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Blind D evotion , V io lence  and Traum a in the W o rks  o f Ka Ma'i'ga, 
Bassek and M poudi-N golle

Ram onu Sanusi and W um i O lay inka  
Departm ent o f European Studies, U n iversity  o f Ibadan, Ibadan,

Nigeria

w o m en , fo r too long, have been m ade to exist in the 
hadow o f African m en. The ir subordination to men has been 
nostly achieved by the enactm ent o f societal laws in pre-colonial, 
:olonial and neoco lonial African settings w h ich  categorize them 
women) as the ‘o ther’ . The  consequence o f this subjugation is 
vomen’ s dependence on /  and blind acceptance o f the ir in feriority 
o men. T o  change the status quo, African fem inist w rite rs and critics 
ilike have raised awareness in w om en about the obduracy of 
jppressive tendencies o f some African cultural m ores. These cultural 
thos /  practices are those that spring from  essentially controlling 
roman's body that practically translate into contro lling  her mind in 
irder to  make her believe the myth that she is in ferio r to her male 
ounterpart. The  reification o f the fem ale body in variab ly  leads to 
ifrican w o m en ’ s b lind devotion to their husbands, children and 
nost often , the extended fam ily . Besides,, w om en are also victims of 
lale v io lence and traum a as evidenced in the w o rks o f Philom ene 
lassek, Am inata Ka MaYga and Evelyne M poudi N golle .

M uch o f A frican w o m en ’ s literature has been 
concerned w ith  change, o ve rtly  or co vertly . Indeed, 
the very  process o f literary creativ ity  as an aspect of 
African w om en 's cultural production is about change.
M any o f the w riters have confessed that they are 
m otivated to w rite  by the impulse to change the status 
quo, interrogate patriarchy, im perialism  and W estern 
fem inism . Th is is closely related to the desire toapers in English .and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2012 183
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liberate African w o m en , change their consciousness 
and recreate a positive self-perception to enhance 
progress. A frican w om en are aw are  that change 
cannot take place in vacuum , but w ith in  a dynam ic 
cultural crucible. M ary  M odupe Ko law o le  (1997)

Introduction
The so long epigraph that opens this discourse is b o rrow ed  from 
M ary K o law o le ’ s thought-provoking book entitled W om anism  and 
A frica  C onsciousness, and w hich w e  have taken the liberty to  use. 
The question o f subalternity o f the African w o m an  has generated a 
lot of debates so much that hard ly can w e  talk o f the African 
w om an w ithout looking at the co lon ia l, cultural effects and more 
especially patriarchal ethos in the subjugation o f the African w om an. 
As a result, m oving beyond the lim itations created fo r her by the 
male-oppressor has a lw ays been the subject o f reflection in the 
creative texts o f francophone African w om en w rite rs . T o  speak of 
subordination is to  speak o f a ra p p o rt d e  fo rce  between subjects and 
oppressors in w hich  case hegem ony, insurgence. resistance and 
rebellion occur. W e  submit here to Pius Adesanm i (2 0 0 2 )

Subalternity is deeply imbricated in the politics o f 
liberty and cultural production in those ex-centric sites 
o f m arginalized discursive form ations (A frica , Asia, 
non-W hite United States and Canada, M aori N ew  
Zealand and Aborigene Australia among others) so 
b rilliantly  theorized in the book edited by Abdul Jan 
M oham m ed and Lloyd B ro w n , The N a tu re  a n d  
C o n text o f  M in o rity  D iscou rse  (1990).

Suffice it to  say here that the trope o f subalternity in the 
fiction o f a num ber o f francophone African w om en writers 
dominates their literary production. Texts such as Am inata Ka 
M aiga’ s La V oie du  sa lu t (1990) Philom ene Bassek's La Tache d e  sangPapers in English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2012 194
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and Eve lyne M poudi-N golle ’ s Sous la cendre le  feu  (1990) that form 
the corpus o f this essay, portray the trajectories o f fem ale subjects. 
'Jot o n ly  that these texts reveal the male-oppressor /  fem ale-victim  
dynamics but, they also show  cultural and patriarchal dom inance 
vvomen are subjected to . It must be rem inded that N egritude w riters 
and poets did not do a good jo b  about presenting the image o f the 
black w o m an . Th e ir w orks often portray A frican w o m an  as the 
other’ even though they seemed to have m eant w e ll. This 
constitutes also a bone o f contention w hich  African feminists w o u ld  
pick on in their struggle fo r the em ancipation o f the black w o m an . 
For A frican feminists, the “ idyllic  image o f the A frican w o m an  is a 
creation o f Negritude w riters o f the thirties and forties especially 
Leopold Sedar Senghor, the author o f the celebrated poem  “ Femme 
Noire” in praise o f the A frican w o m a n ’ s beauty and m ystic pow ers” 
(Aduke Adebayo , 1996: 4 0 ) . Both fem inist w riters and critics w o u ld  
therefore launch a counterattack on w h at they largely describe as an 
explo itation o f w o m en ’ s images and stereotypes in m ale w ritings. 
W ith reference to A w a  Th iam 's position on this subject, Rangira 
Gallim ore (1997) notes that w o m an ’ s image is often exp lo ited  by 
male w riters in order to  underscore the m yth ica lly  subordinate 
position o f African w o m en  w hose image “ a ete souvent utilisee non 
pas necessairement pour defendre les droits fem inins mais pour 
p rom ouvoir une certaine ideologie politique, cu lturelle ou 
philosophique (12) [has often been used not necessarily to  defend 
African w o m en ’ s rights but to  prom ote a certain po litica l, cultural or 
philosophical ideology] (O u r translation).

