














































































































































































































































































































































































179 

Door, to act on the evidence. Taplalai is another good example. Her physical strength, 

her source of power, gives her an advantage over weak Jerry whose only "shield in life 

was a chain of degrees" (53), but rather than fight back she negotiates the conditions of 

her exploitation. Taplalai deconstructs the myth of silent passive rural women by 

managing to force Jerry to have sex on her own terms and get paid for it in return. 

However she succumbs and gives in to exploitation. Economic power is a key factor in 

her kind of resistance. Her mother and children depended on her for sustenance. 

Ogot seems to suggest that the more economically disadvantaged the women are the 

more they are likely to suffer sexual exploitation and abuse. This is amply demonstrated 

in the one exception to Ogot's heroines' inability to engage in resistance: Jedidah, the 

protagonist of The Other Woman. She differs from the other victims because of her 

economic power. She is highly educated and sophisticated. Unlike the rest of the 

women who occupy low-paid, powerless positions as secretaries, typists, primary school 

teachers and house helps, she works as an executive secretary at the international Aid to 

Africa office in Nairobi. She not only successfully manages to resist her new boss's 

sexual advances but also keeps her job by threatening to use her cousin in power at the 

immigration office and have him deported. This however does not make for real victory 

because the boss reacts by punishing her with too much work that makes her unable to 

satisfy her husband's sexual desires. Her Jimbo in the office translates into another 

Jimbo in the form of her husband, who, unable to find sexual fulfilment in his wife, 

turns to raping Taplalai the house girl. Jedidah becomes suspicious and, using her 

economic power, employs a boy to investigate the matter. She catches Jerry and 

Taplalai red-handed and attacks them with a knife, wounding both of them seriously. 

Unfortunately she targets Taplalai more than she targets her own husband. As 
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unsatisfactory as her resistance may be, she demonstrates that there is a relationship 

between women's oppression, their resistance and economic power. 

It has been argued, especially by men, that feminism is a western movement largely 

opposed to African traditions and customs. Ogot's fiction demonstrates that the basis of 

Afrocentric feminism is not western values, but is rooted in African customs and 

traditions. According to this view, if anyone has betrayed African customs and 

traditions, it is the men. O'Barr (1987) in an article covering seven Kenyan women 

authors, argues that the women concentrate on or apply life-cycle approaches to gender 

roles. She names the cycles as becoming adults, marrying, and working. The centrality 

of marriage to Ogot's fiction and the failure of many of her heroines to conceive of the 

possibility of fulfilment outside or without the institution is intriguing and problematic 

for a writer we wish to inscribe as feminist. Read as an Afrocentric feminist and in the 

context of her particular community, however, she emerges not so much as a 

reactionary but as a severe critic of men for their lip-service to traditions and customs. It 

needs to be said that Ogot neither romanticises nor disavows marriage. She inscribes it 

as an institution of multiple possibilities. There are those like Nyapol in The Promised 

Land who find loneliness and imprisonment in it, and others like Mrs. Mjomba who 

find such marital bliss that not even death can disrupt. There are those whose marriages 

are wrecked by irresponsible and wayward husbands such as in The Wayward Father 

(Ogot 1976) and The Other Woman, but there are also others who ruin their own stable, 

loving marriages, such as June in The Honourable Minister. While acknowledging that 

Ogot fails to provide a vision for women beyond and outside the institution of marriage, 

I wish to submit that over-emphasis on this aspect decentres her works from their major 

concern, criticism of men. 
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We need to examine the context in which Ogot is writing. She is writing within a 

community where death, burial and ancestors are central to the conduct of the living. 

She is writing in an environment where divorce does not exist or is not socially 

recognised even if legal divorce papers are obtained. In an interview with me (Ogot 

1998) she revealed that among the Luo a woman's place of burial is determined by her 

marriage. If she dies before she marries or outside marriage she is buried outside her 

father's homestead which, among the Luo, is disgraceful and tantamount to being 

rejected. The importance of death and burial to the Luo is central to marriage as 

demonstrated by the Wambui Otieno case discussed in chapter one. For the living as 

well as the dead the centrality of death is an inescapable social phenomenon. I should 

state that Ogot does not believe that this practice of tying women's burial place to 

marriage must continue. She has indeed been campaigning against the practice, but it 

does help explain one of the major reasons why marriage is so important to Luo women. 

Luos seem to esteem decent burial above other things such as property and children. 

Besides death and burial, marriage is also related to property inheritance. In this regard 

Ogot (1998) had this to say: "As you know, a Luo girl marries there, it is her right to 

inherit the shamba that her mother-in-law had. At that stage, she is given her shamba 

immediately. Because we inherit through marriage all the good things that a Luo 

woman gets. It is in that marriage also where we say she is oppressed but she is very 

important, the first wife." This quote does seem to suggest that only the first wife seems 

to benefit from this traditional affair, but in the context of Ogol's fiction, a man should 

ideally have only one wife unless he is very rich and can therefore provide wealth for 

each of his wives. It is interesting that although Luos are traditionally polygamous, Ogot 

only mirrors polygamous families of chiefs, such as in The Strange Bride, and The 

Bamboo Hut (Ogot 1968), of rich men such as Nyagar in The Green Leaves (Ogot 
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1968) or Tekayo in a story named after him, or in very special circumstances such as 

pressure from the women as in The Promised Land. Poor people such as Nyamgondho 

in The Fisherman (Ogot 1976) remain monogamous till they are able to, for him by the 

help of a mysterious old woman, create wealth. In a sense then to choose marriage, for 

Luo women, is not only a spiritual insurance scheme but also a choice of wealth against 

poverty, inheritance against disinheritance. In a sense Ogot is saying that there should 

be a direct relationship between marriage and economic stability, especially in regard to 

polygamy. 

There is also, among the Luo, and according to Ogot, a relationship between marriage 

and power or leadership opportunities. Referring to her own election as a member of 

parliament representing Gem in Luo land she had this to say: " If I was single, I may not 

have been voted for in Luo-Iand ... because you see, I also better talk of what I know. 

Because as I told you as a single girl, I will not stand in Asembo, that is where my 

brother Bob stood. I stand in Gem because that is where I am a mother there, I have a 

right. What a single girl would have done, I do not know. In Luo-Iand, unlike Kikuyu­

land, she would not be voted" (Ogot 1998). In this context it is not surprising that none 

of Ogot's heroines is single by choice, divorced or contemplating divorce. This is in 

spite of her recognition of the terrible pains that women endure in pursuit of marriage. 

My suggestion is that Ogot uses an analysis of marriage to reverse the predominantly 

male dominated construction of women as bad, irresponsible, unfaithful and culturally 

rootless people blindly following the ways of the white man. 

In The White Veil (Ogot 1968) men are shown to be unbelievably erratic, irresponsible 

and unfaithful. Owila, who has been dating Achola for five years, suddenly and without 

warning declares that unless Achola agrees to sex before marriage, he will break off the 
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engagement. His source of inspiration is a white couple, John and Jenny, who in spite of 

Jenny's being a Sunday school teacher, do not mind having pre-marital sex. There are 

three reasons why Achola does not want to engage in pre-marital sex. First is the fear of 

what people would say if they found out, second is the demand of Christianity, third and 

most compelling are cultural demands and especially the desire to please her mother. In 

fact she finds the mosaic commandment "thou shall not commit adultery" (119) rather 

inadequate as it does not make it clear whether that means sleeping with your brother's 

wife only or also includes sex between boys and girls. The tribal commandments are 

clearer and easy to remember: a girl must be a virgin on the wedding day. 

As in other Ogot stories, maintenance of virginity by girls to please their mothers, 

grandmothers and future husbands rather than personal satisfaction is not critically 

examined. This story's main concern, as others, is to interrogate men's double 

standards. They want to marry virgins and yet want sex before marriage. Although 

Owila himself does not make the demand or even seem to expect it, it is implied in this 

narrative and others that virginity pleases men and therefore they can be presumed to 

hope for or even expect it. The essence of the story, however, is the assertion that it is 

men who are in violation of cultural demands by aping the white man's ways. It is 

interesting that Achola, though a Christian, turns to a traditional prophetess in an 

attempt to stop Owila from marrying Felomena Warirwa, a village girl he had picked up 

immediately after breaking up with Achola. Together, Achola and the prophetess 

exploit the rigidity of Christianity and the imperfection in its rituals to make Owila 

marry Achola without knowing because she is veiled, hence the title The White Veil. 

