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Buchi Emecheta depicts women in her native culture in a far different way than they 
are depicted by Achebe, Amadi, and other male African writers. As an expatriate, 
African female living in London, Emecheta's works are a close scrutiny of the limita
tions tribal culture places on women by someone who has experienced the repression of 
that culture. Rather than glorifying the heritage of African tribal tradition, Emecheta 
questions the roles assigned to women by their male dominated culture . The underlying 
metaphor in most of her works is of African womanhood as victimization and servi
tude. Although the oppressors vary from husbands to tribal customs and taboos to 
children, the message is clear that women within native African culture are not 
permitted control of their lives. The psychological and physical bonds of arranged 
marriages, polygamy, perpetual pregnancy, childbirth, and widowhood are all explored 
in Emecheta's works. Collectively, her first five books are not only a recounting of the 
female experience from birth to death, but are also an indictment of traditional tribal 
culture and the burdens it places on African women. 

Her first two books, In the Ditch and Second Class Citizen are somewhat autobio
graphical in nature. The central character, Adah Obi, only reluctantly comes to terms 
with the restrictive role of a woman as it is prescribed by her native Nigeria . As she 
pushes her husband toward further education and the promised life she envisions it will 
bring them in England, she is extolling one of Emecheta's recurring themes on the 
importance of education as a route to freedom. In moving to England, however, Adah 
Obi is forced to re-evaluate the role her culture has assigned her. Life in London 
becomes a catal'yst that causes Adah Obi to re-examine her traditional role in light of its 
conflicts within a modern, urban setting. 

The imprisoning powers of tribal taboos on the psyche of a modern young Nigerian 
woman are the focus of The Bride Price. In this novel Emecheta writes of the taboos 
associated with a marriage that has been forbidden because it is between nonequals -a 
young Ibo tribeswoman and a young man descended from slaves. The young man's 
family wealth is of no consequence in light of his lineage, and Aku-nna's uncle refuses 
his permission for her to marry Chike. In refusing permission for the marriage, Aku
nna's uncle also refuses Chike's payment of the bride price. The taboos associated with 
this are profound and affect Akil-nna psychologically. Although she repudiates her 
tribal customs and marries the man of her choice, she can't escape the fear that the 
superstitions surrounding an unpaid bride price have bred in her. 

In Slave Girl Emecheta poignantly portrays the impact of slavery within the tribal 
system of native Africans. This story presents the limited options available to women 
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whose lives and destinies were controlled by the whims, fortunes, and misfortunes of 
the men in their lives. 

Perhaps no book by Emecheta depicts the conflicting issues facing modern African 
women more darkly than The Joys of Motherhood. In this novel Emecheta also 
collectively addresses many of the issues regarding women's lives which she explored in 
her earlier novels. Nnu Ego, the heroine of The Joys of Motherhood, spends the bulk of 
her adult life dangling between two standards. Having been reared in a traditional 
African tribal village, her expectations for her life were those of any traditional village 
female-to be given to a husband and to bear his children. Nnu Ego's life, however, 
does not follow the path that her tribal upbringing prepared her for. 

Her first, traditional tribal marriage fails due to her supposed barrenness, so her 
father gives her in marriage to a son of the village who has gone to Lagos to make his 
way in life. This second marriage is one which Nnu Ego is unprepared for in two ways. 
First, this marriage is spent in a city, a setting which proves a source of conflict for Nnu 
Ego because her traditional values are not in tune with those of a modern city. 
Secondly, her second husband, Nnaife, does not fit the standards of manliness which 
Nnu Ego has internalized from her village upbringing. The experiences related to these 
two factors gradually cause Nnu Ego to question her tribal values, but she is never able 
to totally repudiate them. 

As Nnu Ego balances between the old way of life in the African village and the new 
way of life in a shanty-town in the modern city of Lagos, a number of female characters 
pass through her life who give the reader of this novel a diverse picture of the women 
who played a part in the emergence of modern Africa and the difficult choices they 
must have faced as they tried to make a place for themselves in a society where the 
changes between old and new were sometimes cataclysmic. Although The Joys of 

Motherhood is Nnu Ego's story, other female characters who pass through the novel 
offer an intriguing picture of the limited options available to African women. 

In his book The Sociology of Urban Women's Image in African Literature Kenneth 
Little has identified six categories of female characters who are typically represented in 
African literature with an urban setting: girlfriends or good-time girls, wives, free 
women, mothers, courtesans or prostitutes, and political women. Five of these charac
ter types are present in The Joys of Motherhood. 

