the act of rape an absence in the text. 

 
… he sets his foot upon the light, 

For light and lust are deadly enemies: 
Shame folded up in blind concealing night, 
When most unseen, then most doth tyrannize 



The wolf hath seized his prey, the poor lamb cries; 
Till with her own white fleece her voice controll’d 
Entombs her outcry in her lips’ sweet fold: 
For with the nightly linen that she wears 
He pens her piteous clamours in her head; 
Cooling his hot face in the chastest tears 
That ever modest eyes with sorrow shed. (ll. 677-83) 10 

 

In this poem, the aura of rape as prepared by the rapist should be dark and invisible thus 

difficult to represent. Indeed, as, Lynn A.Higgins and Brenda R.Silver argue, rape is 

tantamount to, what they call, the rhetoric of elision in male texts. Elision, borrowed from ‘the 

latin laedere means hurt or damage, relating to lesion suggesting…the secret ways in which 

representation is linked to the physical’11. This rhetoric focuses ‘on how rape can be read in its 

absence…. [male] texts reveal, however unconsciously, the ambivalence  of the male author 

caught up in representations of masculinity and subjectivity that he may question, but he 

ultimately leaves in place the gap that for the critics, if not for the authors, provides a space to 

speak of women’s violation and subjectivity’12. One way of speaking of women’s violation in 

women’s texts is to render it speakable and representable. This is what Emecheta has  

endeavoured to show in her novel, to tie a form of  male exploitation of  women’s sexuality 

with textuality during  the civil war. 

Indeed, in B.Emecheta’s Destination Biafra , any woman of the enemy, due to her sexual 

identity, is doomed to be ‘humiliated [and] die slowly’(p.134) whereas any man calls for 

‘kill[ing him]  outright’(p.134). When Debbie’s mother pleads with one of the soldiers, who is 

about to rape her daughter, to ‘do whatever he want[s] with [her], and afterwards  kill [her].But 

leave [her] daughter out of it’(p.133), he responds with a touch of ‘nobility’ that ‘[they] are not 

killers of women and children.’(p.133), yet he reminds her that ‘this is war, madam’ (p.133). It 

is to mean that women’s destiny during war  is not death but rape, and this is explained well by 

the Ibo businesswoman to whom Debbie and her mother flag down. She unsurprisingly insists 



that rape is not only Debbie’s fate; she indeed reports that ‘hundreds of women have been 

raped -so what ?it’s war’ (p.135). Debbie’s mother after the rape incident understands the 

wartime function of women and says ‘we are women, daughter, this is our lot’ (p.134). All this 

presupposes that destinies under war are already ordained as follows: murdering the male; 

raping the female. 

Debbie in Destination Biafrais gang-raped when she is on her way to Asaba where she is 

supposed to meet Abosi whom she will try to persuade to surrender.  

She could make out the figure of the leader referred to as Bale on top of her, then she knew it was 

somebody else, then another person…She felt herself bleeding, though her head was still clear.Pain 

shot all over her body like arrows. She felt her legs  pulled this way and that, and at times she could 

hear her mother’s protesting cries.But eventually, amid all the degradation that was being inflicted 

on her, Debbie lost consciousness’ (p.134). 

 

This passage provides an example of Emecheta’s telegraphic description of rape. This means 

that she -a woman- achieves a narration of rape while in men’s texts, the perpetration of the 

sordid act remains a silent episode. 

The other reason of this achievement is that B.Emecheta herself moves forward from silence 

to naming and describing. In Second Class citizen, Adah is a victim of a marital rape, but she 

cannot name the act as such. ‘Adah did remember in the confusion that her nickname at home 

was ‘Touch not’. But how could she protest to a man who was past reasoning ? The whole 

process was an attack as that of any animal’ (p.40)’. Her summative description of rape as an 

‘animalistic attack’ without naming it posits it in the realm of unspeakable acts by which  the 

woman is victimized. ‘The narrative silencing of the rape plot corresponds with Adah’s self-

imposed silence…her rape [is] an experience neither she nor Emecheta can name or 

articulate’13. However, this animalistic attack in Destination is named, narrated and 

represented. It is this trajectory of rape that starts from the unspeakable to the speakable that 



fashions Emecheta’s achievement in portraying women’s experiences under patriarchy and 

sustains the thesis that a woman writer is a more appropriate agent in writing about women. 

Yet, this achievement is partial as it is the narrator who speaks on behalf of the female victim 

not the victim herself as she sinks in unconsciousness. This loss of consciousness stands for the 

impossibility of narrativity and representability of rape by the victim herself who instead  

keeps only a memory of it. 

Debbie is deeply battered by this attack on her body and realizes that "in the eyes of the 

world ... she was a tarnished woman" (p. 159). She feels herself  humiliated, more so when she 

was not sure whether her mother had been raped or not. ‘She looked again at her mother... Had 

she been raped too? That was the question Debbie would never ask. She felt guilty that, with 

all her education, she could not lift a finger to help her own mother’(p.134). When she regains 

consciousness, she decides not ‘to talk about it…no one was going to hear her tell that all that 

happened’(p.). Though she admires her mother ‘who could use her tongue to move the hardest 

of men’(p.135) who ‘fear Stella Ogedemgbe’s tongue’ (p.135), she prefers to live the post-rape 

incident in silence. She ‘wished she would stop. It would do no good going over all that had 

happened to them. Some people might sympathize …Mother, that’s enough now’(p.135).In 

fact, Debbie wishes  ‘if only she could talk to someone who would understand without making 

fun of her or repeating it to anyone else.’(p.157), but because ‘many would snigger’ (p.135), 

she prefers to surrender to silence.  

Rape and speech as two opposites can be seen when soldiers attack brigadier Onyemere and 

Oladapo. Their leader tells Oladapo’s wife ‘if you raise your voice, my men will rape you here 

and shoot you dead’(p.78). Upon hearing people breaking the door of his house, Ugoji advises 

his girlfriend, Regina, not to resist rape saying ‘please don’t resist rape, that may save your 

life’ (p.88). As he runs away, he hears her ‘cries of fear…and he could only pray [for 



her]’(p.89). When he secretly crawls back to his apartment to get some food and clothes, he 

finds her dead. Her voice of resistance against rape means that it has not  spared her life. 

Debbie’s experience reveals how much rape is the unspeakable experience women cannot 

narrate; it indeed breeds women’s recourse to silence. Tuzyline Jita Allan demonstrates this 

very idea in Ama Ata Aidoo’s Changes in which the heroine, Esi Sekyi,falls prey of a marital 

rape. She attempts to ‘articulate this experience [and] comes to the painful understanding that 

her mother tongue fails her at the critical moment of her violation because it is a patriarchal  

instrument designed to protect male sexual privilege’14. The other reason is that for marital 

rape, her society ‘could not possible have an indigenous word or phrase for it. Sex is 

something a husband claims from his wife as his right. Any time. And at his convenience’ 15. 

Her internal refusal of being maritally raped pushes her forward to decide to leave her 

husband. 

Likewise, Debbie reacts actively after her rape. She resumes her way to meet Abosi after 

having learnt about the genocide against the Ibos. While traveling in a bus full of Ibo refugees, 

she is captured by Nigerian soldiers. The latter, as the law of the war allows, strip the women. 

Debbie is brought to the commander, Lawal Salihu, her one-time colleague who, in order to 

empower himself and belittle her to being ‘nothing but a woman’ though she becomes a soldier 

and peacemaker (175), intends to rape her. This time Debbie speaks back to him and attempts 

to rescue herself by bringing to the fore her past history of rape. 

Allah will never forgive you now because you tried to violate a woman who has been raped by so 
many soldiers, a woman who may now be carrying some disease, a woman who has been raped by 
black Nigerian soldiers. You thought you were going to use a white man's plaything, as you called 
me, only to realize that you held in your arms a woman who has slept with soldiers. (176) 

 
Somehow, as stated by Joya Uraizee, ‘she escapes rape through rape’16. She indeed 

instrumentalizes the weapon with which she is assaulted. But what is more noticeable is the 



fact that she verbalizes her experience of rape  and breaks the assumption that a raped woman 

cannot speak about her rape. The subaltern Debbie speaks of the unspeakable and via the male  

language. In sum, she dismantles ‘the master’s house with the master’s tools.’ 

P.B Moji sees Debbie’s rape as ‘a turning point in Debbie’s evolution into the antithesis of 

the male soldier-hero, namely the female combatant… [with regard to her] attempt to make 

sense of being raped [that] leads her to interrogate wartime violence’17. Debbie’s statement that 

‘it is not a war between Abosi and Momoh. This is our war. It is the people’s war’ (p.160) 

stands for ‘a spatial reordering of war in which the civilian spaces (the home-front) become a 

part of the combat zone (the battlefront)… the nature of combat include[s] acts associated with 

surviving a war. Thus, the participation of ordinary citizens (women, men and children) in war 

is put on an equal footing with that of soldiers’18. P.B.Moji’s view sustains the rehabilitation of 

the raped woman. Unlike Shakespeare’s Lucrece who commits suicide and Richardson’s 

Clarissa who escapes then dies, Debbie after being raped not only is the spokeswoman of her 

trauma in front of men but also carries on her mission  for peace. B.Emecheta in this novel 

transgresses the male tradition of rape elision accompanied by women’s victimhood to subvert 

it to a narrative representability followed bywomen’s agency. This subversion is not met in 

M.Mokeddem’s Of Dreams And Assassins which instead re-enacts the male elision. 

Though M.Mokeddem belongs to the women writers who prove ready to write about any 

topic even about the taboo (as seen in the first chapter), scarcity of details and lack of a faithful  

narrative representation around the taboo of rape prevail in this novel.The Algerian woman is 

the victim par excellence during the Algerian black decade. Yet, her rape is summed up once 

in ‘girls raped in front of their parents. Stolen and taken away to the Maquis,where blood 

thirsty monsters, their rut satisfied, mutilate and dispose of them. Poor crumbs of their 

savagery’(p.25). 



Souad Labidireports that the black decade in Algeria generated traumatic experiences lived 

by women (men and children too) and simultaneously ‘la mise en mots des maux’19. She 

classifies this writing within the category of what Christiane Chaulet-Achour calls l’ecriture de 

l’urgence’, a term which does not designate ‘une « écriture bâclée élaborée dans la 

superficialité. Urgence, c’est l’obligation […] de dire et de témoigner’20. Souad Labidi views 

that this term ‘is linked to the immediacy of witnessing and writing without discarding the 

literary  creation and aesthetics’21. She also notices that ‘throughout the black decade, an 

important  number of writers broke the silence  in order to say that which we did not dare 

approach….[like] taboos…rape in particular has the lion’s share in a great number of 

narratives’22. 

This goes against M.Mokeddem’s leaning towards rape unpresentability in Of dreams And 

Assassins as It was published when the black decade was at its peak if one follows S.Labidi’s 

thesis that the writing of this decade liberated spirits and writers in order to penetrate the 

untouchable zones like rape and woman’s sexuality. In her first two novels, Les Hommes Qui 

Marchent(1990) and Le Siecle Des Sauterelles(1992) translated as The Century Of Locusts and 

the ones studied by S.Labidi, rape is  one of the major events.S.Labidi  remarks that  

Ses deux premiers romans traitent du viol. Ce dernier ne se situe pas dans la tranche temporelle des 

années 90 mais dans la période coloniale. Dans Les Hommes qui marchent Mokeddem donne la 

parole à Saâdia, personnage féminin et victime de viol, pour dire ce qu’elle a subi; tandis que pour 

son deuxième roman, Le Siècle des sauterelles, elle a confié la tâche à un narrateur extradiégétique 

pour narrer minutieusement tout ce qui s’est passé avant, pendant et après le viol.23 

It is important to note that it is the victim, Saadia who narrates the crime of rape years after its 

happening. The passage below highlights moments before and after rape as it is difficult to 

revive in words the act of rape at the moment of its occurrence. Saadia indeed narrates the 

memory of rape: 



Au bord de l’oued Sidi Yahia…je m’y sentais à l’abri. …Assise au calme…Soudain, je vis surgir un 

homme. Il devait avoir l’âge de mon père. Il s’arrêta à une vingtaine de mètres de moi et me scruta. 

Il ne souriait pas, ne parlait pas. Il y avait quelque chose de sinistre en lui. Je me levais pour me 

sauver, mais mes jambes refusèrent d’obéir. La terreur me paralysait. Quand l’homme se remit à 

avancer vers moi, je trouvai la force de reculer de quelques pas. Mais il fendit l’air avec une rapidité 

surprenante pour un corps aussi lourd. Des mains velues me saisirent, me jetèrent à terre. Je me 

débattis. Crier vainement. J’étais trop loin. J’ai toujours été trop loin de tout. Il me viola. Plus que la 

douleur qui me déchira le ventre, c’est un sentiment de révolte et de honte qui me fut le plus 

insupportable. J’ai furieusement désiré la mort. Là, tout de suite24 
 

To cover ‘this tragedy’25 with unrepresentability as it is the  doom of rape, the rapist after 

his act ‘gets ready to kill her’26. Saadia the victim escapes not knowing where to go, but she is 

sure that it is impossible to go back home, ‘they would kill her. No doubt’27. Noticeable is the 

fact that in her narration, Saadia is unable to name rape as it is a taboo; she uses ‘this’(‘ça’ in 

the French version). Like Debbie who after being raped reports her rape to Lawal and Alan, 

Saadia narrates it to Mahfoud and to the dressmaker who betrays her and reportsher ‘unchaste’ 

experience to the villagers. The latter chase her away out of fear of contaminating the douar 

(see p.56). Consequently, like Debbie, ‘the tainted woman’, Saadia is named ‘une traînée’, a 

danger to imprison in a whorehouse 

Saâdia était déjà brisée […] Saâdia était déjà une traînée. On l’enferma donc au bordel.  […] Saâdia 

ne connaîtra, pendant de longues années, que les bordels. Lieux d’incarcération du plaisir, 

tombeaux du désir 28 

 
The other similarity between Saadia and Debbie is the awakening. After Debbie’s loss of  

consciousness and after Saadia’s confinement, the two victims of rape rehabilitate themselves. 

The raped Debbie turns out to be a diplomat for the cause of peace and reconciliation, the 

raped Saadia, with doctor Vergne’s help, leaves the whorehouse and runs a business 

Sur les conseils de Vergne, Saâdia avait ouvert une blanchisserie. La première de la ville. Elle louait 

une maison dont elle avait aménagé une partie en lieu de travail. Vergne lui avait avancé les fonds 

pour lancer son entreprise. Il lui fournissait aussi une large clientèle : l’armée française, du troufion 



au plus gradé des convives du mess des officiers. Saâdia s’était mise à gagner plus d’argent qu’elle 

n’en avait jamais espéré. Plus qu’aucun autre Algérien en tout cas. Très vite, elle avait pu 

rembourser son ami et engager des employées29. 

 
Choosing the laundry can stand for cleaning the trace of rape on her psyche and the 

condamnation of  her society. Somehow,  she vanquishes rape and society, and her narration of 

her past of rape is more evidence of this victory as she revives it with words. However, as 

noticed by Souad Labidi, M.Mokeddem 

a essayé de glisser l’acte du viol en lui-même très timidement dans la narration. Mais au fur et à 

mesure que le récit progresse, il dévoile toutes les conséquences de cet acte indigne. Mokeddem a 

tenté de nous faire part des sentiments de la petite fille par le biais du monologue qui décrit les 

souvenirs dramatiques vécus dans le passé et le fait qu’elle fut jugée à tort et enfermée dans une 

maison close. Ainsi Malika Mokeddem, à travers les propos de Saâdia, la fille violée, prend la 

défense des femmes réprimées et maltraitées.30 

 

The act of rape is unchaste and violent; conversely its narration is  timid. 