Even after discovering the error and deception, there is not much the priest, Owila, or 

Felomena can do, as Christian marriages bind couples till death does them part. 
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There is no doubt that Achola's handling of the situation leaves a lot to be desired, 

especially in her obstinate insistence on marrying a man who had rejected her. On the 

other hand it is accurate to argue that she did not necessarily want to remain his wife 

physically and that it mattered precious little what Owila would do after discovering the 

deception because she only wanted to marry him in her heart; which she did. She argues 

that she may not marry Owila physically but that if she marries him in her heart, then 

she will have something to live for. In other words she is willing to lose him physically, 

which she cannot prevent, so long as she can keep him symbolically. Through Achola 

Ogot seeks to demonstrate women's strength of character and trustworthiness as 

opposed to men's treachery. The association of women and tradition as opposed to 

men's betrayal of the same becomes much more explicit and convincing if this story is 

read in the context of Ogot's other stories. In Pay Day, Awino suffers physical violence 

because her husband is not there to protect her. Her husband, rather than conform to 

tradition in response to Awino's barrenness by marrying another woman and building 

her a hut in the same compound with his first wife, and in spite of pleas by Awino that 

he does so, marries and moves away from his first wife. 

The same theme of men violating traditions and customs is eloquently delineated in The 

Wayward Father and The Empty Basket. In The Wayward Father, Anastasia, while 

censoring her husband, Mika, for secretly marrying a university student, articulates this 

position most succinctly: 

All this time I should have known! You cherished our customs and traditions. 
You glibly talked about their preservation and accused me of teaching our 
children Western ideas, yet you only cherish traditions when they suit you. No 
real man, of respect and dignity would cheat a mere child into marriage without 
the knowledge of his wife or the parents of the child (17)! 

Notice how this resonates with the behaviour of the men in The Old White Witch, where 

men who know that carrying Karaya is not traditionally acceptable side with the 



185 

colonial system to demand that women do it. In both cases men have abdicated their 

responsibilities as custodians of the customs and traditions of the tribe. In The Empty 

Basket, they have not only failed to live up to expectations, but they are absent when 

they are needed most. Ojwang is away in Ukwala working as a police inspector while 

his wife and two children, one seven months old and the other two years old, are left 

behind to cultivate their farm in Kadibo village. While it is explained that they could not 

stay together because they needed someone to cultivate the land and supplement the 

husband's meagre income, it nevertheless does not lessen the fact that when a snake 

enters his house and threatens his children, the man who is supposed to provide security 

for his home is absent. This is not helped by the fact that his wife had asked him several 

times to clear the bush around their house which he did not do. Had he done it, the 

snake would not have been in their house in the first place. And to make the matters 

worse, the men left in the village are too cowardly to help. These are men who have 

failed to live up to their customary and traditionally defined role as protectors and 

providers. It is not just that they are autocratic and oppressive but that they are not men 

enough. 

In the context of the foregoing interpretation of Ogot's works several things become 

explicitly manifest. First, that she defies easy classification as either for or against 

African customs and traditions. Secondly, that the best way to read her is as an 

Afrocentric feminist, which means that she validates as well as deconstructs African 

patriarchy. She picks the oppressive strands in that system, key among them being the 

tendency to silence women, and convincingly and eloquently demonstrates that that 

tendency is destructive not only to women but to men as well. She picks the benevolent 

provisions in African patriarchy, such as the demand that men take the responsibility to 

provide for their families, and suggests ways in which men have failed in their 
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fulfilment of this obligation as well as possible ways in which they could succeed. One 

way in which success can be achieved is by making it a joint venture where men and 

women, such as Owiny and Nyawir, join forces as members of a family unit to fight off 

collective onslaught against either one of them. The other strategy would be for men to 

avoid unilateral decision making, such as Ochola does to his detriment, but make 

women part and parcel of the decision making process. Thirdly Ogot successfully 

demonstrates that Afrocentric feminism jettisons oppressive structures in tribal 

traditions and customs while defending beneficial ones. Indeed Ogot argues that if any 

one has turned their backs on traditions and customs, it is African men in their response 

to the experience of colonialism and their treatment of African women. A glaring 

example of this state of affairs is the fact that men occupy most government positions 

even though independence was achieved through the efforts of both sexes. Although a 

woman, Sally Kosgei, has recently been appointed secretary to the cabinet, women's 

participation in government is still minimal. The Kenyan government does not have a 

single woman cabinet minister and there has only been one in the thirty-six years that 

Kenya has been independent. In a parliament of more than two hundred members, there 

are only nine women members of parliament. Finally, Ogot's kind of feminism is both 

disruptive and creative. It envisions the need for normalcy, but one which is located in a 

constantly changing world and which acknowledges that change can be wrought by 

women as well as by men. 
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Chapter Five 

Narratives of Pain: Kenyan Women's History in Marjorie 
Oludhe Macgoye's Fiction 

Butfor most of us the buffalo chargesfrom the land and the 
hippo from the water. It makes no difference where we stand. 

Macgoye (1993) in Murder in Majengo. 

This chapter, first and foremost, demonstrates two fundamental arguments in this 

thesis. First, that to be Afrocentric is not a matter of colour. Marjorie Oludhe Macgoye 

is white and was born in Southampton, England in 1928. She came to Kenya in 1954 as 

a missionary bookseller and in 1960 married a Luo man, Oludhe Macgoye, with whom 

she has four children. Her husband is now dead but Macgoye has made Kenya her 

home, not just physically but also culturally, as shall become clear in my analysis of her 

works. When I interviewed her in 1998, I asked her whether she considered herself 

British, Kenyan, Kenyan Briton or a Luo and this was her response: 

I consider myself a Kenyan. Obviously my British heritage, like any other 
natural heritage is still there. And when you get older, you may find that some of 
your early pre-occupations come back. You know, you have rebelled against 
them. You have made a different kind of life. But come back to seeing well, may 
be that was not so stupid after all. In those days that I rebelled against to do that 
which was within a community as far as it was a community. I certainly do not 
see myself as a Kenyan white, I mean, I do not think that there is a community 
of Kenyan whites although, there are a few people, not necessarily citizens, who 
make an agglomeration but they do not actually make a community. So, yes I 
see myself as a Kenyan and the sub-category is bound to be Luo. 

The accuracy of that self-definition, I submit, is more than attested to by all of her 

works of art. They express a Kenyan consciousness. All her creative works are set in 

Kenya and explore Kenyan themes such as the struggle against colonialism, political 

murders such as those of lM. Kariuki and Tom Mboya who were killed during 

Kenyatta's reign, post-colonial disillusionment and the search for nationhood. These 

themes are explicated from the point of view of African protagonists with the exception 

of Homing In and to a certain extent Murder in Majengo. Even in these novels, the 
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white protagonists In my OpInIOn have cultivated enough cultural literacy of the 

indigenous communities to warrant their views being considered Afrocentric. Macgoye 

demonstrates knowledge of African systems of thought in her choice of Luo words and 

sayings as well as in employing Luo cultural themes in her novels. She constantly 

makes reference to Luo cultural practices, taboos and proverbs in much the same way 

Achebe does in reference to the Tho of Nigeria. In Victoria, for example, Victoria cannot 

spend a night in her daughter's house as Luo mothers cannot sleep under the same roof 

with a son-in-law. In her latest novel, Chira, she uses a Luo mythology about a wasting 

disease that strikes people who defile themselves by engaging in forbidden practises, 

such as sexual liaisons with relatives, to explore the ravaging effects of AIDS among 

the Luo of Kenya. It is of course true, as she herself attests to in the quote above, that 

her British birth and early upbringing do exact some influence on her world-view, and 

this can be seen in the way she is more inclined to challenge some African institutions 

such as the concept of home as well as her reluctance to criticise Christian missionaries, 

but my argument is that she demonstrates a transformation that makes her more Kenyan 

than British. 

The second fundamental point that this chapter demonstrates is that one does not have 

to embrace the term feminist to display a feminist consciousness. In other words it is 

possible for a writer's works to be feminist in content even though he/she denies that 

they are feminist. In my interview with her, Macgoye not only refused to embrace the 

term but also declared that she was not sympathetic to the movement. She even refused 

to be drawn into what I would have considered dispassionate discussions on the subject 

such as differences that might be evident between Kenyan and British feminists. In 

defence of her position she said: 

I am not really a very suitable person to ask about that because as you have 
already established, I am not very sympathetic to this movement. ... But I find 
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this whole situation difficult, because I have never doubted that it is a privilege 
to be a woman. You would expect that a person who calls herself feminist would 
like being a woman, but in fact many people who call themselves feminists seem 
to go out of their way to emulate men! And that I find difficult to understand 
(1998). 