Radical w riters like Calixthe  Beyala , even though the latter 
borrows the title o f her erotic n o ve l. Fem m e nue, fem m e n o ire  
(2003) from  Senghor’ s poem entitled “ Fem m e nue, fem m e no ire” , 
condemn the essentializing o f A frican w o m en ’ s images by Negritude 
proponents. O f course, Beyala's reduction o f African w o m an  to a 
mere sex object in this same narrative  has been denounced by critics 
for the latter do not see her painting an authentic image o f the 
African w om an (N icki H itchcott, 2 0 0 6 ) . But Beyala defends herselfPapers in English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2012 185
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by claiming that, she. by no means, is essentializing African woman, 
rather, poised to expose the “ invented authenticities" imposed on 
the African woman by mesmerized African and non-African writers 
(Nicki Hitchcott, 2006). We allude here to the very first sentences 
with which Beyala commissions her exposition in Femme nue. 
femme noire “ Femme nue, femme noire, vetue de ta couleur qui est 
vie. de ta forme qui est beaute..." ‘Ces vers ne font pas partie de 
mon arsenal linguistique. Vous verrez: mes mots a moi tressautent et 
cliquettent comme des chaTnes. Des mots qui detonnent, 
deglinguent, devissent, culbutent, dissequent, torturent ! Des mots 
qui fessent, giflent, cassent et broientl’ ( l l ) .  [Naked woman, black 
woman, clothed in your colour that is life, in your form that is 
beauty...” These lines do not belong to my linguistic arsenal. You 
will see: my own words startle and jangle like chains. Words which 
detonate, wreck, undo, overwhelm, dissect, torture! Words which 
spank, slap in the face, break and crush!]. (Our translation) With this 
kind of onslaught launched by the likes of Beyala on Negritude, one 
realizes that African feminists are not favourably disposed to the 
message of Negritude as it affects the African woman who seems to 
give up too much in order for her male counterpart to continue 
relishing in the myth of male superiority at her expense. In this 
instance, it would be appropriate to cite Eva Figes (1986) who calls 
to question Sigmund Freud’s suggestion that woman should 
renounce her sexuality in order to attain civilization. She in fact goes 
on to provide what can be regarded as a synopsis of Freudian idea 
of womanhood which is to be a home keeper and maker, a 
machinery for child reproduction, a being cut out for passivity in 
relation to man.

Theory (Feminism) as a Sign of our Times
Theory has become one of the dominant signs of our time, to the 
extent that hardly can we engage in a literary work without 
applying foreign theories. Suffice it to state here that the expression 
‘signs of our times,’ is borrowed from Aijaz Ahmad’s ‘ LiteraturePapers in,English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2012 186
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mong the Signs of our T im es,’ an in troducto ry chapter to his book, 
In T h e o ry : Classes, N ations, L itera tu res. T o d a y , expression like 
;ubject, m inority , gender, identity , center and periphery among 
others, are com m onplace in o ur literary discourse, in the 
onstruction o f any m inority discourse, especially in this era o f 
jostcolonial theo ry ’ s attempt to rem ap margins, African w o m en ’ s 
extual productions have provided m any theoretical positions. 
Hence, the concept o f African w o m an  as a subaltern, the oppressed 
md the w retched among other w o rd s , have produced m any 
heories, fem inism  here, being the cornerstone o f this w riting . In her 
h tro d u ctio n  to  T h ird  W o rld  W om en a n d  th e  P o litics o f  Fem in ism , 
Ihandra M ohanty (1991) admits the co m p lexity  inherent in defining 
his term . W e submit here to Adebayo (1996), the mere m ention of 
eminism brings to m ind the idea o f challenging male hegem ony. It 
nust be noted that mainstream fem inism  as Ram onu Sanusi (2010) 
observes, has, on several occasions, tried to project a universal 
definition o f fem inism . This un iversa lity  o f fem inism ho w ever, 
eceived an angry charge from  fem inism  in the Th ird  W o rld  

especially from  Africa . The critic’ s position is that being a European 
wom an or Am erican w om an is d ifferent from  being an African 
w om an or by extension a H indu w o m an  (Ind ia) for socio-cultural 
context and values are to ta lly  d ifferent.

Th e  essence o f the fight between the male-oppressor/female- 
victim  is to recreate, reconstruct and redefine the African w om an -  a 
new  being, a new  African w o m an .' It is not out o f place that 
francophone African w om en w riters like M ariam a Ba and Raw iri 
among others, have set out to deconstruct patriarchal modalities 
dom inant in a m ajo rity  of African societies through their literary 
creations/productions. Deconstructing the male-centric orientation in 
African societies is an enorm ous task and the more reason these 
w riters arm  the protagonists o f their novels w ith  determ ination in 
order to correct the false image given to  w o m en . W h ile  colonialism  
has contributed im m ensely in the production of African fem ale 
subjects suffice it to say that it has also altered the socio-cultural lifePapers in English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2012 187
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of Africans w here  w o m en  w ere  rendered irre levant and ineffective 
to b o rro w  an expression made fam ous by Zulu Sofola.

African fem inist insurgence against patriarchal oppression 
therefore has to take a radical dim ension if indeed the truth must be 
to ld . Hence, w ith  w riters like Calixthe  Beyala , Ken Bugul, W erew ere  
Liking, Philom ene Bassek, it is no longer sufficient to  dw e ll in the 
periphery o f A frican fem inist discourse. This crop o f w rite rs, taking a 
cue from  their rather subtle and com prom ising predecessors, adopt a 
more radical and stern stance by tru ly  nam ing w h at used to be 
form erly unnam able in order to call a spade a spade. Th e ir own 
approach to A frican w o m en  liberation cause, apart from  bringing 
the situation o f A frican w om en to the open , has as w e ll suggested 
w hat steps in the ir o w n  op in ion should be taken in order to break 
the shackles o f oppression w hich  hold A frican w o m en  bound to 
stultifying patriarchal trad itions. Ca lixthe  Beyala has been found to 
be notoriously undaunted in this mission giving the w a y  she 
launches her arsenal against patriarchal systems in A frica .