In the second novel, Century of Locusts (Le  siècle des sauterelles), the act is represented 

more clearly and can be visualized in a way similar to Emecheta’s description and with the 

same voice, that of the omniscient narrator. More audacity in its representation takes place : 

He moves slowly towards Nejma.She retreats.He leaps, seizes her by the neck opening her robe and 

pulls…he leaps on her, pushes her down and pins her to the ground. Nejma struggles, screams, hurls 

insults, begs, cries and scratches.To no avail…he has torn upon her robe…his partner…gets up and 

comes to help him.He kneels at the woman’s head.Holding his wrists with one hand, he grabs her 

fouta with the other. In short order she finds herself bound…in a final surge of defiance. Nejma 

raises her head, bites the left arm of the man…the man slaps her savagely…the man grasps her 

throat and squeezes…Nedjma’s head falls back. Her eyes roll up…He stays locked spasmodically 

onto his prey, hallucinating…when the two men finally get up, Nejma stays on the ground…the 

men straighten their clothes and get ready to leave.31 

 
Nejma is strangled. That is, the absence of her voice (as she is dead) collocates with the 

unrepresentability of rape  however remedied in this novel by the omniscient narrator. In other 

words, Mokeddem retrieves Nejma’s voice and narration of rape via the narrator’s voice which 



is Mokeddem’s, too .S.Labidi thinks that ‘the author demonstrates a great solidarity with the 

victim as she portarys faithfully all her reactions and makes us live and participate mentally in 

the woman’s  suffering and resistance’32. Yet, it is interesting to note that rape, though 

narrated, has generated muteness. Yasmine, Nejma’s daughter, ‘nailed to her hiding place, has 

witnessed the entire scene. Body twisted, face pleading, her mouth is wide open but no sound 

emerges’33. The male tradition of elision and silence around the issue of rape reappears in this 

text. However, it is subverted to lead to the appearance of other women’s ways of resistance. 

Absence of parole between Yasmine and her father triggers the latter to invent a new way to 

communicate with his daughter: writing and reading. 

In Of dreams and assassins, Mokeedem covers rape with the cloth of muteness and 

unrepresentability. At first glance, one may link it to Mokeddem’s retreat .Yet, it is difficult to 

categorize her as such as she is a woman writer who openly says that she is ‘a woman with no 

borders and no taboos’34. The more plausible reason has to do with the historical context. It is 

the civil war, the prevailing context of terror and horror which accordingly puts the woman 

writer’s endeavor of rape representability in the back stage, restoring thus the male tradition of 

elision. Under the civil war, Mokeddem with no borders prioritizes her own topical targets. 

The other reason has to do with the category of writing the novel falls in. L’ecriture d’urgence 

emerges side by side with the spread of violence in the nineties(1990s). It is the type of writing 

that commits itself to write/say the unspeakable tragedies of the black decade. Schahrazede 

Longou features the primacy of telling bound to an immediacy, i.e no time lapse between the 

happening and the telling of the act : 

L’oeuvre littéraire de cette décennie noire se préoccupe plus du dire dans l’écrire. Dire les 
événements sanglants, dire l’Algérie qui s’écroule sous les mains des islamistes […] l’urgence et 
l’immédiateté du passage à l’acte d’écrire... Ainsi, on écrit pour dire, témoigner et rendre compte du 
paysage sanglant.35 
 



The same idea is defended by Ghania Hammadou.She writes : 
 
Succombant a l’urgence  de dire la situation de terreur…et face a ce présent, a l’histoire immédiate, 
pas de recul possible ; il faut faire vite : écrire, écrire, avant que ne sèche le sang du crime, avant 
que ne vienne l’oubli. La fiction récupère la réalité.36 

 
Other reasons can be annexed to the abovementioned ones. First, the protagonist of  Of 

Dreams And Assassins (or any other female character in the novel) is  not  raped. Second, rape 

is one facet of the civil war in Algeria among others such as kidnappings, murders, bomb 

explosions in Algeria. The last possible reason is that the setting of the novel is twofold: five 

chapters are set in Algeria and five chapters in France. The former is so suffocating that Kenza 

wants to run away to France. The suffocation implies an inability to speak or to speak little, 

two features that go hand in hand with the essence of the male narration of rape. 

At any rate, doubtless is the fact that rape seems to be a male re-incarnation of the divide 

male,mind,public,power/female,body,private,submission. The first soldiers who rape Debbie 

cannot believe that she belongs to the army, and Salihu Lawal wants, behind his intention to 

rape her, to show that she is ‘but a woman’(p.). Apparently, the woman’s body under war is a 

‘boundless space’ to cross and colonize for the sake of the preservation of more outstanding 

patriarchal social borders. Somehow, rape appears to be a means of the destruction of the 

female border,i.e her body, so as to save the male patriarchal borders. It can also be said that 

rape is a man’s practice  to keep the male order intact even under the national anarchy after the 

outburst of the civil war. 

This anarchy, as Emecheta shows, is raised effectively by the interference of the British 

empire in the local affairs of Nigeria, so as to safeguard its economic interests and ultimately 

keep Nigeria colonized under the mask of independence. This metaphorically  appears as the 

rape of the land. Indeed, raping the woman’s body because it is a ‘bondless space [not] 

bordered’ can be transferred to Nigeria as a space becoming a boundless space to be re-



bordered by the British ex-colonizer and the corrupt Nigerians. In other words, Nigeria is the 

land -the  body- to violate by the British via its exploitation of its oil after its independence.   

Edward Said views imperialism as ‘an act of geographical violence through which virtually 

every space in the world is explored, charted, and finally brought under control’37. This 

reinforces the literary interrelation between the woman and the land found in the local writing 

about the land and the colonial/imperialist writing about the colonized land. Indeed, the 

African woman /land is an unforgettable pair in Senghor’s poetry. His poem, ‘Femme Noire’ 

translated as ‘Black Woman’ epitomizes the convergence of woman and land: 

 
 
Naked woman, black woman 
… 
And now, high up on the sun-baked pass, at the heart of summer, at the 
heart of noon, I come upon you, my Promised Land, 
… 
Naked woman, dark woman 
Oil that no breath ruffles, calm oil on the athlete’s flanks, on the flanks of 
the Princes of Mali 
Gazelle limbed in Paradise, pearls are stars on the night of your skin 
…. 
I sing your beauty that passes, the form that I fix in the Eternal, 
Before jealous Fate turns you to ashes to feed the roots of life. 
(Senghor, 1965; translation by John Reed and Clive Wake) 38 

 
In Senghor’s Black Woman, the emphasis is laid upon her body and black skin as  the locus of 

desire, which subsumes the land to which she belongs. Senghor glorifies the blackness of the 

African woman and the land she embodies to ultimately help to eradicate the inferiority 

complex the colonizer/imperialist has bred in the psyche of the colonized. 

With regard to the colonial/imperial description of the African land, Joseph Conrad’s Heart 

Of Darkness illustrates it through Kurtz’s description of the African mistress who also stands  

for Africa as a land to exploit. Needless to say that the word mistress implies that the 

relationship is only and purely sexual. Kurtz’s African mistress is seductive but threatening. 



‘She carried her head high… She was savage and superb, wild-eyed and magnificent; there 

was something ominous and stately in her magnificent progress…the colossal body of the 

fecund and mysterious life seemed to look at her’39. The emphasis in her description is laid 

upon her strangeness and savagery  as she wears ‘bizarre things, charms’40, to intensify this 

‘savagery’. Yet, she bears the spell that European colonialists/imperialists cannot resist, indeed 

‘she must have had the value of several elephant tusks upon her.’41 

Zoë Brigley Thompson and Sorcha Gunne rely on the  poem, ‘Act of Union’ by the Northern 

Irish poet, Seamus Heaney to describe the exploitation of the land as a rape of a woman which 

the poet uses so as to grasp the depth of imperialism. Seamus Heaney writes : 

 

Your back is a firm line of eastern coast 
And arms and legs are thrown 
Beyond your gradual hills. I caress 
The heaving province where our past has grown. 
I am the tall kingdom over your shoulder 
That you would neither cajole nor ignore. 
………………………………………….. 
And I am still imperially 
Male, leaving you with the pain, 
The rending process in the colony 42 
 

In the poem, the speaker’s point of view is that of  imperial Britain which sexually and 

politically subjugates Ireland. ‘Heaney ‘unproblematically equates the violated land to the 

violated woman, drawing out this metonymic comparison as the eastern coast of Ireland is the 

woman’s back and the landscape her body. The speaker in the poem is ‘the tall kingdom’ over 

her shoulder—the rapist leaving his ‘legacy’43. 

An approximately similar actisadoptedby Mustafa Sa’eed in Tayeb Salih’s Season of 

Migration to the North though this example illustrates an anti-colonial reaction to this ‘tall 

kingdom’.The Sudanese  Mustafa Sa’eed, whose country was colonized by Britain, intends to 

avenge this ‘rape’via his seduction of  British women; this explains why  in his view  ‘the city 



[of London] has changed into a woman’44 ; consequently he becomes ‘unconcerned with 

everything except the filling of [his] bed each night’45. In other words, he engages himself in 

‘trapping’ and ‘destroying’ British women by dishonouring them. As Georges Tarabishi 

writes, he ‘reduces [Britain] to a woman and has the illusion of possessing it by possessing a 

woman’s body.’46 

The examples cited above by male authors revolve around the idea that the exploitation of 

the land is metaphorically represented by the rape of women of this land. This male fashion  

can be said to appear in Destination. Somehow, Emecheta kills two birds with one stone. By 

raping Debbie, men decry their patriarchal attitude toward the women’s bodies. Therein 

Emecheta portrays a gendered violence on women who during wartime experience one of its 

more intensified forms illustrated in rape and murder. Simultaneously, Emecheta uses rape as a 

trope in order to describe Nigeria as a land -a body- violated by the British ex-

colonizer/imperialist. 

One of the distinctive features of Emecheta’s novel is its political revision of the Nigerian 

crisis (as the political is made personal). It is highly significant that Emecheta begins her novel 

with the conversation between Alan Grey, Sir Fergus and Macdonald. She shows how the 

British counsellors interfere in the ruling policy of Nigeria. Britain cannot allow for the 

independence of Nigeria; all that the empire can do is to grant it an ‘incomplete’ independence 

because Nigeria, as put forward by Sir Fergus, must belong to the British Empire.  Macdonald 

confesses to Alan Grey: ‘I only hope the Hausas turn out to vote for their own men. If not, 

we’ll have a great deal of explaining to do. All I know is that a Hausa man must be Prime 

Minister. That is the only way to maintain peace in this place’ (p.17). The British governor and 

his authorities at home think that the only opposition they would face would come from the Ibo 

party which is led by Dr.Ozimbo. The British fear that their interests would be lost after the 



Nigerians’ choice of an Ibo leader. The reader can feel this fear in Alan’s words :‘These vast 

areas are full of oil, pure crude oil, which is untouched…now we are to hand it over to these 

people…after independence they may sign it over to the Soviets for all we know(p.6). It is this 

fear that makes Macdonald hurriedly nominate Mallam Nguru Kano. He bequeaths Nigerians a 

political independence which is bound to fail and lead to an undescribable chaos, better seen 

later in  the genocide of the Ibos. 

Indeed, Emecheta entitles one of the chapters of her novel ‘divide and rule’ to help the 

reader scrutinize more  the British meddlesomeness in Nigerian political problems. As the war 

progresses, the British neo-imperialist Alan Grey reveals sympathy for the Biafran cause while 

secretly colluding with the Nigerian government for oil in exchange for arms. He sells ‘both 

arms and mercenaries to Momoh in exchange for control over the eastern oil reserves, and he 

brings food and medicines to Abosi to ensure that the neo-imperialists appear moral ; thus 

playing magnificently his role of  a double agent’(p.18). Indeed, characters like Governor 

Macdonald and Captain Alan Grey, with their hypocrisy and interference in the shaping of the 

Nigerian political background is strongly criticised in the novel. To illustrate, the manipulation 

of the first republic’s election in favour of the Hausa-Fulani elements by British colonial 

authorities is exposed in the novel. The effects of this manipulation lead eventually to political 

upheavals which degenerate into the civil war, reinforcing, in Heaney’s words, Britain as ‘the 

tall Kingdom / …over the shoulder of’ Nigeria which cannot get rid of its legacy, best seen in 

the civil war. 

 

II-Debbie the nationalist and Kenza the nomad : 

Many definitions were elaborated on the theme of nationalism47.Ernest Gellner defines 

nationalism as  



A political principle, which holds that the political and the national unit should be 

congruent.Nationalism as a sentiment, or as a movement, can best be defined in terms of this 

principle. Nationalist sentiment is the feeling of anger aroused by the violation of the principle, or 

the feeling of satisfaction aroused by its fulfilmentent. A nationalist movement is one actuated by 

asentiment of this kind.48 

 

In his enumeration of the ways of the violation of the nationalist principle, he mentions an 

ultimate background of a civil war, that when ‘the political boundary of a given state can fail to 

include all the members of the appropriate nation’ 48. Herein nationalism emerges as ‘a theory 

of political legitimacy, which requires that ethnic boundaries should not cut across political 

ones, and… that ethnic boundaries within a given state …should not separate the power-

holders from the rest.’50. The Nigerian and Algerian civil wars can be said to be the result of 

the failure of governments to take into consideration the needs and aspirations of all citizens. 

Kenza’s departure from Algeria can be regarded as an epitome of this very articulation 

whereas Debbie’s participation in the civil war (as a soldier then as a peacemaker) can also be 

classified as an endeavour not to create new  Nigerian ‘political boundaries’. 

Anthony D. Smith concentrates on the past and its role in maintaining the nation. ‘The 

nation was always there, indeed it is part of the natural order…the task of the nationalist is 

simply to remind his or her compatriots of their glorious past, so that they can recreate and 

relive those glories.’51According to him, nationalists should be ‘political archaeologists 

rediscovering and reinterpreting the communal past in order to regenerate the community’52 

whose secret  energy lies in  the ‘two-way relationship between ethnic past and nationalist 

present’53. At this juncture, one can say that in the Nigerian case, the ethnic past collides with 

the nationalist present creating factions and frictions. 

The other meaning he develops about nationalism is that it is ‘an ideological movement for 

attaining and maintaining autonomy, unity and identity on behalf of a population deemed by 



some of its members to constitute an actual or potential “nation’’54. The keyword of this 

definition is ideology.It is,according to Louis Althusser, a ‘representation’ of the imaginary 

relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence’55. This existence is ‘material’, 

as the individual ‘must inscribe his own ideas as a free subject in the actions of his material 

practice.’56. In some frames of reference, ideology stands as the manifestation of the 

individual’s consideration of his reality as expressed in his daily acts. Nationalism as an 

ideology arises out of the notion of patriarchy as the latter has historically intervened in the 

building of nations, assumed to be basically a man’s task. Somehow, ideology can be, 

following J.M.Balkin’s thesis, ‘a way of thinking and talking that helps constitute and sustain 

illegitimate and unacknowledged relationships of power. It is a form of discourse in which 

oppressive power finds its home.’57 

Anne McClintock’s observations about nationalism ultimately fall in this category; they 

indeedrevolve around the gender veneer of nationalism. Anne McClintock pinpoints the male 

label in Gellner’s definition of nationalism; she observes that ‘the very definition of 

nationhood rests on the male recognition of identity: Men are of the same nation if and only if 

they recognize each other as being from the same nation.’58 She consequently concludes that 

‘allnationalisms are gendered’59, ‘constituted from the very beginning as a gendered discourse 

and cannot be understood without a theory of gender power’60. She also contends that:  

All nations depend on powerful constructions of gender. Despite many nationalists' ideological 
investment in the idea of popular unity, nations have historically amounted to the sanctioned 
institutionalization of gender difference. No nation in the world gives women and men the same 
access to the rights and resources of the nation-state…nations are contested systems of cultural 
representation that limit and legitimize peoples' access to the resources of the nation-state…male 
theorists have seldom felt moved to explore how nationalism is implicated in gender power. As a 
result… nationalisms have typically sprung from masculinized memory, masculinized humiliation 
and masculinized hope.61 

 



Besides, she links the secondary role of women in nationalistic commitments to her secondary 

social place. ‘Excluded from direct action as national citizens, women are subsumed 

symbolically into the national body politic as its boundary and metaphoric limit: …but are 

denied any direct relation to national agency’62. Even the word nation is derived from ‘natio: to 

be born. We speak of nations as "motherlands" and fatherlands’63. She finds out that the 

woman’s secondariness is simply due to her secondariness in the family, ‘Since the 

subordination of woman to man and child to adult was deemed a natural fact, hierarchies 

within the nation could be depicted in familial terms to guarantee social difference as a 

category of nature’64. ‘A woman’s political relation to the nation was thus submerged as a 

social relation to a man through marriage. For women, citizenship in the nation was mediated 

by the marriage relation within the family’65. Her other outstanding observation is that a 

woman’s militancy is not a woman’s choice; ‘women learn their militancy only at men's 

invitation. Theirs is a designated agency - an agency by invitation only’66. Female militancy, in 

short, is simply ‘a passive offspring of male agency and the structural necessity of the war.’67 

However, she reveals that Black (including African) nationalism is slighlty different in the 

sense that it is becoming more and more liberating and authentic than white nationalism. She 

writes: 

Black women's relation to nationalism has thus undergone significant historical changes over the 
years. At the outset, women were denied formal representation; then their volunteer work was put at 
the service of the national revolution, still largely male. Gradually, as a result of women's own 
insistence, the need for women's full participation in the national liberation movement was granted, 
but their emancipation was still figured as the handmaiden of national revolution. Only recently has 
women's empowerment been recognized in its own right as distinct from the national, democratic 
and socialist revolution. Nonetheless, the degree to which this rhetorical recognition will find 
political and institutional form remains to be seen.68 
 

At this juncture, Christopher Miller distinguishes two moments in African nationalism, ‘the 

generalized nationalism -without-a-state that valid predominated pre-independence 



discourse’ 69; it does not refer ‘to affiliation with a particular state  but simply to any form of 

resistance to colonialism and any explicit assertion of African rights.’70. The second moment 

reclaims ‘national borders’71 as  a more valid framework. ‘The arbitrary borders between 

African states…were reasserted  as the armatures of a more familiar state nationalism.’72 

Destination Biafra falls in the second moment of African nationalism, that is, reclaiming the 

Nigerian borders as an armature of the Nigerian state led by Saka Momoh. This moment 

coincides with the articulation of new parameters for modern African womanhood. Indeed, 

Debbie refuses to re-enact the role assigned to women like the one played by her mother 

exemplified in ‘child bearing and rearing and being a good passive wife to a man whose ego 

she must boost all her days’ (p.45). Indeed, Debbie’s refusal is implied in her decision to enroll 

in the army. “… yes she would join the army… not as a cook or nurse but as a true 

officer!”(45). As an officer, she smokes and carries a gun. She gives orders to a group of 

soldiers: “Everyone stand up and put your hands on your head. Any false move means death. 