Little describes girlfriends as having two distinct characteristics which set them apart 
from other women. One is that they are considered glamorous within the community 
and they can easily attract male attention . Another important difference between 
girlfriend character types and other women is that the relationships between girlfriends 
and their men are often relationships between individuals of differing tribes, which 
essentially makes them nonequal. Nnu Ego's daughter, Kehinde, behaves more like a 
girlfriend than a potential bride when she asserts her desire for the butcher's son. This is 
a relationship between nonequals (Yoruba tribe and Ibo tribe) which allows her freedom 
in the relationship she would not have had if she would have permitted herself to be 
placed in a traditional Ibo marriage. This assertion of independence by Kehinde is a 
reflection of the effect of the urban setting on her although she was reared by traditional 
values. It also is the type of behavior Little would characterize as "girlfriend" behavior. 
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There are variations in how wives are depicted in African literature, but they 
generally can be placed into the following categories: bush wives, traditional wives 
displaced to the city, wives in rebellion , wives who maintain a separate identity from 
their husbands, and the special situation of co-wives. In The Joys of Motherhood all of 
these variations of the role of a wife are present. The reader is given an explicit picture 
of the subservient role of bush wives in the lives of the tribal men who view them as 
their possessions. Nnu Ego was reared in a tribal village and was conditioned for a 
traditional bush marriage in which the wives are valued for their cooking and baby 
making. When she fails to produce a child for her first husband, Amatokwu, her status 
as a woman and as a wife is jeopardized, particularly when Amatokwu takes a second 
wife. " .. .if you can't produce sons, at least you can help harvest yams" she is told as 
she is roughly dispensed with by her husband (Joys , 35). There are, however, some 
qualities of the bush marriage which Emecheta presents as desirable in contrast to the 
marriages of the city, and these qualities are remembered nostalgically bu Nnu Ego 
during her second marriage. "There was no time for petting or talking to each other 
about love. That type of family awareness which the illiterate farmer was able to show 
his wives, his household, his compound, had been lost in Lagos ... " (Joys, 52). 

Nnu Ego's life continues as a portrayal of the role of a wife when she is given in 
marriage a second time. Her marriage to Nnaife takes place in Lagos, where Nnu Ego 
becomes a symbol for all of the traditional wives displaced to an urban setting. The 
nature of her life in the city places strains on this marriage that make enduring it a trial 
for Nnu Ego. One strain is that she is forced to adjust her values in order to accept new 
roles for men at work. Nnu Ego defines a man as a farmer. The fact that when they 
marry Nnaife is a washerman for a white doctor is a source of humiliation for Nnu Ego 
(Joys, 47) . Another strain on this traditional wife displaced to the city is the strain that 
comes with struggling to provide even a meager existence. In their village they would 
have been farmers, growing their own food. In Lagos men were reduced to being 
subsistence wage earners, and the work was often sporadic. 

Life in Lagos does, however, expand Nnu Ego's sense of herself when she becomes a 
trader in the market. Trading provides her with both an income and a sense of 
independence which grows as Nnaife takes work on a ship and then is conscripted by 
the British army during World War II. Nnu Ego becomes a wife leading a separate life 
from her husband. "In Nnu Ego's case her husband was not there to tell her whom to 
talk to and who not to" (Joys , 108), and once her husband does return, Nnu Ego is no 
longer content to resume the role of traditional wife. 

Nnaife's unreliability as a provider and her constant struggle with economic depriva
tion are urban forces which change Nnu Ego from a bush wife into a more independent 
woman, but they are also the forces which permanently change her marriage into a 
battleground. Into this battle ground a third factor enters which makes this marriage 
even more complicated-an inherited junior wife, Adaku. Adaku is the character 
whom Emecheta uses to raise the reader's consciousness concerning two aspects of life 
for women in Africa. One is the burden that the traditional African tribal custom of 
polygamy places on women. By transporting this tribal custom into the city, Emecheta 
manages to sharpen her focus on the burden of this custom on women. 
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She had so lost contact with her people that the voice of this person addressing 
her as "senior wife" made her feel not only old but completely out of touch, as if 
she was an outcast. She resented it. .. this new menace .. . (Joys, 118) 

Adaku is not only a symbol of polygamy, however. Emecheta uses her to characterize 
the third type of female identified by Little . Adaku is a "free woman" who refuses to be 
bound by conventions or trapped by marriage. She views the city as an escape from the 
monotony of rural life and uses men as a means to her own ends (Little, 53-67). The first 
mention Emecheta makes of Adaku lets the reader know that she is an ambitious 
woman who sees Nnaife as her means out of the poverty that accompanied being a 
widow in a tribal village. 