However, in spite of her repudiation of feminism, her works of fiction examine such 

issues as the institution of marriage, family, work and government from what I would 

consider a feminist perspective as expounded in my first and second chapter of this 

thesis and as will become clear in the course of this chapter. In short, her texts exhibit 

the conviction that women are victims of social regulations designed by and to serve 

patriarchy and that that condition ought to be rectified if equality and justice for women 

is to be achieved. I shall be arguing in this chapter that Macgoye's fiction, namely 

Coming to Birth (1986), The Present Moment (1987), Victoria and Murder in Majengo 

(1993) Homing In (1994), and Chira (1997), construct Kenyan women's experience of 

history in terms of narratives of pain. Whether Macgoye invites us to witness the 

narratives as they become manifest in the women characters' daily lives such as 

Coming to Birth, or as the women access their past experiences through memory, 

reverie or dreams as in The Present Moment, the narratives are painful and emblematic 

of women's search for a home. This search for a home is evocative of Virginia Wolfs 

idea of women finding a room of their own. Macgoye challenges African women to 

confront and come to terms with their own narratives of pain and argues that only then 

can they find a place, physical or metaphysical, that they can call their home. This 

chapter pays particular attention to three thematic aspects of Macgoye's fiction: the 

structuring of characters' lives against the background of a growing nation, the 

re/construction of the concept of home, and Macgoye's attitude, as revealed in her 

fiction, toward African cultural practices and institutions such as female circumcision, 

polygamy, wife inheritance and marriage. I limit myself to her fiction, as opposed to her 

poetry, historical and theoretical writings, because only her fiction is consistently and 
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substantially concerned with women. She has also written more fiction than any other 

form of writing. 

Women's painful experience of history in Kenya is perhaps Macgoye's most constant 

theme. The Present Moment, set in post-colonial Kenya, in a poverty-stricken outer 

suburb of Nairobi known as Pangani, centres around seven old women out of a group of 

thirty living in a home, simply referred to in the novel as the Refuge. Macgoye avers 

(Macgoye 1998) that it was her most "painless birth" as she used material she had 

collected while researching for her historical work, The Story of Kenya: A Nation in the 

Making, to create it. Using reverie to employ multiple narrative voices, by allowing 

each of the women to narrate their experiences as they remember them, the novel 

retraces the lives ofthe women, their struggles and pains, and eventually their encounter 

with oppressive social forces that finally force them into the home as women in need of 

care. This is especially painful for the women as custom had inculcated in them the 

practice of giving care rather than being on the receiving end. Wairimu, the eldest, ran 

away from home as a young woman to work in coffee plantations rather than be forced 

into marriage, rose to become an active politician recruiting people to join the party 

fighting for independence, participated in the Mau Mau struggle for land and political 

freedom as an informer, and also occasionally hid the Mau Mau fighters when the need 

arose, only to finally have her kiosk! demolished by soldiers in a post-independent 

Kenya. Sickly, penniless and destitute she collapsed and was taken by good samaritans 

to the Refuge. Each of the women has a similar experience. Like Wairimu, Nekesa too 

had her kiosk demolished by soldiers on the suspicion of her being Ugandan. Her arm 

was broken and friends took her to Kenyatta National Hospital from where she was 

directed to the home. Bessie became a victim of the 1982 attempted coup against Moi's 

I Makeshift small scale business (shop) usually selling household consumables like sugar, cooking fat, 
soft drinks, salt etc 
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government when her soldier son was killed before her eyes and her shanty maliciously 

demolished. This experience affected her so much that throughout the novel she suffers 

from a post-traumatic disorder. Sophia lost her property in an accidental fire that killed 

her daughter and two grandchildren. Her son-in-law held her responsible for the fire, 

suspecting her of setting the house on fire to spite him, and refused to take care of her. 

She too became destitute and found her way to the Refuge. Priscilla is the only one who 

was taken to the home genuinely as a case of old age. However, her life was also not 

devoid of a painful experience. She lost her family in a brutal attack by Mau Mau 

fighters on a white family whom she and her father were working for and living with. 

Finally there is Rahel, who was forced into the Refuge after an accident that maimed her 

when she had no close relatives to look after her. Behind each of the women's final 

journey to the refuge is a narrative of pain. 

Although the home's name suggests a place of comfort where one hides from a violent 

and cruel outside world, it is also some kind of a prison. The Refuge is compared to 

marriage, motherhood and widowhood in the way it forces women to alter their 

identities. Once they got into the Refuge, the women " ... were not allowed to beg ... , and 

each one made herself into a different person to fit the situation just as she had done on 

marriage, motherhood [and] widowhood .... " (Macgoye 1987, 6). One of the ways in 

which the women are obliged to take their new identities at the Refuge is in the way the 

attempt at harmonisation and unity for those living at the Refuge implicitly demands 

that the women suppress memories of their past. This suppression is vividly captured by 

the women when a mad man passes by the Refuge wearing rags and hanging pieces of 

metals over his shoulders to mimic a soldier's uniform and medals. Wairimu, the oldest 

of the women in the Refuge, runs to the road and breaks into a dance that provokes the 

mad man to " ... roar out a dozen obscenities in English" (5). To some of the old women, 
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we are told, this " ... stirred memories which were better suppressed in their present 

respected surroundings" [emphasis mine] (5). Mama Chungu, another of the old ladies 

at the refuge who remembers the mad man from her begging days outside a mosque in 

Nairobi, realises that like the mad man who uses English rather than "the intimate birth 

language that would allow one to divine and assuage his grief' (6), the women too 

" ... were all masked here for the sake of sharing, since they had been brought up to see 

sharing as the ultimate goal and there remained this sisterhood of constraint to share 

with" (6). Throughout the novel the women characters are constantly struggling with 

identity related binary oppositions such as revelation and concealment, speech and 

silence, celebration and shame, and the conflict between the will to activate and to 

suppress memory, as they attempt to come to terms with their different experiences of 

history. Macgoye seems to use the women to explore " ... the knowledge of the struggle 

and shame which had been locked down below the layer of conscious speech ... " (127) 

in the lives of Kenyan women. These are the words that are used in reference to Bessie 

who is one of the most anonymous characters in the novel and hence the archetypal 

character representing women's suppressed or erased history. She is the most 

anonymous for two reasons. First, her trauma means she cannot remember most of the 

things that have happened to her, and secondly she attempts to erase her history because 

she finds it too painful to confront. 

The stories of the women are told against the backdrop of Kenya's history, and 

particularly the experiences of colonialism, the first and second world wars, and 

independence and post-independence, with the intention of exploring all the pains and 

frustrations, hopes and disappointments, joys and sadness that accompanied the events. 

Macgoye painstakingly provides details of events complete with dates and names of 

historical characters, so that the experiences of the women become these experience of 
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the nation. The attempt by the women to come to terms with their past is also a call for 

the nation to re-examine its past in order to come to terms with its heritage, painful as it 

may be, and hence make a conscious choice about the kind of future it seeks to pursue. 

Macgoye is being a Kenyan historian and nationalist just like other Kenyan writers such 

as Ngugi wa Thiong'o. Indeed the contrast in this novel with Ngugi wa Thiongo's A 

Grain of Wheat, for example, is not in subject but in privileging the female voice and 

hence enabling us to gain an understanding of what it was like to experience the 

emergence of Kenya as a nation from the perspective of women. Though the women are 

not flat but well-rounded characters who experience failure and success, sadness and 

happiness, subjecthood as well as victimhood, the dominant emotion in their lives is 

pam. 

The novel opens and closes with Wairimu, the spokesperson of the group by virtue of 

being the oldest woman in the Refuge, who was born in 1902 and was therefore 

eighteen years old when Kenya was declared a British protectorate in 1920. Her year of 

birth is also, according to some historians, approximately the time that European settlers 

and colonists begun trickling into the country. She describes her growing up as a time of 

restraint and limitation, not just on the basis her being African but primarily because of 

being a girl. As a girl she was only presented with two choices; picking coffee or 

looking after men. Wairimu suggests that her experience was not unusual but rather the 

norm for every girl from her home area in those days. In contrast, the boys had the 

option of going to school and therefore opening up further choices and opportunities in 

terms of jobs, working in European farms or serving in the war. Serving in the war was 

beneficial to the men, in spite of their having been forced into it, not only because it 

earned them money and enabled them to travel to other lands but because it opened their 

eyes to issues of equality and freedom. Women were further constrained in the sense 
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that their destiny was socially and culturally mapped out for them even if they managed 

to secure a place in the few schools available for them. Society only allowed women to 

picture themselves as " ... Wairimu, girl - Wairimu, bride - Wairimu, mother, Wairimu, 

elder wife - Wairimu, grandmother - but nothing to choose between them, only to be 

chosen" (54). When Waitito, the man who takes away her innocence, disappoints her by 

marrying someone else, she is still grateful to him because his stories of Nairobi had 

opened her eyes to other opportunities. 

Wairimu's history of resistance, therefore, was not just against colonialism but also 

against limiting culturally defined social norms. Rather than bow to an arranged 

marriage after her disappointment with Waitito, Wairimu ran away to work in the 

European coffee farms and then went to Nairobi in an attempt to expand her horizons. 

