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Abstract

This research report will a make a comparative critical analysis of the two African
feminist texts namély So Long A Letter and God Dies by the Nile. Their humandist and
essentialist assumptions which underpin the texts' criticue of patriarchy will be
challenged and interrogated, The proj?ct will attempt show how both texts respond to
masculine myths about gender by replacing those myths with other constructions which
define women or peasacts in different yet nonetheless enclosed and stereatypical
generalisations, In the pfocess of this interrogative a.nélysis {deology of each text as
manifested through its stylistic devices such as plot, characterisation, setting and other
formal features will be examined. Three important issues which will be central in this.
. anaiysis namely question of identity, conceptions of power and projections of feminist
Hberation, The approach that will be adopted is the one which will assume the autonofmy
of the text over authorial claims or stated intentions, The fact that a text is written bya
womgn writer does mot necessarily mean that it stands in amtithetical terms to the
dominant patriarchal values,

The first chapter begins th. discussion with a theoretical introduction to the comparative
. analysis of the project. The second chapter will be bésed around the critical analysis of
Mariama Ba' s So Long 4 Letter. The third chapter will focus on Nawal Saadawi's God
Dies by the Nile. The fourth chapter concludes the discussion with an evaluative and
comparative commentary on the two texts and by charting the way forward for African

literary criticism. |
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CHAPTER ONE

THEORETICAL INTRODUCTION

 Nature of the Project

There is by now a well-established tradition of feminist literary scholarship in Africa,
which has accreted around a range of women writers who have come to assume quasi-

 canonical status.  Feminist literary scholarship has indeed come of age and it has

 achieved much by placing women writers and feminist concerns on the agenda. However

. it has also seldom been subject to aﬁy thordugﬁgoiﬁg eritique and bas instead been the

objecf of much 'solidarity’ critivism. This project is tharefore an attempt to begin a more

critical dialogue with this scholarship, It will be based around a comparative reading of
two African feminist texts, namely God Dies &y the Nile by Nawal el-Ssadawi and So

Long a Letter by Mariama Ba. |

This project is based on the premise that a text is a partisan and discursive construct
offering particular meanings sud modes of understanding, susceptible to diverse and
.contradictory interpretations, The merits and demerits of each text will then be
investigated reflecting in the process the disfectical relationship between ideology and
narrative form. Termry Eagleton, captures brilliantly the dialectical relationship between
the text and ideology. Terry Fagleton writes: "The text establishes 2 rélatiunship- with
jdeology by means of its forms, but does so on the basis of the character of the
. ideclogy it works" (7). It will also be fmportant to note what and how each author
chooses to foregrouhd and erase certain aspects and not others in her narrative.
'Accordiug to Dan O'fwapg, "Narrative implies choice, which entails either the
deletion or foregrounding of certain information’ (99). A text is an ideologically
partisan artistic intervention mads by the author but it cannot be explgingd through
authorship alone. It is with these insights in mind that the will be gritically assessed
paying attention specificaily to how they complement cach other the similarities and



dissimilarities in their namative forms.

The project operates from a premise which prioritizes autonomy and paramountcy of the
text over authorial claims or artistic intentions. For instance, fact that & text is written by
a woman writer doss mt_'necessatﬂy mean that it is counter—hﬂgemqnic ot subversive of
the established patriarchal etho's and values.

African Uiterarv Feminist Criticism

It has now become commonplace o present African feminist texts as unimpeachable and
faultless antitbeses to the male literary canon’. Florence Stratton for example sees these
femjmst texts as writing back to the phallocentric liferary canon in the same mananer aé
 the early African writers were writing against the narratives of the empire. Stratton says: -
"Fewinist literary tradition arose out of the African literary tradition whose
natioralist sentiment elided the historical reality of mate domination” (134). Women
writers are perceived a3 essentially opposed to male domination irrespective of their
 ideoiogical inclinations, Stratton presents the male and female literary tradition in
antithetical terms althongh she admits the existence of common ground. The texts by
women writers are therefore interpreted as essentielly subversive of the masculinist |
values while the texts by male writers on the other band are seen as the embodiment of
masculinist values par excellence. Consequently, Florence Stratton passes verdict in 2
very biologically determinist way, namely that male writers affirm and perpetuate gender
stereotypes while women writers challenge these siereotypes. In a slighily different vein,
' Molara Ogundipe-Leslie urges women writers to correct the false images of 8 woman in
Africa as projected in the male literary c&non(l 1). Katherine Frank defines the African
ferninist literary texts in terms of their feminist separatisny, which is conditioned by the . '
intractable sexism prevailing in Afvican societies, Frank like Stratton presents the African
feminist literary texts as standing in an antithetical relationship to the discourses of
patriarchal domination. Frank says: "Given the historically established and cutturally
savctioned sexism of Afrivan society, there is no possibility of a compromise or even
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truce with the enemy' (13). A feminist text is often interpreted univocally as counter-
' hegemonic and nothing else. These views and perceptions of these three scholars are
representative of a particular body of literary scholarship which had long dominated
Aftican feminist lterary scholarship until only recently.” |

It is because of the aforementione  swaptions that feminist litetary criticism has been
largely adulatory and oblivious of the weaknesse evinced by many feminist terary
texts, However, it must be admitted that critics like Molara Ogundipe-Leslie, Brenda
Cooper and Micere wa Mugo have questioned the class bias and sole fotus on gender
which characterises the majority of African feminist texts. They have decried the fact
that the majority of these texts are pre-occupied with the plight of the middle class

wonien to the exclusion of the sxperiences of -peﬁs&nt and_. working class woren.
| 'However, this observation is unproblematic in so far as it implies that mere awareness of
class divisions among wor+<a and & shift of focus from middle class women to working
class women would remedy the woaknesses, which characterize Affican feminist fexts.
Yet, these points notwithstanding, feminist literary scholarship bas tended to be adulstory
in its critical engagement with the forninist texts, "The proponents of this scholarship have
defined their main task as defending and nurturing « budding feminist Iterary tradition. .
" And it has largely been through the efforts of this feminist scholarship whatever ifs
weaknesses that feminigm has became ceniral fo Afiican lierary discourses, The
feminist literary tradition has also helped to diversify and etich the African literature in
znany ways.

African Feminist Litevary Texts

The main problem with the majority of African feminist texts irrespective of their
ideclogical inclinatioﬁs is that in the process of challenging patriarchal values, they have
tended to reproduce, not subvert these patriarchal codes. They have at times embraced
uncritically the normalising humanist and essentialist assnmptions about gender identity,
the rigid and repr&ssiﬁre models of patriarchal power, and feminist liberation. The
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dominant patriarchal gender stereotypes have been inverted not challenged. The
underlying grievance most of these texts have projected has been the non-participation of
wornn in positions of power and status without questioning the legitimacy of such power
and stams in the first instance. Power has been conceived in totalistic and systematic
terms in which all women and men occupy essentially the same position in relation to
patriarchy as victims and beneficiaries respectively. The operations of this power are scen
as obstructive, anti-energy, and forbidding. The critique of patrarchy and the feminist
. altermative that is profféred by most of these texts is predicated upon mono-causal
. explanations. Women's oppression for instance is located in the backwardness of African

- societies manifested by adherence to univocally retrogressive ‘deceptive’ religion and
- ‘antiquated’ customs, The umconscious assunption is that the domisation of women will
a\rtomaﬁcﬁﬂy be rescinded, as these societies become more modernised and Westernised.
- Thus, oppression of women is seen a8 an indux of underdevelopmient, '

The main thrust of this scholarship has been to expose the steteotypical portraits of
women in the phallocentric literary canon, and secondly to show how feminist texts have
challeriged and subverted ‘these stereotypes. The assumption, which underlies this
criticism, is that feminist texts are by virtue of their authorship subversive of dominant
masculinist values, Artistic intention is thus unduly privileged in the process and any’
other view or interpretation, which contradicts the authorial 1deology, is thus occluded. -
For example Alamin Mazrui and Judith Abala in their eritical analysis of God Dies by the
Nile they perceive the text purely as a reflection of anthorial ideology and nothing else.
They are at pains not 1o contradict the statements made by the author elsewhere in their
interpretation of the text. They write: "In analysing sex and urine as symbols of the
* relationships between pelitics and Xslam in the oppression of women ix Mawt,

. therefore, we shall endeavor to take into account el-Saadawi's own position on

Islam, and as much as possible io ensure that our interpretations are not in discord
with her vews"[Emphasis mine] (19). It is this assumpticn which has led to the
preponderance of an uncritical and adulatory literary evuiuation of feminist texts,
Recause of this fact, the criticism has been unable to transcend the ideological timitations
of the texts it amalyses snd has degemerated into what can be called "solidarity
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eriticism™. According to Terry Eagleton, the rain task of literary criticism is to make
vocal the siiences of the text and to demonsirate how the text is made incom_*=te by its
relation to ideclogy, Eagleton writes: '

The text is, ag it were, ideclogically forbidden o saj certain things; fn trying
to tell the truth in his own way, for example, the author finds himself forced
to reveal the limits of the ideology within which he writes...The eritic’s task is

* mot to fill the work in; it is to szek out the prineiple of its condlict of meanings,
and to show how this conflict is produced by the work's relation to ideclogy.
(.15 b).

' But the majo'rity Of African feminist literary éritics with the notable exception of the
" efnergent post-structuralist fiterary theorists in South Africa’ have become pre-ocoupied
with discovering general laws and tendencies, which link the feminist texts in their
common cause against an invariable and universal patriarchy. Self-reflexive, criticism
' has been partioulerly lacking in this respect. This project seeks to interrogate the common
assumption among the majority of African feminist critics that a text by virtue of its’
authorship or stated authorial intention is contestatory of masculuust values or the
phallocentric hﬁerary canomn.

Choice of Texts

Mariatma Ba's So Long 4 Letter epitomises the liberal feminist tradition, which is in tum
the ‘ominant form of feminism in African literature. In Ba's text the elements of this
tracution of feminist literary scholarship are fully realised, & factor, this has made the
novel & classic of Africen feminist lit=rary discourse. The author tends to focus on
génder as the prmary facter for social and political marginalisation of women It
operatos within the paradigm of universabist and humanist kind of feminism. Saadawi's
 God Dies By the Nile is representative of an emergent tendency in feminist literary
tradition in Africa. This socialist feminist discourse fuses a concern with gender



discrimination and class oppression, Contrary to the first schocei of thought projected by
- Mariama Ba, Ssadawi's socialist ferninism does not conceive 0.’ gender as the primary
factor in the social and political marginalisation of women, In fact, in most cases like in
Seadawi’s text, class is taken to be the main determinant of s ‘sl relations over and
above gender oppression. Yet, despite their differences the two texts are also sim.iiar' to
each other m a variety of ways.

The project will explore the ideology of each text through its stylistic devices suck as
plot, characterisation, namative point of view, aud setting, The project is premised on the
understanding that a literary text or any text for that matter is based consciously or
_unconsciously on a particular understanding of reality conditioned by its ideology. Chris
- Weedon says: "Whether ackmewledged ar not, every form of feminist politics
' '...iinpiit_m a particalar way of understauding patriarchy and possibilities of chamge,”
@) - '

Mariama Ba's So Long A Leiter evinces its ideology in a manner that is less selfs
c_cﬁscioﬁs and less coherent than Saadawi's God Dies By the Nile whose ideology is
undisguised and forthright, The two novels articulate class birsed kind of feminism in
different ways. So Long A Letter privileges the urbanised and educated middle-class
women with their individualist ethos as the repository of the povel's emancipatory
ferninism. God Dies By the Nile on the other hand privileges the rurel peasant womsn
with their romanticised class anger as the vanguard of the feminist liheration.

It is these different ideologies and 'positions of the authors in relation to their subject

matter which dictate the aesthetic dimension of each fext. This ideclogical difference
also determines another dichotomy between the two texts, Whereas ope text projects its

feminist agenda as wrivate and pessonal, the other evinces an agenda, which is mublic and
. political. The r slence and compiexity of treatment which characterises Ba's text
. .contrasts sk it the polemical, propagandistic and moralistic tone projected in
'Saadawi's ten. chig dichotomy however does not preclude a shared common ground.
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The two texis operate from the paradigm of the humanist and essentialist assumptions,
which inform their ctitique ot patriarchy and projection of feminist liberation. The two
novels can therefore be considered as fairly representative of the feminist literary
tradition in Aftica broadly reflective of the different kinds of feminism prevailing in
African literature. However it must be admitted that these texts are not exhaustive of all
the trends and ideological inclinations, which characterise the magna corpus that, of
African ferninist literary tradition

Several issues will be of crucial jmportance in the process of interrogating the humanist
and essentialist assumptions in both So Long A Letter and God Dies by the Nile. First is

- the issue of identity, secondly is the conception of power and lastly is the issue of the

alignment of feminist liberation with the modernisation theory of development.

Identity is one of the most important aspects of the project. It will be discussed under the
rubric of characterisation alongside the question of representation of the Jower classes,
The texts will be crifically analysed in terms of how they portray gender identity. Inboth
texts, identity is projected as an immutable and unchanging essence. Women or peasants
_aye portrayed as essentially different from men and their upper class counterparts rather
than being socially constructed and subjected to social relations in different ways. The
pmject will also look in what Ways these texts depart from or confirm the very gender
stercotypes of the patriarchal system they condemn. Ih short, is gender identiy perceived
as an immutable essence or g constructed and variable form? What are the social and
political implications of the agsumptions of the novels in terms of contesting patriarchal
noims of 'socief:y? The idea of an innocent transcendental femininity violated by a
rapacious masculine sexuality will be interrogated. It will be shown how these
essentizlised notions of gender which represent femininity and masculinity one- |
dimensionally unwittingly affirms, reinforce and sustain patriarchal values. The notion
 of an essential masculinity invariably serving the interests of all men and oppressing all
women will be deconstructed. Jeff Hearns and David Morgan provide a critique of this
- essentialised masculinity by saying: '



—certain forms of and practices of masculinify...are historieally
couditioned and open to change and chall:nge...This implies that men too
within 2 society that may be characterised as patriarchal may experience
. snbordinations, stigmatisations or margiralisations as a consequence of
their sexuality etinic identlty, vidss position, refigion or marital status,

(in

While these Forms of essentialisation are useful in contesting the patriarchy, they can also
perpetuate the very structures of domination which feminism seeks to contest. It is bell
hooks who points out that essentialised gender identity is hardly subversive of the
_stablished masculinist etuos and values, She says! "Certainly the diverse inventive
retelling of gender conflict between black women and men .. rarely suggesﬁ
appositional aesthetic directions and possibilities (18 a). F_u_rthemmre, it is these
narrow notions of identity, which easily slide info the imprisoning definitions of identity
in which the truth about the individual is located in his 6r her sexuality. One becomes a
daviant if he or she does not conform, This approach therefors fails chailenge or subvert
entrenched misogynist conceptions about wemen, 1t is this kind of essentiatist
identitarianism which Marcien Towa regards as @ prison rather than as & site of
resistance. Although Towa is more concerned with racial difference his comments seem
apt and relevant Towa writes; "In regard to all wurshlp of ditference and identity, we
must cultivate a systematic scepticism, withaut which we run the risk of confirming
our awn servitude" (Quoted by .Miller, 23)

The ¢ritique of essentialised identities will not be restricted to gender only but will also
extend to other forms of identity, which are retained as immutable and 'natural’, It is the
contention of this project that idenﬁty formation is both strategically necessary and
dangerous. The discourses of essentialism are trapped by their attempts to define hurman
" nature in unchanging and immufabie terms, When the feminist texts deny and occlude
the history and constructed nature of gender 'dentity they also foreclose the possibil®
for future change as well. If men are by rature promiscuous and unfaithful there is
nothing that can be done to remedy the plight of women victims beyond plaintive



Iamentations since everything is explained in an immutable and biologically determinist
way. Ruthven emphasises that it is necessary for feminism to discard essentialist
paradigms if it is effect & real change in the social formation. Ruthven proffers this
cautionary note: "Before we set about changing the world you need to define it in
such a way that changes are possible" (36). The contradictory problematic of
difference and equality is however not underestimated by this project. It is hooks who
provides a viable way out of this dilemma which has been best captured by Luce
Irigaray's rhetorical question: "How can the double demand -for both equality and
difference - he articulated? (81). A critique of essentialism is according to hooks not
necessarily debilitating but is empowering for the marginalised groups as long ag ity
political usefulness is retained. hooks writes:

Postmodern critigues of essentialism which challenge notions of ﬁniversality
and static over-determined identity within mass culture and mass
comsciousness can open up new possibilities for the construction of self and
the assertion of agency . . This critique should not be made synorymous with
a dismissal of the struggle of the oppressed and exploited peoples to make
ourselves subjecis. Nor should it deny that in certain circninstances this
experience affords us a privileged critical location from which to speak.