Shoot to kill any soldier who moves. You there, take all their guns and ammunitions. You 

search them! Unarm the soldiers, unsoldier them all” (p. 79). At the end of the narrative, she 

tosses a grenade at Abosi’s fleeing plane. These actions used to be men’s. In other words, 

Debbie willingly, following her individuality, but  ‘illegally’ with regard to the social context 

she is living in, quits her private sphere to ‘taste’ what the public one looks like. She sees her 

expression of a new womanhood in her going beyond the traditional female private to join the 

male public.  

What encourages this move is her liminal status, i.e, not belonging to any sphere though 

socially speaking her biology ‘places’ her in the private one.In P.B’s Moji view, ‘Debbie can 

be characterized as a liminal figure who constantly negotiates her identity between two worlds 

– England and Nigeria.’73. The same view is held by Katherine Fishburn who links Debbie’s 



crossing of sexual, racial, class and educational boudaries to her representativeness of the new 

modern Nigerian woman.She writes : 

Debbie represents both the Nigerian intellectuals and a new type of modern Nigerian woman.She is 
also the girlhood of friend of the new political friends,Chijioke abosi and Saka Momoh.she is 
sexually involved with Alan Grey,the British military officer…though she comes from an elite 
family,while she is in the army, she spends considerable time among ordinary folk who are simply 
trying to escape the terrors of war.By crossing tribal,sex,,class,and educational boundaries,she thus 
achieves the kind of representativeness that Emecheta envisioned for her heroine.74

 

 

 

However, this move is fraught with what Bhabha’s calls, fixity that male characters in the 

novel resort to out of fear from this ‘modern woman’. Fixity, for H.Bhabha, is ‘the sign of 

cultural/historical/racial difference in the discourse of colonialism…it connotes rigidity and an 

unchanging order as well as disorder, degeneracy and daemonic repetition’75. Likewise, the 

masculinist discourse and acts in Destination appropriate the strategy of fixity in order to hold 

over its legitimacy. When Debbie decides to join the army, her parents are shocked as joining 

the army ‘is a masculine preserve’(p.56); she knows ‘the ridicule her announcement would 

engender’(p.56) and many people ‘laughed at her’ (p.58). When she informs Abosi about her 

decision, he enquires about her father’s reaction and reminds her that if he succeeds to 

convince his father to accept his choices, it is because he is ‘a man’ (p.58) and ‘parents treat 

their daughters differently’(p.59). Abosi’s reaction implies that his acceptance of Debbie in the 

army depends on her father’s blessing. She in the end promises him ‘to try to soften the blow 

to her parents’(p.58). As a soldier, Debbie is depicted as an ‘unreality’; she ‘screamed at the 

bemused men…it took them so unawares that for a very long time most of the officers thought 

they were seeing visions…all under the command of a woman ![…] staring down at Debbie 

Ogedembge ... with undisguised amusement as if to say :’whatever you do, however much you 

are armed and in command now, you are still a woman’ (p.79).  



Her negotiation with this fixity is to behave like  a man. In front of soldiers, she insists on   

‘yell[ing] at the top of her lungs until the sinew on her thin neck stood out in relief’ ‘to  make 

her voice carry any weight’ (p.79). She enjoys ‘making men obey [her]’(p.93). Besides, in 

order to be accepted in this masculine sphere and to prove to others –mainly men- that she is a 

capable woman, she falls in the trap of men’s instrumentalization of her will, body and 

connections. She blindly takes part in the mass murder of Ibo people which she regrets later. 

She tells Alan : ‘you should have seen the eyes of those men,whose only crime was that they 

were Ibos.No one told me they were going to be killed…Now they are all dead, and I was the 

one who arrested them..I put them in a position where they could not lift a finger to defend 

themselves’ (p.93). Burdened with a hampering sense of guilt, she moves away from a military 

participation to become an ambassador of peace, unaware of the fact that she is 

instrumentalized by political leaders to achieve ceasefire. Saka Momoh selects her because 

‘[her] family and his were friends… [they]were both at Oxford, though [she] is a 

woman…[she] can use [her] feminine charms to break that icy reserve of his’(p.123). This 

emphasizes the female sexuality as a military asset to achieve power. Even Abosi accepts her 

request to join the army in order to indirectly get arms with the help of her English boyfriend. 

Oneyemere agrees that if ‘she can be a useful tool…[they] should… use her’(p.69). In fact, it  

seems naïve of Debbie to accept  to accomplish what she is asked to do and justifies her  being 

a puppet in men’s hands. ‘By highlighting the dissonance between Debbie’s femininity and the 

military context, Emecheta initially conforms to the gendered spatial schema of war’76 which 

minimizes women to raped bodies and nationalist agents at the service of men. 

In the light of Anne McClintock’s theorizing of nationalism that ‘from the outset, women's 

organized participation in African nationalism stemmed less from the invitation of men than 

from their own politicization in resisting the violence of state decree’77, that ‘women have 



everywhere enlarged their militancy, insisting not only on their right to political agency but 

also on their right of access to the technologies of violence’78, one can say that the been-to 

Debbie starts her national journey as an African nationalist with no male invitation to take part 

in the war, experiences male violence but ends up as a white nationalist whose agency relies on 

men’s approbation and instrumentalization best seen, for example, in Oneyemere who wants to 

reach his political aims with the use of her physical charms. 

Another argument has to do with motherhood. Paulina Ada Uwakweh contends that the 

militant option for a woman is a new option to motherhood; ‘it is an option that is as much 

self-affirming as it is nurturing’79. Her definition of militancy focuses on ‘active support of, or 

engagement in the use of force or strong pressures’80. Women’s militancy can be seen in 

‘protests, support of revolutionary or resistance movements  by transpporting arms, crying for 

the fighting men and the engagement in physical fighting on the battleground’81. She asserts 

that women’s militancy ‘is therefore not new …What may be new….is a militancy operating 

outside the realms of traditionally prescribed roles for women such as motherhood and 

marriage.’82 In Paulina Ada Uwakweh’s view, ‘[Emecheta has] defined new avenues  for 

women’s self-definition by presenting the militant choice as an option to the traditional 

limitation of motherhood’83. Relying on what Barbara Christian’s opinion that ‘resistance 

against life destructive forms is a form of nurturance therefore motherhood’84, P. A. Uwakweh 

underlines that ‘Emecheta merge[s] the two roles by breaking down socially imposed 

divisions…and underline[s] the point that the ultimate end of the biologic role, motherhood, 

can  be fulfilled in a militant life. This is the new option that [she] challenge[s] society with’85; 

hence a demystification of motherhood. 

But what is striking is the fact that Debbie is made to fail in the male militant option and 

ends up as a surrogate mother. Her nationalism itself ends up in the male mould as her 



nationalism is gendered,following Anne McClintock’s premise. At the end of the novel, she 

assumes responsiblity for the orphans of the Nigerian war. In other words, she becomes as 

many women, according to the gendered nationalism ethics, the re-producer of the nation. 

Debbie as the mother –better  named the national mother- is and should be theonly role 

awoman has and should play. B.P.Moji argues that Debbie’s rape ‘marks a turning point in 

Debbie’s evolution into the antithesis of the male soldier-hero, namely the female combatant. 

In order to achieve this transformation, Debbie has to first be symbolically stripped of her 

military attire, her masculine mask’86. He also maintains that Debbie’s discovery that the 

Nigerian civil war is ultimately a ‘people’s war’ ‘constitutes a spatial reordering of war in 

which the civilian spaces (the home-front) become a part of the combat zone (the 

battlefront)… Thus the participation of ordinary citizens (women, men and children) in war is 

put on an equal footing with that of soldiers.’87 

However,this view is one-sided. Putting the woman back in the sphere of motherhood 

during the civil war can be read as the unchanging –or fixed- status of women during the civil 

war even if these women are educated. ‘Nationalism reduces women to their 

motherhood…which stands against the varied realities of women’s experiences in society’88. 

Women, for Anne McClintock, are just ‘the procreators and not the citizens, the producers and 

transmitters of national culture. Through restrictions on sexual and marital relations, women 

reproduce the boundaries of national groups and acculturate their children to function within 

them’89. As nationalism is gendered, limiting women to reproduction and men to militancy, 

‘women have been admonished to fulfill their “duty” to the state/nation by bearing children in 

the service of group reproduction.’90 This explains why the woman symbolizes the nation. ‘The 

symbolization of the nation, as the “mother country,” embodies the nation as a “woman.” The 

imagined female body represents the nation... So nations are pictorially represented by women, 



depicted as mothers (reproducers) of the nation.’91. It is this symbolization which explains 

more the reason of her rape. ‘The war rape of ethnic cleansing… is set on destroying and 

annihilating the “mother”; …Shame her, and her family, and her nation, and they are 

defeated.’92.Anne McClintock remarks that ‘in all nationalist contexts, women - as symbols and 

childbearers- face a variety of pressures to support nationalist objectives even, or especially, 

when these conflict with feminist objectives.’93 

Emecheta in fact has tried to create a new nationalism that would fit African women during 

the civil war, but she and her heroine fail to go beyond the masculinist nationalism imposed by 

a patriarchal society. Paulina Ada Uwakweh’s opinion that Emecheta has devised militancy as 

an effective alternative to motherhood in the modern era is too ambitious. One would say that 

the ending of the novel implies in fact the condemnation of women to a gendered nationalism 

and to the institution of motherhood. Emecheta’s naming  of Debbie a ‘dream woman’94 can 

have more than one explanation. It can mean that she is the woman Emecheta wanted to be and 

could not be. It can also mean that it is the woman who tries to fulfill women’s dreams like of 

women’s militancy, of implementing feminist nationalism but as the novel shows, Debbie 

cannot go beyond the social boundaries imposed on her (and on Emecheta). 

Nonetheless, within these social boundaries, she resolutely refuses to get married to her 

lover Alan Grey, whom she tells: 

I am a woman and woman of Africa. I am a daughter of Nigeria and if she is in shame I shall stay 
and mourn with her in shame. No I am not ready yet to become the wife of an exploiter of my 
nation… Goodbye, Alan, I didn’t mind being your male concubine, but Africa will never again 
stoop to being your wife, to meet you on an equal basis like companion, yes, but never again to be 
your slave…(Destination Biafra, P.258-259).  

 
Anne Frank states that ‘“Debbie transmutes the personal into the political and asserts that her 

affair with Grey was a kind of allegory of the imperialistic rape of her nation”95. 



Metaphorically, the refusal of this marriage proposal stands for ‘Africa’s overthrow of western 

exploitation and her decision to fight her own survival battle alone”96. 

Kenza has a different reaction towards Algeria during its civil war. Her relation to her 

motherland stems from her relation with her mother. Kenza is motherless; her mother, 

Keltoum, died many years ago. Kenza was born in Montpellier the year of Algeria’s 

independence, when her mother was in the country looking after her injured brother. Upon her 

return to Algeria, Keltoum discovered that her husband had taken a second wife and that the 

couple was expecting a child. She left, and her husband prevented her from taking Kenza with 

her; Kenza ‘was three months old when [her] father grabbed [her] from her arms on a 

doorstep’ (p.6). The memory she keeps about her is little and vague. In her narration of her 

past meetings with her mother such as for example her attempt to kidnap her, she repeats the 

expression ‘it seems’: 

It seems that [her] mother took [her] away during one of her returns to Oran.[Her] father apparently 
combed the city for two weeks and beat up his wife.It seems that [she] was found at the foot of the 
apartment building the day my mother took the boat again for France.[she] was two years old..It 
seems that all her efforts to see [her] again were in vain.p.11. 
 

The other piece of information she gets about her is from a woman, Zana Baki. Zana Baki  is 

her mother’s friend and  comes to see Kenza to inform her of her mother’s death and to take 

her to visit her grave. At the burial site, the young girl feels no emotion; she has ‘no fragment 

of a shared life to give life to this word:mother.’(p.13).She thinks she ‘could not lose a mother 

whom [she] had never had’ (p.13). ‘The feeling of her [mother’s]absence, little by little was 

dying in [her]…and sank into forgetfulness.’ (p.13). After having lived a bitter experience of 

love, Kenza admits that she must seek information about her mother to understand the ‘first 

abandonment’ (p.56) so as to undertsand Yacef’s. It is clear that the two abandonments are due 

to tradition which mostly constructs her mother in her imagination as ‘emptiness’ (p.5) 



The latter in the novel stands as an opposite to the excess represented by her father. His 

excess is not in filling the void left by the absent mother but in his monstruous and brutish 

traits of personality. Her relation with her father is not that of love but of hatred marked by 

bouts of yelling and by fiercely looking at him, ‘[her] father never loved [her]. [She] really got 

back at him for that.[she] was gifted with a look that made him angry …so [she] yelled even 

louder than he did.Very early [she] learned the power of [her] yelling. Girls and women who 

raise their voices terrorize him.Make him beat a retreat’(.p.8).Yelling is for her an arm to 

protect herself. She ‘yelled so that he would not consider [her] as ‘ the maid of his maid’ or his 

‘sons’ scapegoat’(p.8). ‘After that [she] began to laugh even harder. To laugh about 

everything. To laugh in order to chase away [her] nightmares’ (p.13). The same relation is 

undertaken with other members of the family. ‘The passsing years had brought [her] other 

enemies: [her] half-brothers.[she] pitted [her] calmness against their despotism. Put up other 

walls between them and [her].Walls of all our differences surrounded by my silence.’(p.10) 

Apparently, Kenza feels an internal exile at home, a sense of the unhemlish which she 

describes as ‘the abyss opening inside of [her]’ (p.8). Exile is ‘the unhealable rift forced 

between a human being and a native place, between the self and its true home’97 ; it nourishes 

the awareness that one is not at home though s/he dwells in this space and  carries ‘the 

connotation of an impetus of some urgency that propels one away’98. It is this sense of exile, of 

this rift between her, her family and her village that pushes her to devise ways to withstand it 

such as yelling, laughing, and refusal to speak which in fact characterize a young girl’s 

discourse of rejection of the situation imposed on her after the independence of her country. 