Adaku ... made sure she was inherited by Nnaife ... she had had enough of 
lbuza ... either she accepted Nnaife or spent the rest of her life struggling to 
make ends meet (Joys, 119-20). 

Another character trait evident in Adaku is her sense of realism. In this respect, she also 
exhibits some of the characteristics of the courtesans and prostitutes discussed by Little. 
He characterizes these women as the ultimate realists. This is a fitting description of 
Adaku. The incident which highlights both her realism and the limited roles by which 
traditional African culture values its women occurs when Adaku tries to use the tribal 
method for settling a dispute against Nnu Ego. Rather than rectifying the wrong Adaku 
perceives she has received , the men make it clear that she has no rights in relationship to 
Nnu Ego because Adaku has not given Nnaife any sons, and Nnu Ego has. Adaku's 
success as a trader, her motherhood to daughters, her contributions to the household 
mean nothing. 

Though lbuza men admired a hard-working and rich woman, her life was 
nothing if she left no male children behind ... The message was clear: she was 
only a lodger, her position in Nnaife Owulum's household had not been ratified 
(Joys, 166-67). 

The female character type described by Little which most profoundly affects this 
novel, though, is the mother. This is the most important female characterization offered 
by Emecheta. Two characterizations of motherhood which are closely interwoven are 
motherhood as a definition of womanhood and the devastation to a woman that comes 
from barrenness. African tribal values equate motherhood with the fulfillment of a 
female's destiny. Without achieving motherhood, a woman has no identity, no proof of 
her womanliness. Nnu Ego's entire upbringing prepared her for only one destiny
motherhood. She does not consider herself completely a woman until she achieves this 
goal. At the birth of her first child she finally feels she has achieved fulfillment. " ... 
you see, only now with this son am I going to start loving this man. He has made me 
into a real woman-all I want to be, a woman and a mother" (Joys, 53) . 
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It is no wonder, then, that in this culture barrenness would be viewed so devas
tatingly by women. Nnu Ego's life also illustrates this point. In her first marriage to 
Amatoku, she is unable to conceive. This failure to bear a child has disastrous effects on 
Nnu Ego . She views herself as others view her-as a failed wife, and her self-esteem 
quickly erodes. When her second marriage to Nnaife produces the longed-for child, 
Nnu Ego finally can take her place as a complete woman in her society. 

Through Nnu Ego's motherhood, Emecheta also characterizes the unique differences 
between the relationships of mothers and sons and mothers and daughters which are 
inherent in the traditional culture. The word which best clarifies these differences is 
"expectations." From the moment a son is born, his life is one of expectations, especially 
if he is the first-born son. Nnu Ego encourages her eldest son Oshia to set his own high 
expectations, and she repeatedly builds his self-esteem and reinforces his special status 
as a boy and the eldest. 

Your brother is the direct heir, the first son of your father; he needs to be specially 
treated. If you can wait, when he finishes his education, then we will all be better 
off (Joys, 191). 

By contrast, there are very limited expectations for girls in a traditional household. 
Quite often, girls are viewed as mere burdens. If a girl does have any value, it is in what 
she can contribute to the family through her trading in the market or through a good 
marriage . "One planned for and had sleepless nights over boys; girls, on the other 
hand, were to help in the running of the house and be disposed of as soon as possible" 
(Joys, 204) . 

Because of the time during which she has set this novel, Emecheta is also able to give 
her readers an idea of the differences between the traditional mother and the more 
modern mother. This contrast is most evident between the motherhoods of the charac
ters Nnu Ego and Adaku. Because Adaku has only daughters, and because she has 
rejected the traditional values which would have enslaved her as a second wife, Adaku 
also rejects these values for her daughters . On the other hand, Nnu Ego still accepts the 
limited roles her society has assigned for females. A conversation between Nnu Ego, 
Adaku, and Mother Abby illustrates this contrasting view of motherhood. Nnu Ego 
inquires about Adaku's girls and learns that they are in a convent school. Mother Abby 
commends Adaku for her accomplishment in educating her daughters . When Adaku 
asks about Nnu Ego's daughters and their schooling, Nnu Ego responds: 

Oh no, they only attended for a couple of years .. .I think they can read a little. 
I personally do not regret it. They will be married in a few years . They can earn a 
good income by trading. The most important thing is for them to get good 
husbands (Joys, 189). 