Beyala ’ s approach is indeed a mechanism that has adequately 
called into question A frican w o m en ’ s blind devotion  to oppressive 
hegemonic practices. The  reader can feel the inner tension of 
oppressed w o m en  as portrayed through her protagonists. Using 
Beyala’ s protagonists as random  representatives o f oppressed 
African, a reader w o u ld  d iscover that Patrice Gahungu Ndim ubandi 
(2009 ) captures ve ry  w e ll the debilitating psychological and physical 
conditions o f beyalian protagonists in his detailed expose on A sseze  
I'A frica in e  entitled A n go isses n e vro tiq u es e t m al-etre dans A sseze  
FA frica in e d e  C a lixth e  Beyala . N dim ubandi posits that:

De fa it, s’ il existe un theme federateur de l’oeuvre 
rom anesque de Calixthe  Beyala , c'est bien le mythe de 
la decheance, de la degradation. Si cette corruption de 
1’ etre et de 1’ univers beyalais se revele dans la 
decadence sociale et des moeurs, dans une Afrique et 
un Cam eroun en pleine deliquescence, dans un clim atPapers in English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2012 . 188
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atm ospherique deregie, ou des pluies intempestives se 
dechalnent en pleine saison seche et des chaleurs 
m ortelles en celle de la p luie, c’ est surtout a travers le 
corps et la psyche des acteurs, eternels zombies errants, 
en mal de v iv re , dans cet espace aux horizons 
tragiquem ent plombes, qu’elle se devo ile  le plus dans 
tout son horreur (6 ).

De facto , if there exists a unifier them e o f Calixthe 
Beyala ’ s novels, it is the m yth o f decline and 
degradation. If this corruption o f the beyalian being 
and universe comes to light in social and m oral 
decadence, in an Africa and a C am eroon falling into 
utter decline, in an unsettled atm ospheric clim ate, 
w here ill-tim ed rains rage during d ry  season and 
dead ly heats during rainy season, it is particu larly 
through the body and psyche o f the actors, 
perpetually w andering  zom bies, yearning fo r life, in 
this space w ith  trag ically leaden horizons (O ur 
translation).

Beyala ’ s sense o f apt representation o f the deplorable condition of 
African w om en in patriarchal m ilieus as described above is by every 
means a succinct w a y  to obtain a clear picture o f v io lence and 
traum a the A frican w o m an  is subjected to .

A ny A frican fem inist w rite r o r critic w h o  fails precisely to 
describe the m ental and physical degradation o f oppressed African 
w om en sim ply shies aw ay  from  telling the truth . This ultim ately 
amounts to  a com prom ise on his o r her part in o rder to avo id  being 
v ilified . As far as w e  are concerned w ith  the authors being discussed 
in this essay, tw o  o f them , Ka Mai'ga and M poudi-N golle  are among 
those com prom ising African fem inist w rite rs w h o  decide to dw ell in 
the periphery o f African fem inist em ancipatory struggle by the mere 
fact that they let their protagonists become enthralled into.Papers in English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2012 189
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patriarchal ethos. T h e y  m ake them  negotiate w ith  system atized male 
dom ination w itho u t offering them  adequate vo ice to transcend and 
obliterate patriarchal practices. These' w o m en  resonate those 
described by Helen C hukuw um a (1989) as fem ale characters w h o  
are solely trained to  focus on m arriage, procreation , keep the hearth 
busy w ith  cooking fam ily  meals, ensure .their husbands’ sexual 
satisfaction strictly on in v itation  (in o rder not to be seen as sexually 
w ayw ard ), and m aintain peace in the home.
They appear to be preaching Buchi Emecheta's fem inism  w ith  a 
small ‘f .  According to A w a  Th iam  (1986), this sort o f negotiation 
w ill not w o rk  fo r she claim s, and w e  quote b e low :

As far as w e  are concerned , this human race consists o f 
social classes and tw o  categories o f ind iv iduals: men 
and w o m en , w hose relationship to each other is that 
o f dom inating and dom inated . But that is not a ll.
People, or rather m en, have o ften 0 reduced the 
problem o f w o m en  to a problem  o f com plem entarity .
W h o  defines this com plem entarity? The  men w h o  
prescribe it fo r us. This com plem entarity has been 
systematized, g iving excuses fo r all the form s o f 
oppression and exp lo ita tion  that the patriarchal system 
imposes on a w o m an , by v irtue  o f her sex, both in the 
fam ily and in organized labour. Should this 
com plem entarity not o n ly  be challenged but also 
RED EFIN ED ? (13).

Philom ene Bassek, although not w ith  the kind o f sharpness 
and acrid ity o f Beya la ’ s parlance, on her part takes a bolder step by 
imbuing her protagonist. Patricia , w ith  the w ill p o w er to advance a 
positive cause against the surviva l o f one o f the tools o f w om en 
oppression, in this case m arriage. Patricia is em pow ered as a w e ll 
educated and em ployed m odern African w om an w h o  ensures that 
she relates w ith  her husband on equal terms. She equally  engages inPapers in English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2.012 190
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fem inist m ovem ent activities and term inates her m other, M am a 
Ida’ s, pregnancy in o rder to save her life from  excessive procreation. 
A lthough M am a Ida dies after the evacuation o f the foetus from  her 
w o m b , the reader realizes that she is conscious o f her being 
oppressed by her husband, but fo r trad itio n , she w ou ld  have 
revo lted . H o w eve r, w h at she could not achieve as a result o f her 
sense o f powerlessness in the face o f an overw helm ing  albatross-like 
husband, Patricia her daughter achieves on her behalf. Paradoxically , 
Patricia herself is not to ta lly  free from  the jin x  o f patriarchal culture. 
Patricia's husband, M andika , in his e ffort to call the form er to order, 
criticizes her for engaging in fem inist enterprises. There  again, w e  see 
the am biguity w ith  w hich  Bassek handles her fem inist vision and 
mission.

B lind D evo tion , V io lence  and T rau m a ?
Rokheya and Rabiatou, M am a Ida and M ina in La V o ie  du  sa iu t and 
La Tache d e  sang  and Sou s la cen d re  le  feu  respectively have a blind 
devotion  to their husbands and the consequence o f their inaction is 
that they are traum atized w h ile  madness and death occur in some 
cases. A lthough the trad itional b inary opposition o f male-oppressor 
/  fem ale-victim  is being challenged by textual revisionism  o f Ka 
MaVga, Bassek and M poudi-N golle , the struggle for w om en 
liberation in these novels is far from  being achieved.