Being judged as a danger in the family, her father ‘get[s] rid of [her] by sending [her] to his 

brother’s home in the desert’(p.9) during school breaks. Though she fears the desert where ‘life 

oscillates between flashes of anguish and vast expenses of lethargy… the summers bite into the 



winters and with a few angry attacks of the sand wind, assassinate all of spring’s vague 

desires.’(p.10), she is cooled down ‘by the joy of leaving [her] family’(p.9). Better than the 

desert is the school, ‘the only glimpse of another world’ (p.14), it ‘save[s] [her] from the desert 

and [her] family’(p.10). Later, she manages to ‘find some job in order to escape from the house 

again and to be able to buy [her]self some books’(p.11). All in all, she takes the initiative to 

live far away from her father. ‘It is [her] who fled from [her] father, his bestiality, his 

complaining horde of brats, his wife-servant, the atmosphere of the apartment building … had 

become suffocating’ (p.10). 

These attitudes evidence how much Kenza feels ‘sick of home’. She views home -the 

familial space- as a prison, ‘a site from which escape was the essential prerequisite for self-

discovery and independence.’99. Her relation with her family home translates her relation with 

the Algerian space as a whole. Indeed,wherever she goes, she carries with her this sickness 

best seen in ‘her effort not to meet the eyes of others’(p.21). When she ‘left the lycee [she] did 

not look around [her] at either the people or the city’(p.21) as  ‘the view of a girl alone and 

motionless…was a pressing invitation to lust.In the street even dreaming is forbidden to 

us’(p.21). Her attitude is to escape this space and imprison herself in the boarding school and 

‘close herself in’(p.21). At university, she lives in the campus, once studies are over, ‘she 

wrestl[es] from [the administration] the right to a small faculty apartment’ (p.29) though she 

knows well that living ‘alone in the city is like a bomb’(p.29). All these examples demonstrate 

how much the familial space works for Kenza’s confinement. ‘Hardened by [her] isolation and 

resistant to any family ties’ (p.10), she manages to escape it since she establishes an exilic tie 

with it. 

However, this relation undergoes a positive change after she discovers the beauty of the 

space she has ostracized. Indeed, after having ‘discovered’ Lamine, a caring brother whom she 



calls ‘an intrusion into [her] isolation’ (p.19) and for whom she blames herself for not noticing 

him, she discovers the beauty of the city. She begins to ‘look around at store windows, walls, 

balconies, café terraces’(p.21). After many walks with Lamine, she discovers the city and its 

happiness which she celebrates in a very detailed description (see  pp.21-24). 

In other words, she has expressed a rupture with her home, father and brothers including 

Lamine. Once the distance between Lamine and Kenza is reduced and the relation becomes 

brotherly, the rupture is transformed into a rapture to have a kind brother and to live in such a 

beautiful city, Oran:clean, peaceful and cosmopolitan. However, the rupture re-emerges after 

the outbreak of the civil war in Algeria. Peace is replaced by ‘terror and the forbidden [that] 

burn everything to ashes’ (p.25). Kenza is ‘afraid of the terror that prowls.That sows suspicion 

all the way to the hearts of families. Afraid for [her] friends, for the women, the little girls, the 

thinkers, the unknown’ (p.25). 

The other factor which re-enacts the exilic tie with Algeria besides the civil war is her love 

affair with Yacef, a doctor from the upper middle-class. Kenza and Yacef ‘defend [their love] 

in the face of and against everyone. Against [her] family and his. Against the self-righteous 

spirit of the neighbors. Against people scandalized by everything’ (p.31). Yet, Yacef proves to 

be not strong enough to keep defending his convictions and to stand against his parents’ 

indignant refusal; he secretly marries the woman his family has chosen for him.When she 

learns the news, she feels the need to escape to the city which she finds ‘gloomy’ with an 

insolent and violent sky (see p.37). Kenza concludes that the élite is mentally ‘colonized’ by 

tradition. Her immediate reaction to the news of Yacef’s marriage is ‘an uncontrollable 

laughter.That shakes [her] as a spasm’ (p. 36). It is the same laughter which carnivalizes her 

father’s authority over her. The same can be said here. She indeed laughs against the 



destructive power the news can have on her. Shortly afterwards, she tears apart Yacef’s 

presents and tells herself: 

I’m strong…I won’t cry ! Not for that.Not in this Algeria, where crying, when one is a woman, 
means giving up.Where tears  are no longer any consolation.I’ll wait for other times, other 
countries.For pain doesn’t carry with it so much pestilence and tragedy. 

 And then what ? After love and terror….a life fulfilled all the way to the heart of woundedness                  

    (p.45) 

Subsequently, she decides to leave Algeria. Her decision in fact translates a geographical  

expression of her previous psychological exilic state due to the country and its men. This 

appears well in Selma’s encouragement of Kenza to leave Algeria :  

What do you have to lose here ? A man who has already abandoned you ? Crazy father and brothers 
who suck your blood and threaten you ?The country ?The country !What is this country saving for 
the women ? Prosecution for the literate ones, humiliation and suffering for all ! (p.52) 
 

Indeed, the absence of the mother and her disillusionment with her father who only follows  

a masculinist ideology cannot allow Kenza to feel any nationalistic ties with Algeria. One can 

say that Kenza leaves her father and her fatherland and not the motherland. Her father, the 

patriarch and his home are microcosms of the whole patriarchal country after 

independence.This is well shown in the first chapter which starts with Kenza’s complaint about 

her father and ends with her observation of Algerian fathers’destruction of their daughters : 

each time the school year began again, I discovered that fathers had pulled out some 
Hourias,Naciras and Djamilas from school to marry them off, by force…I should never have 
believed that this immense, collective dream of liberty which excited everyone,was going to 
contribute to the forming of different men.It carried within itself its own discriminations.Fathers 
who shatter the futures of their own daughters are capable of enslaving freedom.(p.15) 

 

Besides, the same chapter starts with ‘long before my birth, something was already out of 

kilter in my family’ (p.5) and ends with ‘something was already out of kilter in the country as 

soon as Independence came. But I didn’t know that yet’(p.15). The first five chapters are in 

fact a journey towards the unknown that becomes known and horrible enough to quit. In other 



words, the family and her country (all fathers) are put on the same footing. Her family, 

supposed to be a source of affection, is instead one of hostility and injustice towards girls and 

nurtures in her an internal exile. Her ‘independent’ country similarly  ‘has such disdain for its 

feminine part, that train its children for misogyny  and fanaticism…thirty years of preparation 

of ugliness’ (p.58), pushes her to opt for an external and geographical  exile which is ‘to cross 

borders, to put the biggest distance between [women] and their family, between themselves 

and the country that refuses them freedom [for the sake of ] a release’(p.44) 

Actually, Kenza is a reminiscence of Edward Said’s experience of exile. Edward Said in 

Out of Place reports on his father’s sickness and his decision to go into exile. He writes that 

‘the gravity of his illness …signaled to me that the Middle Eastern domain he had carved out 

for us as a home, a shelter, an abode of sorts, with its main points tied to Cairo, Dhour, and 

Palestine, was similarly threatened with discontinuity and evanescence’100. It is his father’s 

sickness that alerts in him the vulneralibity of his home and the necessity to go into exile. 

Likewise, Kenza notices that her ‘father already had his own illness, sex’. (p.5) ; ‘women are 

nothing more than meat to him.’(p.7) ‘Often without wanting to, [she] caught him screwing the 

neighbor women’(p.5). This is this illness which brings about the vulnerablity of her relation 

with her father who becomes ‘nothing more… than a caricature.’(p.5) and hence the 

vulnerablity of her relation with brothers and the country. 

 Kenza’s exile attests to the fact that it is impossible for her to show nationalistic ties with 

Algeria. If Debbie uses her nationalism as resistance, Kenza yields to resistance to nationalism. 

E.Said’s dialectic of nationalism and exile can well reinforce this idea : 

We come to nationalism and its essential association with exile.Nationalism is an assertion of 

belonging in and to a place,a people,a heritage.It affirms the home created by a community of 

language,culture and customs; and, by so doing it fends off exile,fights to prevent its ravages 



[…]Exile,unlike nationalism,is fundamentally a discontinuous state of being.Exiles are cut off from 

their roots,their land,their past.101 

Debbie’s nationalism stems from her feeling of belonging to Nigeria and shows how much it is 

important for her and the community of women she lives with to save the nation from the 

dangers arising inside as well as outside the country. Conversely, Kenza expresses a loss of 

contact with home and country and chooses exile as a remedy of this loss. The other reason is 

the gendered nature of `nationalism. Selma discards this nationalism as it infringes women in 

the post-independence era. She says that ‘during the War of Independence, Algerian women 

went back and forth in the underground, armed just like their brothers. Allah’s nonentities lock 

up adolescent girls for fornication and food. We don’t give a damn about nationalism ignited at 

our expense. (p.52). It is this very nationalism which Kenza condemns via her criticism of her 

father’s view of women. His ‘national contribution’ rests on ‘the repopulation of Algeria’ (p.6) 

as a sign of his ‘heroism and patriotism [which] were inseparable from fornication’(p.6). It is a 

post-independence nationalism that reduces women to bodies exploited by men. The same 

image is held during the civil war during which illiterate women are raped and killed whereas 

the literate ones flee the country. 

Once having landed in Montpellier, Kenza cannot resist making contrasts between the 

French and the Algerian space. The former is ‘a paradise’ (p.62) where ‘liberty would for [her] 

be physical lightness.’(p.65) and where one can fulfil her dreams like ‘eating ham, drinking 

beer and smoking.’(p.65). The latter is ‘a country of tragedies.’(p.62) where ‘the sunset is no 

longer an invitation to stroll on the beach and the seafronts… [and] the colors of twilight…are 

the cosmic image of the blood of victims’(p.69).Yet, this welcoming and beautiful space could 

not feed Kenzawith rootedness. It indeed creates in her ‘the pleasure of the moment [that 

however] sharpens in [her] the feeling of waste ’(p.66), ‘[her] solitude crushes and exhausts 



[her]. Despite the absence of obstacles and constraints, [she] feel[s] imprisoned in the midst of 

this opulence and these excesses’ (p.81). Montpellier could not erase Oran which she 

remembers ‘with sadness’ (p.81) due to which ‘she visits an immigrant neighborhood which 

ends up making her nauseated.’(p.82).  

In Montpellier, she has ‘the strange feeling that [she is] encountering [her] mother’s ghost. 

As if a wandering ghost…as she were unfolding different shapes of absence for [her] arrival. 

Different sketches of a body in exile’(pp.63-64). Allison Spellman Connolly maintains that 

‘the function of spectral characters in a postcolonial context is often linked to traumatic events 

experienced during the lifetime of that person…The spirits of the deceased seem to have 

unfinished business that prevents them from leaving the human plane’102 and live in the form of 

a ghostly presence. The communication with the mother-ghost happens in Montpellier since in 

Algeria she has no knowledge of what a maternal figure looks like. ‘Her departure from 

Algeria allows the ghost of her mother to finally “come alive.’ 103 via the construction of her 

memory thanks to the stories she gets from Khalti Aisha and Zana Baki. She learns from 

Khalti Aisha’s mouth that her mother tried to commit suicide as she could not resist the 

absence of her daughter, that she did housework for the French for a living, that she died after 

an abortion attempt alone in her flat and that her repatriation succeeded thanks to women’s 

solidarity and paticularly to Zana Baki who supplies Kenza with more information about her 

mother since her  arrival at Marseille. ‘These personal details make the mother real 

...Keltoum’s story allows [Kenza] to create a portrait of her mother—a young, troubled woman 

whose status as a woman and immigrant caused much suffering.’104 

However, the resultant sadness she has experienced emerges in a dream : 
 

I am a ghost .I’m wandereing  in the ruins of Oran.Beneath a sky of blood.There is no longer a 
single woman, nor a single child. There is no trace of them among these falling rocks. They have 
turned into debris, burned from memory…I say to my self: fortunately, I’m invisible….I’m just a 



glance. They can’t seize me…something has gone off kilter in me again  and yet I’m dead. I wake 
up with a start.(p.111-112) 
 

Allison Spellman Connolly sees in this dream an indictaion of ‘the instability she feels... 

Kenza is not dead, but her lack of human connection and need to wander make her existence a 

spectral one’105. In fact, her dream is a Freudian displacement of  her symbolic death in a 

repressive family /society. ‘Although she is alive and has yet to experience physical 

death…Kenza is a specter whose unhappy existence needs to be mourned’106. Unlike her 

mother, she is a living ghost, who ‘in order to overcome the fear that permeated her dream,… 

will visit places with no personal history  and painful emotional associations’107. Indeed, when 

Kenza gets the necessary information about her mother, she leaves Montpellier ‘towards  other 

white lands’ ‘to countries where [she has] no roots.’(p.119) 

It is indeed this move which characterizes her, besides an exile, as a nomad though the two 

words can be used interchangeably108. Being a nomad, for Deleuze and Guattari, presupposes 

an oppositional attitude towards the State. They write that ‘the nomads invented a war machine 

in opposition to the State apparatus.’109 The first feature of the war machine is to ‘reconstitute 

an open smooth space or a way to become in the space as if it is smooth’110. Second, its ethics 

is the nomo ,‘a very special kind of distribution, one without division into shares, in a space 

without borders or enclosure. …it is in this sense that it stands in opposition to the law or the 

polis’111. The nomad in general has a problematic relationship with the striated space because 

of its laws, schools, buildings, state, and anything that works for the sedentarization of the 

individual. 

Following this track of ideas, one can say that Kenza’s nomadic consciousness is born into 

Algeria when she refuses to obey the father against whom she devises tactics of resistance (like 

laughter), and her brothers as well as patriarchal tradition in general. The space she escapes 



from is not the natural space but the striated social, ideological and fanatic one. Besides, 

Montpellier is merely a stopover where to ease her discomfort about an absent and unknown 

mother and to begin  her nomadic wandering across different lands, open spaces  where there 

are no roots of her own. 

Throughout the novel, Kenza before her move to Montpellier never ceases criticizing  not 

only the state but also society in an implicit way. In fact,when she critizes the space where she 

lives, she criticizes the state as this  space is social and, as Deleuze and Guattari put forward, 

the ‘social space implies a State apparatus.’112. In the Algerian social space, ‘since 

independence, everyone here wants to be a leader. A national longing…idiocy always 

wins.Ethics and intelligence take a firm last place’ (p.22). The other feature - or striation of 

this space - she refutes is ‘the hysteria of the Kalachnikovs… the funeral trance of knives [and] 

the Fetwas calling for rape’(p.25). The women in this space are ‘not ‘the future of men’ but 

represent a shameful silence in a world termed progressive.’(p.41).The state has a part of 

reponsibility, ‘heads of state …sometimes mobilize for oppressed minorities throughout the 

four corners of our planet.But not for women!’(p.41), ‘state and society, resistant to progress, 

remain stubborn in wishing to reduce [women] to a few miserable functions…what remains is 

filth in the minds of people’ (p.41) 

To be a nomad in this space, as Guattari and Deleuze develop, is to live in a striated space as 

if it is a smooth one without laws or borders. Kenza behaves acccordingly and devises 

consequently a war machine. To illustrate, her love affair with Yacef is but an articulation of 

this machine and of her nomadic consciousness. Against ‘the interdictions and intolerance of 

the city’(p.31) which are in fact just striations of the state and society, she  and Yacef defend 

their love; they indeed meet secretly in the evening, far from the eyes of the concierge who 

plays the role of the state and society in ‘safeguarding the honour of his fief’ as decreed by 



tradition and the state,’ If he suspected cohabitation or simply a mixed get-together at the place 

of some singles, he would call the vice squad. At the sight of girls loaded into a van heading 

for the police station, he smiled ferociously’(p.31). He believes that ‘the country has to  be 

cleaned of this scum’(p.32.), of these nomads who threaten patriarchy, society and state by 

their war machine that aims at making the striated traditional space a smooth one. Being called 

‘American’ and ‘filth’ (p.45) attests to her nomadic identity that can never be accepted in the 

Algerian striated space of which she is asked to get out.This happens only when Yacef marries 

his cousin, and Kenza leaves for Montpellier. In other words, Yacef is sedentarized in tradition 

whereas Kenza avoids this immobility. As a matter of fact, Mokeddem has created a female 

character similar to her. In an interview with Helm, she reveals her discomfort with two words, 

nationality and roots. She says : 

Deux mots me hérissent «nationalité» et «racines»... Je sais profondément 
qu’il ne faut rien renier pour s’épanouir vraiment. Mais je ne veux pas qu’on 
m’enferme dans quelque frontière que ce soit. Ma grand-mère disait: «Il n’y a que 
les palmiers qui ont des racines. Nous, nous sommes nomades. Nous avons une 
mémoire et des jambes pour marcher». J’en ai fait ma devise. 113 

 
 

III- Transfigurations of the Cassandra myth in the two novels 

Sanja Bahun-Radunovic and V.G Julie Rajan, the two editors of Myth and Violence In The 

Contemporary Female Text: New Cassandras report that Cassandra is the woman of 

prophesies and yet of disbelief, hence her tragic fate. They write: 

Cassandra, the fairest and wisest of Priam’s daughters …is said to have had her ears purified by 

Apollo to understand the sounds of nature and learn about the future of omens… Cassandra was 

destined to have the ability  and desire to foretell, but her prophecies, although true, were 

disbelieved. As various Greek myths reiterate, Cassandra’s plaintive  and violent cries, foretelling 

political and private calamities ranging from the fall of Troy to the killing of Agamemon were 

ignored by her compatriots and their enemies alike, by her own family and other women114. 