(28 a)

The question of representation as it manifests itself in the novels will be investigated.
- How are the lower class characters especially the peasants represented in the novels?
Mariama Ba excludes these lower class women in her vision of feminist liberation by
only portraying them univocally as the agents of pauiafchai domination, She disparages
them as captives of tradition and custom, intransigently opposed to the text's feminist
agenda. Nawal El Saadawi represents. them as the vehicle to articulats her feminist
. agenda. She idealises and romanticises them. The peasants are presented as having po

" other experience except that of oppression. They are aiso presented as inherently
oppositional to the structures of domination and oppression. The lower classes in both -



texts are normed from a middle class perspective as simple and naively innocent or
ignorant.

The two texts provide an apt example of Foucault's point that the act of representation
itself is part of an evolving process into which power relations always enter. The project
will grant a certain amount of vatidity to Foucault's ultra-pessimistic position. 'An act of
- representation will not be disparaged and discredited per se but only a certain form of
representation which norms the lower classes from the middle-class perspective will be

interrogated and questio_ﬁed. The act of representation is both necessary and inevitablein

the construction of counter-hegemonic discourses. [t is Chandra Mohanty in her criticism _
~ of Westem feminism that also implicates third world middie-class wormen who weite
about their lower class sisters, Mohanty aptly describes this misrepresentation by saying:

* Similar arguments can be made in terms of middle class urban African or
Asian scholars producing scholarship on ov about their rural or working
class sisters which assumes their owk -ui dle culfizres as the gorm and
codifies working class histories and cubiares as the "other" {52).

‘Conception of patriarchal power in the texts will also be interrogated. In Ba's text, it is
conceived as independent from other forms of domination while in Saadawi's text it is
linked with class oppression. Both texts operate within a repressive aud centred model of
power. Power is seen'in beth novels only in terms of limitations and prohibitions, But
this is a very limited way of understanding power since it is not only repressive but is
also productive. Jana Sawicki says: " power were merely repressive then it wounld
be difficult to explain how it has gotten such a grip on us. Why would we continue
to obey a parely repressive and coercive form of power?.the most " effective
mechanisms of power are productive™ (21). In fact, power is most effective when it is
not représsive but when it is productive, The perception of power as orchestrated from

specific iﬁstitutions and practices is equally culpable for texts weaknesses, Operations |
| and tedhniques power are polymorphous and multivalent. It is the contention of this
 project that power can be effectively resisted not by simplifying ite operations but by
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understanding it as a complex system in which coercive and hegemonic 'stmtegies are
simultaneously operative. Violence and coercion must be seen a3 one of the many ways
in whicli power munifests and entrenches its authority in the social field. Jana Sawicki
denies the centrality of coercion in the exervice of power. She says: -

They fdisciplinary practices] secure their hold not through the threat of
. violence or force, “ut by creating desires attaching individaals to

specific identities and estanlishing norms against which individuals and

their hebaviors and bodi.s are judged and against which they police

themselves. (68)
Alignment of feminism with » v . . wory of development , which juforms the
two novels in different way: il als~ .. ~ . cated, This alignment results in their

rigid' and monolithic view of culture “au. 1elngion as backward and repressive sooial |
forms, which inhibit feminist and class awarepess among women and peasants

respectively. Tt is the contention of this project *hat culture, tradition and religion are |

neither inherently reactionary nor progressive. The character they can take ina particular |
historical moment cannot be determined a priori but is » matter subject to inv-estigatiom
What {s important is not whether these monological perceptions of culture and religion
are true or not. But what is significant is how these are deployed in a specific context and
 time. It is the specific form of their deployment which makes them serve either
reactionary or progressive causes. Sembene Qusmane for instance in his novels such as
The Last of the Empire reflects this complexity of culture as an agent of change or
bulwark of the old order. '

What is disconcerting about the two novels So Long 4 Letter aﬁd Gad Dies By the Nile is
their monblogical conception of pulture and religion as impervious and hostile to progress
and liberation, although Ba's text is more ambivalent in its critique of culture and
tradition as an agent of oppression than Seadawi's text, The texts' refusal to acknowledge
the complexity, which surrounds culture and reli_ginn, leads to their positing a rigid



dichotomy between culture and religion on one hand and feminist liberation on the other.
- In God Dies by the Nile, liberation from class and gender oppression is predicated upon
the disavowal of religion and adoption of a more secular ovtlook. In So Long 4 Letter
~ feminist liberation, is predicated upon the scquisition of Western education and

disavowal of culture and tradition. Saadawi's critique of religion is based on the
| supposition that a theocratic society is more oppressive than a secular society, Ba's
rejection of tradition and eritique of the extended family is premised on the preference for
a nuclear family which is projected as a purely liberated space for a married woman,

Jtis the contention o project that these rigid and monological perceptions of culture

and religion give rise to analytic closures evinced by the texts under discusgion,

Discourses cannot be defined s either reactionary or revolutionary out of context and

~ time, They are often deflected and can be enlisted fo support different even antithetical

' purpoée& Discourses have no fixed referent values and system of morality, This:
paradigm within which Saadawi and Ba's texfs operate attempts to formulate & global or

 systematic discourse of the historical or social totality in order to Jegitimate or discredit
certain programs and practices as univocally emancipatory or oppressive.

Discourses acoording fo Foucault are to be judged aud evalunted dialogically not one-
dimensionally. Discourses are sites of continual conflict and contestation, and their
alignment cannot be determined o priori before the specific of their deployment is
established, Against this monological view of discourses qunault cautions: "Discourses
are not once and for all subservient fo power or raised ujy against it, any more than
silences are, We must make aliowance for the complex and wmstable process
wheréby ﬂjscourses :can be both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a
‘hindrance, 2 stumbling block, a point for an opposing strategy ..There is not on one
side a discoarse of power and opposite it another discourse that runs counter to it.
Discourses are tactical elements or blocks operating in the field of foree relations..."
(100-101). |
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 CHAPTER TWO

MARIAMA BA'S SO LONG A LETTER

Mariama Be's reputetion aud renown as a literary figure in Affica and throughout the
* world rests solely on two novels namely So Long A Letter and Scarlet Song written
within a five-year period These texts originally written in French have since been
translated into many languages mcludmg English, It is in their English version that the
critical analysis of the texts espemaﬂy So Long 4 Letter will be baged.

This chapter will critically analyse Mariama Ba's feminist project as reflected in her first -

-novel So Long 4 Letter. Tt wili begin by locating the text under discussion in the writer's -
corpus as.a whole. 'Ihereaﬂe- we will tum fo a detailed discussion of the nove] itself. .
This takes the form of analysing the ideclogy of the text through an engagement with
various stylistic devices ike plot, characterisation and settmg

Scarlet Song unlike its predecessor 8¢ Long 4 Letter i3 told through a third person
omniscient namator, Scarlet Song is an account of a Senegalese men (Ousmane) who
falls in Jove and finally marries & white French woman (Mireille). The heroine of the
story is this white woman who marries Ouimane in defiance of her parents racial
prejudice against her lover. The two lovers fully conscious of the prejudices existing in
. their respecﬁﬁre racial backgrounds initially conduct thejr ‘illicit' love affair in secrecy.

When Rfireille is send back to France by her parents after discovering the affair the
romance between the romance between the two lovers seem to be doomed. However the
young lovers manage to overcome all obstacles and continue their relationship in spite of
theit separation, Their romance is sustained by commumication through letters,
. Ousmane later marries Mireille in France and he informs his parenis atter the act The
newly wed cotple comes back to Senegal to settle as husband and wife, It is just at this



moment of victory that the romance is confronted with formidable trials and tribulations,
It is Ousmane's relatives especially his mother who begin to manifest her hostility
towards Mireille, When Quleymatou makes advances to attract Qusmane's attention, she
gets instant support from Ousmane’s maother Yaye Khady who sees Quleymaton as a
‘weapon to diélodge Mireille out of Qusmane’s life. It is Qusmane however who befrays
his wife and morries his black mistress without even informing Mireille. The latter
recalling their youthful romance and her sacrifices feels rejected and betrayed. In
frustration, she goes mad and she kilis her child, attempts to kill Ousmane and herself, -
This text differs from its predecessor in that the heroine Mireille is not innocent and her
husband's betrayal cannot be located entirely in his rapacious masculine sexuality or his
- inherent polygamic instincts alone. -The marriage is broken by Ousmane's betrayal as
much as it is wrecked by Mireiile inability or unwillingness to adapt to African cilture,
Although at the end of the day the author puts the blame squarely on Ousmane's
isguided nativism and his mother's meddlesome role ir. the marriage. The novel differs
from the first one in that it epds on a very pessimistic note while So Long 4 Letter reflects _
the experiences of women who are strengthened not broken by adversity. |

_ Scorlet Song is the author's seéond novel which replicates and reiterates the concerns
initially raised in her first novel So Long A Letter. A continuity and similazity of themes
characterises Ba's two novels. The theme of an wmfaithful husband who abandons his
wife for another woman js cemtral to both novels. A second concern, which is
characteristic of the aufhor's ferninist agenda is her location of patriarchal power relations

. in the matrimonial space. Matrimony for Ba then becomes a site from which the worst
and the most degrading forms of patdarchy are operative and aglle. Hence, both of her

texts are primarily interested in the plight of a married woman. Other forms of
raasculism operative outside the institution of marriage are peripheral fo the concerns of
Ba's feminist project. The kind of marriage, which seems o be of particular interest to
the author is the marriage coﬁsecrated upen the defiance of custom and parental

“authority. This defiance is linked to the characters’ enlightenment, in turn due to their
education. In fact, Ba's feminist project is accompanjed by a very strong pedagogic
messagé in which the virtues and values inculcated by Western formal education are
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valourised. Thirdly, there is a furniliar figure of the mother-in-law whose intrusive and
meddlesome attitude threatens the stability of her son's marriage. Incidentally, the figure
of father-in-law is absolved of any misdemeanour by the author in both texis, Lastly, a
further feature,' which couriects the two texts is the protagonist who is a middle class
wwbanised woman. The consistent choice of this type of protagonist underlies the elitist
nature and charmacter of the author's fominist agends. The plight of this middle class

~ heroine is shown by the author to arise first from machinations orchestrated by the mean

mother-in-law from a poor family who forces her daughter into a polygarcous marriage in
order to benefit materielly from such a union and secondly from the lust and vanity of the
husband. The only discemable development which the second novel makes, is the shift -
- of focus from an African middle class woman protagonist to a European middie class
woman protagonist. It is worth noting that even Mireille story is forecast in So Long 4
Letter by the btieﬂy told story of Jacqueline, an Ivorian who is married o a Senegalese
~ Samba Diack. Jacqueline like Mireille suffers and is ostracised partly because she is
from a dlfferent cultnral and religious background. Ba's emphasises the oppressive nature
of custorm and tradition on & woman. |

it is So Long A Leter which encompasses the author's feminist agenda in all its vibrant
: diveréity and scope, The epoch-making character of this text as a fiterary work is beyond
doubt. Christopher Miller regards the text as one of the trailblazers and pioneers of
African literary feminism. Miller says: "Only in 1979, with the publication of
Mariama Ba's Une 1 Longue Letire do we see an explicit, seli-conscious meditation
o gender difference wriften by 2 woman in francophone sub-Saharan Africa "
(250): So Long A Letter is an account of the narrator's life (Ramatoulaye) and her friend
Aissatou to whom the letter is addressed. The story of the text is told in first person
narrative and the text is written in an epistolary-diary form in which the narator-
protagonist communicates with her longtime friend about their marriages, which have
been commonly wrecked by masculine infidelity. |

The narrative can be broadly divided ifito three parts as told by the narrator. Firstly, there
is an account of the mourning period and its attendant rituals, which follows the death of
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Modou Fall (narretor’s husband). In the second part the story moves backwards in form

of a flashback to reflect on the betrayal and abandonment of the protagonist by her now

late husband. This abandonment and its consequences occur outside the narrative Jine of

the story but are recalled by the protagonist to her friend Aissatou, The last part is an

account about how the namator and her children survived and coped with the
 consequences of Modou's abandonment and death,

The narrator begins her letter by recalling golden childhood moments she has shared
- with her friead Aissatou to stress their closeness and the intimacy of their friendship
which has sustained them throughout the trials aad ributations of adulthood especially of
marriage. The news of Modow's death is then relayed to Aissatou. But the mournful tone
and attitude with which the narator relates the news compromises the verisimilitude in -
the'story. It is difficult to believe that Rema's grief for the man who has so callously
abandoned her five years before. Although the desth of Modou is the obvious reason for
writing the letter, the author uses this incident as an entry point from which to critique
polygamy and the extended family which mﬁmges on the mdmduahst ethos of the
* middie-class. Modou's death is used as an occasion to reflect on his past misdemearours,
Following a three days account of ﬁm_mourmng proceedmgs the narrator says: -

The mirasse commanded by the Holy Koran requires that a dead person be
stripped of his most intimate secrets; thas is exposed to others what was
carefully concealed. These exposures crudely explain 2 man's life. With
consternation, I measure the extent of Modou's betrayal. His abandonment

of his first family my children) and (myself was the outcome of the choice of
anew life. He rejected us. He mapped out his future without taking our
existence into account (9), '

* Modot *. deith provides the narrator with an opportunity to portray the oppressive nature
of tradition and custom on women especially in marriage, The well-nigh exclusive focus
of the novel on the plight of married women is further particularised by its concentration
on middle class and urban womenfolk. All the wornen whose plight under patriarchy is
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depicted in the novel are married middle class women with the notable exception of the
French expatrate patient who is & single woman, The latter is in any case
unsympathetically portrayed. The French woman single siatus and her rejection of men's -
advances are viewed with undisguised disapproval. The narrator says: "X observed Ler
often. Old, for her unmarried statvs. Her stndies must have been her only form of
recreation duririg her youth. Sour-tempered, she must have put off any passionate
advances" (44). The underlying subtext of this portrait is that a woman's happiness is
predicated upon the presence of & man in her life. The moral of the tale being that a
wotnan who transgresses this phatlocratic law will be condernned to a life of frustration
' devoid of any purpose and fulfillment. Funinermore, a crude and reductive kind of
nativism is also cvident in fhis instance.

| During the account of the mourning period, the narrator comments scepﬁcally about the
traditional rites thongh her attitude to religion remains awhivalent. The sisters-inaw
and the co-wife whom the author associates with the oppressive customs and tradition ave
created in an upfavourable way. The co-wife Binetou is Sirst introduced io the reader as
follows: ""Lhe preseice of my co-wife beside me irritates me, She has been installed
in my kouse for the funergl, in sccordance with tradition.” ( 3). The sisters-inlaw -
- who undo theix hair fas wives of Modou) are portrayed as mesn and extortionate agents
of patriarchal domination of married middle class women. The sarmator deseribing the
plight of the married weman says: "Her bebaviour is cdndiﬁo_ned; o sisgter-in-faw will
touch the head of any wife who has been stingy, unfaithful er inhospitable™ ( 4). The
essentialist notion of pender identily which informs the text is also wmderlined by the
narrator's atiribution to the mourners behuviour and traits accordingm their gender. Male
mourners are solemn and truly grieved while the womenfolk are merry and gay totally
ob-_livi‘uus of the gravity of the oceasion Incidentally, it is the male voice, which
continually but muccessﬁﬂly ca'ls them into order. The parrator says: "From time to
time an exasperntéd ma.uiy [sie] voice rings out 2 waming recalls purpese of the
gathering: a ceremony for the redemption of a soul, The voice is quickiy forgotten
" and the brouhalia begins all over again, inereasing in volume (6). The funeral
therefore provides an excel.Ieni opporunity for the author to establish the main thrust of
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her ferninist agenda.