The  trad itional Rokhaya and the m odern Rabiatou {La  V oie  
d u  saiut) and M am a Ida Patricia {La  Tache d e  sang), M ina (in Sous la 
cen d re  le  feu ) are characters w h o . occupy problem atic positions. 
T h e ir  textual tra jectory is that o f subaltern ity . Even though Rabiatou 
and M ina , models o f m odernism  and fem ale em ancipation in the 
A frican society try  to escape from  .'subjugated cond ition , they still 
find them selves trapped in the w eb  fc>f patriarchal oppression. For 
instance, these tw o  m odels, cut in the crossroad between tradition 
and m odern ity , experience trauma^ in the ir marriages as a result of 
their b lind devotion  to their^' husbands and their inab ility  to 
negotiate their autonom y w ith in  the defin ition o f African marriage.Papers in English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2012 191
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fam ily set up and com m itm ent. Th e  m odern Rabiatou in La V o ie  du  
salut, despite her exposure to occidental culture in France and her 
determ ination not to subject herself to stifling African trad ition , loses 
her life leaving behind tw o  little ch ildren , w hen  she hears the news 
o f her betrayal by her husband, the latter having clandestinely 
married a ‘d rianke ’ (w o rld ly  w o m an ) and buying her a v illa . The  
state o f shock that leads to Rab iatou ’ s death as described by Mai'ga 
the author is quoted be low :

-Racine? Epouser? V illa? A vec 1’ argent de nos 
econom ies! Ah le traTtre, le m iserable !
Rabiatou se leva, tituba, tom ba a la renverse. .. . Elle 
dem eurait inerte .. .  Elle est m orte (99 ).

-Racine ? M arried  another w ife  ? Bought her a villa?
W ith  our savings! A h , the tra ito r! The  miserable man!
Rabiatou stood up, staggered along, fell flat on her 
back . . .  She rem ained static . . .  She is dead (O ur 
translation).

M ina in her o w n  case in Sou s la cen d re  le  feu  regresses into a state o f 
madness triggered by the news o f her husband w h o  rapes her tw e lve  
year old daughter w ith  precedence o f her husbands m isbehaviour -  
M oham adou D jib ril’ s attem pt to  sleep w ith  Essebe, M in a ’ s younger 
sister and disruption o f the peace in her fam ily  by her sister-in-law, 
H ad ja . In the end, M ina is hospitalized and subjected to sessions o f 
psychoanalysis by Dr Lobe in o rder to reinstate her to a 
psychologically stable cond ition . M ina gives a synopsis o f the 
trajectory o f her depersonalization d isorder saying:

Ce fait, je  crois que c’ est celui que le docteur Lobe 
attend. Je  l’ avais enfoui au plus profond de moi- 
m em e, pour ne jam ais le reve ler a personne, je  I’y 
avais tellem ent enferm e que ma propre m em oire sePapers in English and Linguistics (PEL) VqI. 13, 2012 192
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refusait a ie laisser rem onter a la surface. Et alors 
c’ etait reve illee  la chose qui h ibernait en m oi, et que 
mes responsabilites fam iliales m ’avaient permis 
d ’ oub lier : ma v ie ille  angoisse ava it repris possession 
de m oi, etait remontee lentem ent, envahissant mon 
etre, rongeant mon cerveau. Et c'est pourquoi 
au jourd ’ hui je  suis devenue fo lle . . .  M on mari a v io le  
ma fille  . . .  Et moi pauvre id iote, je  le couvre ! Com m e 
je  l’ ai couvert quand it a tente de le faire avec ma 
soeur (190-193).

Th is fact, I believe is w hat D r Lobe aw aits. 1 have 
buried in m y most profound part, never to  reveal it to 
anyone , 1 have so much locked up that my ow n 
m em ory refused to  let it resurge to the surface. And 
then w as the thing that hibernated in me, w hich my 
dom estic responsibilities a llo w ed  me to forget, 
rev ived : m y ancient anguish took possession o f me 
again, it resurged slow ly , invad ing m y w h o le  being, 
devouring m y brain. And that is w h y  1 have become 
mad to d a y ... M y  husband raped m y daugh te r... And 
1, the poor id iot, that I am , I cover it up! Just as I 
sealed it up w hen he attem pted to do it w ith  m y sister 
(O u r translation).

Be that traum atic as it m ay, M ina w ill not speak o f her chagrin to 
anyone, especially because it is a taboo that a father should rape his 
daughter. It is unheard o f in A frica , yet it happens often , if one 
alludes to availab le  statistics o f incest in A frican fem inist novels. A 
ready exam ple is found in Calixthe Beyala ’ s Tu t'a p p e lle ra s Tanga, 
where Tanga, the eponym ous heroine is raped by her father. 
H ow ever, most A frican w om en , w hether victim s or relatives o f 
victims, prefer to  suffer in silence in o rder to escape being 
stigmatized, and most im portantly , because o f their lack o f vo ice.Papers in English and Linguistics (PEJu) Vol. 13, 2012 193
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This attitude o f voicelessness eventua lly  boils dow n to blind 
devotion on the part o f African w o m en  because they do not w ant 
to tarnish the fam ily  name. Rather, they choose to live w ith  their 
neurotic state.

Th a t Rabiatou and M ina are unable to question their 
traum atic states and their husbands’ absence from  hom e as w e ll as 
their strangely keeping out o f touch w ith  their fam ilies is an 
indication that w estern education alone is not enough fo r the 
oppressed m odern w om en to subvert patriarchy. It is on ly  an arm 
serving as a means to an end. w h ich  if the educated African w om an 
is not skilled in applying to assert her personhood and freedom , still 
remains in her subjugated arena. In actual fact, co lonialism , the 
progenitor o f w estern civ ilization  in A frica , in itia lly  played its ow n 
role in boxing African w om an into a position o f subalternity from 
w hence, her tendency fo r blind devotion  and her vu lnerab ility  to 
traum a. The path charted by the w h ite  m an’ s contact w ith  Africa 
began from  w hen  he, the w h ite  m an, arrived  as colonialist in African 
societies, the first thing he. as a physiocrat, strove to achieve w as to 
appropriate all lands to the co lonial governm ent. The matriarchal 
tradition that prom otes com m unal ow nersh ip  o f land became 
history. A frican w o m an  w as robbed of a m ajo r source o f livelihood 
and self-w orth . Seco n d ly ,|o n  the w h ite  m an’ s pretext o f “ mission 
civilisatrice” , A frican w om en w ere  not given the opportun ity  to 
participate in receiving W estern education. W hen they w ere  given 
access to  W estern education, it came on ly  as a means o f preparing 
African w o m en  as hom e keepers. W h at w ill enable oppressed 
African w o m en  say no to male hegem ony then is their ow n 
conscious awareness o f their otherness and definite effort to 
confront visib le  and invisible fields o f oppression from  w here  men 
derive the p o w er to subjugate them.