Her distress results from her image as ‘deranged…or sunk into madness faced with this 

continual disbelief.’115 

The contemporaneity of this myth, according to the two editors, derives from the fact that 

‘Cassandra emerges as a victim of patriarchy, [yet] a victim endowed with the virtues  of 

dignity and defiance’116. The myth of Cassandra is not only ‘a story about the social(in 

particular masculine) attempts to conquer and negotiate the female body and about the effects 

of those violent conquests.’117 but also  ‘a story of a mythic heroine’s insubordination to a male 

divine and /or its secular representatives,and the tragic cost she pays for her defiance’118 

shaping ‘discussions and representations concerning female visionary power and female 

creativity’119. On the whole, the meditation on the myth and on its appropriation ‘resonates 

with how women’s agencies are mediated -suspected-disrupted, modulated- to legitimize 

masculine authority over how femininity may be produced, represented and received in 

society’120. With regard to her ‘violated female/body/speaking subject’ 121, Cassandra becomes 

as the two editors say ‘a feminist icon’  for many  ‘‘new Cassandras’ who like the original one 

tend to utilize the myth not to escape from but to negotiate living in an increasingly complex 

world marked by ambiguities of economic and cultural globalizations and military tensions.’122 

Indeed, the recourse to this myth in this study imposes itself inasmuch as  ‘Cassandra is also 

remembered as a doomed political agent, whose ardent, perduring warnings are greeted  not 

only with public defamation but also with the oppressive, censoring mechanisms of a skeptical, 

blind power.’123. It is a myth of ‘violence, gender, and political and poetic agency.’124 The triad 

violence/gender /agency constitutes the axis of Destination Biafra and Of Dreams And 

Assassins. Indeed, any civil war is par excellence a violent phenomenon whose double victim 

is the woman who in her submissive or defiant reaction expresses a message of existence. 



The Cassandra figure in Of Dreams And Assassins is Selma, Kenza’s close friend. Selma’s 

’Apollo’ was a doctor who ‘le[ft]  her for an ignoramus’(p.38). She ‘melted away…would 

smoke a cigarette upon a cigarette to the point of nausea…her body trembled like an 

addict’(p.37). Later, ‘she began walking all day long around Oran,unable to exhaust her 

distress …with a sleepwalker’s look [and] a robotlike walk’(p.38). After a year, she married 

Foued, but ‘she’ll always have an alibi to cry again. Algeria will see to that’ (p.40). Selma is a 

victim of patriarchy, a woman who undergoes violence because of her gender and education 

judged in Algeria as a ‘depravity… at least a nagging suspicion’ (p.50). Her agency as a free 

woman marrying the man she loves is indeed disrupted so as to preserve the masculine 

authority which she will have to confront due to the political upheaval during the Algerian 

civil war. In fact, it is her sad love experience which enables her to gauge her  country’s 

instability and prophesize about it. She assertively says to Kenza that ‘what we’re living now is 

nothing compared with what’s waiting for us’ (p.51). Her own belief in this prophesy besides 

the denigration of women explains why she encourages Kenza to leave Algeria.  Selma’s  

prophesy (and behind Mokeddem’s) proves to be true.The novel was published in 1995, and 

Algeria witnessed the bloodiest years during the period 1995-1998.As underlined by civil war 

important accounts, ‘violence from  1994 to 1998, witnessed, alongside the rapid growth and 

fragmentation of the insurgency, the greatest mass terror and highest degree of victimization of 

the civil waryears.’125 

Moreover, if the legendary Cassandra is met with disbelief, Selma is met with belief. Her 

prophesy occurs after -and is strengthened by- the assassination of a doctor, the brother of 

Kenza’s friend, Kamel. Yet, it is a belief that her friends hide and meet with silence as it 

engenders fear. It is the latter that makes Kenza reply to Selma’s prophesy ‘What a 

Cassandra !’(p.51). Kenza in no way cannot disbelieve her as she herself says ‘Tailor-made 



murders : for the intellectuals,a bullet in the head. Stray bullets for the anonymous and the 

destitute. A knife to cut the vocal cords of those who speak out.Violence of dogma versus 

tolerance. Distant murder that panics and unfurls  onto anguish.A backdop of misery.’(p.50) 

The other point is that Selma disagrees about France as Kenza’s chosen destination if she 

leaves Algeria. For her, it is ‘too close to Algeria. It scares…Anti semitism is still alive, hatred 

for immigrants is still used during the least important elections. And now 

fundamentalism…All of that tells [her] there’s nothing worth going there for. [She] want[s] 

other horizons…Latin America or Australia, for example.’(p.54). Once again her statement is 

met with silence ; it  ‘cuts more and more in [their] conversations. A closed subject around the 

inadmissible, fear of the unspeakable’ (p.54). However, Selma’s prophesy proves to be true 

because  when Kenza feels the information she gets about her mother  is sufficient to redeem 

her sense of emptiness, she decides to leave Montpellier in order to go ‘toward other white 

lands’ (the title of the last chapter) echoing Selma’s ‘other horizons’. 

On the contrary, Debbie’s prophesy is of another nature. Debbie prophesies that this war ‘is 

going to be the real fight for Independence. What we’ve had was up till now was a sham -the 

Europeans leaving but putting greedy ‘yesmen’in the goverment. Now the young men are 

fighting for our real freedom,and Biafra may hold the key to that freedom’(p.114). In Benedict 

Anderson’s words, her imagined community is a ‘nation that has been detribalized, a nation 

where wealth will be equally distributed…but it’s early days yet’126. Debbie as a Cassandrian 

figure participates in the war believing that her prophesy will come true. For the purgation of 

the country, she herself uses violence which she contends as a neccessary apparatus for the 

freedom of all : 

It is not a war between Abosi and Momoh.This is our war.It is the people’s war. Our very first war 

of freedom. Momoh and Abosi started the purge, to wash the country of the corruption and 

exploutation. Now,there is a danger of the two men putting their self-interest foremost…the war 



will be taken out of their control and put into the hands of responsible leaders who will see the 

purge through and restore  to us a new clean Nigeria.(p.153) 

 

However, she is also a victim of violence because of her gender (exemplified in her being 

raped) but keeps her voice safe and practises her agency because of her deep belief in her 

prophesy. Though it is true that she herself admits that ‘Biafra seems  rather symbolic to 

[her].The ideal that we should all aim to achieve’ (p.122), her utter commitment in the war 

demonstrates her belief in the transformation of this symbol into reality ; hence her 

nationalistic impulse. 

More than a symbol, Su Fang Ng sees Biafra as a utopia. He writes : 

 

In her novel, [Emecheta] insists on the integral role of utopia and utopic vision in the decolonization 

project. The utopic longing is embodied in Debbie,but rather than dismissing that utopic longing as 

simply  an impossible desire  for an improbably perfect place of post-colonial political and social 

reforms,through Debbie, the novel interrogates the possibility for a post-colonial nation…In 

Destination Biafra, the utopic longing for the post-colonial nation is unachievable at the present 

time, but it is only with such ideals that true decolonization can happen. Otherwise, newly-

independent nations lapse into cynicism and find themselves betraying the aims of 

decolonization.127 

 

Su Fang Ng views utopia as Emecheta’s means to mirror the postcolonial nation and as a 

defence against cynism and despair. Indeed, Biafra ‘is created as a response to the dirty dealing 

by Momoh, incited by the British. Biafra as Igbo homeland is proposed as an alternative to a 

united Nigeria, but it also fails as a utopia’128. 

The word utopia, as George Logan and Robert M.Adams in their introduction of their 

revised edition of Thomas More ‘s Utopia indicate, fuses  ‘the Greek adverb ou -not- with the 

noun topos-‘place’… resulting in ‘Noplace’[...] Another greek compound, eutopia, means 

‘happy’ or ‘fortunate’ place.’129. Thus, the word utopia can mean the impossible or the happy 

place. Debbie believes in Biafra as the happy place, and the novel shows it as the impossible 



one. Debbie as a new Cassandra prophesies not the fall of Nigeria (as the legendary Cassandra 

who prophesied the fall of Troy) but the birth of a really postcolonial independent Nigeria. Her 

working for this birth is undermined by the male/masculinist, local and foreign, greed leading 

to its fall. As the control of Biafra means control of the rich oilwells of the South East, the 

foreign powers do not hesitate to supply firearms in order to keep the war going and 

consequently to ensure regular supplies of petroleum. Besides, the two leaders, Momoh and 

Abosi, work for their self-interest and sacrifice their people to oil. 

Debbie’s new Cassandrian voice textually dialogizes with old Cassandrian voices. Babs, 

Debbie’s friend, who believes in  gender equality and joins the army like Debbie, views what 

Debbie says about her belief in the war of freedom and the birth of a  nation,  ‘all is fine in 

theory but in reality sounds a dream’(p.114). Her mother rebukes her naivete and impulsion : 

‘go to Biafra of your dreams, and when you get there, you’ll find ordinary people not angels, 

just people.And where there are people, there will be  corruption…maybe we all need our 

Biafras to keep us going. I only hope you don’t get disappointed with yours when you find it 

(p.153). Above all, the narrator degrades what Debbie says to a ‘more idealistic’ conversation’  

(p.114). Here the three voices, Bab’s, her mother’s and the narrator’s, place Debbie’s prophesy 

in the world of utopia, in ‘noplace’. In spite of all, Debbie does not let down her belief even 

when she discovers that her country is overwhelmed by corruption exemplified in the ordinary 

ferry man who must be bribed to take her to Biafra, ‘[she] still believe in what Biafra stands 

for, that’s the only way [she] can accept the brutal  killing of [her] father, and the deaths of 

Ngbechi, Dot and her baby ... and all those innocent nuns’(224). 

At the end, Debbie’s destination Biafra really seems to be a ‘noplace’, and this is allegorized 

by the death of baby Biafra. While Debbie is crossing to the East with a group of Ibo women, 

one of the women gives birth to  a boy named baby Biafra and dies soon after. The young child 



is nursed and cared for by the women collectively, and especially by Debbie, who undertakes 

to carry him as far as she can on her back in spite of the dangerous terrain of the war. 

Worthnoting is Debbie’s effort to save the baby from drowning in the swampy water, 

symbolically to save the nation from drowning more in bloodshed: 

Then something like a small weak hand gripped her side. It was that poor baby Biafra. She could 
not stop to see what was happening to him. Her hands were not free even to give him an 
encouraging hug; if she did that the two boys she was holding would drown. She shook herself from 
side to side to give the baby at least the rhythm of life; that was all she could do for him. There was 
no time to stop, no emotion to waste. They must go on. (p.200) 

 
A few days later, baby Biafra dies on Debbie’s back from dysentery. Herein emerges another 

old Cassandrian voice, Dorothy who predicts the fall of Biafra : 

Is our land Biafra going to die like this baby, before it is given time to live at all?’ she sobbed. ‘He 

only lived for a few days! He only lived for a few days! I think the death of this child is symbolic. 

This is how our Biafra is going to fall. I feel it in my bones.’ (p.202) 

When Debbie gets to Biafra, she wonders : ‘where was Abosi, the symbol of Biafra. He owed 

[her] -he owed all of those who had believed in him, in his burning zeal, in his ideal- an 

explanation’(p.243). In the final scene, set in a bombed and besieged airfield, Debbie witnesses 

the flight of the rebel leader, and implicitly the fall of her utopia. She reaches Biafra, her place, 

to discover that it is utopia and ‘noplace’. Debbie laments: ‘To be so betrayed, by the very 

symbol of Biafra’ (pp.243-244). 

Nonetheless, within this chaos, women, as Su Fang Ng remarks, gain power as the events 

move forward, ‘the war itself serves as a catalyst for women to break out of their  traditional 

conventional rules’130. In other words, while Biafra is placed in ‘noplace’, women at the end 

are placed in ‘a good place’. The utopian vision, that has resulted from the patriarchal ethos 

and that may articulate a from of resistance, is partially embedded in reality as in women’s 

community and their sisterhood. The new Cassandra, Debbie, is betrayed by Abosi who 

consequently transforms her prophesy into a utopia whereas the women in the novel transform 



her prophesy into reality. Indeed, the parallel to the geographical move from Lagos to Biafra is 

the move from utopia to reality. Debbie’s belief in women’s rights to live freely and to be 

treated equally is achieved, i.e. the African new Cassandra’s prophesy comes true. In fact, 

joining the army attests to the fact that Debbie believes in  the possibility of an active role for 

women in politics, and the course of the events in the narrative incarnates this belief. 

First of all, Debbie’s mother, Stella, undergoes a change. At the beginning she is pictured as 

a rich man’s wife who reinforces traditional and patriarchal attitudes. She rejects Debbie’s  and 

her friend’s behaviour ; ‘[she doesn’t] know what has come over  girls, we all want freedom 

for women, but [she] doubt[s]if we are ready for this type of freedom where young women 

smoke and carry guns instead of looking after husbands and nursing babies.’(p.3). The killing 

of her husband and the rape of her daughter feed a change in her personality. She commits 

herself to the rebirth of Debbie after her rape : ‘I’m going to build a new image for you’ 

(p.152). In fact, the post-rape incident brings to the fore two female subjects who have been 

subjected to its horror: the daughter and the mother. The latter takes part in smuggling Mrs 

Ozimba’s and Mrs Eze’s sons. She sends them a letter saying that : 

The only thing their politician husbands gave them was their names. And because she was Mrs 

Ogedemgbe she could send them  food through the creeks via the Mid-western towns. She would 

accept the Biafran money, and that way they could get a business going…She had four strong canoe 

men in her employ…her two boys were safe in England.’p.229. 

Subsenquently, Mrs Ozimba and Mrs Eze smuggled their sons out of the country, ‘and 

meanwhile [these] wives carried a lucrative trade’ (p.228) which is smuggling men out. 

The second example is the women refugees whom Debbie joins in order to find a way to 

reach Abosi. Herded into lorries with a crowd of Igbos, Debbie, the women and children are 

allowed to continue on the journey. Later, the driver is shot by Biafran soldiers. The women 

have to finish the journey on foot and alone as the male soldiers refuse to slow down to 



accomodate them. This experience shows how much women can act without the help of men, 

as Uzoma Madako asserts. Uzoma reprimands Dorothy, who laments the death of her husband 

and brothers till wishing to die as well, ‘What type of Igbo woman are you?’….What unlucky 

woman raised you as a daughter? Since when have men helped us look after children?’(p.213). 