The second part of the novel begins in chapter four and ends in chapter seventeen. It
differs from the first and third parts of the narratives because it narrates events which
happened outside the timeframe of the narrative, which is basically the mourning period
to which the narrator as the deceased’s wife is subjected. It is during the namator's
mourning period ihat she looks back at her life and that of her late husband whose death
provides an occasion to reflect on kis earthly sojourn, The betrayal and abandonment of
the namaior-protagonist by her husband is narrated alongside a similar experience
suffered by the friend to whom the letter is addressed. Adssatou is used as a foil fo
expose and accentuate Ramatoulaye's shortcomings as perceived by the novel's feminist
agenda, The life experiences of the two friends run parailel to each other. To empimsise
this comparison the author presents a narrative in which the readers are constantly
reminded of the paraliels between the two lives. The heroine and her friend have shared
‘similar experiences since their childhood, they have been subjected to similar educational
experiences both feudal and colonisl, enjoyed romantic and marital experiences together
. a8 well as suffering beirayal and sbandonment. However it is the betrayal and
abandonment which sets the two heroines apart. Comparatively speaking Aissatou is
sﬁbjected to a less bumiliating befrayal than that which does the proagonist suffer. But it
is Afssatou who divorces her husbend who has not really ebandoned her while the
protegonist who is subjected to a far more humiliating betrayal and abandonment chooses

to stay in the marriage.

The last part of the narrative starts fram chapter eighteen until the end of the novel, It
picks up the thread of the story from the first part afier a lengthy interruption by the
flashbacks and reminiscences of the second part. The two most important elements of the
narrative which occurs in this last part are the parrator's rejection of marriage proposal
from Daouda Dieng and other suitors including Modou's elder brother Tamsir and the
narrator’s successful bringing up of her children. Through Daba and young, Aissatou the
* author prajects her conception of an ideal relationship devoid of domination end betrayal.
" Through Daba's husband Abow and young Aissatou's bogfiiend Tbre** a Sall he author
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projects an alternative masculinity which is not oppressive and misogynist as the one she
bas criticucd in the entire narrative. Thus, Ba's feminist vision is not only pessimistic 2

eritique of the status quo but is alsv an optimistic gesture foward a non-gendered
egalitarian future. The [imited nature of Ba's ferninist vision is also evident in this
instance. The compassionate and caring husband is enough to annul patriarchal
domination and liberate women. '

The plot of So Leng a Letter is centred around betrayal and abandonment of the
protagonist by her husband Modou Fall after twenty-five years of marriage, The story of
the novel is really a reflection on this betrayal and how the narrator-proiagonist and her
children coped with this betrayal and abandonment. While this betrayai is portrayed as
the lot suffered by, most women Ramatoulaye's betrayal is made urique by the author as
being particularly poignant and humiliating. She is not only deprived emotionally and
physically but she aiso financially and materially, Modoubuys Villa SICAP and its ehic
contents for the second wife by mortgaging Villa Fallene (where Ramatoutaye and her
twelve children live) as a security. The narrator's digpity is also compromised when the
husband falls in love not only with & girl from a poor family but someone who is her’
daughter's friiend. The emphasis on the poor background of the family is part of the
ﬁovel's ideology, which seeks to disparage Modou for ‘entering ruch a poor family'. The
narrator mournfully says: "X don't understand. They did not un erstand cither the
entrance of Modou, a 'personality', into this extremely poor family"” (39). The author
created Ramatoulaye’s co-wife fo be young and be from a poor family for ¢ specific
purpose fo be able to magnify Modou's act of betrayal. This is motivated by the author's
conception of marriage outside one's social class as 2 mism ~h, which is devoid of
genuine love, This perception is reflected in both of the authors novels. Modou's act of
betrayal would have appeared less ignominious if the co-wife was financialiy
independent and was from a well-off middle class family. The ignominy is further
accentuated by the fact that the co-wif was the daughter's friend which makes it not only
a crime against the narrator but her daughter a fact which makes Modou's misdemeanour

.a double betrayal.
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The narrator's betrayal and abandonment is juxtaposed against a similar fate which has
been suffered by her friend Aissatou and her Ivorian acquaintance Jacqueline. While the
betrayal of the two friends by their husbands Mawdo Ba and Saniba Diack respectively is
rooted it speéiﬁc factors, Modon's motive for betrayal is feebly explained. To emphasise
the pain and puzzlement of the namator to the reader the author makes the narmtor to
recall her resplendent marital experiences, which predate the betrayal. Furthermore, the
narcator is the one who has compronised her sociat wosition by marrying Modou against
the reservations of her mother, relatives, and community at large, The narrator says: .1
preferred the man in the eternal kbaki suit. Our marriage was celebrated without _
dowry, withowt pomp, under the disapproving fooks of my father, before the painful

_ indignation of my frustrated motber, under the sarcasm of my surprised siers, in -
our town struck dumb with astonishment (16), '

The narmator goes to great lengths to recall her good and obedient behavioar 85 a
Modou's wife. In spite of all these indignities she has suffered the narrator surgrisingly
opts to stay in the marriage against the pressure exerted by her elderly children and her
neighbour Farmata, Thiy seems to be the parrator’s favourite narrative technique in the
navel, The narmative creates certain expectations which are then disappo'inﬁed and the
narrative tzkes a new mexpeeted'mm. The extravagant description of the igmeminy of
Modou's act of betrayal ¢reates the expectation in the reader thar Ramatoulaye would
definitely divorce her husband especially in the light of her close friend Aissaton's
divorce of her husband who had committed & less grievous and ighominious act of
betrayal. The pressure from the children and the neighbours serve to heighten the
anticipated fulfillment of this expectation. The second insiance of this pattern is Daouda
Dieng's in Ramatoulaye's house an expectation is rreated that shproposal to the narrator.
'Throughuut the comings and goings of Daouda Dieng as described by the natator an
expectation i created that she would finully accede to Daouda Dieng's proposal for
marriage. Daouda is loved not only by the narrator's friend and neighbour Farmata but
also but by her children. In an unexpected turn of events, the natrator rejects Daouda
Dieng’s proposal afier all the flattering descriptions of Dieng's physical appearance,
intelligence, and sensitivity to feminist opprussion and his unselfish political
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involvement,

The setting of the novel is located in the urban middle class world whose tranquility and
peace is disturbed by the intrusion of the lower class personalities who come as husband's
relatives or as husband snaichers of the middie class women There is a strong
' impiication in the novel that this middle closs world wntainted by any contact from low
clas; traditional personalities is quintessentially good and stable,

The setting of the narrative is located against a social background which is strongly
regulated by Oppresé.iw and misegynist customs and fradition, It is these customs and
‘tradition whxch makes possible the disruption of the narrator’s marita] happiness. The -
parrator's objection to any mte‘gratmu between the two worlds is first evident during’ the
funeral proceedmgs. The objection to the invasion of the narmtor's middle class home by
the mourners i3 expressed in the strongest terms. Chapter three begins as follows: "QOp
the third day, the same comings and goings of friends relatives, the poor, the
unimown, The name of the deceased, who was popular, bas mobilised a buzzing
- crowd, welcomed in my house that has been siripped of all thut could stolen, all that
could be spoilt [Emphasis mine] (5). After the day's proceedings the narrator observing
the interior of her middle class home following its invasion says: "Gradaally the honse
empties. The smell of sweat and food blend aa. trails in the aiv, unplessant and
nauseating. Cola nuts spat out here and there bave left red stains: my tiles kept
with snch painstaking care are blackened. Oil stains on the walls, balls of erumpled
" paper. What a balance sheet for the day!" (7). '

Setting in the novel is used used an index for the character's situation and fortunes, A
stark contrast is drawn between the character’s moment of freedom and oppressed
situdtion, which is engendersd by her abéndbument The narrator evokes an atmosphere

 of merriment and Biss in the description of her life from childhood days through her
edycation to her marital experiencus before her abandonment. The narrator recalls her
childhood moments in these nostalgic tones: -



The past is reborn, slong with its procession of emotions. I close my eyes.
Ehb and tide of feeling: heat and dazzicment, the woodfires, the sharp green
manga, bitfen inte in turns, a delicacy in qur greedy mouths. 1 close my eyes.
Ebb and tide of images: drops of sweat beading your wother's ochre-
eploured face as she emerges from the kitchen; ;irocessiun of ypung wet girls

* chedteriug on their way back from the springs (1).

The school years under colonial rule are also remembered nostelgically by the narrator-

protagonist, This fond remembrance is connected to the novel's thematic concemn, wisich

perceives education as an utiproblematic liberatory tool for women. Chapter seven opens
- with these words: '

Adssatou, I will never forget the white woman who was the first to desire for.
us an encommon destiny. Together, let us recall our school, green, pink,

blue, yellow, a veritable rainbaw: green, biue and yeltow, the colour of the
flowers everywhere in the compound; piak the colour of the dormitories, -
with the beds impeceably made. Let us hear the walls of our school come to
iife with the intensity of vir sfudy. Let us relive its intoxicating atmosphere
at night, while the evening song, our joint prayer, rang out, full of kope.”

(153,

Even the initial marital experiences are also recalled with a resplendent atmosphere and
setting for the novel's heroine together with her friend though occasionally sullied by the
intrusion of relatives especially the mother-in-law and the sisters-in-law. The atmosphere
is one of merriment and affection, Ojo-Ade's interpretation of how marriage is depicted
in the text seems inaccurate.’ Ba portrays marriage in this way to indicate and highlight
the eﬁormity of masculine betraya! and abandonment. Before the disruption or the fall,
. tnarriage is a ‘haven of content’, She comceives the institution of marriage as most
seductive and appealing before it is dogged by beirayal and unfaithfulness. The rarator
recalls: '
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we we lived: Christmas Eve parties organised by several couples, with the
costs shared equaily, and held in turns in the different homes, Without self-
consciouspess, we would revive the dances of yester-year: the liéely beguine, '
frenzied rusbas, languid tangos. We rediscovered the old beatings of the
heart that strengthened our feelings. We would also leave the stifling city to
breathe in the healthy air of seaside suburbs {20-21). |

However, after Modou's betrayal and abandonment of the heroine the atmosphere and the
setting change radxcally and are no longer resplendent and enchanting as before. The
atmosphm which surrounds the namrator, is sombre, and depresszve Suddenly the
natrator realises her body, has been deprived of its charms by age and numerous
childbirtlis. The setting therefore serves as an indicator of the radical rupture and change
of fortune in the narrator's life. Italso magnifies and accentuatés this change of fortune.

Characterisation in the novel is intricately linked with the text's thematic concers. Xt is
linked with essentialised notion of gender identity which .5 strongly projecied in So Zong
A Letter. Tt is also linked though not without contradiction to the valourisation of
education as an unproblematic tool of énlightenment oud psychological emancipation
from the nbscurantism and bigotry of tradition. '

These fertures are projected in the text through characterization. There i3 & tendency to
depict male and ferale characters arcording to the traits which are associated with their
-gender. Pseudo-biological determinism seems to inform the logic behind this form of -
characterization. The essential womankood is also celebmied in the text. Following a
" declaration of love made Daouds Dieng to her the narrator observes: "X opesed my eyes
‘wide not in astonishment- a woman can always predict a declacation of this kind-
but in a kind of stupor” (65). Valourisation of motherhood is made in the last part of
the text. Justifying her pardoning young Aissatou after discovering her pregnancy
appeals to the inhefent traits of mothethood. She says: “And alse, one is a mother in
‘order to understand -he inexplicable, One is a mother to lighten the darkness. One



is a mother to shield when lightning streaks the night, when thunder skakes the
earth, when mud bogs one down. One is a mother in order to love without
“beginning or end" (83)

There is tendency to portray men as possessed with uncontrollable and insatiable

'polypamic instincts’, Mawdo the medical doctor, Modou the lawyer, Danuda Dieng the

doctor-politician, Tamsir Modou's brother together with the young and oid suitors who

propose maniage to Ranatoulaye are all deceptive cheats devoid of genuine love. They
-are all motivated by lust, ficklemindedness, and vanity in their declarations. The
~ condemnation of the male characters is however not total and it serves the specific

' ideological impuise of the novel. Femi Ojo-Ade’s observation about the characterisation
of male characters in the novel is therefore partially true. Ojo-Ade observes this
jaundiced characterisation of the males in the novel without describing kow this is :
deployed in the text and how it is dictated by authorial ideology. He writes: “Man the
unfaithful husband, Man, the womaniser, Man the victimiser- Ba's novel describes
him in all his negaﬁve forms ... Man is the symbol of evil, There 5  mo
redemption for man, the monster...”" (73).