As Nnu Ego ages, her children provide her with more heartbreak than joy and the 
bitter irony of this novel's title becomes clear. By the last chapter of the novel, Nnu Ego 
has re-evaluated motherhood and come to view it as a form of imprisonment. "Her love 
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and duty for her children were like her chain of slavery .. .'I am a prisoner of my own 

flesh and blood' " (Joys , 186-87). She also believes, that contrary to the blessings they 

were supposed to be, children are often a crushing burden, particularly in the grinding 

poverty of an urban setting where her struggle has been to feed them all. "What have I 

gained from all this? Yes, I have many children, but what do I have to feed them on? On 

my life . . . " (Joys , 186). And finally, Nnu Ego realizes that children are not a guarantee 
of happiness or security in her old age . Her culture had taught her to value children 

because they would take care of her in her old age and she would not die "a miserable 
death all alone, just like a barren woman" (Joys , 219). Through the actions of her sons 

Nnu Ego realizes that although she is the mother of many clever children, her culture 

has changed so much that her expectations for motherhood from her tribal upbringing 

no longer apply to this modern country. 
Nnu Ego can, in fact, be viewed as a transitional mother. She represents the mothers, 

like Emecheta's mother, who served as a bridge between the traditional tribal values 
prevalent in the pre-World War II years and the modern values that would shape the 

new Nigeria after the war. The fact that she acknowledges the changing values of her 
children and tries to reconcile these values with the ones with which she was raised does 

not, however, lessen the heartbreak that she faces and that faces all women like Nnu 
Ego whose value systems were left behind by their country. Nnu Ego's death, quietly, by 

a roadside all alone, is symbolic of Emecheta's message that for a new, modem Africa 

to emerge, it will be necessary for the tribal values to also pass away. 

Emecheta's works address three interrelated, yet sometimes conflicting issues : the 

oppression of African women, the education of African women, and the effect upon the 

lives of African women of westernization. The central dilemma in her fiction focuses on 
the clash among these forces and the persistent desire of her central characters for 

female autonomy and fulfillment. Emecheta's view of African womanhood darkened as 

her novel writing progressed. After her autobiographical first novels, her writing 

turned to exploring the reasons why fulfillment was so problematical for African 

women. Her novels show a steadily darkening vision for African women in that they 

seem to be in a tragic, insoluable dilemma. In order to be free and fulfilled as an 
individual, the African woman must abandon her African identity because of the 
inherent sexism within the tribal tradition. If she wishes to accept her African heritage, 
she must renounce feminist ideals and self-determination. 
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During a good part of last year, Alan Bloom's The Closing of the American Mind 

enjoyed enormous public success while stirring considerable controversy among aca
demnicians. The message of the book, which because of the contingencies of space I risk 

oversimplifying, may be paraphrased thusly : "Listen, while we in higher education 

have been laboring in the academic vineyards for decades to teach our students the 

'world,' most of our energies have been misplaced and wasted, particularly in the '60s 

when our attempts at exposing students to cultural diversity resulted in exchanging 
excellence and a traditional curriculum of 'great works' for fluff , Mick Jagger, anti

intellectual courses taught by dilettantes, and the dilution of standards. What we've lost 

in all of this amateurish, superficial, and often misinformed 'touching and feeling' of 

other-than-western literatures and cultures is a sense of who we are as a culture . Given 

the overwhelming evidence of American students' ignorance of their history, govern

ment, geography, literature-even language-the time has arrived to abandon the 
study of other cultures, whose written portrayals of themselves are prejudiced falsifica
tions, in favor of a rediscovery of ourselves and our values. Only through radically 
returning to basics can we reclaim our national identity and international pre
eminence:' 

I reluctantly admit that there is some truth contained within my hyperbolic 

paraphrase of the book's message-abysmal test scores, our inability to assume any

thing about the intellectual equipment that freshmen carry with them into their first 
college classroom encounters, and undeveloped language and writing skills that inhibit 
the very practice of problem-solving. Nevertheless, the prospect of "the closing of the 

American mind" is a thrillingly scary one at a point in history when naive insistence 

upon our nation's superiority or "rectitude," denial or dismissal of the complexity of 

cultural protocols in the international business community, and a foreign policy built 
upon ignorant imposition of our perspectives on "third-world" nations court disaster. 
There is some value in insularity, in our contemplating our own navels, because one 

must know self in order to know other. However, the world is too complex to, in a 

Burger King sense, "have it our way." In any event, our selves are defined to a great 

degree by what we have come from, our historical and philosophical and psychological 
roots . And, in our country, to know self means knowing the other and the diversity of 

racial, cultural, and linguistic constituencies that comprise it. 