In fact, the  war  stirs this change in Uzoma’s personality from a passive follower of her 

husband to an independant woman, a change that  Debbie witnesses herself, ‘she had seen 

Uzoma with her husband  in Benin….her head resting passively on a pole…had heard the way  

she spoke in a whisper... And now look at the same woman, a few days after the death of her 

husband, she had the courage to slap another woman, to tell another woman to stop indulging 

in self-pity’ (p.213) 

The third example is the women’s community on the border region between Nigeria and 

Biafra. They have organized themselves so that they can protect themselves as they  refuse 

alliance either with Biafra or Nigeria. As one of the women declares : 

We became tired of being in  the middle.Your Biafran soldiers killed our men and raped our girls, 

bacause you accused us of harbouring enemy soldiers,then Nigerian soldiers would accuse us of the 

same thing even though we are innocent. There was nobody to protect us, so we formed our own 

militia(p.230) 

These women are ‘armed with clubs, prepared to kill a soldier before being killed 

themselves’(p.218). It can be concluded then that these women’s resourcefulness to resist and 

confront the male battlefront instigate Debbie to refute Alan’s proposal, making the utopic 

African liberation from the West a reality. In fact, the transformation of her prophesy into 

reality is sustained by women whereas its transformation into a utopia is due to wartime 

masculine ethics.  

 

IV-Buchi Emecheta and Malika Mokeddem : authors of the history of the civil war : 



In Destination Biafra, Uzoma Madako hopes that ‘history will be able to chronicle all this’” 

(p.211). In fact, it is a hope generated by the doubt that women’s stories will be certainly 

narrated  as active agents in the history of the nation. Her hope presupposes that history writing  

is a male domain which like others is governed by masculinity. This reality explains why 

Debbie wonders :’When the history of the civil war was written, would the part played by her 

and women like Babs, Uzuma, and the nuns in Biafra be mentioned at all? 

This neglect is already detected in the erasure of the Women’s War of 1929. The women’s 

war of 1929 was called by the British as the Aba Riots in a way to minimize the women’s 

refutation of the colonizer’s administration.  Judith van Allen remarks that ‘the term Aba 

Riots" neatly removes the women from the picture. They are not ‘the "Women’s Riots" nor 

even the "Aba women’s Riots", but simply the "Aba Riots". The "picture" we have left is of 

"some riots at  Aba" - not by women, not involving complex organization, and not ranging 

over most of southeastern  Nigeria’130. She also explains that women rioted because they 

thought themselves immune from danger as they asssumed that British soldiers would not fire 

on women. Their riots expressed their dissatisfaction by the taxing British system. Ibo women 

called it ‘sitting on a man’ as the expression means ‘ gathering at his compound, 

dancing,singing  scurrilous songs that detailed the women’s grievances against him’131. Lorna 

Lueker Zukas summarizes the background of this war.She writes : 

On November 23, 1929, women mobilized against dehumanizing and humiliating behavior enacted 
upon them by colonial representatives.Women protested by blockading the road from Ikot Abasi 
Township to Aba. They knocked down telegraph polls and severed wires. Women leaders met with 
local administrators but when these talks failed, women attacked the Essene Native Court, releasing 
prisoners detained there…Colonial administrators, failing to understand women’s traditional 
practices and trade and communication networks, dismissed the first actions as crazy acts by 
hysterical women. In multiple provinces women set fire to Native Court buildings, some destroyed 
property, chanted threatening songs, and organized customary “sitting on” to embarrass African 
warrant chiefs who aided colonial administrations or who were corrupt. They did no physical harm 
to any persons. Despite police reinforcements and additional troops being called in, the Women’s 
War could not be stopped.Women proceeded to damage local banks, post offices, and merchant 
stores associated with white foreigners. Within days, groups of women from 400 to 4,000 strong, 



wearing palm leaves, were attacking government buildings and Native Courts in Ikot Ekpene, Utu 
Etim Ekpo, Abak, and Opobo. More than 15,000 women in southeastern Nigeria were at war. 
British reaction was merciless: soldiers shot protesting women, women were massacred through 
southeastern Nigeria, and entire villages were burned as collective punishment 133. 

 
Positively, the study on the women’s war of 1929 made by Samantha Mallory Kies, concludes 

that ‘the Women’s War became the stepping stone for future uprisings and the women began 

using informal tactics to be heard, influencing decisions in the background, rather than placing 

themselves at the forefront of the fray as they had done during 1929’134. However, in spite of 

this active participation, Judith Van Allen reports that it is a war that has been always taxed 

with invisiblity135 

In The Nation Writ Small :African Fictions And Feminisms (1958-1988), Susan Z. Andrade 

criticizes Chinua Achebe for neglectiong to refer to this war in Things Fall Apart, a novel 

named by critics as a ‘father text’. She gauges that though ‘the ‘real’ Women’s War  of 1929 

serves as a reminder to the male-dominated nationalist tradition of the rebellious potential of 

the feminine’136, it is effaced in Things Fall Apart, which, when it is read through the critical 

lens of gender ‘exposes some of the male anxieties manifested in orthodox nationalism’ 137.  

She explains that women’s social organizations  and their ‘war making’ are erased in order that 

‘masculine anticolonial  rebellion can avoid occupying a subordinate, feminized role’138 . The 

attempt to avoid it is embodied  in ‘inscribing an excessively masculine Igbo man’139, 

Okonkwo. Consequently, in Things Fall Apart ‘the male voice …speaks …over the silence of 

the raucous Igbo women who preceded it…the absence of a novelistic trace of either the 

women’s war or the women’s organizations …becomes glaring’140. This assumption 

reclassifies Things Fall Apart. ‘Supposedly ‘ a father’s text’of the contemporary anticolonial 

novel from Africa, [it] can now be read  as a direct causal response to the flurry of 



anthropological writing that followed the British police response to the Women’s rebellion, 

suggesting that gendered anxieties have always lurked around canonical national narratives.’141 

Emecheta, contrary to Achebe, recuperates the event and narrativizes it in a diolgical 

paradigm with the civil war of 1967. Indeed, naming one of the chapters ‘the Women’s War’ 

help Emecheta kill two birds with one stone. She both revives the women’s war of 1929 during 

which the women were active and determined to ask the British empire for the abolition of the 

taxes and pinpoints the women’s active role during the civil war of 1967. This explains well 

why she chooses a female protagonist like Debbie: an educated active woman who endeavours 

to bring down the gender borders imposed on her. Besides, as she is aware that history and war 

(and war writing) are male enterprises, Debbie insists on describing and recording the harsh 

events of the war: 

Debbie recorded all this in her memory, to be transferred when possible to the yellowing scraps she 
dignified with name of manuscript. They had survived wither so far, because most of the incidents 
were written down in her personal code which only she could decipher. If she could be killed, the 
entire story of the women’s experience of the war would be lost. A great deal of what was 
happening was too dangerous to write down so she had to make her brain porous enough to absorb 
and assimilate, writing down only key words to trigger off her recollections when she finally sat 
down to put it all into plain words. She must try to live, not just for the women but for the memories 
of boys like Ngbechi (pp231-232). 

 
This passage implies that her death would erase all that she, other women and children went 

through, and that women’s memory and history can be written by women only. It is not 

Debbie’s belief only but Emecheta’s too. 

For Georg Lukacs, the historical novel ‘follows inevitably upon the great social 

transformations of modem times; to demonstrate that its different problems of form are but 

artistic reflections of these social-historical transformations.’142. He considers that the matter in 

this kind of the novel is not ‘the re-telling of great historical events, but the poetic awakening 

of the people who figured in those events. What matters is that we should reexperience the 

social and human motives which led men to think, feel and act just as they did in historical 



reality’143. The relation of the past with the present is outstanding in Lukacs’theory. He writes 

that ‘it is vital for the creation of a real historical novel, i.e. one which brings the past close to 

us and allows us to experience its real and true being.’144 Indeed, he names the past as the 

prehistory of the present that the historical novel revives by ‘giving poetic life to those 

historical, social and human forces which, in the course of a long evolution, have made our 

present-day life what it is and as we experience it’145. The historical novelist creates ‘characters 

and destinies in which the important social-human contents, problems, movements, etc, of an 

epoch appear directly, then he can present history "from below from the standpoint of popular 

life.’146 

Applying these data to Destination and Of dreams And Assassins may lead the reader to 

understand  why they can be classified as historical novels. Both focus on the past and on the 

modern post independence transformations in an attempt to understand the Nigerian and the 

Algerian present. Herein the postcolonial touch in the two novels can be felt. Lopez’ definition 

of the postcolonial introduced in the first chapter seems appropriate in the sense that for this 

critic the task of the postcolonial is to reckon with the past, to revise, to reenvision the colonial 

history and to analyse the postcolonial diasporas. Both novels articulate  a diasporic woman’s 

revision of the colonial past and an envisioning of the present imposed by a civil war.  

Furthermore, Emecheta and Mokeddem - as  historial novelists- present history ‘from below’ 

as they encompass it from the perspective of women, Debbie, Kenza, Emecheta and 

Mokeddem.Our two women writers are presented ‘with a specially strong temptation to try and 

produce an extensively complete totality.’ 147 

It is this temptation along with the recognition that women are  historically invisible that 

pushes the two women writers to ‘invade’ the male domain of war writing and create a 

woman’s war novel. Margaret R.Higonnet sees the woman’s war novel a ‘contradiction in 



terms’148 as ‘there has always been a heroic male literature of war…no other genre is so highly 

gendered.’149. She maintains that canonical interpretation of this  literature ‘created a new kind 

of artist : a ‘soldier-poet’ who ‘ recorded his ‘direct experience’ with war’150 ; the writer is 

understood ‘to be  a gifted veteran who responded to the test of his masculinity by shaping 

realist texts about the trenches, blood brotherhood and political disillusionment…the ‘reality’ 

of the war and its authoritative representation were pinned to concepts of masculinity.’151 

Relying on Samuel Hynes’ conclusion that ‘’A nation at war is a male nation’152, 

M.R.Higonnet contends that the art of this war ‘seems also male’153; thus claiming the 

inseparability of the poet  from the soldier. 

Emecheta transgresses conventions by penetrating into a male domain and seems aware of 

the unfair male criticism she may encounter. She writes in her foreword that she is ‘glad this 

work is at last published; it is different from [her] other books, the subject is, as they say, 

“masculine”, but [she] feel[s] a great sense of achievement in having completed it’ (p. viii). 

Yet, her transgression is partial as in her note to the reader  she herself classifies her novel as ‘a 

historical fiction’ (p.ix). M.R.Higonnet contends that ‘in order to confront the censorship of 

critiques of the war, many women appear to have turned to another genre, the semifictional’154. 

Emecheta seems hedging her attempt of transgression with her admission that her book 

belongs to fiction, in a way likely not to be described as ‘unauthentic, neurotic, or 

unfeminine’155 if she names it a war novel. Hugh Hodges sees that ‘Buchi Emecheta, in 

Destination Biafra, does not maintain this distinction between fictional and historical figures 

… her narrative runs into problems’156. In the foreword, she defensively claims that “[N]o 

character in this book is intended to represent any actual person,” (p.ix).This can be assessed, 

in Hugh Hodges’s words, as ‘a thoroughly dishonest disclaimer’157 since all characters reflect 

real historical figures who had a share in the Nigerian Civil war. Niyi Akingbe makes a link 



between the fictional and the historical. He writes: 

The characters in Destination Biafra are… historical representations of members of the Nigerian 
political class from the colonial administration to the first republic and during the civil war. For 
instance, Mallam Nguru Kano is Alhaji Tafawa Balewa. Sardauna in real life is Sir Ahmadu Bello; 
Chief Olusegun Odumosu in real life is Chief Obafemi Awolowo; Chief Durosaro, is Chief S. L. 
Akintola; Dr. Ozimba in real life is Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe; Dr. Eze in real life is Dr. Kingsley 
Mbadiwe; Brigadier Ene Onyemere is General J. T. U. Aguiyi-Ironsi; Samuel Ogedemgbe is Chief 
Omimi Ejoor Okotie-Eboh; Colonel Oladapo is Colonel Adekunle Fajuyi; Captain John Nwokolo is 
Major Nzeogwu Kaduna ; Colonel Saka Mohmoh is General Yakubu Gowon; Colonel Chijioke 
Abosi is Colonel Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu. These are historical figures who played 
outstanding roles in the history of post-independent Nigeria.158 
 

In fact, Emecheta tries to ‘see’ the war, but her sight appears myopic as she dresses her heroine 

with a male nationalism which reaches a domestic realm, motherhood. Debbie’s arrival point 

selected by her author proves to be not only a means of hedging any criticism about her 

audacity to write a war novel but also an expression of her anxiety of authorship. 

Emecheta reveals the same limitation in  The Joys of Motherhood. Her characterization of 

Adaku seems revolutionary. Adaku,Nnaife’s second wife, leaves the cramped room where the 

Owulum family leaves in poverty in a urban environment in Lagos and becomes a prostitute 

showing no interest in marriage and preferring to live outside the patriarchal boundaries. She 

succeeds to accumulate some capital to launch a cloth business. She damns her chi and 

declares that ‘she [is] not prepared to stay here and be turned into a mad woman, just because 

[she has] no sons’159.  She sets her own standards of life as she understands that ‘we women set 

impossible standards for ourselves.That we make life intolerable for one another. I cannot live 

up to your standards’160. This stands as a paradox with the end of the mother Nnu Ego who 

dies alone though she sacrifices her life for her children as tradition ordains. Emecheta’s 

positive refiguration of the prostitute appears to be incomplete as she textually erases her. For 

Susan Andrade, this erasure means that ‘the text cannot contain so radical a choice as 

becoming a prostitute. By consigning such rebellious acts to the margins, Emecheta articulates 

both their potential and their social consequences while preventing them from dominating the 



rest of the narrative’161. Adaku resembles the Igbo women of 1929 who in their ‘sitting on a 

man’ only deserved to be silenced. Thereby, one can say that women writing about women’s 

issues inevitably and directly draws some schemes of resistance but also inherently bears some 

paradoxes, possibly due to the collision between the woman’s obedience to the historically 

patriarchal tradition and the woman’s desire for liberation. 

Likewise, M.Mokeddem admits that her novel is a pamphlet162.With ‘the pamphlet-like 

qualities Mokeddem ‘reterritorializes’ the genre of her novel, allowing it to extend over 

history, literature and sociology’163.Marc Angenot detects the pamphleteer’s intention behind 

writing a pamphlet and concludes: 

Le pamphlétaire prétend affronter L’imposture, c'est-à-dire le faux qui a pris la place du vrai, en le  
refoulant, en le disqualifiant, lui et sa vérité…L'imposture lui dérobe tout terrain commun et l'erreur  
semble avoir circonvenu quiconque pourrait l'écouter. Il lui faut persuader un auditoire qu'il déclare  
prévenu et hostile164 
 

Mokeddem as a pamphleteer tries to stand against patriarchy and fanaticism, two ideologies 

embraced by her society for a long time. It can be said that her nomadic consciousness goes 

hand in hand with the pamphlet as the latter, following Marc Angenot’s description of the 

pamphlet ‘signals points of no-return’165, Kenza’s   and Mokeddem’s ‘points of no return’ are  

their multiple rupture with the family, the origins and  Algeria on the whole. These points 

emerge when Mokeddem/ Kenza recognizes why the country is ‘détraqué’.  Mokeddem finds 

no better tool than the pamphlet which itself ‘signals the moment when a system of values  

‘blows out’, collapses’ 166.  The choice of the pamphlet qualities allows Mokeddem to picture 

for the reader the bitter realities in Algeria. The pamphlet appears appropriate inasmuch as it 

portrays ‘a catastrophic vision of the world …in a language willingly prophetic’167. Thus, the 

pamphleteer is ‘a Cassandra: s/he announces the end of something, the ‘death’ of a society, of 

a values system’168. Mokeddem’s voice, one can say, moves between Kenza and Selma. 



Blending  Of Dreams And Assassins with pamphlet qualities may go back to the type of 

writing this novel belongs to, i.e to  L’écriture d’urgence. The latter somehow pushes  the 

writer to condensate the facts  as s/he tries to, as Farida Boualit underlined, ‘put the accent on 

the concomittance of facts and their writing’169. Mireille Rebeiz concludes in her study on the 

Algerian and Lebanese civil wars that in this type of writing ‘frontiers between various literary 

genres melt away in order to incorporate more testimonies’170. Similarly, literature and politics 

are ‘inseparableentities’171. These remarks can explain the inclusion of pamphlet qualities in 

this novel all the more when one notices Mokeddem’s eagerness to blend together the literary , 

the political  and the personal. In fact, the urgency to write can imply the urgency to 

historicize the violence that has invaded the country. Yet, historicizing violence can be also a 

male task; indeed, many Algerian male writers have written novels on the Algerian civil war 

like Yasmina khadra and Boualem Sansal. Then, it is more accurate to say that M.Mokeddem’s 

sense of urgency translates her fear to label Algerian women with invisibilty and oblivion. 