Her argument was that she wanted to " ... enter a wider world than the Kikuyu 

world ... understand Nairobi ... earn money" (54) and " ... go horne with power - that 

meant with presents and knowledge like a boy" (54). This would ensure that even if she 

were paired, it " ... would not be within the daily tramp for water, digging and shelling, 

peeling and digging again, bent under firewood" (55). Rather than celebrate the fact that 

women were in control of the three essential elements of life: water, fire and food, as 

Mazrui (1993) seems to suggest in his article on the problem of gender and the African 

woman, she says she had corne to realise that much as these elements are important, 

" .. .it is not necessary to being a woman to be bent against the painful forehead-strap 

with a little hump down on your spine and danger in bearing children because of it" 

(55). 

Macgoye's women are not silent victims as African women have often been portrayed. 

She acknowledges that African women have, to use Mrs Reinhold's words, experienced 
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"disaster after disaster" (36), and that they have been severely buffeted in life but also 

argues that they have maintained "a resilience and self-confidence" (36-37) that is hard 

to find among people who have gone through such pains. Although the women have lost 

everything they have had: property, children, husbands and freedom, their lives are not 

shattered. They are not shattered because they had grown in expectation of the worst 

though hoping for the best. Traditionally the women had lived eventful lives in tenns of 

" ... plagues, famines, migrations and raiding parties" (37). They lived " .. .in the hope of 

a calm course of life in which your husband was always nice to you, your children 

mostly stayed alive, you were surprised if there was nothing palatable to eat and were 

sure that your daughters-in-law would look after you in old age" (37) but they never 

took that for granted. It is in this context that although nearly all the women have had 

these hopes dashed, none of them is completely broken. 

A second reason that the women's spirits remain unbroken is that their lives have not 

been histories of loss and failure only. They have also been histories of resistance and 

varied degrees of victory. Each of the women has experienced both disaster and 

resistance. Wairimu, for example, not only resisted forced marriage, took up paid 

employment and educated herself but she also, contrary to custom, eventually married 

herself off even though the marriage did not work. She entered a trial marriage on her 

own tenns with a man who, rather than pay dowry to her father, taught her reading, 

washing and ironing heavy clothes for men and how to live in a cement house and keep 

it clean. Although these skills revolve around men, they could have turned out very 

useful and earned her a lot of money if she chose employment in a European house. She 

even "upset the order of events with a vengeance" (93) when she arranged the marriage 

between her father, after the death of his first wife, and her friend Wanja for a token 

dowry. The idea of a daughter arranging marriage for her father is unheard of in 
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Kikuyu-land even today. Wairimu had not only resisted being a passive object but had 

become an active and revolutionary social agent. 

A similar scenario can be constructed for each of the other women. Rahel, who when 

the novel opens is in a coma and oscillating between life and death, declares "I have had 

to do with fighting all my life" (35). She was first forced to take over the leadership of 

her home when her husband went to fight in the second world war. When her husband 

came back, the trauma of the war, coupled with finding that one of his wives had been 

unfaithful, proved too much for him. One day, he just collapsed and died. Rahel was left 

to take care of the family and to carryon the fish business that her husband had begun 

for his eldest son Omondi. Unfortunately Omondi, together with a cousin of his, 

capsized in their boat and drowned. In spite of the tragedy, Rahel managed to keep the 

fish business going. Tragedy struck again when her son deserted the army, disappeared 

from the scene and never contacted her again. It is only insinuated that he was the same 

mad man that occasionally patronised the precincts of the Refuge, by which time Rahel 

had become too sickly to recognise him. To make the matters worse her daughter was 

clubbed to death by a violent husband. Rahel' s experience is one of neglect, deprivation 

and loss as well as of striving, resisting and fighting the buffetings of life. One major 

victory for her is her successful rebuttal of wife inheritance attempts after the death of 

her husband. 

Like Wairimu and Rabel, the other women also have stories of victim hood and tragedy 

as well as resistance. Mama Chungu is sexually exploited by a white man, abandoned 

by her father, suffers a miscarriage and loses two children at a tender age. The death of 

her children leaves her psychotic. The pain of her experience is reflected in her current 

name, Mama Chungu, which roughly translates as woman in pain. As a consequence of 
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her mistreatment by Robert, the white man, she rejects further men's advances to shield 

herself from more pain. Sophia, who, like Mama Chungu also grew up in Mombasa, 

loses her first husband, Ali, in an accident and then experiences a still birth and two 

miscarriages in her new marriage with Henry. In later years her daughter Hawa and two 

grandchildren die in a fire accident while another grandson, Baraka, is murdered a few 

steps from the Refuge. She, like the other women, is plagued by memories of loss. In 

terms of resistance she refuses to have a marriage arranged for her, changes her faith 

from Islam to Christianity, and marries a man of her choice. Without going in to the 

details of all the other women, it is clear that Macgoye's conception of African women 

is as both victims and fighters. She suggests that women, even in traditional Africa, 

were involved in acts of resistance to oppressive and tyrannical systems and that they 

had varying degrees and instances of victory in their capacities as individual women. 

This, in my opinion, is indicative of an Afrocentric feminism in the sense that Macgoye 

mirrors active women, conscious of and fighting for their rights even though they have 

no awareness of western feminism. 

Perhaps the story that best demonstrates the intricacies of African women's resistance 

to patriarchal and socially oppressive rules and regulations in traditional Africa is 

Victoria. In the eponymous novella, Victoria is married off to an old man in a 

polygamous family in conformity with traditional Luo ethos. This marriage is set up for 

two reasons. One, that her distant cousin, Anyango, who is married to the old man, 

wants to enhance her status as the first wife, and two, that there is famine in the land 

and it is assumed that that marriage will save Victoria, then known as Abiero, from the 

ravaging effects of hunger. Abiero finds that the man is too old to fulfil her sexual 

needs, and especially her desire for children. She begins an illicit relationship with a 

fisher-boy who is not Luo and soon becomes pregnant. Knowing and fearing she will be 
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discovered to have been unfaithful without the consent of the community, (for 

apparently Luos in the context of the novella's setting allowed women to conceive a 

child by other men if their husbands were incapable of reproducing), she runs away 

from her home when her time to deliver is near. On the way she collapses and becomes 

unconscious in a ditch. A good Samaritan finds her and takes her to a missionary 

hospital where she delivers a baby girl. She knows that she cannot bear the shame of 

returning home with an illegitimate child so she escapes from the hospital and runs 

awayagam. 

With a new identity as Victoria, the name she had been given in the hospital, she finds 

her way to Kisumu where she meets Chelegat who runs a brothel. Chelegat welcomes 

Victoria to Kisumu and introduces her to the trade. Interestingly, Victoria finds it easy 

and fulfilling to engage in prostitution because of her nasty experience in marriage. 

Unlike marriage, where she was taught to be submissive and sex was more of a duty 

rather than emotional fulfilment and where she was more of an object than a willing 

participant, in prostitution she feels liked. When Chelagat dies, Victoria takes over the 

brothel and transforms it into a successful business. While running the business she 

spreads her tentacles into politics, helping many opposition political activists such as 

Wasere to escape from the police and passing on information for and to them. As might 

be expected, she is arrested, accused of handling stolen property and imprisoned for a 

three month period. When she comes out of prison, she is unable to re-establish her 

authority at the brothel because her assistant, Fatima, has taken control of the business. 

However, Victoria manages to move to Nairobi where civil servants she had helped 

before now come to her aid and assist her in securing a loan to establish a shop. She dies 

as a propertied person who bequeaths an inheritance not only to her female descendants 

but also the male ones. As her name perhaps uncannily suggests, she dies a victor or 
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victoriouS. In her name Macgoye marks the confluence of many forces. There is, for 

example, the word Victor in Victoria which suggests a man, a concept supported by her 

property and ability to pass it on to her relatives. The name Victoria also infers 

reference to Queen Victoria which in tum suggests links with a world outside Luo land. 

Victoria is also the name of the largest fresh water lake in East Africa, Lake Victoria, 

which is used not only to used define Luos but is also the source of their staple food, 

fish. And finally there is the concept of victory. In this story therefore Macgoye 

suggests that Luo women will find total freedom by merging values from within and 

outside their communities as well as relaxing rigid gender boundaries that have, for 

generations past, held them down. 