Them e dep loym ent, narrative  style and discursive 
engagement are com m on denom inators o f these novels. The 
m other-daughter trope is fu lly  dep loyed . In La V oie du  sa lu t 
Rabiatou o verth row s her m other to  take the centre stage o f thePapers in English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2012 194
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narrative , but as has been discussed above , Rabiatou does progress 
into the stage w here  she is able to fu lly  p lay the role o f a quasi­
fem inist messiah ^vith w hich the author intends to charge her. 
U nfortunately , she falls v ictim  o f male deception and unfaithfulness 
in m arriage. Patricia , on the other hand, in La Tache d e  sang ; edges 
out her m other from  the centre to the periphery. The latter, not 
satisfied to  be in the periphery, finds her w a y  back to the centre, to 
rem ain the effective protagonist o f the nove l.

M am a Ida’ s relationship w ith  her husband is a disturbing one 
fo r she engages in a politics o f invisib ility . H er husband is everything 
to her: the boss, the decider and even m ore w orrisom e, the ow ner 
o f her soul. The  m ore reason, she pleases him w ith  d ifferent meals, 
gives him a child alm ost every year so as to m ake him happy. The 
happiness o f Same, her husband, is param ount to  her well-being, 
even though in M am a Ida’ s subconscious, she is displeased w ith  her 
state o f subalternity w hich she confesses tow ards the end o f the 
novel:

Pourtant, il m ’est arrive souvent de penser que ma v ie  
aurait du se dessiner autrem ent. Je ne sais com m ent, 
mais 1’ idee etait la, -dans le secret, sans form e, 
inexprim able . Elle s’ est perdue au fil des annees, a 
force de me ta ire ... Je  n ’ai jam ais vou lu  te confer mes 
souffrances, celles de mes semblables encore moins, 
pour t ’ epargner peines et ennuis... J ’ai lutte moi aussi, 
Patricia , contrairem ent a ce que tu as toujours cru, 
mais dans l’om bre, seule et sans arm es, loin des 
societes secretes fem inines de jad is, fortes, puissantes, 
re lativem ent puissantes... L’ adm iration que je te 
tem oigne pour tes cam arades et to i, en secret, est 
grande, mais plus grande encore est la peur qui 
m ’etreint (155).
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Yet, I happen to th ink that m y life should have been 
shaped o therw ise . 1 do not know  h o w , but the idea 
w as there, in the secret, w itho u t form , inexpressible. It 
was lost as the years go by, by dint o f keeping q u ie t ...
1 never w anted  to  tell the story o f m y sufferings, even 
less those o f m y kinds, in order to keep you  aw ay 
from  w o rries and tro u b les ... Patricia, 1 also fought, 
contrary to w h at you have a lw ays believed , but in 
obscurity, solely and arm lessly, far a w a y  from  the 
strong, p o w erfu l, re lative ly pow erfu l fem inine secret 
societies o f those days. G reat is the adm iration 1 
secretly have fo r yo u r friends and you , but greater also 
is the fear that grips me (O u r translation).

In M am a Ida ’ s revelations above , the ro le that silencing plays 
in subalternizing the « o ther” , the w o m an  in this context, is exposed. 
In this regard, silencing should be as a phenom enon occurring w hen 
w om en are denied the vo ice or do not feel the agency to speak, 
w rite  and publish about them selves, teach, and w o rk  at the level 
that men w o rk  and earn incom e. A w a Th iam , the M alian  feminist 
seems to have felt the need fo r A frican w o m en  to speak fo r 
themselves in o rder to attain freedom  w hen she strongly heralds in 
her seminal ethnographical survey on w o m en  in some African 
societies entitled La P aro le  a u x negresses (1978), translated into 
English by D oro thy B laire in 1986 as B lack Sisters , Speak o u t: 
Fem inism  a n d  O pp ressio n  in  B lack A frica , (1986). The  inner tension 
she feels about the oppression o f w om en in patriarchal African 
societies is palpable in her statements be low :

Black w o m en  have been silent fo r too long. Are they 
now  beginning to find their voices? Are they claim ing 
the right to speak fo r themselves? Is it not high tim e 
that they discovered their ow n  voices, that -e ve n  if 
they are unused to  speaking fo r them selves - th e y  nowPapers in English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2012 196
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take the floor, if on ly  to say that they exist, that they 
are human beings -som ething that is not a lw ays 
im m ediately obvious -and  that, as such, they have a 
right to liberty, respect and dignity? (11).

JG-J Jester (2003 ) distinguishes this kind o f vo ice being referred to 
by Th iam  as a m etaphorical vo ice (d ifferent from  literal voice) 
having to do w ith  the expression o f self. Vo icing  out w o m en ’ s 
condition in order to gain independence and be heard is a notion 
Theresa M . Senft (1995). upholds w hen she argues in her essay 
entitled “W riting  (and) Independence: G ayatri Sp ivak and the Dark 
Continent o f Ecriture Fem in ine” . She opines that:

Continental feminists argue that the o n ly  w a y  to m ove 
w om en from  a position o f objectified servitude to a 
position o f full subjectivity is for w om en to w rite  the 
truth o f their bodies (1).