Like Emecheta, she advocates the historicization of women’s victimization before and during 

the civil war. 

    M.Mokeddem’s novel is committed to the idea of women’s freedom. J.P. Sartre sees 

writing as an expression of freedom. He declares that  ‘writing is a certain way of wanting 

freedom; once you have begun, you are committed, willy-nilly’172. His view that ‘the 

'committed' writer knows that words are action’173 corroborates Mokeddem’s idea that words 

can be arms ; thus actions. In her article, "… eux, ils ont des mitraillettes et nous, on a des 

mots… ", she asserts that with and thanks to her novels i.e her words, mainly The Forbidden 

Woman and Of Dreams And Assassins, she manages to stand  against the threats she received 

from terrorists.   



Molara Ogundipe-Leslie in her article “The Female Writer and her Commitment” typifies 

the African woman’s commitment. She writes: 

The female writer should be committed in three ways: as a writer, as a woman, and as a third world 
person; and her biological womanhood is implicated in all three. As a writer, she has to be 
committed to her art, seeking to do justice to it at the highest levels of expertise. She should be 
committed to her vision, whatever it is, which means she has to be willing to stand or to fall for that 
vision. She must tell her own truth, and write what she wishes to write. But she must be certain that 
what she is telling is the truth albeit her own truth.[…] as a Third world person [it] implies being 
politically conscious of … perspectives on and perceptions of colonialism ,imperialism and neo-
colonialism as they affect and shape our lives and historical destinies….any true intelligence in 
Africa must note the circumscription of our lives here by the reality of imperialism and neo-
colonialism.174 

 
If Sartre sees writing itself as an expression of commitment regardless of the sex of the writer, 

Molara Ogundipe-Leslie sees the relatedness of  the writer’s commitment to his/her sex and 

origin. According to her, the African woman should be faithful to her vision and the truth she 

wants to write about besides being aware of the intricate realites inherited from colonialism 

and imperialism. 

Mokeddem and Emecheta demonstrate their commitment by attempting to ‘delineat[e] the 

experience of women as women, telling what is to be a woman’175. As African female writers, 

they themselves ‘know the reality of the African woman… know the truth about African 

women and womanhood [and] tell us about being a woman in the real complex sense of the 

term’176. Knowing (via experiencing) and telling (via writing) for them are two keys  used for 

the sake of ‘the correction of the false images of the woman of Africa’177 which prove to be 

more acute under the civil war. However, the degrees of the two writers’ commitment are 

different. Emecheta seems unable to completely detach herself and her protagonist from ‘the 

figure of the ‘sweet mother’, the all-accepting creature of… self-sacrifice’178. Emecheta’s 

choice of the role of the surrogate mother for Debbie translates her faith that an African 

woman’s existence is aimless outside the institution of motherhood. Mokedddem, on the 

contrary, seems determined to practically reject altogether the patriarchal stereotypes about the 



women even if the alternatives are motherlessness and nomadism to be inscribed in the 

woman’s history. 

Moreover, what Mokeddem and Emecheta write can be also classified as a metahistory. For 

Hayden White, metahistorydenotes a recognition of the ‘historical work as…a verbal structure 

inthe form of a narrative prose discourse’179. Metahistory detects the way history is written and 

the manner in which events are constructed within a historical moment. Hayden White also 

sees in the fictional discourse a domain of the possible whereas the historical discourse is the 

domain of the true.With reference to Michel de Certeau’s thesis that ‘fiction is the repressed 

other of historical discourse’180, Hayden White stresses that ‘historical discourse wages 

everything on the true, while fictional discourse is interested in the real—which it approaches 

by way of an effort to fill out the domain of the possible or imaginable’181. The real, for Hyden, 

‘would consist of everything that can be truthfully said about its actuality plus everything that 

can be truthfully said about what it could possibly be’182. He goes further to assert that history 

refuses ‘the real (which can only be symbolized) [and consequently] history refuses the 

possible, and it is precisely this refusal that prohibited history from becoming a modern 

science’183. 

As history making and writing is considered a man’s task which subsequently erases women 

and women’s roles, then one can say that the true is male/masculinist and the possible is 

female/feminist. The possible in Destination is women’s positive roles (like peace 

ambassadors) in the Nigerian history (women’s war of 1929  and civil war of 1967) that men 

tend to relegate to invisibility. The possible in Of Dreams and Assassins is to historicize 

women’s victimization by fanaticism and its project of  women’s possible protection by a 

nomadic consciousness. To deterritorialize themselves out of tradition,  fanaticism and any 

patriarchal shackles, women in fact enact  and write  a history of resistance. 



Ann Heilmann and Mark Llewellyn note that ‘historical fiction remains a female-author–

dominated genre…Part of the reason for this is that women…need a narrative 

history.’184Because of their locus in marginality outside the canon of literature and history, 

women writers  reclaim ‘historical events and personages as subjects and participants in 

contemporary fictional accounts’185 in order to ‘assert a sense of historical location. In this 

sense, it is by interrogating the male-centred past’s treatment of women at the same time as 

seeking to undermine the ‘fixed’ or ‘truthful’ nature of the historical narrative itself that 

women can create their ‘own’ (counter-) histories’186. Women’s counter-histories, in Ann 

Heilmann and Mark Llewellyn’s view, hybridize the metafictional and metahistorical. In fact, 

calling our novels a metahistory, metafiction, or a historical fiction rather than war novels 

attest to the Cassandrian label. Cassandra tells the truth but is unbelieved; women writers write 

the war novels and are accused of illegitimate, unfaithful or childish representations of war, 

leading to different classifications of their novels rather than the war novel genre. 

However, Emecheta was praised by Adams and Uraizee187 for gendering war. These critics  

‘consider gender as more of a regulatory convention that can be manipulated in order to 

innovate within the genre [and] to incorporate the representation of female combatants’188. 

P.B.Moji agrees and sees the fact of  framing the war in the novel as an innovation so as to 

restore the women’s roles during wartime. ‘Re-conceptualising war in a way that women are 

not excluded from zones of combat is an innovation that puts women’s combat on an equal 

footing with men’s combat; civilian combat on an equal footing with military combat.’189 

Possibly, this reframing has been an impetus for other women writers to dare write novels 

about the Biafran civil war. A case in point is Chimamand Ngosi Adichie. She belongs to the 

third generation of Nigerian novelists. She did not attend war; she somehow resembles 

Emecheta in that she recollects historical records and testimonies to write her novel, Half Of A 



Yellow Sun. The rootcause of writing this novel is history re/writing for the understanding of 

the present. Adichie says: 

I grew up in the shadow of Biafra, because I lost both grandfathers in the Nigeria-Biafra war, 
because I wanted to engage with my history in order to make sense of my present, because many of 
the issues that led to the war remain unresolved in Nigeria today, because my father has tears in his 
eyes when he speaks of losing his father, because my mother cannot speak at length about losing 
her father in a refugee camp, because the brutal bequests of colonialism make me angry, because 
the thought of the egos and indifference of men leading to the unnecessary deaths of men and 
women and children enrages me, because I don’t ever want to forget. 190 
 

In her rewriting, she portrays strong female characters not far from Debbie’s model. Olanna 

Ozobia, one of the main characters in Half of a Yellow Sun refuses to marry a man seen by her 

parents as the perfect husband.They want her to work in Lagos and marry either Igwe 

Okagbue’s son or the late Chief Okoro’s son just because of their status and high financial 

positions. Instead, she chooses to work at Nsukka so as to marry Odenigbo, a senior lecturer in 

the University of Nigeria, Nsukka though her parents see him as  “ crazy and wrong for her, 

one of those hot-headed university people who talked and talked until everybody had a 

headache and nobody understood what had been said”191. In fact, her rejection of the suitors 

favoured by her parents stands for a rejection of the patriarchal order. Though Olanna is 

psychologically injured by Odenigbo’s treacherous affair with another woman, Amala, she 

carries the baby girl whom the two refuse to raise in spite of her people’s opposition. Her 

mother advises her: “it is not right for you to raise the child he had with a village girl he 

impregnated as soon as you travelled. ” 192. As part of her war effort, she organizes private 

lessons for children along with Mrs. Muokelu and Ugwu, her houseboy. They teach 

mathematics, English and civics everyday. She is very generous: she does not collect money 

from the children and whenever she is supplied with food from her relatives or friends, she 

shares them with her neighbours. When Odenigbo starts to withdraw into himself after the 

death of his mother, Olanna is completely in charge of the family. 



 Kainene, Olanna’s twin sister, is a character with eminent determination and courage. She 

takes over her father’s business and decides to make her father’s factories grow. She gets and 

executes contracts independently. Olanna reports that Kainene is “the sort of person who did 

not need to lean on others” 193. She is foresighted. She foresees the fall of Port Harcourt and 

quickly buys a piece of land at Orlu in which she builds a house.  She takes charge of the 

Refugee Camp there and makes sure the refugees are looked after to the best of her ability. 

When her suppliers can no longer supply her enough food for the refugees, “Kainene launched 

a Plant Our Own Food movement” 194. She does not only encourage and make the refugees 

produce food for themselves, she too joins in producing the food. She chases Reverend Fathers 

Marcel and Jude away from the Refugee Camp when she realizes that Marcel exploits the 

starving girls sexually before he gives them food. In Kainene, Adichie has shown that women 

are courageous, creative and responsible, contrary to how patriarchy portrays them. 

This portrayal of female characters as positive, strong and courageous besides their active 

participation in the Nigerian civil war puts Adichie in the ranks of women writers who act for 

moving women out of the ‘shadow’ of the Biafran history to its centre, from passive 

patrirachal men’s possessions to active agents like their predecessors in the Women’s war of 

1929. Indeed, one can say that Emecheta, Adichie and before Nwapa has launched a woman’s 

Igbo tradition of war writing.  

In Algeria, the late Tahar Djaout’s famous statement : “If you are silent, you die. If you 

speak, you die. So, speak and die!” appears to be an impetus for women to take up the pen, and 

bear witness to the struggles of the Algerian people and the women’s will to survive. Many 

examples of novels by women on the Algerian civil war like Assia Djebar’s  Le Blanc De 

l’Algérie Maissa Bey’s Au commencement Etait La Mer and Leïla Marouane’s Ravisseur (to 

cite just a few) express women’s concern and anxiety about the instability in their home 



countries. They also underscore a difficult task facing Algerian writers, particularly women 

writers, as to how to translate the tragedy of Algeria to others. At any rate, the Algerian women 

writers spare no efforts to narratively re/present their society at turmoil. A good case in point is 

Hafsa Zinaï-Koudil and her novel,  Sans Voix. 

Hafsa Zinaï-Koudil is a novelist and screenwriter whose secretly shot film Le démon au 

féminin, enraged the terrorists because of her denunciation of their actions. She was 

condemned to death by them. Consequently, she fled to France from where she resumes her 

battle against intolerance and ignorance that devastated women’s lives in Algeria. In Sans Voix 

published in 1997, she evokes the unberable crimes against the Algerian women, intellectuals 

and artists, ‘forbidden to dream, to think, to speak, to write’195. Baya, a teacher of music at the 

Conservatoire and the narrator of the novel, incarnates Hafsa Zinaï-Koudil’s experience. 

Having left her husband and children and been exiled in Paris, Baya lives monotonously 

waiting to hear about her refugee status and fearing news of more deaths and massacres in 

Algeria. She discovers that life in France  offers another form of despair. One of the Algerian 

women  has a nervous breakdown as a result of living with the fear that even in exile she is not 

safe from terrorist attacks. 

Hafsa Zinaï-Koudil elaborates a portrayal of another category of women who refuse to quit 

Algeria during the upheaval it experienced.Aicha, a middle-aged woman still lives in Algeria 

amidst a group of other women who have nowhere else to go. Aicha is a benefactor for women 

who are divorced, widowed or repudiated. Under her protection, these women recount their 

sufferingswhile they were kidnapped and raped  by terrorists. These same women were 

rejected by their families because socially they brought dishonor to the family. Aicha like 

Debbie turns out to be the witness and  the “historian,” as she chronicles the stories of all these 

women, stories of bravery, persecution, rape, and murder that have beset the women since 



1992. In fact her role is to historicize the women’s stories so that silence and death would not 

be their fates. The end of the novel seems to favour Aicha’s position. Exile proves too painful 

for Baya. She returns to Algeria in order to confront the forces of violence and avoid  her being 

silenced and erased. Sans voix is Zinaï-Koudil’s choice of speaking out and laying bare 

women’s historical scars even at a great  risk. 

In fact, whatever the pitfalls and lacks in women writing the history of their home countries 

from abroad or at home, the women writers successfully ‘narrate their nations’ in their stories, 

imposing what Homi Bhabha elaborates, an ambivalence in the male/official history writing of 

the nation. ‘It is an ambivalence that emerges from a growing awareness that, despite the 

certainty with which historians speak of the 'origins' of nation… the cultural temporality of the 

nation inscribes a much more transitional social reality’196. Besides, it is an ambivalence 

resulted from the fact that history is ‘half-made because it is in the process of being made’197 

and under patriarchy and civil war it is incompletely composed because of the erasure of the 

female voice. The latter, thanks to Emecheta, Mokeddem and other women writers, emerges, 

in Bhabha’s words, as a ‘distracting presence of another temporality that disturbs the 

contemporaneity of the national present’198 about which the least to say  is that it is male, 

patriarchal and pedagogical. This pedagogy ‘founds its narrative authority in a tradition of the 

people’199 which places the female voice on the borderline of the nation. However, it is from 

this borderline that the reality of women seen as ‘historical 'objects' of a nationalist 

pedagogy’200 is sang out. These women simultaneously struggle to be ‘subjects [with] a 

narrative performance’201 creating ‘a split between the temporality of the pedagogical and the 

repetitious, recursive strategy of the performative’202 and introducing ‘a temporality of the 'in-

between' through the 'gap' or 'emptiness'203 of the male/patriarchal/pedagogical discourse of the 

nation. The intervention of the performative and liminal female subject/writer is regularly 



viewed as supplementary, yet ‘its  force lies…in the renegotiation of those times, terms, and 

traditions’ like patriarchy and male history writing of the nation’ 204 ; hence the ‘double-

writing or dissemiNation’205 of the modern African nation with feminist ethics and temporality. 
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This study, as shown, has approached three important issues : the woman’s space, the 

woman’s body in the woman’s writing in/about African patriarchal societies. With regard to 

her space, the woman in the novels dealt with is located on the margin of her family and 

society doomed to be silenced and unable to achieve her educational aims simply because 

biologically she is female; thus culturally gendered. It is because of this spatial location that 

she feels imprisoned. The Freudian uncanny translates a woman’s discomfort at home and 

paves the way to her rebellion. Most male characters in these novels strive to ‘place’ the 

female counterparts on this margin. For example, the father and brothers in My men play 

effectively the role of good guardians of tradition in the sense that they show their readiness to 

kill the female protagonist in case she transgresses the boundaries of this space. 

The woman’s uncanny starts in the family which proves to be the first and the most 

important  locus of patriarchy. In the novels studied, B.Emecheta’s and M.Mokeddem’s female 

protagonists discover what to be girls really means first in their families. Adah in Second Class 

Citizen does not meet the family expectations as she is not a boy. Consequently, she does not 

have the right like a boy to go to school. Instead, she has to work hard inside and outside the 

house, and she has to financially participate in her brother’s education. When she enrolls at 

school secretly, she is violently caned by her mother as it is an act of transgression of the social 

spatial location. Aku-nna in the The Bride Price is only seen as her ‘father’s wealth’; indeed, 

she has to reach a high educational level to attract a big dowry and thus help her brother to 

finance his studies and enrich the family. In My Men, The Forbidden Woman and Of Dreams 

And Assassins, Mokeddem’s female characters are also enclosed in an inauspicious family 

space. They are degraded just because they are girls. Though generally speaking they do not 

find difficulties to go to school, noone gives importance to their brilliant results. It is this 



feeling of unimportance and enclosure that makes M.Mokeddem’s characters  escape this 

space and inhabit the desert or farther spaces (like Canada). Their nomadism is in Deleuze’s 

and Guattari’s words, a war machine against their resulting stigmatization and stagnation. 