Victoria's experience resonates with Macgoye's argument in an interview with me 

(1998) that the suggestion that African women are " ... not decision makers, that they 

need to be educated or infonned by young girls from the University or from America of 

their rights and duties .. .is completely false to the picture". In support of this view she 

suggested that Victoria, who in the nineteen-seventies had managed to amass wealth, 

run her own business and command respect in society, was representative of real 

characters identifiable in the society of the day. In The Present Moment is Macgoye's 

attempt to demonstrate that Kenyan women were not only aware of their rights but that 

they also actively sought to establish them even before the women's movement, as an 

international system, had taken root in Kenya, is effected through the her choice of 

characters. Their original home districts are quite revealing. Sophia and Mama Chungu 

come from the coast. Wairimu and Priscilla are from Central Kenya, while Nekesa and 

Rahel are from Western Kenya. The choice of the women characters therefore covers 

the whole of Kenya and each of them is engaged in acts of resistance not just in 

opposition to colonialism but also to patriarchal systems. Macgoye's connection of 
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women's activities with historical occurrences In Kenya is also coherent with her 

suggestion in the interview with me that though she did not have much sympathy with 

feminism, she did respect that branch of feminism that seeks" ... out historical examples 

of women's writings". In this novel, as in others, Macgoye attempts to locate women in 

the history of Kenyans' struggle for individual as well collective freedom. The women 

are engaged in the struggle for corporate freedom as Kenyans as well as their own 

freedoms as individual women. The fact that the characters in The Present Moment 

overcome their will to suppress their memories and tell the story of their lives is in 

itself Macgoye's way of celebrating women's victory against self-effacement and 

inscription as passive victims. 

In Coming to Birth, Macgoye continues her theme of the parallels between women's 

struggle for freedom and identity and the emergence of Kenya as an independent nation. 

The novel opens with Paulina arriving in Nairobi, three months pregnant, to join her 

husband, Martin Were, who works in a stationary shop. On her first night she begins 

bleeding and is taken to King George's hospital where she miscarries. The following 

day she is discharged unceremoniously and not being conversant with the town she gets 

lost in her attempt to get back to her husband's house in Pumwani. She is arrested and 

put in prison before being released to the care of an old European woman. When the old 

European woman finally leads her back home, Were does not believe her story and 

subjects her to domestic violence and abuse by locking her in the house on a daily basis. 

At the beginning of the novel, therefore, she is effectively Were's prisoner. In spite of 

the ill-treatment, she manages to get Were to help her with reading and writing, learns 

crocheting and eventually convinces him to get her admission to the Horne Craft 

Training School in Kisumu four years after her arrival in Nairobi. She performs very 

well at the school and is appointed leader of a club near her rural home where her 



201 

leadership skills become evident in the success of the club. It is while here that she 

begins an illicit sexual liaison with Simon, a clerical worker at Kisumu town hall, as a 

result of which a baby boy, Okeyo, is born. Having failed to mother a child with Were 

before, this baby brings momentary joy for her, not least because her position among 

the women of Kano improves as a result of her having become a mother. Unfortunately 

this baby is killed during riots in Kisumu where Kenyatta's security men unleash 

violence against demonstrators protesting his involvement with Tom Mboya's 

assassination. The death of Okeyo so devastates her that Paulina decides to move back 

to Nairobi as a domestic assistant even though this marks a movement down in social 

status. This time round Nairobi becomes a refuge from the pains and pressures of the 

village and "home". The Okello's, whom she goes to work for, move to Mombasa and 

Paulina is inherited as an employee by Mr and Mrs M. Mr M is a parliamentarian while 

Mrs M is some kind of a women's liberation activist. I call her some kind of a women's 

liberation activist because other than address women's meetings at which she loves to 

use Paulina as an exhibit of the benefits of women's independence as opposed to being 

married, she achieves very little. She is herself quite happy to play the traditional Luo 

woman's role in support of her husband. One is left with a feeling that she is in more 

ways than one like the many so-called gender activists who run non-governmental 

organisations primarily to make money rather than to improve women's condition in 

Kenya. It is nevertheless in this house that Paulina finally crystallises her growth from a 

victim to a victor. By the end of the novel, Paulina has captured the newspaper's 

headlines by fighting for the rights of street children, has Were living in her house under 

her terms, and is pregnant with Were's child, this time not as a token to him but as her 

own chosen and treasured achievement. In the beginning of the novel she was trying to 

bear children for Were. By the end of it she wants to bear a child for herself and it is up 

to Were to decide whether that makes him happy or not. 
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The novel is appropriately titled to suggest that while a new nation is being born so too 

is a new breed of Kenyan women. Kenya's independence from colonial masters runs 

parallel to women's independence from a patriarchal hegemony. Like other novels by 

Macgoye, Coming to Birth is presented as a historical novel. The beginning of the novel 

is set in colonial Kenya in 1956, which is four years after the declaration of a state of 

emergency in Kenya as an attempt to stem the Mau Mau uprising that sprang up to 

agitate for freedom. It closes in 1978 with the heroine of the novel, Paulina, expecting a 

baby after having lost three children. Two of them were lost through miscarriages while 

the third is the one shot dead by policemen in Kisumu in 1969 during riots against 

Kenyatta's government. Kenyatta had gone to open a Russian-built wing of Kisumu 

district hospital three months after Tom Mboya was assassinated. This is an event for 

which the Luos held Kenyatta personally responsible. In reaction to the stoning of 

Kenyatta's motorcade, the police reacted by beating up people and in the process 

Paulina's child was shot dead. Paulina's baby is symbolic of Kenya as a baby nation 

that Kenyatta's government murders. Although Kenyatta is still alive by the end of the 

novel, the arrest of Ngugi wa Thiong'o indicates that the people are not satisfied with 

the leadership of the day and that the struggle for a new, oppression-free nation is still 

on. If the country is looking for new leadership, new hopes and aspirations, so too is 

Paulina. It is therefore significant that the novels ends in the same year in which 

Kenyatta's death, though unmentioned, historically marks the end of an era in Kenya's 

history. The prospect of a new and better leader runs parallel to the prospects of a new 

life birth for Paulina as opposed to the miscarriages at the beginning of the novel. It is 

interesting that in spite of Macgoye's attention to historical details, the death of 

Kenyatta and Moi's takeover do not feature in her novels even though most of her 

novels were published after Kenyatta's death. I suspect that this has something to do 
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with fear of antagonising Moi's government which continued Kenyatta's repression. 

What is however unmistakable is the close relationship between Paulina's growth into 

an assertive woman and the emergence of Kenyans, both in colonial and post-colonial 

eras, who are ready to fight for their rights. 

Kenya's progress towards independence runs parallel to Paulina's movement towards 

individual freedom. Between June and December 1963 when Kenya celebrated both 

internal self-government and full independence, Paulina had likewise begun twisting the 

ring on her finger in response to Martin's infidelity, signifying her readiness to break 

away from his influence. She was already economically independent and teaching many 

women home craft. It was in fact barely a week after Uhuru day when she began her 

sexual liaison with Simon, heralding her own movement towards liberation from her 

husband's tyranny and control. Even when Martin Were found out and came home to 

rain blows on her, "[t]his was not experimental like that long ago beating in Pumwani: 

both had matured since then and grown apart, so that he rained down his blows more 

methodically, she tried to avoid them with the cunning of a now separate and defensible 

person" [emphasis mine] (56). Although Paulina does not physically fight back, she is 

substantially in control of her destiny in comparison to the first time she visits Martin in 

Nairobi. Kenya's independence does not, however, fulfil all the hopes and desires of the 

people. Likewise Paulina's apparent freedom, coupled with the birth of her child, which 

makes her feel that she lacks nothing, soon turns into disillusionment when the baby is 

killed in the riots. Her disillusionment and struggle therefore run parallel to the 

disillusionment and consciousness of the need to keep fighting among Kenyans. By this 

time, many Kenyans such as Martin Shikuku, Chelagat Mutai and others are becoming 

increasingly critical of the new government, leading to their arrest and imprisonment or 

detention without trial. By 1975 when J.M. Kariuki is murdered, Paulina's personal 
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struggles have become so entwined with the national struggle that when Chelegat 

Mutai, a single lady, is sentenced to thirty months imprisonment for demanding an 

explanation about the detentions without trial, it so moves Paulina that she begins 

thinking of mobilising women to protest. She is politically conscious enough to be 

impatient with women who are only concerned with their domestic affairs and 

sufficiently gender sensitive for the Mutai case to stir her indignation and "complaints 

of woman in a man's world which she had dared not relate to her own commonplace 

experiences." (110) "She even over[comes] her usual reticence to the point of shouting 

at Martin when he [sits] down to eat without showing any particular emotion, on the day 

the sentence [is] announced" (110), demands they do something and even suggests 

writing to their MPs, making processions, signing petitions and strikes as possible steps 

they could take. By the end of the novel, Paulina is no longer a submissive, passive and 

silent woman but an eloquent, active, gender sensitive revolutionary. 