Silencing therefore becomes a mechanism by w hich  men 
enforce their dom inance over w o m en , the dom inated . Ingrained 
into their psyche that w o m an  is unequal to m an, u ltim ate ly , African 
w om en become blinded by trad ition . This mechanism o f silencing 
w om en has prevented w om en from  speaking out and has knocked 
them into a corner o f total inexistence o r quasi-existence. Through 
trad ition , society/men encrypt oppressive patriarchal practices into 
the psyche o f w om en w h o  through cultural operant conditioning 
w illing ly  and or unw illing ly  subject them selves to  nefarious 
hegemonic cultural in junctions. N atu ra lly , this becomes part of life 
and most w om en in such societies see them as the norm  w ithout 
which a society cannot be sustained. A w a  Th iam  exposes the 
barbaric m utilation o f w o m en ’ s bodies term ed excision and 
infibulations in the name o f upholding trad ition . It goes w ithout 
saying that practices such as these are am putative  to the 
hum an/fem ale body w ith  dangerous health consequences. Th iamPapers in English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2012 197
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even remarks that these operations as barbaric as they are, some 
'worneii in Africa still subscribe to the practice o f c lito ridectom y and 
in iibu latio itr tr> murder to preserve the trad ition o f ensuring that 
female sexuality is c u r t a i l s  «y.tent that the

procedures adopted by the old w om en w h o  carry out 
these cruel operations differ. In the case o f the A far, 
they generally rem ove everything they can, clitoris, 
hym en, strips o f flesh from  the labia m inora and 
m ajora , and , using thorns fo r sutures, constitute one 
single narro w  aperture, w h ich  the young men cannot 
a lw ays succeed in penetrating (5 ).

It must be noted that the practice o f c lito ridectom y and 
infibulations is a means by w h ich  w o m en ’s bodies are prepared for 
men’ s dom ination . In certain A frican societies, girls are made to 
receive specialized trad itional lessons w h ile  in confinem ent for 
excision and or in fibulations (Th iam , 1986). O ne o f the im portant 
lessons they learn during their confinem ent is the need fo r them  to 
subdue their sexuality , be submissive, passive and stoic. These are 
qualities regarded by patriarchal agents, in most cases o lder w om en , 
as quintessential fo r fem ales. A w o m an  lacking in these qualities is to 
be found w anting  in character and she is most like ly to  be regarded 
as a failed w om an w hose children are un like ly  to  do w e ll in life 
either. H aving thus been brainw ashed, females in patriarchal 
societies tame themselves in line w ith  such retrogressive societal 
prescriptions. O d ile  Cazenave (1996), d raw s from  . Rangira 
G allim ore in this aspect

En A frique, . . .  c’ est a travers le corps de la fem m e que 
la societe se m aintient et se perpetue. Ainsi ce corps 
doit-il etre fa<;onne, contro le et m arque. Le controle 
du corps se traduit d ’abord a travers les in jonctions
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verbales concernant la fa^on de ten ir son corps regi 
par un code de bonne ou de m auvaise conduite (179).

In A frica , . . .  it is through w o m a n ’ s body that the 
society maintains and perpetuates itself. Thus this body 
should be fashioned, contro lled  and m arked. The 
contro l o f the body is translated first o f all by means 
o f verbal injunctions concerning the m anner a w o m an  
carries her body regimented by a code o f good o r bad 
conduct (O u r translation).

Apart from  other know n tools o f oppression used in 
preparing African w om en tow ards blind devotion  in m arriage, 
clitoridectom y and infibulations serve as inconsiderate classical 
barbaric acts o f fem ale castration that psychologically prepare 
victims to  accept their inequality to  m an. O nce castrated, her self­
esteem is lost and w h at is left o f her is a feeling o f in ferio rity  because 
she has been autom atically  and psychologically conditioned to  a 
state o f perm anent incompleteness that she is to live w ith  all her life, 
not by her choice, but by the dictates o f cultural and patriarchal 
ethos. If  one should w an t to be fa ir, one should com pare an excised 
and infibulated w om an to a castrated m ale. A  castrated male is one 
w ithout the ability to express his m asculine sexuality , one incapable 
of doing ‘w h a t’ other men do , one purlo ined o f his self-esteem. Such 
a man does not exist in the equation o f masculine socio-political and 
cultural equality. He is mere statistic and such is the w o m an  w h o  has 
been a rtific ia lly  deprived o f her sexuality . Excision and infibulations 
ensure the subtraction o f v ita l organs o f self expression from  
w om an’ s body that makes her feel incom plete and unable to
compete w ith  m an. This am ounts, in essence, to a feeling o f
inegality w ith  man in her. Th e  loss o f her v ita l organs is
m etaphorically the psychological loss o f her vo ice . Th is artificial 
recreation o f the w o m an ’ s physiognom y is done in o rder to enforce 
the m yth that w om an is less than m an in every sense as preached byPapers in English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2012 199
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Aristotle , Plato , D arw in  and Rousseau. In Same’ s, (M am a Ida’ s 
husband in La Tache d e  sang), figment o f im agination, a w o m an  is 
nothing else but a m oron. Th inking  to him self one day, he 
summarizes w h at patriarchal trad ition conceives a w o m an  to be:

Q ue pouvait lui apporter son epouse? N 'etait-il pas a 
lui de tout lui apprendre ? Com m e beaucoup 
d'hom m es de sa generation. Same pensait que les 
femmes etaient toutes com m e £a, qu’elles ne savaient 
pas grand-chose, et que iorsque meme elles faisaient 
exceptionnellem ent m ontre d ’une certaine intelligence, 
il falla it leur faire cro ire le contraire tout en exp lo itant 
leur savo ir. Le m aintien de la hierarchie conjugale etait 
a ce prix (47 ).

W hat could his w ife  bring him? W as it not his duty to 
teach her? Like m any other men o f his generation.
Same thought that all w om en w ere  like that they 
knew  nothing, and that even w hen  they tried to 
dem onstrate some exceptional intelligence, there was 
the need to make them believe the contrary by . 
exp lo iting their know ledge. Th e  m aintenance o f 
conjugal h ierarchy w as at this price (O u r translation).