To underline the text's singularity of focus ort gender the male characters are critiqued in
their role as husbands and fathers but never as political figures especially Modou Fall and
Daocuda Dieng. Modou's betrayal of the workers is obliquely mentioned but it is an
isolated statement in the entire namative, The: narrator says about Modou; "His
promotion to the rank of techuical adviser in the Minisiry of Public Works, in
exchange for which, aceording to the spiteful, he checked the trade anion revolf."
(9). With Daouda Dieag one of the more syinpathetically portrayed male characters only -
his "polygamic instincts" are displayed but his corrupt political practices are never
interrogated. The narmator d- <cribes Daouda's motives for joining politics in these
| glowing terms: "He was an upright man, and each time the situation demanded, he
would fight for social justice. It was not lave of show or money thai had driven him
“towards politics, but his true love for his fellow man, the urge to redress wrongs 2nd
- injustice” (61). But a page thereafter he is quoted by the narrator without any sense of -
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irony implicatirg him in a comupt political practice of huy'ing the supj:ort of the voters,
Daouda says: "No one is well-off, not even those of us who are considersed to be
secare and finagcially sound, when in fact all our savings go towards the
maintenance of an avid cliensele which believes itself to be our supporters ¥ [Emphasis
mine] (62). This admission on Daouda's part puts into question his supposedly altruistic
- motives. Instead of redressing the wrongs and injustices as the narrator has described
‘him doing, we see him partaking in and perpetuating these wrongs and injustices. But
this is perceived by the narrative neither as a fault nor a misdemeanour on Daouda
Dieng's part. Even towards the end of the narrative the narrator is still enthralled by the
public and polmcal stance of Modou and Mawdo: "Aissatou, no matier how unhappy -
- the Outcome of the outcome of onr unions, our husbands were great men. They led
the siruggle of their lives, even if success cluded their grasp; one does not easily

overcome the burdens of a thousand years"(?’.’o) Tt is here that Stratton's interpretation

of the text as "reveahng the hetrayal of the hopes and asp:ratinns. Sy this same
privileged efite: the umdermining of nationalists socialist ideals by bourgeois
materialism..” (Stratton 137} seems far-fetched and out of step with the novel's thematic

- concerns,

. The female characters egpecially the middle-class women ere porirayed as forever

funocent victims of masculine betrayal acd promiscuity sanctioned by custom and
' tradition. Women are created as naturally chaste and ascetic and as devoid of sexual
desire, They are genuine lovers who never betray but are always rewarded with betrayal
and abandonment. The author makes the narrator aclmowledge that women are not
~ always innocent victims but does not subvert the general essentialised gender 1dent1ty in
the text. For example, the narrator makes the following observation:

Whereas 2 woman draws from the passing years the force of lier devotion,
despite. the ageing of her companion, 2 man, on the other hand, restricis his
field of tendernesy, Hig egoistic eye Jooks over his pariner's shoulder, He

| contpares what be had with he no longer has, what he has with what he
could have (41). '
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The essentialised masculine and feminine roles in the novel are undercut by the text's
projection of formal Western education as the essential step towards the aftaioment of
wdm'en‘s liberation. The major contradiction of the novel is located in this tension. The
theme of valourisation of education exists uneasily with the essentiatised notions of
gender, The narrative thus depicts male characters as impetviou_s to the liberatory values '
 of the colonial education they have undergone. Education that is projec'ted' in the text
liberates only the womenfolk, men are thus are portrayed as incorrigible t?aditionalists..
Meawdo Ba and Modou Fall are ennobled only tempoxarily by this education but they later
régr%s to the primitive state out of which the colonial education has heiped them to
~ gvolve,” The two male characters are initially portrayed as noble-minded but they
degeuerate xmmed.tately when they betray their wives, '

Mawdo is initially portrayed as an excellent and committed doctor who Has esisted
family and community pressure not to marry Aissaton. But when he accedes to his
' mother's request to marry his cousin young Nabou the author begins to depict him as
‘morelly degenerate. However, a dramatic fall from being an angel to a villain is evident
- in the characterisation of Modou. He is not only extremely bandsome but is a committed
" and selfsacrificing lawyer-cum-trade unionist, He remains faithful to the narrator during
the tenure of his legal studies in France. He is unmoved by the beauty of the white
French ladies in Paris (unlike Ousmane in Scarfet Song) and remains fithful to his black |
fiancée at home, This valourisation and exaltation of Modow's character and fuithfulness
is constructed not without recourse to a problematic and gendered kind of nativism. The
siarator says: "The milky eomplexion of the women had no hold on you... ¥ox missed
the swinging hips of black women walking along the pavements, this gracious
deliberate slowness [sic] characteristic of Afriea which charmed yowr eyes."
(Emphasis mine] (14). But when he betrays his wife and tekes a second wifé he
degenerates into a selish and callous husband and father. He neglects his first wife and
. children to please the second wife. While his children are struggling to get transport to
take them to school, he buys Binetou new Alfa Romeos, which afe changed at the
smallest dent. He also abandons his trade union career to become a technical adviser in



the Ministry of Public Works as a reward for having eborted imminent workers' strike,
- His meanness is displayed when he forces Binetou to terminate her studies in exchangs
for a monthly allowance. He mortgages the house in which his wife and children live in
order to secure 2 new villa and its 'chie contents’ imported from France. However, the
- nerrative fuils to criticise Modou and Daouda's politics in a systematic and consistent
fashion,

The second way in which the narrative resolves the tension between its gender
determinism and its thematic value of education is by portraying the tneducated women
a3 agents not victims of patriarchal domination. In the character the tension is resolved in
favour of the thematic value of education.’ A. sharp distinction exists between educated
and non-educated wornen while such distinction between male characters is occluded.
Patriarchal domination as depicted in the novel seems to target and victimise only the
educated niiddle class women. This blindness to the plight of the non-educated wotnen is
reflected during the narrator's account of the funeral proceedings. This ovemlght is also
related to the novel's jaundiced view of traditionally minded in-laws, Describes the
plight of Jacqueline the narrator implicates the relatives for her unhappiness. She says:
"In addition her husband’s relatives-always the relatives- were cool towards har..”"
[Emnhasis mine] (42). The narrator tells her own story of harassment by the relatives in
vivid and eloquent tenms. It is significant to note that these relatives are low class and
uneducated, The narrator says:

In different ways, we suffei-ed the social constraints and hegvy burden of
custom. Iloved Medou. X compromised with his people. X tolerated his
sisters who too often would desert own homes to encumber my own. They
ailowed themselves to be fed and peited . .. I knew how to smile at them al,
and  consented to wasting time in futile chatter, My sisters in law believed
me to be spared of drudgery of housework (19).

 While she recognises the limits and duties imposed on her by tradition she ignores the
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same plight which is suffered by her sisters-in-law. The customaty obligation imposed
upon them to take responsibility to dress up the wives of their late brather is merely rioted
without being intemrogated. The narrator says: "Yhey [sisters-in-law] reappear afier
their deliberation. They have contributed the large sum of two hundred thousand
frapes to 'dress’ us" (7). The only 6ppression that is privileged is that of the educated
middte class women -"..trne sisters destined for the same mission of emancipation"
(15). The namator attributes her enlightemment and consciousness about g .ler
oppression to the colonial education she received under the tutelage of her whife mistress,
: A_unty Nabou and Biseton's mother are modern day female Iagos of the texts who scheme
and conspire to destroy the stability of Ramatoulaye’s and Mawdo's marriages, But the
two are depicted in different degrees of meanness to stress the poignéucy of the narrator's
plight over that of her friend Aissatou. Aunty Nabou is shown to be motivated in her
actions by the grand ilIusions of her nobility which she feels has been insulted by her
son's marriage to a goldsmith's davghter. Binetou's mother is shown as literaily selling
her da_ughter' in order to climb the social ladder. Her motives are érudely materialistic
and there js nothing that sesrns capable of deflecting her from her aim. The davghter is
shown to be against the marriage but is foreed by the mother, '

The other set of female characters, which are not flattered by the narrative are young
Nebou and Binetn. Young Nabou from a royal family background is depicted as
naively innocent and totally submissive to masculinist values while Binetou from the
 working class family backgrouad is portrayed as shallow minded, manipulative and
selfish. Both of them are rivals to the middle class heroines of the novel,

Their lack of noble traits like their educated middle ciass rivals ig attzibutable to their
family backgrounds in which formal Westem education was never priotised in their
upbringing. The narrator describes young Nabou as follows: "School had wot left a
sirong mark on young Nabou, preceded and dominated as it was by the strength of
- character of Augty Nabou who, in her rage for veugeance, had left nothing to
chance...”” {46} Binctou on the other hand is described in this way: "As for Binetou, she
had grown up in complete liberty in an environment where survival was of the



essence. Her mother was more concerned with putting the pot on the boil than with
~ education.” (43} In both cases whatever the different backgrounds of their familial
upbringing hoth Binetou and young Nabou are shown to lack what éccording to the text's
~ thematic project is the vital and liberating influence of education. The perception of
education as the primary emancipatory tool for women plays an important role in the
novel’s characterisation, The two are = wever distinguished from each other. Young
Nabou is shown to be a better personality than Binetou even though both are still inferior
to Ramatoulaye and Aissatou. Young Nasbou is redeemed by her royal backgronnd and
her profession. Underlying the text's favourable depiction of Young Nebou is its
' reluctant and hesistant valourisation of the African feudsl past despite its dominant theme -
"on the value of Western education.. Several critics have taken Ba to task for her
derogative depiction of the lower class women without interfogating the ideological -
- imperative, which makes necessery such biased characterisation. This is the reason that
~ though Aissatou is from a working class family .she is redeemed because of her
educational achievements. The narrator paying fibute fo Aisaton's educational
achievement says:

The power of hooks, this marvelloué invention of astute human intelligence,
Various signs associated with the sound that forms the word. Juxtaposition
of words from which springs an idea, Thought, History, Science, Life. Sole
instrument of interrelationﬁhips and of cultare, unparalieled means of giving,
anrd receiving. Books knit generations together in the same continuing effort
that leads to progr..s, They enabled you to better yourself. What society
refused you, they granted:.. (32). '

The education is the only way, a universal strategy of liberation, the narrator advises not
only the readers but her children as well. She counsels:
| Life is an eternal compmm'ise. ‘What is impertant is the examination
_paper.;.Cniﬁvate yourselves instead of protesting. When you are adults, if
your opinions are to carry weight, they must be based on knowiedge backed
by diplomas. A diploma is not 8 myth...it crewns knowledge... (73)
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Reconsidering Ba's Feminist Proiect |

Ba's text is located in the congeption of a centred and repressive model of power in which
the operations of patriarchal power relations are simplified and explained in 2 reductive
fashion. The complexity of these relations is igﬁpred by Ba's patrative. Patrigrchal
power relations ‘are located in monu[ithic-. and fixed institutions and practices like
polyganty, rapacious rmasculine sexuality and educational institutions. This power .is also
perceived in a monologic fashion as always exacting a restraining influence on the
subject and nothing else. It is this conception of power as anti-energy imposmyg limits on

its subjects which lcads to analytic closures in the novel. The relationship betwesn power ~

and its subject is projected as one of univocal determination sanitised of its ambiguities
and comté_dicﬁon ‘Power is effective predisely becsuse it is not univocally repressive but
it operates by inciting desire and by attaching individnals to specific identities. It is also

' because of this reductive nature of her analysis of power that the namative fails to
connect, to make g link between gender oppre: sion and other structures of domination
prevailing in the socizty. Tt is the contention of this project that power is an ensemble of
heterogeneous elements which are £ from coherent and unilinear in their operation.
Jana Sawicki provides a critique of the humanist discourse by saying:

Essentialist humanisin obscures the irreducible plurality of habits, practiees
experiences and desires within.... 'Foueaﬁlt wants to aveid the dominating
features of the universalisnt implicit in such humanisms and eligion of

- difference to which they lead (69).

So Long A Letter projects male and fernale identities in a way that not only occludes their
socially constructed and manufactured character but also precludes future changes. If -
men are essentially fickleminded, unfaithfil and promiscuous there s *hing that can be
done to change the situation. If howaver such bebaviour is shown to arise out of spzcific
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social processes then 2 possibility for future change is created. Patviarchal power
relations are defined in terms of imntutable masculinist values which are immanent in alt
men. Women who are victims of the patriarchal domtination are similarly defined in this
very essentialised manner as naturally chaste and ascetic. However, Ba's characterisation
of women in the novel is less rigid and more nuanced than her characterisation of men,
But this nuanced depiction is marred by another form of essentialism -that is class
prejudice- which is one ot the major elements of Ba's feminist agends. Ba ~uld have
broken out of the essentialist mode of her gender identity at least with 1. e shavacters
had it not been for the class prejudice for the Inwer class women who are po-tra, 2d as the
only ones who are active agents in the perpetuation of patriarchal dominaticu. This
prejudice is also related to the novel's equation of tradition with masculinist values and
Westernisation with feminist iberation. Gender identity therefore remains essentialised
in the text despite this jaundiced depiction of the lower clags women,

The namative by accepting and taking for granted the patriarchal codes about gender
identity reinscribes the masculinist values in & way that reinforces mther than subverts the
cthos of the established order. Chastity is seen as the essential aitribute of universal
womaphood and sexval indulgence as the defining trait of universal manhood. This
dichotomy supports the patriarchal double standards for men and women. According to
Saadawi in her non-fictional work it is these double standards which are prehibitive of
the woman's ﬁ'eedc.u.. Saadawi writes: "There are certuin moral standarvds for
females and others for males, and the whole society is permeated by such doubie
standards. Af the root this anomalous situation lies the fact that sexual experience
in the life of a map is a source of pride and a symbol of virility; whereas sexual
~ experience in the life of women is a sowrce of shame and a symbol of
degradation”(31). This essentialist view of male and female identity as located in
sexuality explains patiarchy in a way that sustains and perpetuates the status quo of
gender inequality. - Ba's universalising impulse is clearly articulated in the narrative
whereby the individual traits of one wan epitomise the essential character of all men.
The parrator describes Mawdo as follows: "For Mawdo, through him zil men,
- remained an enigma to me...Thus to justify himself, he reduced young Nabou to a
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- plate of food'. Thus, for the szke of "variety', men are faithful to their wives" (33-
34). By construing this discrepancy as biologically determined the narrative affirms and
reinforces the patriarchal notion which holds that female sexual desire is fllicit and
abnormal while the unrestrained male lbido is natural, What is particularly &angeroﬁs
about these essentiatist notions of gender identity is their sheer normalising impulse and
will to conform which arrogates to itself the power to demarcate between what is normal
and what is aberrant in accordance with patriarchal values, :

A centered model of power in which power is seen as located in specific and particular
institutions and practices characterises the narrative. In the novel the author emphasises
and locates patriarchal power relations in bad and mean character traits of individuals, It

is these rather than structural features of a patriarchal society which are seen to be the |
: dnvmg force behind the masculinist domination of women in society. This is particularly
gvident in the author's projection of an altemative matrimonial space in the re.laticnships
of Daba snd young Adssatou whereby the good intentions of a husband or a man are
enough to rescind patriarchal relations, This results in the preseription of the unfversal
strategy for emancipation of women. Hence the privileging of education as the univocal
“tool for the emancipation of women. It is this flawed analysic of power which results in
the novel projecting fulse solutions io the masculinist oppression of women  The
relations between middle-class women are idealived and romanticised over the
heterosexist relationships and relations across the class divide, But that does not justify
calling the novel a feminist separatist text as Katherine Frank does because the text is
freught with ambiguities and it defies one monologic lebel. Frank says: "..book is a
celebration of femaie bondiﬁg, of Ramatoulaye and Alssaton's enduring friendship,
of their shared world withont men™ (i8) Admittedly there are feminist separatist
senttiments expressed in the text but they exist alongside other contradictory sentiments
like idealisation of heterosexist romantic relationships like in Daba and young Aissatou's
relationships, Even the namator's and Aissatou's mariages before shandonment are
similarly idealised. The text swings between the valourisation of feminist separatism and
idealised romance as an alternative to the masculine betrayal and gbandonment. Of
course there is an assumed innocence in being a fenrale, [t is here that thé novel's
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reluctant separatist impulse can be located. The relationship between female and female
is dépicted as devoid of hijerarchical relations and is non-exploitative in contrast to the
reiationship between male and femals.

Jana Sawicki cantions the feminists against a reliance on humanist assurnptions in their
critique of patriarchal power relations. Sawicki contends that any reference to humanist
assumptions should be suspended. She calls for innovation within the feminist
movement in its critigue of the ethos of the decadent patriarchal system, Sawicki writes:

Rather than genevalise on the basis of the stereotypes provided by the
dominant culture feminists must explore the meanin of the diversity of
sexual practices to those who pracfice them; to resurrect the "'sul.}j ugatéﬁ' '
lmowledge" of sexuality elided within dominant ealture. (35)

_The humanist assumptions which propel forward the narrative are its Achilles heel, &
point of weakness as the namator-protagonist's exhortation to her daughters to avoid
premarital pregnancy aptly illustrates. Although the narrator attempts to project her self
asa pmgl'essivv and understanding modern mother her conssrvatism and shesr will to
dictate what is, perm:ssible and illicit to her daughters is brazezﬁy displayed. She says
YA profligate life for 2 woman is in incompatible with moraluy" (87) Ambivalence
is of course one of the central characteristic features of the texts narrative, This is
epitomised by Ramatoulaye-a Jocus of contradictions, a fusion of a rebel, and
conservative,

_‘The novel's uneriticsl ﬁcoepts.nce of the masculinist values as the nomm, leaves the text's
feminist agenda wanting, Ultimately, these masoulinist values are affirmed not
subverted, Chris Weedon cautions agamst this complacent attitude about discourses by

saying:

- we need not take established meaniags, values, and power relations for
granted. Ii is possible to demonsirate where they come from, whose interests
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they sapport, how they maintain sovereignt  nd where they are susceptible
to specific pressures for change (174).