Coming to Birth is about newness and growth. Macgoye uses this novel to mirror and 

advocate the emergence of a new nation, Kenya, that is free of colonial, neo-colonial 

and patriarchal dominance. In terms of nationhood, Kenya moves from a state of 

emergency, which essentially marks the height of slavery and domination, to 

independence. There is, in effect, the birth of a new nation. The process of birth, 

however, does not end with independence, as repression continues in the post-colonial 

era. When the novel ends in January 1978, the concept of newness is still operational as 

Ngugi wa Thiong'o gets arrested and the people, including Martin who had nearly lost 

faith in the struggle for a better nation, begin having new hopes for a less oppressive 

society. Paulina, the heroine of the novel, symbolises the emergence of a new breed of 

women who are ready to "make what comes and take the best of it" as opposed to "take 

what comes and make the best of it" (146). The baby she is expecting is indicative of 
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both newness and hope. It is also an expression of Macgoye's hope for the emergence 

and embracing of a new free, just and united era in terms of men/women relationships 

in the context of marriage. Martin and Paulina are now, unlike in the beginning of the 

narrative, collectively engaged in domestic planning and home is not, in this context, a 

site for women's silencing, manipulation and control. What is more, home is not the 

idealised and patriarchal institution whose boundaries are set by cultural space, but a 

new emerging institution capable of being located and defined outside the ancestral 

land. Paulina and Martin are establishing home away from home in the sense that they 

are located in Nairobi and in Paulina's house rather than being in Gem and in Martin's 

house. 

Indeed the concept of home is critically examined and evaluated in this novel in the 

context of Luo cultural politics as well as Kenyan national politics. Home as a concept, 

which features prominently in Macgoye's fiction, is very significant in the context of 

Luo culture. In the Wambui Otieno case, referred to several times in this thesis, a 

witness who was responding to one of the leading counsel's invitation to provide the 

Luo definition of a home, had this to say: 

This is the place where an uncle or a father takes you to point out where you 
should build. You go to that place with your wife and first son and put a small 
structure. Your son builds a small hut called simba. You should sleep there with 
your wife and then it becomes a home (Cohen and Odhimbo 1992,41). 

Okoth Okombo, as quoted by Cohen and Odhiambo (1992) has this to say about the 

idea of a home as seen from a Luo perspective and in the context of the Wambui Otieno 

saga: 

[H]ere we have the crucial distinction between home as an English word and its 
Dholuo correlate data or (pacha). For the definition of data must of necessity 
contain an indication of how it comes into being. Since establishing data is a 
ritual that involves at the very minimum the man who is to be the head of the 
home, his eldest son, his wife, and his own father (or an appropriate 
representative from his anyuala [ minimal lineage D, it cannot be a personal 
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affair. That is, a man cannot just feel that the building in which he lives is his 
dala. Thus no matter how much one feels at home in a given at ("house") one 
cannot just declare it dala ("home") without the appropriate ritual, which is 
reducible to such essentials as may be prescribed by the consulted elder or elders 
(42). 

What becomes clear here is that for the Luo, the establishment of a home involves a 

husband, a wife, a child, relatives and land which is almost always ancestral land. 

Macgoye examines this system of constituting home(s) and interprets it as patriarchal 

and oppressive to women. She then suggests that women's concept of home needs to be 

redefined from their own perspective. This attempt to redefine the concept of home, for 

women, involves confronting and coming to terms with their own narratives of pain. 

This can in itself be seen as a kind of a homecoming that is evocative of Ngugi wa 

Thiong'o's collection of essays titled Homecoming: essays on African and Caribbean 

literature, culture and politics. Macgoye seems to suggest that women's method of 

homecoming involves shunning marriage or negotiating its terms, seeking money, 

wealth and knowledge, and cultivating cultural as well as economic independence. 

Coming to Birth and Homing In are the two novels in which Macgoye explores what 

home means to Kenyan women. The two novels' development centres around the main 

women characters' process of becoming and their search, not for a room they could call 

their own as in Virginia Woolfs text, but a place where they can find comfort and peace 

and which they can call home. In Coming to Birth, when Paulina moves from her rural 

home to Nairobi, she is in search of her husband and therefore ready to make a home. 

Nairobi for her is a place of promise, but it soon turns out to be a land of violence, 

suffering, exploitation and deprivation. In this context, her life in Nairobi mirrors the 

state of the nation under British colonialism. When she arrives in Nairobi in 1956, the 

state of emergency has already been in place for two years and has become an accepted 

fact. "Operation Anvil" (8) has been instituted which means that Kenyans, especially 
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the Kikuyu, have no freedom of movement. When Martin begins to lock her in the 

house and restrict her movement she becomes his colony, existing for his pleasure, 

which parallels Kenya's relationship to Britain. She is his prisoner. Home for her, as 

defined in cultural and patriarchal tenns, is a prison and it is this concept that her 

narrative endeavours to reconstruct and cast from a woman's point of view. 

As has already been noted, Luos do not consider a home as culturally constituted unless 

some rituals, involving man as the head of the family, the wife, children, land and 

relatives, have been fulfilled. Seven years after his marriage, Martin was stilI a Luo boy 

" ... whose whole world picture revolved around an idealised 'home' to which he would 

return in plenty and comfort after making his mark on the big world" (51). Macgoye is 

critical of the traditional idea of marriage, and the related process of establishing a 

home, as the grand finale to a woman's life. This is what old women, taken as the 

custodians of custom, paraded " ... as so simple and inevitable that after it there was 

nothing to tell" (137). Instead Macgoye portrays marriage as marking the beginning of a 

tumultuous and painful life for the women. Home as a haven of peace is neither found 

in the rural areas (cultural definition) nor in the urban areas (modem construction). In 

the first instance, Nairobi brutalises Paulina while back in the rural areas she manages to 

rise to the level of a teacher and "owner" of a home. While in Nairobi she is virtually a 

sexual slave, her return to the rural areas coincides with her discovery and establishment 

of sexual freedom. Although Kisumu is semi-urban at this time, her relations (with 

people) are rural and the ethics within which she operates are rural. Simon, for example, 

suggests that she is culturally ethically right in seeking to make a child with someone 

else if her husband had failed in that obligation. However, while it is in the rural areas 

that her greatest loss, namely the death of Okeyo occurs, it is in Nairobi that she finds 

comradeship, with Mrs M and the urchins, and this enables her to find her voice and 
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ability to articulate her ideas. It is in Nairobi that we realise that her whole life, both in 

the village and in town, has been a long journey in terms of soul searching. When 

Martin and Mr M react negatively to her having intervened in a fight between urchins 

and having been interviewed by the press in consequence of her action, she brushes 

aside their advice that she should think before acting thus: "I reckon I have had a lot of 

time for thinking, years and years for it, ... And these kids have more thinking-time than 

is good for them, too. Its my business who I buy a cup of tea for, and who I give my 

name to, ifit comes to that (J39){emphasis mine]. Paulina, as Mr M rightly notes, has 

become a new woman. The emphasis here is that her growth is not a simple 

consequence of an urban experience, but that this is the result of growth of 

consciousness in the course of living both in urban and rural areas. 

What we see is a Paulina increasingly more at home and comfortable with ideas as well 

as the environment, not because she is living in either the rural or urban areas but 

because she is in control. Although she is still living with Martin, he is the one who has 

moved to her house and is therefore obliged to toe her line rather than make demands. 

When she gets pregnant with his baby she, against custom, lets him know and he is 

delighted. It is interesting and perhaps disappointing that she seems ready to be faithful 

to him without requiring him to reciprocate. Careful examination, however, also 

suggests that she has divested herself of Martin's influence so much that he is no longer 

the centre of her life. She has effectively reconstructed motherhood from fulfilment of 

social demands by women, friends, community or even husband to a self- fulfilling 

experience. She accepts adulation for her ability to mother but her self- respect and 

worth is no longer dependent on it. While she does not deny that motherhood is self­

fulfilling and that it makes women feel complete, she now constructs it as her own 

choice and she is ready to pursue the enterprise with or without Martin's support or that 
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of society. She therefore asserts her right to construct home in her image, retaining all 

the traditional elements but shifting the control of everyone of them to women. Home 

therefore becomes not a geographical or cultural location but a spatial-temporal location 

where women find comfort and exercise control. She can therefore consider Nairobi as 

home and yet see that as simply an extension rather than in opposition to Gem. In many 

ways this is a woman's expression of the same concept that Cohen and Odhiambo 

(1989) explore in terms of Luos establishing home away from home. Luos have 

migrated to other lands outside Kisumu, as evidently manifest in Ogot's The Promised 

Land, and established extensions of their village homes. In Mombasa, for example, 

there is an area known as Kisumu ndogo which simply translates as "little Kisumu". 

When Paulina therefore tells Martin: 

This is your baby ... 1 hope you will help me to take good care, so that even if 
one of your safari wives gives you a dozen children still you need not be 
ashamed of your home in Gem (147). 

She is inviting him to a home away from home but one in which he is given the choice 

of either rejecting or accepting as opposed to his being the one to set the rules and 

requiring her to obey them. While one may justifiably feel that she ought to have grown 

strong enough to demand mutual respect, it has to be acknowledged that her concept of 

home is now significantly different from the patriarchal one. 