W hat’ s more! She has got to submit herself to the ‘ almightiness and 
all-know ing’ o f m an. Even the Q uran  affirm s that w h at is left o f the 
w om an is a shameful thing w hich  must condem n her to the position 
of an object w hose face must not be seen publicly but be ve iled . By 
w ay  o f digression, one should like to allude to how  Calixthe  Beyala 
com ically illustrates in Les H o n n eu rs Perdus how  a fem ale body is 
transmuted and emptied o f its powers and sexual organs in the story 
that surrounds the birth o f SaTda, the protagonist: “ Je naquis comme 
naissent les mythes, avec des on-dit. O n raconta qu'en reaiite j ’etais 
de sexe masculin et que, par un processus de transm utation desPapers in English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2012 200
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cellules, effectue par les mains savantes . . .  par procede de ponctions 
multiples sur les ovaires et de transp lantation , on m ’aurait dte toutes 
mes forces males . . . ’ (2 9 ). [1 w as born just as myths are born, w ith  
hearsays. People recounted that in reality 1 w as m ale and that, by a 
process o f transm utation o f cells, effected by skillful hands . . .  by a 
process o f m ultip le  punctures on ovaries and transp lantation, all my 
male resources w ere  rem oved] (O u r translation ). Th is is sim ilar to 
how  fem ale sexual organs are extracted in order to control her 
sexuality and m ake her in ferior to the m ale specie. In fact Nicki 
H itchcott fio tes that Beyala emphasizes these in her novels set in 
A frica :

Throughout Beyala ’ s A frican novels there are 
references to the w ays in w h ich  A frican w om en are 
expected to perform  their prescribed gender role 
(including expression o f her sexuality -  emphasis ours).
SaVda’s father, horrified that his w ife  has given birth to 
a daughter, invents the story o f his baby having been 
m agically transform ed from  a boy into a girl . . .  
H o w eve r, as soon as her b iological sex is established,
Sai'da is obliged to assume the w o m an 's  role of 
cooking, cleaning and holding on to  her v irg in ity  (115).

The  attitude o f M am a Ida in another context b rilliantly 
captures Ranajit G uha’ s postulate fo r the fam ous Indian historian 
and leader o f the ‘Subaltern Studies G ro u p ,’ says that consent is the 
most im portant ingredient o f hegem ony. It could be said as a result 
that in a m ajo rity  o f African societies, men en joy hegemony over 
w om en because they have the consent o f their w ives . M am a Ida like 
Rokhaya are perfect examples o f trad itional w om en for they 
successfully carry out the prescriptions o f trad itional education as 
m others, w ives and even better put as dom inated , battered and 
uncom plain ing w ives . In a nutshell, these w o m en  are well-educated 
in the trad itional sense fo r they d isp lay ve ry  w e ll the ‘patriarchal 
pedagogy,’ to b o rro w  an expression made fam ous by Kate M illett inPapers in English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2012. 201
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her Sexu a l P o litics. T h e ir  husbands come first, they see themselves 
solely as w ives , m others and dom estic servants and not as 
individuals w ith  the ir o w n  identity . In line w ith  the trad itional 
education they received in ch ildhood and puberty, Rokhaya , M am a 
Ida and M ina app ly  the trad itional education they received to the 
letter. Rokhaya consciously becomes Baba Kounta ’ s slave instead o f 
w ife , fo r according to  her Tan te , ATsse, she must do everything 
possible to submit to  her husband:

Tu  as de la chance d ’a vo ir  un pareil m a rke t tout ce 
c o n fo rt ! Tu  es la seule filie  du village a t ’ etre aussi 
bien m ariee. Redouble d’efforts et rends ton mari 
heureux en souscrivant entierem ent a ses m oindres 
desirs (3 9 ).

You  are lucky to  have such a husband and all the 
com fort he provides yo u . Yo u  are the o n ly  girl in the 
village to  be this p roperly  m arried . Double yo u r 
efforts and m ake yo u r husband happy by subscribing 
entire ly to  his least desires (O u r translation).

W hat one deduces from  Tan te  AVsse’ s counsel to  her niece, Rokhaya 
is that once m arried , a w o m an  autom atically  becomes subservient to 
her husband. H o o k , line and sinker, she accepts w h atever the man 
says o r does, w h eth e r it makes sense o r not. Little w o n d er then that 
w hen Baba Kounta keeps late night at w o rk  o r spends tim e w ith  his 
friends, m ore than w ith  his w ife  and ch ild , Rokhaya is no longer 
em powered to  question him . Rokhaya is condem ned to  suffer in 
silence till death. A ll that remains o f Rokhaya at the end o f her life 
are a body and psyche devoured by hegem onic trad itio n . Close to  
her grave, w e  are to ld ,

L’ age et la souffrance m arquaient ses traits d ’un reseau 
de rides qui sillonnaient son visage. Des cernes noirs etPapers in English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, £012 202
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profonds creusaient ses paupieres. L’ insomnie 
1’ affaiblissait, la douieur com m e un anim al feroce, la 
guettait au coucher du soleil, rongeant ses entrailles 
(94 ).
Age and suffering m arked her body w ith  a netw ork of 
w rink les w h ich  criss-crpssed her face. D ark and deep 
rings fu rrow ed  her eyelids. W eakened  by insom nia, 
so rrow  like a ferocious anim al w atched  o ve r her at the 
setting o f the sun, devouring her entrails (O ur 
translation).

n like m anner, M am a Ida consciously remains a puppet in the hands 
af Same her husband. Consciously because according to  her, she 
'esents her subaltern ity but lacks the w ill p o w er to  rise above the 
situation as she declares to  Patricia,

Pourtant, i! m ’est arrive  souvent de penser que ma vie 
aurait pu se dessiner autrem ent. Je  ne sais com m ent, 
mais l’ idee etait la, dans le secret, sans form e, 
inexprim able. Elle s’ est perdue au fit des annees, a 
force de me taire  (155).

Yet, 1 often th ink that m y life could have been 
fashioned o therw ise . I do not kn ow  h o w , but the idea 
w as there, hidden, w itho u t fo rm , inexpressible. It 
became lost as years w en t by, because 1 kept mute 
(O ur translation ).

V ictim  o f incessant v io lence . M am a Ida’ s lo ve  fo r her husband 
remains b lind ly  unshaken. Instead o f challenging her husband in 
order to destroy the shackles o f oppression and break the emptiness 
o f silence, she resigns herself to fate crying and w ishing that her 
husband is m ore loving and caring. The  narrator exp lains:
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' ; “ II lui a rriva it sim plem ent de p leurer quelquefois en 
s’ im aginant com m ent elle aurait pu etre heureuse si 
Same ava it ete plus d o ux . Elle p leurait dans 1’ om bre et 
masquait ses souffrances com m e toutes les femmes 
jugees bien eduquees de sa generation » (44 ).

Sometimes, she w ep t im agining how  happy she w o u ld  
have been if  Same had been a loving husband. She 
w ep t in the shadow  and masked her sufferings like all 
w om en adjudged w e ll tra ined in her generation (O u r 
translation).