Alignment of feminist liberation with the theory of modemisation is one of the major
weaknesses of the novel’s feminist politics, A monolithic view of culture and popular
traditions as inherently masculinist is simplistic and reductive, According to this view,
feminist oppression just like underdevelopment is located in cultural factors or at times
even in the psychic constitution of the African people. Development aud women's
liberation are then visualised as an indivisible whole formivg part of the grand
modemisation aud Westernisation of the "natives”, Ba prasents her women characters as
victims, not so much of patriarchal values but of “antiquated" customs and traditions.
The assumption is that the more African societies becomes modernised the better will be
the lot of African women. It is for this reason that the narrator's remembrance of the
" golonial period is nostalgic and full of fond memories. The colonial education whose
obscurantism and bigotry has been demonstrated in several accounts of the colonial
pexrind is reconstructed by the narvator as bemignly enfightened and purely aftruistic
devoid of seIf—mterm in its method and intent.

Having outlined her views about the ﬁpliﬂing value of colonial educal_ioﬁ, the nanafor’s-

aftitude to the inﬁigenuﬁs traditions can only be predictable. Her critique of the tradition

and custom is Jeveled against the extended family which is depicted in the novel as
inherently misogynist and oppressive of women, The middle ¢! ss nuclear family is thus

projected as not only desirable but as immune to patriarcha! velues. The reciprocal

support system, which is entailed by the extended family, is construed iv the namative as

parasitic and exploitative on the middle-class members of such family especially on

wornen.

‘Gender along with age provides & major basis for the. discrimination and marginalisation
-of womnen in the novel. The parrative thus fails to acoount for the different ways in which
women are affected by pateiarchy due to their class and race. It is this sole focus on
- gender which makes the novel oblivious of other forms of domination in society. The
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neo-colonial situation with al} its banalities and absurdities is eulogised without question
especially through the characters of Modou and Dacuda.

Stoicism and patience of the poor masses in the face of oppression and social inequalities
 is equally eulogised. This is reflective of the text's reformist impulse in effecting social
change. The narrator says” One does not fix appointments with fate, Fate grasps
whom it wants, wheo it wants. When it moves in the direction of your desir_es, it
brings you plenitude, But more often than not, it vnsettles, crosses you. Then one
has to endure” (2). This valourisation of patient obedience and stoic endurance is very
problematic. ‘This position reflects the author’s unquestioning reliance on the ethos of the
dominating ideclogy which she takes for granted as given truths about soclety and life
without interrogating them, This fows from the humanist assuraptions which informs
the novel's feminist agenda. Because its feminist politics operates from the péradigm that
there is an essential and immutable human nature parrative readily embraces the -
discourses which profess to explain the essence of human nature and life these are then
reinseribed in the very critique of the status quo. The glorification of apathy and servile
'paﬁence is prefetred to a rebetlion whose purpose is tc radically transfonm the status quo

A naive conception of ferninist freedom whtich i characteristic of humanist discourses is
very much evident in the assamptions which inform Ba's feminist agenda. FEducation is
‘over-privileged (wiﬂmut being contextualised) as an agent of liberation for women under

the patriarchal sociel order. According to Christopher Miller, for Ba education and
| literacy are unproblematic sources of empowerment for women. Miller writes;

Her vision of literacy thus conforms to Claire Robertsan's linkage of literacy
to self-confidence and self-assertion. But she does not recognise any of the
negative cbnsequenm...l.ike athers before her, Ba finds iu francophoze
literscy the promise of selfhood, the assurance that writing redeems and
nplifts... (272). '

In the novel, Ba's blanket view of education and books as univocal tool for womea's
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emancipation is constantly emphasised, It underlies the nai:ator-protagoﬁist‘s prejudice
against those women who have not been liberated by education, those who have not
‘come out of the shadows'. The namrator's elegy to borks though sentimental and moving
- remains suspect and unconvincing becans . Fits totalistic approach. She does not bother
o distinguish between different ki~ , 0 .- All books irrespective of the value of
their contents are sources of empowerment for women. As Miller says "Ba does not
tells us what books Aissaton is supposed to have read; it does rol seem to
matter"(275). The narrator seems to be oblivious of the fact that bouas can also serve
reactionary causes and as effective tools of domination. Not all books have a liberatory
mesé.age some are misogynist in a way that reinforces patriarchal and masoulinist values,

 The text’s firm belief in the transformative and revolutioniary potential of education leads
to the disregarding of all other fortas of change in the narrative. Agains! this eulogy and
tribute to the emancipatory mission: of education Miller gives this sobering appraisal:

Education, modernisation, 2ad the supposed coming of eghlitatian valaes
“have aciually proved to be a mixed blessing to many Africas women...Rather
than leading the way to equality aud greater opporinuity, then, education for
maost women in Africa functions as an instrument of oppression to
. reinforce subordinate roles..education empowers but aiso marginalises by
. subordinating women to new structures of confinement {269).

- “Miller's assertion is also confirmed by Supriya Mair who in her critical analysis of Tsifsi
Dangarershga's Nervous Conditions recognises the ambiguous nature of education for the
colonised subject. According to Nair the ambiguous nature of educafion is not a
peculiarly colonizl phenomenon. Nair writes:

The vexed issue of colonial education was made more complieéted when
entry into the system was presumed o win independence, a stratcgy that ran
into problems when the céloniﬁl studeni was paralysed vather than energised
by the close encounter with the wizardry... The pathology associated with
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education is by no means a colonial phenomernon. Both Althasser and
- Gramset have discussed the clasy informed alienation and speenlarity
indnced by formal bourgeois edncation, (130) '

Foucault has critiqued a monolngical understanding of power and resistance as projected :

by Ba's text. He calls for a holistic understanding of both i:ower and resistance in order

to combat eff‘ectively the operations of domination, According to Foucauit *there is no

single Tocus of great Refusal, no soul of revelt, source of all rebellions, or & pure law
 of the reyolutionary" (102). No one can deny the liberatory impact of education but it

is aive to propose it as the sole agent with which the patriarchal power relations can be

subverted. It is Jana Sawicki, who caunons against this reductive, cver-optmusnc and
 paive view of freedom, Samckl says:

What looks llke a change. for better may have undesirable consequences °

struggle is continual snd idea of power free society is an abstraction, those

who struggle must never grow complacent. Victories are often overturned;
 changes may take on difference faces overtime (27). '

Tronically Sawicki's words are also echoed by the narator when she says: "X know that

the field of our gains is unstable, the retention of conquests difficult: the social
consfrainfs are ever-present...”” (88).
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Chapter Three

Nawal Fl Saadawi's Go_f_I Dies By The Nile

This chapter will critically analyse Nawal El Saadawi's feminist project as reflected in
God Dies By the Nile. The structure of this chapter broadly follows that of the previous
one. We commence by considering God Dies By the Nile us part of Saadawi's corpus of
texts and then proceed to examine the novel in more detail. This again takes the form of
' analysmg various formal properties in the text with a view to uncovering aspects of the
teats ideology. The chapter will then close with a theoretical eritique. -

Nawal El Saadawi's feminist project is both different and analogous to ’rl_ie one projected
by Mariama Ba in her texts, Saadawi writes from a class-conscious feminist paradigm
yet the essentinlist assumptions which inform her narmtives are no different from Ba's.
The difference between the tw. Jitteratears is mainly ideological and the similarities
between them arise from the humanist assumptions embraced consciously ot
' unconsciously by the two novelists. Saadawi's conception and critique of patnamhy is
located in the class divisions, which characterise nwal Bgypt. The simultaneous
awareness of c¢lass and gender orpression evident in her text makes it one of the e
brezds in the corpus of Afiican literary ferninism. Yet, her analysis and critique of class
and gender domination is predicated on essentialisms in a way, which occludes and
erases a complex reality, Saadawi's highly polemical narrative is based on moralistic
premises in which the divisior between right and wrong is clearly spelled out. ‘The tone
of the narrative is conf dent and unequivocal about what it condemns or praises,

God Dies by the Nile written originally in Arabic {3 the author’s second novel to be
transiated into English after her much acclaimed Woman at Point Zero. Woman ar Point
Zero depicts & woman protagonist whose drzam of independence and freedom is
frustrated by various patriarchal institutions from her own family to marriage, from
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marriage to prostittion and work place. When everything seems to have changed for the
better a new hurdle appears in the form of a male tyrati or exploiter. The protagonist is
first taken out of school to be married off to an old rich man for & profitable bride prize.
* She flees from her battering and cruel husband to become v blue-collar worker for a
commercial company, During her shott tenure as 2 worker she falls in love with and is |
subsequently abused by her "revolutionary” but unfaithful boyfriend. She then becomes
a prostitnte. All the time she vainly searches for freedom and independence from
masculine control and proscriptions. While at first prostitution seems to provide her with
the freedor she has been yearning for, her hopes arc dashed when she is approached by a
male pimp who starts to harass and financially exploit her. Ultimately in a typical
- Saadawian cage, she murders the pimp, In snother novel Searching, the setting is urban
and the protagonist is a middle class woman, The author still evinces a Feminist project,
* which is grounded or socialist-cum-ferinist politics. In yet another text Circling Song
the sétting is also urban and protagonists are twins who leave their rural village honte to
go to the city ta join the army and domestic service respectively:

Many of the concerns and themes in God Dies by the Nile bave been anﬁcipaied in her
first novel Waman at Point Zero. These include rapacious male sexuality, essentialised
masculine propensity for wolence especially by a father on his children or 2 husband on
his wife, and a woman promgomst who resorts to killing 2 male tyrant/explo:ter after long
endurance and suffering of the injustices mebad ant to het.

An 'ilrvisible‘ third person omniscient naator narrates ail Saadawi's texts. Given the
polemical nature of the narratives the choice of the narative voice is not strange or
unusual. This voice allows the athor to intervene directly in the story without having to
rely on the limited view of the character to express her political convictions. The same
method and treatment of themes raised in the text were fo be developed in later novels
like Searching and Circlmg Song. ' '

But God Dies by the Nile as a literary text stands out as relatively unique in the writer's
corpus with its nwal and arcadian zetting and its focus on the peasantry. It is also a rare
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breed in African literary feminism. As Katherine Frank has soraewhat sweepingly
claimed: "When we look at African feminist novels, however it is striking to note
that all [sic] of them have educated, highly Westernised heroines and ail set jn urbau
waviromments” |16). However its rural setting is typical trait of Egyptian literature.
§ . Mehrez observes this abiding fascination with the arcadian setting as follows:

Not surprisingly, rural Egypt has cccupied a significant space in many
writers works...In their works iliey resurrect the Egyptian village from the
all-oo-familiar -'mmanticism' 80 characteristic of the earlier decades of the
century, The small village becomes, in many ways, the protagonist in the
narrative: its social structure, its refationship with the anthorities, its -
 frustratious, its dreams and mythologies. (9) '

The protagonist in Saadawi's text is a poor peasant woman known as Zakeya.
Furthermore, the narative is not based on chavting the life of the protagonist like in
Woman at Foint Zerp or the Circling Song, 1t fuguses on the life of a peasant matriarch
and her family at a partwular moment with 8 few tlashbacks to her past in order to
validate her present situation as conceived by the narrative. The focus of the text is sharp
and precise both in its setting and temporality. The only other novel by the same author
which emulates God Dies by the Nill in its sharpness of focus is Searching. The
ideological development of the author with God Dies by the Nile began to assume a more
conscious slertriess to class divisions in sosiety in addition to the awezeness about gender
oppression, Tn this novel the plight of the wretched and exploited peasantry daped by
religion is foregrounded alwngside the cor -~ aeme of gender oppression. The novel's
‘critique and indictment is not aimed only at the patriarchal structures but against the
specific socio-political system prevailing in rural Egypt.

The storyline is landmarked by a series of acts of injustice committed by the Mayor
against the peasantry in order to gratify his insatiable and megalomaniac sexual appetite.
The author is very extravagant in her display of these brutalities which are an index to the
unjust pature of the patriarchal class system. The novel depicts a society in which a

40



decadent and co.fupt reality is disguised by the apparently noble and puritanical values,
The dichotomy exists between what society preaches and what it practices. This
dichatomy is epitomised by the hypoeritical Mayor and his son Tarig. It is this
_obscurantist veil and disguise, which makes it possible for injustices to prevail,
unpunished and unchallenged in society. Once this veil is removed, once its
psychological hold on the peasant’s mind is erased the peasants will be able to resist
exploitative and 'corrupt local representatives of the government or so the story suggests,
Among the several acts of injustice which are replete in the story the most significant are
. the lusting after and impregnation uf Nefissa by e Mayor which precedes the narrativ~,
the frammg and killing of -Elwau, the framing and arrest of Kafawi, the religious
deception of Zakeya and Zeingb and their Costly trip to the mosque of El Sayeda, the
Mayor's sexual craving for Zeinab, and the false arrest and comviction of Zeinab's
husband Galal, This senes of upjust acts committed by the Mayor against the peasant's is
‘teniminated by an act of poetic justice when Aunt Zakeya murders Mayer-the veritable
villain of the narrative. :

The plot of God Dies by the Nile is essentially livear with the sketchy bmgraphxcﬂl

flashibacks on Zakeya, the Mayor, Nefissw, and Haj Ismail. The action of the narrative is

propelled forward fivst by the attempt to rover up the Mayor's previous impregnation of

Nefissa and the repercussions of the Mayor's endeavours to seduce Nefissa's younger
 sister Zeinab, The Mayor's grim and resolute determination to overcome and circumvent |
all obstacles preventing him from getting Zeinsb provides the basis on which the
narrative is anchored. It is Mayor's brutal actions and scheraes in collaloration with his
aides, which provokes the protagonist's bloody act of vengeance against the Mayor.

At the centre of this whole drama is the novel's protagonist Aunt Zakeys. Zakeya is
. hard-working peasant woraan whose face is always marked by a defiant and angry look,
Zakeya grows and develops psycholagically from a religious and naive understanding of
her situstion inte a secular and class conscious appraisal of her plight. The Mayor's
atiempts tn cover up his impregnation of Nefissa and to sedue, Zeinab are used by the
author as the consciousness-raising agent for the protagonist about her oppressed state
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sanctioned by a deceptive religion. In fact, the text can be regarded as a peasant woman's
bildungsroman in which the beroine grows in awareness about the hidden complicity of
religion (Islam) in the class and gender oppression prévéiling in her society. She leans
to appraise and understanc her society not in the mystical terms of a deceptive religion
‘but in terms of the motives and wishes of callovs and rapacious human beings, She is
made aware that the woes and sufferings which have befallen her tamily have been
authored by the deliberate schemes of human beings not by a tmpscendental and
inaceessible heavenly being, The dawning of this realisation on Zakeya is instant and
" - immediat . She says: "'I was blind, bui now sry eyes have been opesed...'

B 'Y know who it Is. I know Zeinab. ¥ know" (135). Zakeya ther decides upon
- an immediate retributive action without telling anyone but herself Somehow, this
retritnitive action does not réally come as a surprise to the reader who has been constantly
reminded thronghout the narrative about the angry and defiast look in Zakeya's face.

" The ultimate poliﬁcal awareness of the novel's heroine is not casily attained or cheaply
achieved. The narrative clearly shows that this is achieved after a long and grievous
emotionat experience. The protagonist looses her kith and kin-one by one; her two nieces
are pushed by the Mayor's sexual lust to disappear into the world of the unknown,
(probably the world of prostitution) a brother and a s are falsely accrsed and convicted
or trumyazs up charges. The protagonis: reaches the zenith of her awareness with the
framing, srrest and convietion of her son Galal orchestrated by Sheikh Zahran, otte of the
* Mayor's vicious and cxllous aides.