In Homing In as in The Present Moment, Macgoye uses memory to further elucidate 

her motif of women searching for a home. This time around, it involves a white woman 

and a black Kenyan woman. Ellen, the white lady, is the prism through which we are 

invited to follow the process of becoming Kenyan and in the process creating a space 

within which a sense of belonging can be cultivated. Ellen first comes to Kenya to join 

Jack, her colonial and settler husband at Nakuru. Jack Smith later leaves her in charge 

of their farm at Nakuru while he goes to work in Kitale. When Jack dies of pleurisy, 
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Ellen continues in her role as the head of her home which she had already got 

accustomed to in his absence. In her old age, she is joined by Martha, an old Kikuyu 

woman and widow, who nurses her through her stroke till she dies. The novel opens 

with Ellen being pushed around in a wheel chair by Martha and then allows us, through 

their reminiscences and reveries, to revisit their pasts and see how they had grown to 

become independent women as well as cultivating a sense of sisterhood. In their search 

for comfort and in dealing with life's challenges their relationship has shifted from a 

master-servant relationship to mutual dependence and comradeship. 

We learn that the transformation from a Briton to a Kenyan for Ellen has been so 

complete that she is virtually unknown as the former Miss Mountford who grew up, 

studied, and even taught in England in the early twentieth century. In Kenya she is only 

known as Mrs Smith. This does not so much mark her deference to Mr Smith and hence 

her loss of identity as an individual woman as it does her "Kenyanisation" and 

alienation from Europe. She hardly understands her former country's politics. Margaret 

Thatcher, for example means nothing to her and she does not "understand how the 

E.E.C had superseded Commonwealth preference" (9). This is in contrast to her first 

arrival in Kenya when, even though it was some kind of a homecoming, being the first 

place she was attempting to run a family of her own, there was a sense of foreboding. 

Although her first impressions of Kenya are a shade better than what she had heard in 

Britain, where the emphasis had been the jungle, lions, leopards, ticks, jiggers and other 

kinds of wild animals, plus diseases such as typhoid and sleeping sickness, it is not until 

her first return visit to Britain that she discovers the extent of her alienation from the 

country of her birth as well as her deep sense of awareness that Kenya is home. While 

it is true that she still cannot mourn the dead as Africans do and no sense of epiphany 
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exists between her and them, there is nevertheless a growth of understanding between 

them. 

This growth of understanding is such that Ellen now feels more in control in an African 

environment than in an English environment. The process of being decentred from 

Europe and becoming centred in Africa primarily takes the fonn of the loss of parents 

on both sides of her family, her parents as well as her parents-in-law, and the death or 

marriage of brothers and sisters. The bombing in the second world war and the 

consequent reconstruction of Britain also means that both the cultural and physical 

terrain changes a great deal in her absence. By the time Kenya attains her independence, 

and many Europeans are running scared and returning "home" to Europe, Ellen not only 

cannot imagine leaving but she is sure that Kenya is where she belongs. Kenya has 

become so much of her home that she counters the myth of Africa as the periphery of 

the world and declares it as a centre in its own right among a multiplicity of other 

centres. Writing to her fonner student, Lilly, who is now a women's rights activist and a 

celebrity, she says: "We do not actually feel that we live in the back of beyond -

everywhere is dead centre for somebody - and I hope having a home in Kenya to refer 

back to will help your perspective on women's rights" (163). That, in my opinion, 

marks her shift from Eurocentric to an Afrocentric perspective. Ellen is not legally 

Kenyan, has not yet completely detached herself from her European background or 

become attached to any specific Kenyan ethnic culture and still needs work pennits but 

she is, in the context of a multi-racial Kenya, which Macgoye constantly emphasises in 

her texts, culturally Kenyan. The suggestion is that a new cultural home is emerging 

that is multi-racial and conducive to women. This is especially reflected in the bonding 

and mutual growth that has taken place between Martha and Ellen such that even 
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linguistically, they neither speak English or Kiswahili, but had rather developed "our 

own kind of home language, a bit ofthis and a bit of that" (173). 

Homing In's feminist consciousness is closely related to Macgoye's reworking of the 

concept of home. The feminist consciousness expressed is also Afrocentric because 

Macgoye constantly assesses women's condition and struggle for independence, 

equality and justice within the context of the experience of African women. Indeed, she 

openly challenges western conceptions of African women as apolitical, silent, 

submissive and oppressed. She believes that as much as women occupy a less privileged 

status than men in most African societies, they are not mainly men's victims but more 

often than not, men and women face common and mutual problems. However, she does 

acknowledge that there are crucial instances when patriarchy, universally, oppresses 

women. 

Macgoye employs one such instance, the use of a patriarchal legal system to deny the 

vote to English women, to mark Ellen's sixteenth year. By using the year to mark 

Ellen's life and background, Macgoye not only celebrates the victory of the suffragettes 

but also acknowledges the pervasive nature of sexism both in Europe and Africa. In the 

course of the novel we learn that at a certain time in Britain, married women, especially 

those from rich families, were not allowed to work even when they had no children of 

their own. In Kenya women, especially Kikuyu women in the context of this novel, 

endured hard work carrying ciondos (bags), lifted heavy loads that no man on the farm 

could equal, as well as enduring child-birth that was made especially difficult by their 

having been circumcised, and had twisted backs caused by hard labour. The 

introduction of modem education also discriminated against them because boys were 
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given the first chances of education and when the girls were sent to school, it was with 

the intention of making sure that they fetched a higher dowry. 

Although Ellen and other women characters in this novel, except Lilly Beach, do not 

engage in militant opposition to these oppressions, there is formed a sense of sisterhood 

that cuts across races in Kenya. Ellen for example, having left teaching after the birth of 

her children, is persuaded to go back because this time girls are allowed into the school 

and she feels she wants to nurture them and give them a chance. It is this sense of 

sisterhood that makes Ellen and Jack react differently to the report of two thousand 

women in Fort Hall, now Murang'a, having marched to the Des office to complain 

about terracing. While Jack thinks the event marks the beginning of a revolution which 

is in bad taste, Ellen feels it is magnificent, brings it up in her class and raises it up with 

her female domestic servant. This sense of sisterhood finds explicit expression in the 

words of Sister O'Brien who while recommending Martha to Ellen says "I've got the 

perfect help for you, Mrs Smith, and a good thing you will be doing for Kenyan 

womanhood if you give her a helping hand" (125). That help is in reality in reference to 

Lillian, Martha's daughter and who has passed her intermediate exams, and been 

offered a high school place but whose widowed mother has no way of raising the fees. 

Lillian is for Kenyan womanhood what Lilly is for English womanhood - a deviation 

from an oppressive norm. Lilly goes through two divorces, suggesting a rejection of the 

confines of marriage, bears no children, indicating refusal to be pinned down by what 

she calls strings of babies, and spends her time flying from one country to another to 

champion women's rights. Lillian does not follow the same path and indeed marries and 

bears children, but in the context of her cultural background she too represents changing 

womanhood. She has an education, does not get circumcised, no dowry is paid for her 

and she marries outside her ethnic group and physically relocates to England. The two 
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are important in understanding Macgoye's views about the progress and nature of 

women's politics because both are in a way, Mrs Smith's "children". Indeed when close 

to her death, Mrs Smith cannot tell the difference between Lillian and her daughter 

Angela and considers Lilly her first daughter. They are therefore an extension and 

improvement of herself. This is Macgoye's way of pointing to the kind of future she 

envisages for women, a future where women shall be free to choose. This the right that 

both Lillian and Lilly Beach have exercised in their different patterns of life. 

Macgoye's attitude towards what Lilly Beach has made of her life as opposed to Mrs 

Smith's achievement is somewhat ambivalent, though it leans more toward admiration. 

She feels that Lilly has had a more fulfilling life than Mrs Smith because even though 

Lilly has missed "[t]he pride of motherhood, the family praise" and "the tumble and 

caress of small things at play ... " (168) she feels complete. On the other hand, Mrs 

Smith, who has become "a mother of two, grandmother of two, widow of one, teacher 

of thousands [feels] by no means complete" (168). However, Macgoye hastens to warn 

us that Mrs Smith is under no illusions that a post-marital romance or a more glamorous 

career would have completed her. Her fulfilment lies in her children who include 

biological as well as non-biological ones such as Lillian and Lilly Beach. Macgoye is in 

effect suggesting that happiness for women is found neither in careers, families or a 

combination of the two but in the fulfilment that one finds in whatever one chooses to 

do. It is disappointing that Lillian's psychology is never really explored as she is a 

married career woman, but the impression created is that she is fairly happy and 

fulfilled but, and this seems to be Macgoye's clean bill of health to feminism, Lilly's 

happiness is never held suspect. In essence, she is suggesting that an active pursuit of 

freedom for women, which I read as feminism, is fulfilling and worth while. 
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Although Macgoye postulates an Afrocentric feminist interpretation of history in 

representing women's history as narratives of pain and questioning and reconstructing 

the concept of home, her Afrocentricity is even more pronounced in three more areas 

that I would like to tum to now. First she demonstrates that for most women in Africa, 

black or white, family and career are not necessarily or even primarily in opposition to 

each other. Women do not have to choose between career and raising families. 