As one can deduce from  the narrator’ s statement, M am a Ida’s 
com placent attitude tow ards her oppression is a result o f her 
trad itional upbringing.

In patriarchal A frican societies, m arriage is the key space* 
w here the w o m an  has no rights o f her o w n  and w here  she is| 
expected to be reduced to  a productive body. M arriage is the 
psychological and physical space w ith in  w h ich  p o w er relation: 
between man and w o m an  are acutely pronounced, man being the 
dom inator and w o m an  the dom inated , it is a space w here  w o m an  i 
supposed to  be b lin d ly  devoted to her husband and children* 
(w ithout a life o f hers), and her sexuality subdued.

The  husbands, the w o m en  revere alas, see them selves as lord! 
and m aintain the o rder o f things as they are fo r they en joy that 
status quo. In o rder fo r the husbands to  m aintain the ir masculine 
dom inance, they result to  v io lence  as clearly  noted w ith  Same 
M am a Id a ’ s husband. M am a Ida and Rokhaya , w h o  are protector] | 
o f patriarchal pedagogy inherited from  their m others, introduce th 
education to  the ir daughters. In the case o f M am a Ida, sti |  
encroaches on her daughter’ s dom estic space w hen she visits her i 
to w n . M other-daughter relationship suffers a serious setback hen > 
M am a Ida sees herself as a failure fo r not successfully giving 
daughter the patriarchal pedagogy she received from  her ow  i
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m other Veron ique . Patricia’ s freedom  in her dom estic space puts 
M am a Ida in a problem atic position fo r her daughter is 
deconstructing the saying ‘ like m other, like daughter’ . Patricia, 
sim ply put, is opposed to  her m other’ s sheepish adherence to 
patriarchal pedagogy, w h ich  constitutes the architectural fabric of 
especially La Tache d e  sang. In both La Tache d e  sang arid La Voie 
du  saiut, one observes, to bo rrow  Ify A m ad ium e’ s expressions, the 
‘daughters o f im peria lism ’ trying to liberate the ‘daughters o f the 
goddess’ but they end up alienating them .

Besides, the patriarchal, religious and trad itiona l prescriptions 
that are used to subjectivize the protagonists o f La Tache de sang  
and La V oie du  sa iu t, it is w o rth y  o f note that these novels are 
allegorizing traum atic experience o f the protagonists, hence the 
w riters present traum a in a shocking literary w a y . W h ile  in La Voie 
du  sa iu t both m other and daughter (Rokhaya and Rabiatou) suffer 
the same fate and are traum atized by their respective husbands' 
behavio r; traum a is also ubiquitous in La Tache d e  san g  but it should 
be noted that it affects M am a Ida (the m other) m ore than Patricia 
(the daughter). T h e ir  traum atic experience is rem iniscent o f that of 
M ina , in another context w ith  her diabolical husband (D jib ril) in 
M poudi N golle ’ s Sou s la cendre ie  feu . The  d ifference between La 
Tache d e  sang and La V o ie du  sa iu t is that the fo rm er concludes on a 
more optim istic note. Though , the fact still remains that there is no 
effective deconstruction o f male dom inance or hegem ony in both 
narratives fo r the protagonists perspectivize Gautam  Bhadra’ s notion 
o f subaltern m entality w h ich  is submissiveness to dom ination . The 
authors’ alter egos are those w h o  essentially bear the message of 
male deconstruction. Patricia, Rabiatou and Essebe are juxtaposed 
w ith  oppressed trad itional African w om en represented by Mama 
Ida, Rokhaya and M ina , by the authors o f each o f the novels to act 
as fem inist agents to  debunk the m yth o f patriarchy. U nfortunately 
tw o  o f these fem inist agents do not develop  to a stage w here they 
can subvert male hegem ony. Rabiatou dies o f a heart attack having 
learnt about her husband, Racine’ s, surreptitious marriage to aPapers in English and Linguistics (PEL) Vol. 13, 2012 205
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drianke. Essebe disappears from  the scene the m om ent her sister, 
M ina , discovers the unhealthy attem pt her husband makes to  rape 
her. H o w eve r, Patricia , succeeds in stamping out m ale hegem ony 
making sure that herself and her husband relate to  each other on an 
egalitarian basis. Th e  height o f her fem inist em ancipatory mission is- 
w itnessed w hen  she facilitates the abortion o f her m other’ s 
pregnancy.

Conclusion
Blind devotion  to  patriarchal and cultural practices has not and w ill 
not enhance A frican w o m en ’ s liberation from  oppressive patriarchal 
practices. Rather, it has often aided w o m en ’ s oppression by w a y  o f 
making the latter accom plices to  their o w n  oppression by m en. * If 
African w o m en  must be fu lly  liberated then, it is o f necessity that 
they realize that they must do aw ay  w ith  the practice o f docile ly 
accepting oppressive cultural, practices as the norm , in this w ise,;£hey 
need to stand up against oppression as advocated by A w a  Tffici.m 
(1986) and w hose w o rd s w e  take the liberty to use : “ w o m en  can 
and must take up the ir stance against the cond ition w h ich  is im p o s ^ j 
on them . It m ay seem easier to  back dow n in the face o f all their 
problem s, but in rea lity  this w ill not pay d ividends. If they do notk̂ 
challenge the patriarchal society, if they leave everyth ing to  bef 
decided by m en, they w ill continue to fu lfill the roles that have 
alw ays been attributed to them : both as ornam ental figures and as 
m aids-of-all-work (7 3 ). Adetunji Helen Adekunbi (2001 ), in her 
paper entitled “ Re-O rientating the African W o m an  Today.”  lucidly 
rejoins A w a  Th iam ’ s op in ion . Calling out all circum scribed w om en , 
Adekunbi, argues that the A frican w o m an  has to  discard the 
negative beliefs about life and about herself w h ich  she has been 
made to  live  w ith .. . It is tim e fo r w om en to  m ove out o f the 
circumscribed lim its w h ich  corrupt culture and trad ition  have 
m arked out fo r them  into the enlarged sphere w h ich  the ir Creator 
has assigned fo r them  (103-111).
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