Indeed, the dislocating patriarchal attitudes bring about dislocating reactions from these 

characters in soft and aggressive ways. Adah refutes her being inscribed as an other but reacts 

against this via negotiation. For example, her marriage is but a negotiation between tradition 

and selfhood. In other words, she marries Francis, i.e obeys tradition but marriage in her 

opinion would enable her to have a quiet atmosphere to read for a degree, she has to work for 

her husband, to send him money to finance his studies in the U.K and help in his family 

expenses at home. To be able to move to the U.K, she gives all her jewellery to her mother-in-

law and lies to her that she would stay only a year and six months (see pp.30-31).In London, 

she makes great efforts to save her marriage and reach her aims at the same time. Aku-nna 

keeps her puberty (and becoming a woman) a secret lest her family and villagers would marry 

her off to the man who chooses her. Malika and Sultana give the father and brothers a sum of 

money to let them go to study. All seems to be attempts to dislocate softly the societal attitudes 

towards the African girls who refute this unfair social and cultural inscription. 

The aggressive way of dislocating the patriarchal ethos by female characters is also present. 

Adah asks for a divorce from Francis though she was taught that a woman without a man is 

‘incomplete’. Malika has various bodily relationships with men though it is a taboo in her 

village, she even marries a Frenchman and openly declares herself an atheist. Aku-nna elopes 

with the man she loves who moreover is an osu. Sultana insults Ain Nekhla men and helps the 

village  women to refuse the mayor’s  unfair decisions. Kenza gazes at her father fiercely in a 

way to tell him her refusal of what he has ordered, has too a bodily relationship with Said. 



Debbie stands against tradition. She refuses marriage in the traditional mould, has a bodily 

relationship with the British Alan Grey and enrolls in the army as an officer.These acts express 

a woman’s active and more determined rejection of patriarchy. 

These acts also reveal how the woman, in order to set herself free, instrumentalizes her body  

which actually has been appropriated by patriarchy. The woman is in De Beauvoir’s words, 

‘the mutilated man’1, the castrated being, who because of lacking the male sexual organ, 

undergoes  a control of her body. The latter  proves to be ‘the inscriptive surface’ of patriarchy.  

The girl after puberty is seen  as a sexual temptation for the male. Aku-nna after her puberty 

should be like a sexual toy to play with by the young men of her village. Adah’s body should 

respond to Francis’ whims whenever he wants to otherwise she is seen as frigid. Sultana must 

wear a veil in the village. Debbie’s body during the civil war is made a space to be 

penetrated/violated (raped) by the soldiers in a way to vanquish the enemy regardless of the 

pain she would feel. All this shows the extent to which the female body in the novels 

constitutes an ownership to be appropriated by the males. 

Conversely, the woman does not find other means of liberation except the appropriation of 

her own body. Aku-nna lies to Okoboshi that Chike has disvirgined her out of her willingness. 

She indeed has a recourse to the imagination of how she can own her body. Other female 

characters are luckier in the sense that with their cases Aku-nna’s imagination turns out to be a 

reality. Debbie chooses to have sexual intercourse with Alan Grey, Sultana spends the night 

alone with Salah. Malika shows signs of rebellion early in her life and makes her body her own 

possession; her sexual acts with the men she meets attest to her freedom of how to use her own 

body regardless of the teachings of patriarchy. On the whole, the patriarchal inscription of the 

female body has met a woman’s reinscription of it following what H.Cixous claims, ‘by 



writing her self, woman will return to the body which has been more than confiscated from 

her, which has been turned into the uncanny stranger on display-the ailing or dead figure, 

which so often turns out to be the nasty companion, the cause and location of inhibitions’2. In 

fact, the woman’s anorexia, hysteria and laughter are the immediate stories she writes on her 

body about not only her body but her self too. In addition, the word [re]inscription that appears 

in the title of the thesis instead of reinscription gives the reader a visual hint at the fact that for 

the female characters, setting themselvs freefrom the shackles of patriarchy is not an easy 

mission and is to the detriment of their health and lives. A psychic torture (Aku-nna),divorce 

(Adah), isolation (Malika), escape (Sutana and Kenza), disillusionment (Debbie) are what 

female characters have in return of their resistance to patriarchy. The bracketing of the prefix 

re (in reinscription) symbolizes the confinement and the detrimental ends the resistant woman 

reaches. 

The third issue is the African woman’s writing. The study has moved from the writing of 

autobiography to the writing of war novels. First, our women’s writing of autobiographies 

expresses a need to ‘see’ the self. For Emecheta it is therapeutic, and for Mokeddem,  it is a 

serene mode of writing. After having written The Forbidden Woman and Of Dreams And 

Assassins,  M.Mokeddem says in one of her interviews  that she needs to be  the novelist she 

wants to be :  

je crois que je suis en train de retrouver vraiment une sérénité parce que j'ai envie d'écrire quelque 
chose de diamétralement différent, de ne pas me laisser dévorer par la contestation, d'être la 
romancière que j'ai envie d'être et non pas seulement quelqu'un aux prises avec l'actualité.3 

 

In another interview, she underlined that ‘finding other forms of writing other than L’ecriture 

d’urgence and  recovering the pleasure of writing too are our freedom’4. Moreover, My Men 

comes to fill the void left by her first autobiography, La Transe des Insoumis. In some words, 



it was insufficient for M.Mokeddem to narrate her life in one novel, as a result she writes her 

second autobiography, My Men.  

The woman writer of autobigraphy uncovers a truth about her self and the characters in her 

narrative (who are the people in her life such as the father, mother, brothers, husbands). In fact, 

the recourse to autobiography is a natural corollory to the ideology of patriarchy. In other words, 

the woman who is endowed with the gift of literary creativity and writing cannot do with this 

type of writing as her life is full of episodes of trauma engendered by patriarchy. B.Emecheta’s 

statement that the writings of her autobiographies are therapeutic is justified to a great extent in 

the sense that writing an autobiography, far from celebrating the self as it is in the case of male 

autobiography, helps the woman to relieve the pain she has lived and felt for a long period of 

time. 

Moreover, this type of writing is characterized by the triad of 

uncovering/discovering/recovering. The uncovering centers upon the appeal to share with the 

woman writer her personal experiences which ultimately discloses the mechanisms of a whole 

society. The discovery revolves around the woman’s self-reflection. This is indeed why 

autobiography can be considered as a mirror, a means to help her know her self in a society 

which teaches her to erase it. Actually, autobiography builds up the  process  of the recovery of 

the self  and its memory. It is the talking cure that can become a pedagogical tool for readers, 

mainly female ones.  

Another point to raise is that autobiography writing for our women writers is so 

overwhelming that it is difficult for them to separate themselves from it. In their attempts to 

write fiction, they create female protagonists greatly similar to them and experiences 

comparable to theirs. They bear their personality traits, ambitions and ambiguities. The writing 

of the Forbidden Woman responds to L’écriture de l’urgence triggered by the Algerian black 



decade, yet M.Mokeddem fills it with personal experiences she has herself lived and her own 

comments she would like to formulate loudly against the injustices in her society as if to mean 

that the national Algerian black decade was a woman’s daily suffering from birth onwards due 

to patriarchy. The latter means that a woman is oppressed, emotionally killed, raped and 

silenced. People in the 1990s in Algeria lived the same tragedies: oppression, murders, women’s 

rape, and the fear to speak. The same process happens in M.Mokeddem’s first novels, Les 

Hommes qui Marchent and Le Siecle Des Sauterelles. She calls them ‘des romans de conteuse’, 

but she hybridizes them with personal events in her life like herrelation with her  

grandmother5.Likewise, Aku-nna in The Bride Price recalls Buchi Emecheta in her infancy 

experiences, in her father’s burial and in her opinion about the osu, to name just a few. 

Emecheta herself admits that it is not a totally imaginative work. All this supports the idea that a 

woman writer who has undergone patriarchal pressures finds difficulties –even if 

unconsciously- not to speak about her own life in works that seem fictional or historical. 

Indeed, the same can be said about M.Mokeddem’s Of Dreams And Assassins though its 

central point is the Algerian civil war. Kenza is like M.Mokeddem: a girl suffocated by her 

father, brothers and Algeria as a whole, a doctor chased by terrorists and who settles in France 

where she finds a refuge. One can say that this parrallelism evokes the idea that the nation’s 

history is embedded in the woman’s story. Furthermore, the most significant credit of this novel 

is that it imposes a woman’s analysis of historical facts starting from the Algerian independence 

till the black decade and highlights the woman’s double victimization during this decade. The 

project it puts forward resides in an ethics of nomadism (seen in Malika’s writing, Dalila’s 

desert and Kenza’s sea) which would help the woman to liberate herself from the patriarchal 

strictures. 



B.Emecheta’s Destination Biafra falls in this category too. It is a woman’s gendering of war 

and a challenge of the premise that war novels can/must be written by men only. B.Emecheta’s 

endeavour to write a historical novel about the civil war derives from her love of her country  

intensified by distance as she lived in London far from the atrocities her people experienced. 

Possibly, it is this distance that pushed her to write as near truth as possible. She researched and 

read records about it in order to avoid criticism about the exactness of the facts she evokes in the 

novel. However, her claim in her foreword that her war novel belongs to the historical fiction 

lays bare her fear to be criticized for her transgression and entrance into a domain which is 

strictly male. It is indeed a sign of her anxiety of authorship. 

In fact, B.Emecheta in her novels studied in this thesis does not cease to manifest this 

symptom. In The Bride Price, her narrator is unreliable, in  Second Class Citizen, she reveals her 

inability to use the first person point of view, I, and prefers the pseudonym of Adah. In 

Destination Biafra, she does not dare name her novel a war novel and chooses for Debbie 

motherhood as a destiny of salvation. This does not imply a bellitlement of B.Emecheta as a 

writer but translates the obstacles a woman writer can find on her way to attain recognition in a 

patriarchal society.  

At any rate, whatever the hiatus the readers and critics may find in these novels, one cannot 

miss the point that these novels are feminist. They portray a woman’s suffering under patriarchy 

due to distinct reasons (marriage, motherhood, bride price, education...etc). They also underpin 

women’s strategies to subvert and transgress this ideology and provide the readers with an 

understanding of a woman’s psychic upheaval and behavioural responses. They also stress the 

price a woman should pay when she stands alone against patriarchy. M.Mokeddem’s characters 

shelter in isolation and/or feel the need to deterritorialize themselves and embark on nomadic 

journeys.  B.Emecheta’s ones oppose tradition but feel tortured by its impact on their lives as 



seen in Adah’s inability to divulge her divorce and Aku-nna’s submergence by its ghost  after 

her elopement with her beloved. Debbie shows more independence than Adah and Aku-nna but 

cannot evade the fate of being raped and instrumentalized by men of her society. Yet, 

Mokeddem’s and Emecheta’s novels studied here shape a woman’s protest against the 

ideological apparatus of patriarchy and a call to awareness of how it operates. 

Furthermore, the functioning of its mechanism could not be uncovered without a reliance on 

the postcolonial and psychoanalytic dimensions in the novels. Fixity, liminality, otherness, 

mimicry, nationalism and narrating the nation have been paths to identify and describe the 

workings of patriarchy even though these terms have been the focal points to understand how 

colonialism and neocolonialism operate. Needless to say that the novels examined are post-

colonial since they were written and published during/after the colonization of Algeria and 

Nigeria,that is, temporally speaking, they illustrate the post in the post-colonial. Besides, one 

cannot deny the usefulness of the psychoanalytic ideas in the discussion. Freud’ Oedipal crisis, 

castration, dreams and displacement, Lacan’s lack and the symbolic, Kristeva’s the semiotic and 

abjection, father/daughter and mother/daughter relationships have been pinpointed in our study 

in order to manifest the patriachal mechanisms within a  family and the girl’s opposition to 

either inside or outside the familial space. In fact, any traumatic experience is appalling to any 

individual, and patriarchy is traumatic to a girl within her family who will reveal its effects on 

her being as a woman and as a woman writer. 

As a matter of fact, one can emphatically put forward that patriachy is the backstage of our 

novelists’ inception of their writing careers. Their ‘coming to writing’6 is generated by the 

oppression they witnessed in their lives.Patriarchy works for their silencing, and opposedly they 

develop a voice to denounce it and to represent other subaltern women. Their writing makes the 

woman’s privacy a public affair in order to defend, among others, the privacy of her own affairs 



like marriage and education. In the novels studied, they enlarge the feminist slogan ‘the personal 

is political’ to be ‘the personal is political, fictional and historical’. 

It is probably because of this enlargement that our novelists include mythical figures in their 

writing. B.Emecheta’s framing of the ogbanje myth first of all reflect a woman’s status. A 

woman like the ogbanje may desire death to end up her trauma due to her being oppressed. Like 

him, she feels herself strange, leans towards isolation and needs to move because of insecurities 

around her inside and outside the family. Its use however can have more than one interpretation. 

M.Mokeddem’s The Forbidden Woman is also permeated by the myths of Persephone and Don 

Juan. Sultana is pictured as a persephone figure destined to be separated from her mother and 

motherland; hence informing her separatist and anti-patriarchal traits. She also bears the 

feminization of the  Don Juan myth in the men being seduced by her, in her libertinage and 

atheism. Destination Biafra and Of Dreams And Assassins carry traces of the Cassandra myth 

which in the former is subverted into utopia because of Nigerian men’s corruption whereas in 

the latter it foretells the fall of Algeria owing to the folly of fanatic terrorism. 

In fact, the appeal to myths in our women writers’ texts out of fidelity to tradition (like in the 

case of Emecheta) or out of an appropritaion to subvert a patriarchal ethos (like what 

Mokeddem does) is important to consider. If writing is the space of the mythos, a woman’s 

feminist writing is the space of a feminist mythos. To counter the logos that devalues her, a 

woman writes, and the myth which has been to a great extent hegemonized by the logos is 

recuperated by/in women’s writing to articulate her own modes of resistance to this 

logos.Emecheta and Mokeddem write to counter the logos of their masculinist societies, and for 

a more effective impact they utilize the mythos. Their myths used in the narratives studied 

illustrate movement and agency. Even though Emecheta appropriates the ogbanje myth to 

accentuate the sacredness of tradition, she cannot impose her position on the reader who can 



embrace another, even more an opposite interpretation. Somehow, her use of the myth can be 

ambivalent whereas the Cassandra myth in Destination Biafra becomes a utopia owing to men’s 

corruption. Mythic femininity is indeed vulnerated by men. Mokeddem’s use of the persephone, 

Don Juan myths in The Forbidden Womanand the Cassandra myth in Of Dreams And Assassins 

exemplify a more tangible re-focalization of these myths. The mythic persephone calls for a 

separation from the logos, a way to weaken it. M.Mokeddem’s feminization of the Don Juan 

myth, the actively implied restoration of Elvire and Charlotte and the truthfulness of Cassandra 

testify to the birth of a feminine mythos. In a way, the feminist slogan can become:‘the personal 

is the political, the fictional, the historical and the mythical’.This is how the Laugh of Medusa is 

drawn.Support or opposition to this claim deserves to be elaborated upon in further research 

works. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Endnotes 

1-De Beauvoir, The Second Sex, op.cit.,p.68. 

2-Helene Cixous, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’,Signs, Vol. 1, No. 4 (Summer, 1976), p.880. 

3-Malika Mokeddem, ‘"… eux, ils ont des mitraillettes et nous, on a des 
mots…’,L'Actualite Litteraire,p.11. 
4-Interview avec Algérie Littérature/Action’, in Malika Mokeddem :Envers Et Contre 
Tout,edi.,Yolande Aline Helm (Paris :Harmattan,2000), p.31. 
5-M.Mokeddem says : ‘Le seul livre où il y ait vraiment mon enfance,mon adolescence, et la 
suite, c'est Les Hommes qui marchent qui retrace vraiment la vie de ma famille et à travers la 
vie de ma famille un pan de l'histoire de l'Algérie après les années 40, donc la fin du monde 
nomade. On les voit dans ce livre-là devenir sédentaires.’, in ‘"… eux, ils ont des 
mitraillettes et nous, on a des mots…’,p.1. 
6-It is a title of a book written by H.Cixous, La venue à L’écriture translated as Coming 
to writing. 
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