The setting of the novel ‘s a remote and isolated rural village known as Xafr El Teen
ruled by a cavicatured and snobbist Mayor and his ohsequious aides Sheikh Zahran, Haj
ismail, and Sheikh Hamzawi, Acccrding to Alamin Mazrui and Judith Abala this
triumvirate syrmbolisis the three pili..s on which Cie authority of the Mayor is based.
They write: "This god is propped up and fortifted by the three interrelated forces,
These are, first, religions ideology-represented hy the imam of the Mosque, Sheikh
. Hamzwi; second, fcal colfural traditions~ symbolized by the barber and local
healer, Baj Ismail; ar” third, coercive power of the political establiskment- -
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~ personified by the Head of the Village, Shetkk Zahxan™ {19.20),

The arcadian yet non-romanticised nature of the setting is hinted at by reference to nature

and its elements as an index to the themes of the text, ‘The rising and setting of the sun
-and the steady flow of the Niie river, are evoked throughout the novel. The wretched life
- e peasarits is overwhelmingly stressed fact in the narative. Take for example the
- opening parsgraph of the hovel:

Before the crimson rays of dawn touched the treetops, before the cry of the
cock, the park of a dog, or the bray of a donkey pierced through the heavy
darkness, or the voice of 'Sheikh Bamzawi' echoed in the silence with the
first call to prayer, the big wooden door epened slowly, creaking with ﬂle
rosty sound of ap ancient water-wheel. [Emphasis mine] (1),

The sun is used in the narrative to “ccentuate the portrait of Iman misery and suffering,
The author later gives the following description of the sun while Kaftawi is working on
his fields:

It was a Friday, the bursiag diéc of the sun Jike a ball of five in the centre of
the sky, glared down on Kafrawi's head. His eyes seemed to be bathed in the
red colour of the suan's rays, a.d the sweat pdured out of wum from every
pure, streaming dowu his head, bis aeck, his chest. his belly and his thighs
(44). |
The dver Nile on the other hand is created by he author as an index to the sad and
urichanging plight of the peasants vnder a patriarchal class system. In the first chapter of
the novel, the author creates this portrait of the river Nile: "The light of dawn
glimmered un the river, revealing the minute waves, like tiny wrinkles in an old, sad,
silent face, Deep underneath, its waters scemed immobile, their flow 58
imperceptible as 2 moment of passing of time, or the slow movement of the clonds in
the dark sky"(1).



The auathor as one of the stratepies to evoke empathy for the peasants who are exploited
by the lazy and indolent governisent fumetionaries uses this emphasis on the toil and
drudgery of the peasants. For instance, aimost the whole of the first chapter is devoted to
Zakeya working in the fields. Zakeya's physical strength and iron determination for her
work is porirayed as surpassing that of a buffalo or man. She works from dawn to dusk
without resting even during midday when other peasants take a rest to eat and relax from
the scorching heat of the sun, She works untivingly: "..her hoe kept on falling and
rising, rising and falling from sky to earth, and earth to sky"(3). This dedication io
waork is linked with the bottled up anger evident in Zakeya's face, It is therefore evident
that the protagonist labours by compulsion not out of love for her work. The work for her
is a manifestation of ber subordination not a site of empowerment. She exerls herself in
order live and pay taxes to the goverhment lest her land is confiscated,

Contrasted sharply with this wretched life of the peasants epitomised by Zakeya and her
family is the Mayor and his corrupt aides who are first introduced in the second chapter
in 2 deliberate juxtaposition to the drudgery of the peasants described in the first chapter.
The narative impelled by its class conseious, ideological imperative clearly delineates
the dichotomy between the werld lived by the peasants and the local povernment
functioparies. Tha Mayor and his aides are portrayed as pre-occupied with irivialities
because of their lazy and indolent lives, The Mayor is never shown working in his office
or at his place of work: The peasants on the other hand are depicted most of the time
waorking in their fields or formented by extreme mental states like nightmarish visions,
and mental traumas resulting from tieir miserable esdstence, The peasants are grim and
sad throughout the novel weighed down by intolerable oppression and injustices.
Buffering is their way of life and the main determinant of their daily lives. They are
portrayed univocally as the victims of the exploitative government policies and its corrupt
local functionaries. The government power intervenes and manifests its authority in the
Tivas of the peasants in its coercive forms only when a peasart is to be arrested and when
' the taxes are to be paid. The relationship between the peasants and the power structures
is purely antagonistic devoid of ambiguitics and contradictions. The dichotomy,



established by the author is based on the moralistic premises and melodramatic literary
method, which informs the text. '

Characterisation as featured in the text is similarly based on il.. moralistic premises,
which inform the namative, Hence the characterisation is flat, crude and dichotomfﬁed
into the virtuous, ascetic and honest peasants on one hand incarnated by Zakeya and her
household members and the corrupt and scheming government functionaries on the other
hand epitomised by the Mayor and his aides. Mazrui and Abala apily establishes the
- text’s dichotomous paradigm as follows:

Central to the development of_the theme of gender exploitation as & product
of the interaction of the forces of religion and class in Mawr are the fwa
leading characters, the Chief of Kair el-Teen and Zakeya. These two

- regresent a conflict of opposites: one, the Chief, is male and powerful
member of the upper class, while the other, Zakeys, is female and x relatively
powerless member of the toiling class of the fellakeen (the peasantry). The
Chief symbolizes not only men -supposedly with their sexually lustful and
predatory predisposition-hut ** ¢ ruling class in general whose power and
resunrces are ultimately under the basic control of men. (19)

Another dichotomy presented n the novel though less esseatialised is evident between
the sexually ascetic and co.ipassionate women on one hand and sexually indulgent,
selfish and uncaring male characters, Saadawi’s characters act and respond as mere
archetypal constructions becatise according to the novel's ideological imperative they
symbolise their gender and class. The characters in the novel are divided into villains and
suints. Any complexity surrounding the character is in the dissonance between the
‘official' and 'sacved’ representation of the characters and their actual reality. For
example, this is especially evident with the Mayor, Sheikh Hamz wi and Sheikh
Metwalli who is officially represenited as saintly while in reelity they are immoral and
corrupt. The ofscial presentation of the peasants is equally fraught with this dissonance
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masses. Zeinab wonder at the resplendence of the Mayor's house cannot be understood
without taking_ into consideration the wretched existence of her peasant background. The
author describes her as follows:

Zeinab gasped in wonder when she saw the white porcelain wash basins, the
shining metal taps, the coloured walls, the curtains, and the stove that lit so

' easily. She lost herself in contemplation of the kettle, which blew a whistle

~ when water boiled the cups with engravings and coloured paintings, the
silver spoons. Everything around her was new, never seen before, as though
she has been transported to another world. She felt that she was now in
the-kingdom of Allah, praised be His name and revered. Her fingers
trembled every time she held something hetween them. Her heart was
beating rapidly, her breast heaved up and down, and her legs kept shaking
all the time (23) o

The peasants are presented as a silenced and muted community an index ip their .
oppressed sifuation. They are not only silent in their relationship with power but are also
silent even among themselves. Zakeya the protagonist of the navel is oot loquacious and
only speaks when it i2 necessary to do so. At the end of the first chapter the author shows
 how silence descends on Zakeya and her brother Kafrawi whilst they are still talking -

about the disappearance of Nefissa, The narrator says:

Their voices like the successive gasps +f two people in pain ceased abrupily.
Sitences descended upon them, a silence heavier than the thick cloak of .
darkstess around them. Their eyes continued to stare fixedly into the
limitless night, and neither of them moved. They sat on side by side, as
inmobile 48 the mnd huts huried in the dark (7)

The same and unchanging mood of silence is hinted at by the narrator when she describes

* the relationchip between Zakeya and Zeinab which is dominated by silence: ""But Zeinab
never answered, so Zakeya would drop inte silence again for a leng while..."(66).
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between the ideal and tha real. The narrative lampoons this dichotomy, a times through
a direct authorial infervention. For example the nawrator describes Haj Ismail's dilemma
(he bas made an inadvertent remark which he fears may be misconstrued as subve -ive)
-in the following words: |

This time the Mayor conld take his Iast words to be an insinuaticn that
peasants had a hard life, which of course was not at all frue. This in its turn
might lead directly ar indirectly to an even more dangerous conclusion,
namely that in the view of Haj Jsuaail the gavernment was not telling the
truth when it repeatedly expressed its concern for the welfare of the
peasants, apd the protection of their rights. Since the Mayo.r was the
representative of government in Kafr El ‘Tzen, such a view conld also be
taken to miean that as the responsible official he was using his pozition to
exploit ibe peasants, and to spend the money he squeezed out of them on his
extravagant way of living, and bis extravagant tastes in food, tobacco, wine
and women (13) | | |

The author employs various lterary tactics to evoke the sympahy of the reader for the
peasanis. One tactic as indicated earlier is to show these characters only in the state of

toil and suffering.  According to Bharati Mukherjee: "...the allegorical intent here
"eannot be missed. The dowatrodden look downtrodden” (14), We never see Zakeya
smiling, laughing, or joking. Zakeya's face become gay only when she remembers her
mother but even then the moment of happiness is short-lived. The narrator says: “Her
face would soften and grow tender for a short moment, but an instant tater it would
become as harsh, and as resolute, as it had been throughout her Jife" g). She is
presented as ever gtim with the unchanging look of angry defiance in her face. The
sympathy of the reader is further heightened with the juxtaposition of this grim reality of
. the peasants life with the leisurely and luwxurious life of the govermnment functionaries.
- 'This is clearly displayed in the scene when Zeinab enters the Maynr's house, The acute
~ class divisions 'prevalent in this village are shown to be legitimated by a deceptive
religion, which is depicted in its classical Marxist version as the real opium of the
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The pervasive and imposiﬁg presence of silence i5 also manifest as g form of self:
censorship against uttering subversive statements. An ummamed man who is watching the
expulsion of the Sheikh Hamzawi under the orders of the Mayor is described thus by the
narrator: "'And yet the woid devout itself had echoed inside him very mnch like the
mysterious voice of devil, so that all of a sudden the word 'devount started to sound
move like the word 'dissolute’. He was seized with panic at the thought that he had
insulted the Mayor even though he had spoken to himself" (111). The anonymous
man also siletices his son from uttering, statements which question the jintegrity of the
Mayor, The narrator says; "There was 2 profound silence...But a small boy who was
standing somewhere in the 'thrcng piped in a shrill voice, ""How can the Mayor

know?" But hefore he could say anyth.ing more the band of his father clapped down
over his mouth... "' (110). '

The grim and angry faces exhibited by the peasant women. in the novel from Zakeya to
Zeinab reflects the author's conviction that the peasants are inherently oppositional to the
power structures which define and limit their lives. Zakeya as it has been hinted before
~ is the cfassic_ embodiment of this peasant anger and defiance in the novel. Other
characters also exhibit similar anger though not her defiance especially the members of
hei: household. Zakeya and her niece are thus described "Zakeya siill sat on the dusty
thresheld with Zeinab by her side, Both of them were plunged in silence, and their
eyes continued to watch the lane with an expressior of angry defiance” (65),
Nefissa is described in the following manner ** Like her Aunt Zakeys she looked up
with pride and with anger, " {13). Kafrawi is also endowed with this seemingly
inherent peasant anger. The narrator says: "His features were carved like hers, his eyes
large, black and aiso fitll of anger... "[Emphasis added] (6) '

This inherent oppositional attitude of the peasantry against authority becomss more
evident in the narrative during the chase of Kafrawi by the police. The narrator says
about the peasant spectators who are watching the spectacle: :
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Instincilvely they felt Kafrawi was not & killer, or 2 criminal. They hated tise
policemen, all ¢ Ticers, all representatives of authority, and the government,
It was tha hidden ancient hatred of peasants for their goverrment. They knew
that in 5ome way or another they had always been the victims, always been
exploited, aven if most of the time they could not undersiand how it was
happening (60).. [Emphasis mine]

This anger of the peasants is contained by the most formidable legitimating tool in the
‘hands of the ruling classes, which is refigion. The ruting classes use religion to delude the
peasants and mystify the source of their oppression. All discourses, which legitimate
power and domination in the text, are based on religion, The narrative’s derogative
depiction of religion is reinforced by its characterisation, Tt 7 takes several swipes
-against religion in the novel. God Dies by the Nile is dc » and an unequivocally
anti- religious text, which advocates a secular society. According to this project
Seadawi's nuanced depiction of religion in her non-fiction works is pot replicated in the
text, In this regard my interpretaiion is at odds with Mazmud's and Abale's whose
interpretation of the text is that it is a faultless projection of the author's beliefs stated
elsewhere outside the narrative. They say: According to el-Saadawi, the doetrine of
Istam itself accordy a certain measure of equality that cuts across sexes, but the
historical mediation by patriarchs increasingly led to the atientuation of the rights
| of women" (19). This might be or not he Saadawi’s conception of religion but a fact
which is worth noting is that such a view is not even implicitly reflected in the namative,
A secular outlook on life and its reelities devnid of religiosity is privileged as the way
through which women and the peasantry are to be freed from exploitation and oppression
by men and the rich in society. The rebels against autherity -hence the heroes- are
- religious sceptics like Zakeya or oufright atheists like Blwan. The custodians of religion
and those who are held in high esteem through this religion are shown as despicable and
morally degenerate characters, Zakeya expresses her censtant doubt about the power of
Allsh to alleviate her situation. Elwaw who is killed in order to cover up Mayor's
impregnation of Nefissa was not oty oroud 24 seif-confident but was also sceptical of
- religion as he did not go to the mosque on Friday fike all villagers. He continued to work
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on his field oblivious of everything else. His loneliness is symbolic of his atienation from
the corrupt religious community. The narrator describes him thus: *...every day he could
be seen ploughing his field or digging the soil with his hoe. Even on Fridays, when
everybody went to the mosque, to stand behind Skeikb Hamzawi while be led the
village in prayer, he would be at work in the field” (41). Zakeya in one of her several
moments of doubt about God says to her niece "Even God wants us to pay Him
something. Yet He knows we ¢wn nothing my child" (80),

A further critique of religion comes through the characterisation of the Mayor, Sheikﬁ
Hamzawi, Sheikh Zahran, Haj Ismail, and more significantly through Sheikh Metwalti
dubbed Allab's chosen one by the religiously duped peasants yet he is shown to be
corrupt, degenerate, wicked, bestial and greedy. Hamzawi the Imam of the mosque -
conspires with Ismail to manipulate Fatheya's father's o force her to marry Hamzawi
against her will. However it is Sheikh Metwalli one of the most despicable characters in
the warrative and 2 veteran practitioner of hetero- and homosexual necrophiliz who
personifies the author's sharpest critique of religion. Mazrui and Abala defines
Metwalli's role in the narrative as follows: "Symbolically, then he is the embodiment
of the "idiocy" of the politically stultifying conception of religion held by the women
and the poor in the face v vppression under patriarchy, It is a kind of idiocy that
contes to hedevil, in life as weil a3 in death...And the enigmatic figure of Metwalli is
precisely that instrument of damuation unto death" (29). He steals the shrouds,
which caver the dead peaple, and feeds on the food left by the bereaved on the graves. In
& crude mockery of religious piety, the devout Muslims regard the same character during
daytime as Allah's chosen one. Even the bestowal of the title "Sheikh" on such a
character extends and amplifies this mockery of Islam. The narrator says: "He has
been chosen by God, knew about sickness, and could penetrate the secrets of the
future, Allah had bestowed his powers on him since Allah chose the weakest of His
creatures for his His purposes. And so they called him Sheikh M. twalli" (56).

Male characters in the novel are the only ones who are possessed of abnormal and
megalomaniac sexual propensides. Miriam Cooke noted the author's extravagant.
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depiction of the rapacious male sexuality. Cooke observes: "With almost clinical
tlistance, she unfolds a panoply of indiseriminate sexuality: bestiality; homosexual
incest; hetero- and homosexual necrophilia” (117). This includes Kafrawi & male
character that overall is sympathetically depicted in the narrative. He is depicted as
having sexual intercourse with a buffalo just before he is framed for having killed Elwau.

The natrator deseribes Kafrawi as follows: ' : :

He felt something fill np, become swolien and erect, like a strange organ
which was not 2 part of i_nis body. He pressed on it with his the palm of his '
and, trying to push it back, but it refused to yield. He watched it get ont,
breaking through the limits of his body and his will, like a part of him over
which ke had Jost control. Stowly it crept over the sofi udder, breathing in
the smell of female, lapping up the familiar wetness, slid up into the inner
warmth and lest in a great stillness, like an eteruity, like death (47).

In fact, the intimate relationship between Kafrawi and the buffalo can be traced from his
childhood days when he cried and refused to eat when his father had beaten the animal.
- The narative is however mute and silent about the sexual propensities of its female
charasters. They are depicted as leading sexually ascetic lives except when vielated by an
essentialised rapacious male sexuality. This rapacious male sexuality is also linked with
an apparently inherent masculine propensity for vivlence incapable of genuine parental
love and love for the spouse. Kafrawi is also indicted under this blanket characterisation.
The memories of most characters about their fathers or husbands are full of violence and
callousness of the father or a husband. Zakeye recalls Ler husband who used to beat her
whenever her male child dies or when she had given birth to 2 girl. Haj Ismail recalls his
cousin Yuossef who nad violently raped him. Haj Ismail's father in 2 fypically
uncompassionate "masculine” manner abandons Ismail as a young boy to his own devices
 and is never to be seen again. It is also Kafrawi who beats his unwilling daughter Nefissa

to force her to work gt the Mayor's house at the instigation of Sheikh Zahran, Fatheya's
father beats her in order to force her to marry Hamzawi against her will,
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Rethinking Saadawi's Feminist Preject

Saadawi’s recourse to melodramatic content and method in her parative is partly
‘understandable in terms of her activist politics and propagandistic intent. However the
essentialisms projected by this approach are disturbing and disconcerting. According to
Frederick Cooper such approaches tend to simplify the complexities which characterise
hegemonic structures and they "...end up constraining the search for the precise ways
in which_ power is deployed zad the ways in which power is engaged, contested
deployed and appropriet.a ' (Cooper, 1517). A nuanced end balanced appraisal of
both the oppressor and the oppressed is still a necessity even for propagandistic
 discourses whose purpose is presumably not only to sloganeer but also to effeéct » real
transformation of society, A work does not necessarily have to be dismissive of politics
in order 1o in order to capture the complexity of reality and sociefy. Trinh Minh-ha calls
for the fusion of political engagement and theoretical sophistication, She writes: "A
responsible work today seems to me above all to be one that shows, on one hand a
political commitment and an idéologieal lucidity, and is on the ofher hand
interrogative by nature, instead of being merely prescriptive. (149 b). '

The conception of religion as the opfum of the masses, an obscurantist force blinding
people to the revolutionaty possibilities and options open to them struck me as ill '
conceived, Rharat] Mukheljee notes this total condemnation without engaging its
validity. He says: "In Zakeya's final vision we Jearn that the enemj isn't just the
‘Meyor. The true betrayer of the Egyptian peasantry is Allah, symbol of all blind
religious faith"” (14). Saadawi construes a particular form of wliglous interpretation as
exhaustive of what religion is. Mohaniy interrogates 2 similarly unitary vision and
interpretation of Islam evinced by Jeffrey: "By taking a specific version of Islam as
the islani., Jeffrey attributes a singularity and coherence ™ (62). Marnia Lazreg also
critiques this essentialisation of religion by saying: ™A ritual is estabiished whereby the
writer appeals te religion as the caase of gender inequality...’ (Quoted by Mohanty
62). 'While it is undeniable that religion has often acted as a bulwark against change and



liberation of women in society but this is part, not the whole story about religion.
Discourses whether secular or religious are sites of conflict and contestation. The text's
perception of discourses is monelogic and one-dimensional. Discourses are therefore
seen 25 is inherently progressive ot regressive. As already noted Foucault has said there
15 'rio single locus of gaent refusal or grand law of the revolutionary (102).

The text privileges the spontaneous and unorganised individual viclence as the
anproblematic solution o class and gender oppression in society. Saadawi has a Fanonist
conception of violence as cathartic for the oppressed and she projects this both in the text
under discussion as well as in Woman at Point Zero, She believes in the transcendental
~ power of violence fo liberate and cure an oppressed person of all disabilities engendered
by an 0ppre$sive situation, Accardiﬁg To Minam Cooke, the novel's act of retribution
compromises the text's verisimilitude and credibility. She observes: "Aunt Zakeya's
murder of the Mayor may be,. as one critic puts it a "a favounrite strategy of a
politically aware author {to use) a politically naive protagonist to press a message"
" but it also suspends belief-the bug-bear of all good fiction™ (117). Thei - Jy act of
fevenge might be symbolic of an organised mass insurrection but there is no gesture that
is made in the novel towards mass action. The unproblematic privileging of violence as
the authentic agent of change. can easily lend itself to authoritarian solutions. Especially
when that violenwe is privileged afler an essentialist analysis of gender and class
domination whic} brooks no dialogue and negotiation. I is Mukherjee who connects the
_ author's pdvileging of violence with her overt didacticism and authoritarian analysis of

society. Mukherjee writes: ''She diapnoses: ail religiouns, social and poiitical authority
i Egypt has become corrupt. And she preseribes: exterminate the tyrant” (14).

. Romanticisation and demonisation of the peasant women and govumment functionaries\
 males respectively characterize the texts thematic project. The peasantry -especially
women- are depicted as honest, compassionate and caring ir their interaction with other
people. The govermment functionaries are portrayed as mean, manipulative and catlously
selfish, The male characters irrespective of their class affifiation ere created as naturally
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endowed with insatiable sexual urges which provokes them at times to resort to
unosthodox means of gratifying their urges. Acéording to Sawicki, this approach is
flawed because; "...the process through which male desire is construcied remsins
unanalysed” { 64). This is also related to a supposed inherent masculine propensity for
violence especially against the females. The females on the other hand are peacefi! and
lo1 g-suffering except when poked beyond endurence by masculinist oppression, Women
gre also sexually ascetic and chaste except when their innocance is violated by the
rapacious rmale sexuality, Itis r'nieresting how these gender stereotypes tally so well with

_the dominant patriarchal notions of gender. Saadewi critique of patriarchal and class
domination therefore Hill operstes within the paradigm of the phallocratic order.
According to Trinh Munb-ha "Difference as uniqueness or specisl identity is.both
limiting and deceiving" (95c). '

The inberently oppositional and revolutionary outlook of the peasants is signified in the
novel by their angry and grim faces, While this projection can be understood a5 & way of

: chaliénging the structures of oppressidn, it ignores the persuusive mechanisms of power,
which enlists voluntary support of the oppressed without any recourse to coetcion. .he
relationship between power and the subject is thus projected as univecally antagornistic,

- Any ambiguities and contradictions, which might be existent, are simply erased. Bui
hegemony of the ruling class in society is not that simplistic and is also not reliant on
religion alone. Hegemony of the tuling class is not that easily negated and undermined as '

thie author shows us in the text. In dealing with this aspect of domination cne canaot to
be reductive if mechanisms of power are to be exposed and finally subverted. Indeed as

_ Trinh Mirth-ha has said: "Hegemony is most difficult to deal with because it does not
really spare any of us. Hegemony is established to the extent that the worldview of
dhie rufers is also the worldview of the ruled” (148).

The peasants' defiance and anger is not historicised but it is presented as something that
is just there as if it has been biclogically inherited, This romanticisation of the peasants -
goes against the documented historical evidence about the peasants worldwide. Jack
Waddis 2 theoretician on revolution and revolutionary change coutradicts the view of a
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revolutionsry peasantry by saying: "Most peasants are illiterate, ignorant and a prey
" o religious dogma and superstition. They are dominated economically by the chiefs
and feudal landiords who exercise considerable ideological influence over them”
{60},

Even Frantz Fanon who believed that the peasants constitute & revolﬁtiona:y class did not

idealise the peasants. Fanon writes: "The mass of the peasantry is steeped, as we have

seen, in a changeless ever-recurring life withont incident; and they coniinme to
revere their religious leaders who are descended from ancient families. The tribe
follows, as one wman, the way marked ont for it by ity traditional chief " (109).
. Ndebele'’s cautionary note which was issued to fellow South African writers seems more
applicable to Saadawi as well. Ndebele says: "Intellectuals must begin from social fact
of data rather than from a moralistic or radical idealism which wishes that people )
were better than th‘ef actually were without accepting the responsibility of
begiuning witk and from what they actually are” (94). This is also related to the
binary conception of freedom and oppression as mutually exclusive categories whereby
- the presence or the absence of one category presupposes the absence or the presence of
the ather. The peasants will wear grim and angry faces until they are freed and then they
will be happy and jolly after the advent of socialism, In order to live their lives fully the
peasants have to wait for 4 socialist millenium and the collapse of the class society, Itis
Hama Tume who satirises this view in his Case ‘of the Socialist Witchdoctor and other
Stories. In a particular case in which the accused is tried for baving smiled the author
satirises the prosecutor's overtly prescriptive as follows: ™Are the poor forbidden to
swile? ‘Yhey have vo reason to. Their smile comes after socialisw. Tilf then they
are grim, a grimness of commitment and hatred for capital. A capital beautiful
snbject for artists' " {60). The faflure to recognise that even in situations of acute
oppression that the oppressed do find ways to determine and consrof their lives outside
the ambit of the opuressive structures chavacterises Suadawi's nacrative. Indeed it is its
 prescriptiveness and authoritarianism which is the Achilles heel of Saadawi's literary
endeavour in the novel under discussion. As always the prescriptive precludes the
deseriptive and the analytic, '
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The text denies the peasants and women any other experience other then that of
oppression under a patriarchal class system, For Saadawi’s peasant women live and
breathe oppression. Experiences of acutely oppressed people show that people attempt to
lead normal lives even under oppression. The analysis of power as only and energy and
nothing else is extremely flawed. P'easure and power do reciprocate one another, they
are nat antagonistic Foucault says: "Pleasure and pewer do not cancel or turn back
sgainst one amother; they seek ouf, overlap; and reinforce one aother. They are
linked together by complex mechanisms and devices of excitation and incitement, ”

~ (48). Adherence to teligion smong the peasants for instance cannot only be a delusion.
1t also provides them with an ideological support system with which they try to
understand and endure their lives, Indeed as Trinh Minh-ha has advised by saying: One

* cannot rely on essences..and do away with the dialectic and problematics of things”

{186a)
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- Chapter Four

Conclusion

This chapter will conclude the project by first examining some points of convergence and
- divergence between the two novels and secondly by charting the way forward for
Afncan literary feminism,

So Long 4 Letter unfolds ifs story through a first person narmtor while God Dies by the
Nile télls its story through 2 third person omniscient narrator. The two texts tarrate the
_ experiences of African women against the background of Islamic social formations, The
two authors project their different views on religion through the atfitude of the
protagonists of their respective novels. Ramatoulaye, So Long 4 Letter’s protagonist is
* critical of certain aspects of this religion when it relates to women her attitude overall is
- that of acquisscence and acceptance. According to CL Ines "Ramatoulaye ...continues
to find sustenance in her islamic faith; she seeks to reform it rather thaa reject it"
(147). There are several instances in the text which fllustrate the protagonist’s attachment
to religion. The narrator commenting about the physical confinement she bag been |
subjected to in accordance with the precepts of Islarm says: "I hope to carry out my
: duties fuily. My heart concurs with the demands of religion" (8). The disclosures
and reflections she makes on Modou after his death is based on one of the tenets of Tslam:
~ known as Mirasse. The stoicism, which the fext advocates, is based on religious
principle that God decides individual's destiny, The pmmgonist's attainment of ferninist
- conseiousness does not change the protagonist's religious piety. Zakeya on the other-
" hand debunks her religion as a prei'equisite for the attainment of her mental liberation.

Zakeya moves from a sceptical atiitude towards religion, which is then suspended afler

her tfip to the Mosque of el-Sayeda. Ultimately she debunks her religious piety when she
 realises the complicity of relxgxon in her social oppression :md subjugation, It is only
-~ then that she attains her faminist and class-consciousness.
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Both women protagonists are titually confined In So Long A4 Letter Ramatoulziye‘s
confinement is dictated by her position 85 2 woman io accordance with custom and
religion, The confinement of Rematoulays has been authored by cultural factors which
raquire a mandatory period of seclusion for a widow as part of the mourning rites. In
God Dies by the Nile Zakeya's confinement to ber work in the fields from dawn to dusk is
dictated primarily by her social position as a peasant in an exploitative class society.
Zakeya"s confinement is authored by the socio-economic factors. This confinement is
permanent and structural. By the end of the text, the protagonist merely ché.nges the
settings of her confinement from the daily drudgery of her fields to the datkness of
prison, - Confinement in, both texts signifies a regimented 1ife and a highly proscribed
personal freedom, ' '

Modentisation theory inherent in the two novels' fominist projects is visualised
-differently by the two novelis's. Modemisation theory is reflected in *". texts' univocal -
depiction of religion and culture as sources of gender and class oppression, The
assumption, which underpins the novels, is that patriarchy and class oppression iv made
possible by these discourses. The covert assumption is that without these discourses
patriarchal and class oppression would sutomatically be rescinded and rendered
inoperative. This is also related to the way nationalism is projected in both novels. -
‘While Ba profects a static and at times even 2 genderad nationalism Saadawi projects a
much more radical and subversive nationalism which is in harmony with the thematic -
concernsg of the novel. '

Ba's nationalism is an exotic Senghorian kind of nationalism based on the necessary
comiplementarity of Europe and Africa. Natiouslism is evoked to underline the
uniqueness of Africa and Africans as compared to Furope snd Eoropeans. The
nationalist imperative of Bas text is evinced in the description of Modow's sojourn in
France where he was ynimpressed by the ‘milky’ complexion of white women and was
continually pining for the black women of his native Senegel. The unsympathetic and
. derogutive porirayal of the French expatriate teacher is also 2 manifestation of the text's
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problematic nationalism, Forms of nationalist retrieval in Ba's text are essentialist and
E problematic in a way that it is difficult to see them as subversive of the imperialist
relations, But given the text's ambivalent nature, nationalism is not consistently endorsed
throughout the novel. At times the text even deconstructs the idea of & monologic
African identity which is accessible to all Africans. The narrator describing the plight of
* Jacqueline an Ivorian who is diseriminated in Sepegal she says: "A black African, she
‘should have beer ble to fit without difficalty into a black African society.. Buat
Africa is diverse, divided. .The same country can change ifs character and outlook
several times over, from north to south or from east to west” (42),

' Nationalism in God Dies by the Nile is reflected in the characrer portrait of the Mayor -
" the veritable villain of the novel - as half-English. This indicates 2 nationalist imperative
in the text. The Mayor is proud of his English ancestry and he regards this as a licence to
plunder and ravage young peasant girls. His contemptuous attitude towards his friends
arises from his consciousness about bis origins. This character portrait of the Mayor
gestures towards the neo-colonial relationship prevailing between Egypt and metropolitan

- countries. [t might also be suggestive of the abiding legacy of Egypt's colonial pastas a
. former British colony. ' -

Ramatdulaye .ﬁnds solgce in her family and her friendship with Aissatou symbolising the

 healing impact of female solidarity ih the bitter aftermath of male betrayal. Zakeya on

the other hand leads a solitary existence devoid of any supportive personalities and

discotirses, which might have assuaged her pain. Familial space in So Long 4 Letter is an

insulated refuge from the oppressive patriarchal structures of society. The familial space

in God Dies by the Nile is dominated by silence and is as paralysed as the protagonist
herself.

Both Ba and Saadawi respond to masculine myths about gender by replacing those myths
with other constructions which define women and peasants in different yet nonetheless
enclosed and stereotypicai generalisations, Carmela Gartitano critiquing a similar
tendency in Ellen Kuzwayo's Call Me A Woman which unconsciously reproduces
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 masculinist valuss observes: "The paradigm remains the same. We are still Jocked
info humanistic undersiznding of totalising identities that erases the muitiple
subject positions occupied by the women" (62).

Characters in both novels especially in Saadawi’s text are created in order to fit into
predetermined roles according to the moralistic imperative of the narratives. In Ba's text,
. the character that is exempt from this shaliow portrait is the partator-protagonist herself. -
Other characters whatever changes they undergo during the cowrse of the nawrative dre
motivated by the text’s ideological imperative. Characters are often created in such 2 way
as to serve a particular ideological purpose, They are finished forms - we don't see theru
~evelop and grow. Ndebele provides an apt description of this kind of literary endeavour.
Ndebele writes: "The author is inferested only in the outward, obvious sigas of
-individu#l or social bekaviour. Causality is a matter of making simple connections
in order to produce the mest startling and shocking. There is very little attempt to
delve into intricacies of motive or social process. People and siimations are either
very good or very bad.” (39) . '

Both women protagonds:s are awakened into feminist and class-consciousness about their
plight as women and peasants respectively by a rapacious masculine sexuality. In Rama's
case it is the Busband's lust for Binetou, her danghter's friend. While in Zakeya's case it
is the seduction of her two nisces Nefissa and Zeinab by the Mayor and its aftermath.

The two feminist novelists however render different solutions to the situations of injustice
they depict in their texts. While Ba privileges education as the emancipatory tool for
women Saadawi privileges the liberatory valwe of violence. Ba's univocal perception of
education as a tool of self-empowérment and liberation is related to the text's espousal
and celebration of the ethos and values of the middle class. The foil character to the
protagonist Aiésatou who epitomises the text's feminis liberation attains her fresdom and
independence through studying. The magic power of books is lyrically expressed by the -
narrator protagomst in glowing terms. The novel's aversion for insurrectionary violence
and the extolling of stoicism and forbearance in face of oppressive conditions are part of
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its typically bourgeois worldview.

Saadawi on the other hand like Frantz Fanon sees violenice as a way through which an
oppressed person can recapture and recuperate her humeanity diminished and distorted by
the experience of domination. She attaches psychological, tnoral and redemptive vatue to
violence. The protagonist of Saadawi's text Zakeya who is dehumanised and numbed by
oppression recovers her human_ity and agency by killing the Mayor-man who has

authored her woes and miseries.

The two texts are however similar in one important respect in their projection of solutions
to the situation of class and gender oppression they have portrayed. Each text projects its
proffered solution as the one and ouly way out of the shadows or a situation of
marginalisatior The ambiguous nature of each solution is accluded and what is reflected
. is the unproblematic tool 6f emancipation working one-dimensionally to perform and
 fulfill its liberatory function and nothing else. Education, even colonial education as
projected in So Long A Letter is devoid of its hegemonic function. It only serves as a tool
of self-empowerment for the socially marginalised sectors of society. Similarly in God
Dies by the Nile violence by the oppressed especially by females - is idealised and
romanticised as univocally progressive and subversive of the siatus quo, The only
exception in this regard is the masculine violence meted out against the female whether
be she a daugiter or a wife.
In the course of this discussion two kinds of feminism have been deconstructed, one
universalist and liberal the other socialist and class-conscious. Both have been closely
scrutinised and have been found wanting. [n terms of this project Saadawi's text is more
radically questioning of the established ethos and values and is more subversive than Be's
text which operates from the basic assumption that all is well with the system except for
gender discrimination, Ba's text reflects authorial ideology in less obvious way than
Saadawi's text whose ideology is undisguised and explivit. Saadawi's text by contrast
reflects awareness about modes of social control and the power of internalised oppression
aithough she unduly privileges religion in this regard. Artistically Ba's text surpasses
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Saadawi's literary endeavour in its cepturing of the complexity of the social situation of
women through 2t ambivalent, non-prescriptive, and non-hectoting narmative. Ks stylistic '
devices are less rigidly controlled by ideﬁiogy than in Saadawi's text where everything is

sacrificed to make clear and unequivocal political statements in a toelodramatic fashion.

‘The project has attempied to provide an alternative method of reading and understanding
African femirist texts in contradistinction to the estabiished "solidarity™ feminist literary
criticisrn,  The aim of this project has been to open new avenues for feminist literary
criticism. Radical departurs from phellocratic discourse must be effected. It is an
attempt to move feminist literary criticism out of the phallocratic order. This work is by
. no means a trailblazer or a pioneer in this regard. It has its precedents in the recent

* critical wouk by Canmela Garritano, David Schalkwyk, Pamela Ryan, Sisi Maqagi, and
others. It is a humble contribution o an emergent non-humanist and anti-essentialist
feminist scholars}up which. has endeavoured to enrich and open up new avenaes for
feminist hteraty criticism in Africa.

The quest for relevaace in Afiian literatare has often been posited a5 antithetical to &
sophisticated and nuapced analysis about the operstions of power. In other words, the
authority of experience has been opposed ta the tyranny of discourse. Cacily Lockett in
~ her argument for a contextual and politically relevant feminism for South Africa exhibits -
this typical aversion to theory especially in her critique of French feminism. She says:
“The problem with a theorising..is that it teads to enclose itself within the world of
ideas in which language and discourse may ¢asily exclude the harsh and painful
~ realities of suffering and oppression experienced by women™ (6). While Lockett's
contention for a more confextualised and politicised feminism cannot be fanlted her
equation of theory with privilege and bourgeois values is suspect. To associate
theoretical awareness -to covert, hidden and subtle ways to which women are consciously
- or unconsciously subjected to power relations- with reactionary and conservative politics
is reductive and simpfistic.

This project therefore calls for the alertness to the sophisticated and complex operations



of power, which is not fo delegitimise, or depoliticises feminist criticism as a digcourse.
It is operates from the premﬂée of a politicised theorisation. As hooks say: "...we must
continnafly claim thedry as necessary practice within a holistic framework of
liberatory activism" (61 b). It is the contention of this project that the alignment of
theory with a politically engaged faminist criticism is not only possible but is desirable if
feminist scholarship is to take a leap forward in terms of understanding patriarchy and
wbverting it. The anti-theory attitude evoked by Lockett to disqualify the relevance of
"French” and "American” feminism in South Aftica is therefore problematic. It is ﬁlore
s0 because it is premised on intellectually condescending racism. If is nof only & mere
coincidence that Lockett's call for seasitivity to black women struggles in mainstream
feminist discourse is coupled with a rejection of theory. Theory is .thus seen as
- incompatible with black experience. Commenting on a similsr attiude hooks has said:
Tacism i3 perpetuuted when blackness is associated solely with concrete gut Tevel
experience conceived as either o[iposing' or having no connection to abstrﬁct

"~ thinking and the production of cri‘ical theory™ (421 c).

The project has been underpinned by 2 conviction that ferninism without a sophisticated
theoretical analysis of the structures of power in society is in danger of unwittingly
supporting reactionary agendas which seek to perpetuats the subjection and
marginalisation of women in society. Without a constant aleriness to the ways it which
its agendas can be highjacked and redirected to different ends by the dominant discourses
feminism is in danger of being in service to conservative rather than progresswe causes,
Luce Irigaray aptly notes this dilemma and provides a viable solution, Irigaray writes:

«.%when women's movements challenge the forms and nature of palitical life,
the contemporary piay of powers and power relatiﬁns, they are in fact
working toward 2 modification of women's status. On the other hand,
when these same movements aim silﬁply for a change in the distribution -
of power, leaving intact the power structure itself then they are
resubjecting themselves, deliberately or not, to a phalloeratic order (81).
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What the project has attempted to do is to inject a mare sobering and critical dialogue
within African feminist literary criticism - a process which ( am well aware that it has
been already been initiated by other scholars like Carmela Garmitano especially her work

' on Kuzwayo. It secks to redress & need for internal radical self-questioning now

ferninism is beginning to make manifest its hegemonic presence among ofher mainstream -
discourses and ideologies, This need justifies the critical intervention of this project, The
aim therefore is not to delegitimise or depoliticise ferninist discourse but fo begin a

. dialogue which will take African feminist literaiy criticism to new heights and open up
. bew horizons. '

Two trends of ferninist scholarship have been anatysed in this project and both of them

have been fuand to have their shortcomings. The project will therefore suggest that there
is 2 need for an awareness and alertness to the heterogeneity and diversity in the field of
discourses. Feminist like any emancipatory theory has shown the chameleon-like
capability to be absorbed, recolonised, and recodified by mainstream discourses and

- ideology. This project bas partly been an attemupt to resist this recolonisation and

appropriation and set out a new radical agenda for a feminist critical thonght in African
literature. The radical and subversive nature of the faminist project cannot be detarmined
a priori but is a matter subject to investigation. Otherwise, the efforts of the pioneers
would have been in vein.

What this project has made clear is that one cannot make facile and totalistic statements
sbout feminist texts in Africa as Katherine Frank and others have endeavoured to do.
While visible and palpable commonalities between feminist texts cannot be denied, they
must not be projected by banal generslities, The complexities which characterise
feminist discourse in African literature make obsolete any general and facile
characterisations. The multiple voices within the feminist discourse mus: be given a
platform and 2 hundred sct.io.s of thought must be allowed to confend without giving

- any particuiar form an opportunity to assume a hegemonic status at the expense of others.
- According to the South African ferinist scholar Pamela Ryan: "dialogue can only take



place if we are receptive to feminism's m. “tiplicity ane fragmeutation” (33). To

-recognise these different voices and the way in which they are hierarchised by the

mainstrean discourses is not to disrept femjnist solidarity but is to wiilise difference as a

- respurce. A totalising unity that the old style feminist literary criticism aimed for is

found wanting precisely because it overlooked or stigmatised that which deviated from

unity. Sisi Maqagi points out this hierarchisation of feminist discourse by indicating how

the racial power structure privileges certain ferninist voices while suppressing others.

: Maqag1 writes: ""Privilege, with all its concomitant oppressive structures, widens the

gap between the experiences of black and white women' (28). But this contextual
approach will be impoverished if it shuns and ignores theory. Indeed Magagi shows this

- double awareness of contextualisation and theorisation as cmucial fo any feminist

d:scourse Assumptions which underpin feminist critiques of patriazchy must always be
interrogated and their value raust be constantly re-appraised on a regular basis.

Feminist téxts are not necegsarily subversive of the masculinist ethos in society despite
the authorial claims to that effect. As Trinh Minh-ha has said "..it is sot always easy to
draw the line between tracking the oppressive mechanisms aad aiding their spread"
(183a). But when the feminist critics ignore this fact and portray the femiuist texts as
monologically and mheremly oppositional then the Afiican feminist literary tradition is
impoverished not advanced. The texis' awnbiguous relationship with the demirant
patriarchal discourses has been ackrowledged without suppressing their subversive role
and character, A text cannot be explained by authorial claims alone because by virtue of
it being a text it {s independent from the declared intentions of the author, A fext's
meaning and impoﬁ cannot be determined by authorial intentions alone. This awareness
will include constant alertness and vigilance not only %o overt and blatant forms of
donzination but to the covert and hidden ways through which women are often subjected.
Feminist literary wadition therefore mmst be sble to formulate a response which is
complex and sophisticated enough to contest both blatant and covert forms of domination
without privileging one form above the other. It is the internalised and covert forms of
domination which are most dangerous, According to Audre Lorde: "...the true focus of
revolutionary chauge is never merely tho opﬂressive situntions which we seek to
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' escape bat that piece of the oppressor which is planted deep within us” (123), This
awafeness will untail a complex aalysis of the structures of power and how they cperat..
This complex manner of analysing power must result in equally complex methods and
ways of subversion and esistance, Luce Frigaray reflects this complexity of resistance
- and subversion by saying: -

For what is, important is to disconcert the staging of representation
according to exclusively "masculine” parameters, that is according to 2
pliall_ocratic order. Ttis not a matter of toppling that order so as to replace

it~ that amounts fo the same thing in the end-but of disrnpting and -
-modifying it, st#rting from an "outside” that is exempt, in part, from
phalloci'atic Iaw (68). '
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Endnotes

1. Several but not all African feminist critics uphold this view although this perception
- has shown the signs of gradual change in recent times, Jeun F. O'Barr in his critical
analysis of Kenyan women writers says:

- "The nathors all write from a womaa's peint of view, sharply anderscoring .
the idea that the femaie perspective on socisl Iife and women's part in it may
be different from the male perspective on the same topic. (58) [Emphasis

» ] . . )

O'Barr contimies:

By looking at social 1if; from points of view of women, these authors place
women at the centre of their works and see them in their ful complexity,'
déaling with mliltiple issues... It is usefnl af this point in the discussion to
observe that the fiction written by African men takes a far less sephisticated
view of women's lives and sees them as secondary figures in the environment
of males. (59) ' '

Pauline Ada Uwakweh in his critical analysis of Tsitsi Dangarembga's Nervous
Conditions passes the following adulatory evaluation:

Dangarembga has indeed demonstrated a keen knowledge of the problems of
her society in particnfar and Africa in general. Her vision as & writer

~ stresses that awareness and conrage are fhe hlueprint to exploding its
contradictions. (83)
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While one may not disagree per se with this assertion what is disconcerting is the
assumption that a text is devoid of any analytic weaknesses simply because it ie has 2
feminist agenda. '

- Brenda F. Berrian in her critical evaiuation of Flora Nwapa's Ore is Enough 3lso presents
~ this text univocally as a fauitiess affirmation of the African woman, Berrian says;

Nwapa reinvents the Adrican woman in her third novel, One is Enough...
operating in a world of fuzzy standards and boundaries as a consequence of a
rapidly changing social environment Nwapa nevertheless exhibfts- a firm
understandir.g of the moral issues involved: the hetrayal of trust; the
insecurity of marriage and motherhood; the re-evaluation and recentering of
mothechood; and the possibility that women can be economically and
emotionally independent. (56) '

Althongh elsewhere in the dissertation I dubb this school of thought as an "old style -
solidarity feminist criticism" some of its perceptioﬁs can still be found fn recent academic
journaly and publications, For example, Jeanette Treiber in her analysis of Ba's Scarlet
Song evinces a similar critical method in a fairly recent journal (1996). Treiber
defending Ba's problematic and unqualified valourisation of education she says:

Ba's insistence upon the importance of literacy, writing, and feminism...is
first of all a realisation that literacy, writing and the construction of
feminist discourse are tools for empowering women in posteolonial
Africa..Itis precisely the exclusion from education and discourse that has
kept women in vulnerable and exploitative positions (110).

- 2. Recently the complexion and character of Affican feminist litexary criticism has begun
~ to show a radical shift from the old style solidarity criticism. The best examplein
regard is the recent work by Soutb African feminists who have began a muck more
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dialogical critical engagement with African feminist texts.

MLJ. Daymond describes this shift in these telling words: "In the early decades of the

~ ‘women's movement..fesale solidarity seemed an essential political weapon and so
women ...were spaken of by feminists as a single, monolithic entity. These sweeping
assumptions about identity are now being chailenged from within feminism itself,” |
{xlvii)

It is these dissemting voices emanating "from within feminism ftself" that I am referring
- to. Ttis voices like Carmela Gasritano, Gecily Lockett, Pamela Ryan, and others who
have prajected a radical break wich the old stvle feminist critical method:

" 3. Same critics mentioned above.

4. Femi Ojo-Ade interprets the text as 1f it is an anti-matrimonial text while in fact the
authior is critical of & particulac facet of matriage which masculine betrayal and -
abandonment. He writes: "The life of 2 couple far from being a baven of content and -
congideration, is a hell of conniving criminals and common cretins’. {Ojo-Asde 73).
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