Careerism for them is more a matter of bread and butter rather than self-esteem, 

actualisation, and freedom. Indeed the situation is much more austere than that. Writing 

to Lilly who is planning to come to Kenya to see her and carry out some interviews to 

assess the condition of women there, Ellen writes, "Probably most Kenyan women are 

preoccupied with bread and not butter, without a thought of jam. Girls education had 

(sic) forged ahead, but there isn't much time to speculate on sexual equality, let alone 

fantasy" (164). This suggests that to Africans, some of western feminism's concerns are 

more of fantasy than concrete issues touching on real day-to-day requirements for 

African women. It is interesting that when I asked her whether she thought there were 

problems that were specific to women and which women should be particularly 

concerned about she had this to say: 

Well, there is a major problem, I mean this is so obvious. I am saying it all the 
time, the major problem is that we obviously admit that two hundred children 
die of preventable causes every day. And that two hundred is probably a very 
low estimate. It seems to me that any nonnal woman should wake up in the 
morning remembering this, any woman who has undertaken that enonnous 
enterprise of having children, and this essentially should be a matter of 
deliberate choice, should be asking herself every morning, am I really able to do 
this and please God help. If I have to be employed or in some other need, am I 
going to, in any way, diminish the childhood that these children have a right to 
expect? Please show me what to do about it. This to me is completely 
overriding. 

This may seem to suggest that Macgoye is suggesting that children are women's 

responsibility in Africa. However, a careful reading of her novels suggests that in fact 

she thinks child rearing in Africa has been very much a collective responsibility that 
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extends across gender and society as a whole and that this is the ideal. However, 

because men are nearly always away from home trying to earn money for the family, it 

is women who bear the brunt of the responsibility for bringing up children and bear the 

blame when things go wrong. A good example is Martha and her husband Njogu, whose 

hazardous lorry driving job leads to his early death at the hands of gangsters. Before his 

death, Njogu brings money and food to his wife and considers his children well taken 

care of, only to come and find one of his sons with dwindled legs and a protruding 

stomach suggesting kwashiorkor. He slaps Martha once in ignorance of the fact that she 

would not have been able to merely feed her own children while "sunken eyes watched 

everything that came in and pestered you for a share of what remained" (70). In other 

words, Martha was mother not only to her biological children but also to other children 

in the village and therefore found it impossible not to share what her husband only 

intended for his biological children. Rather than repudiate motherhood or struggle for 

the right to work rather than make homes or alternatively to make homes rather than 

work, Macgoye's women instead combine motherhood, work and resistance. 

Indeed, as the women of Murang'a demonstrate, their right to motherhood becomes 

their basis for resistance. In supporting them against forced terracing by the colonialists, 

Ellen argues that the women, rather than be forced into formal work, paid or unpaid, 

should have been left alone to take care of their homes, babies and gardens. Rather than 

lower a woman's status in an African society, children elevate women. This 

phenomenon is reflected among the Luo by Paulina's experience in Coming to Birth. In 

Homing In, Macgoye argues that married Kikuyu women had their "crowns shaved and 

shiny to show that they had married children and were of an age to give counsel" (87). 

This is Macgoye's way of suggesting that Afrocentric feminism does not view 

motherhood as always or even primarily an encumbrance but as a source of 
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empowerment or as a source of inspiration for empowerment. The argument here is not 

that African women are not weighed down or even prevented from full self­

actualization by motherhood, but a suggestion that African women may not necessarily 

employ the same tools of discourse as western feminists in addressing their own 

concerns. The idea of motherhood as empowering is an interesting view since it 

contrasts sharply with Macgoye's view of marriage. Although Jack and Ellen had lead a 

relatively conflict free marriage life, when Jack dies Ellen feels "at last 

unencumbered" (147). Marriage is interpreted as confinement suggesting imprisonment 

and therefore loss of freedom. Macgoye suggests that marriage for women means 

dispossession and is therefore parallel to the state of emergency declared by the 

colonialists in 1952. Images of marriage as prison, confinement, disruption, 

dispossession and other debilitations run throughout Macgoye's fiction. 

In Victoria, for example, prostitution is shown as more empowering than marriage. 

Prostitution is shown not as a vice but a wilfully chosen career and a form of resistance 

to the oppressive strictures of marriage. Marriage is compared to the bondage of sin 

from which women have to be redeemed, just as Christians are redeemed from sin by 

Christ. Although Macgoye does not advocate the abolition of the marriage institution, 

she does seem to suggest that women are better off outside of the institution. While it is 

possible for women to be married and successful, they need to resist or step outside the 

marriage institution in order to experience self-fulfilment. Paulina of Coming to Birth 

has to leave her husband in order to find her fullest self-expression. Victoria has to run 

away from her husband in order to improve her economic status, and the one woman 

who feels complete, Lilly Beach, has to divorce twice to sustain her status as a free 

woman. I am not suggesting that Macgoye is calling for the dismantling, or even the 
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rejection, of marriage, but that she suggests that the best fonn of marriage is one in 

which man is not the centre of the universe. 

The third way in which Macgoye's feminism is explicitly Afrocentric is in her attitude 

toward African customs such as female circumcision, wife inheritance, and polygamy. 

In regard to female circumcision for example, it is instructive to note that although she 

is clearly in opposition to the practice, she never refers to it as female genital mutilation, 

a tenn which in my opinion suggests senseless, brutal, savage and pointless hacking of 

women's genitalia. She does not view it as a practice designed by patriarchy to exercise 

control on women's sexuality as most Eurocentric literature seems to mirror the ritual. 

As a matter of fact Macgoye (1994) suggests that irresponsible opposition to the 

practice in Kenya caused more hann than good as women ended up being " ... savagely 

cut on a tirade of reaction" (52). In Homing In, Martha, for example, goes through the 

practice at the insistence of her mother and to the chagrin of her father. In her mother's 

opinion, circumcision prepares girls for marriage, enhances female power in the land as 

it binds women together as age mates, and also forges unity between the younger and 

older women. This view of seeing women as largely responsible for female 

circumcision was echoed much more strongly by Margaret Ogola (1998) in an interview 

with me. She argued that FGM " ... was a women's thing, it was a sister thing, women 

did it to each other to prepare themselves". Rather than oppose the ritual by branding it 

barbaric, retrogressive, savage and brutish, Macgoye rather argues that the ritual has 

outlived its purpose. Her stance is that the struggle for independence rendered the 

practice non-effective as it could no longer bind girls to their village and community 

since this role had been taken over by the freedom oath. 
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Unlike the early missionaries, Macgoye does not think that religion should have been 

the basis of opposition to female circumcision as was the case in Ngugi's The River 

Between. This stance is reflected in Martha's refusal to have her daughter Lillian 

circumcised. When old village women come sniffing and making innuendoes to the 

effect that Lillian should submit to the ritual, Martha's refusal is not based on a 

Eurocentric conception of the ritual as being unchristian or as being carried out by old, 

rough and unhygienic women. At this time, the "circumciser herself was not some 

antique skin-clad figure but possibly handled your money in the market or scrubbed 

floors in the Town Hall" ( Macgoye 1994, 127). Martha's refusal is based on the 

rationale that "the whole hugger mugger was unnecessary and unhealthy" (127). In 

reflection to her own experience, she argues that in a world that had " ... so much 

unnecessary pain in it," it is absurd that one "should inflict some extra pain just for the 

hell of it" (52). She feels that Lillian being a fatherless girl in a new world should be left 

to live and "discover the rules as she went along" (127). Female circumcision in 

Macgoye's view should therefore be eradicated first because it is unnecessary and 

unhealthy, and secondly because it now serves no purpose as it can no longer effectively 

bind women to women and to their villages and communities. Macgoye's approach is 

Afrocentric, in my view, primarily because it seeks to understand the practice in 

context. Secondly, and arising from this primary reason, because it is not culturally 

arrogant, condescending, or patronising. And thirdly because it exonerates neither men 

nor women in apportioning blame for the practice. 

Polygamy is another institution that Macgoye exammes from an Afrocentric 

perspective. In most Eurocentric literature, polygamy is seen as oppressive to women as 

it means men have more sex than women. Polygamy is therefore seen as a patriarchal 

institution designed to take care of men's sexual needs. Another interpretation of 



220 

polygamy is as commodifying women in the sense that they become a reflection of a 

man's wealth. And thirdly that polygamy enhances male power as the more women a 

man has the greater is his empire to rule. Fourthly, western Christian missionaries 

mirror polygamy as an indicator of how far Africans are far from God. In other words 

polygamy is a violation of God's commandments or is indicative of a people without 

God. Macgoye, herself once a missionary, takes a different approach, though clearly in 

favour of monogamy. She does not interpret polygamy as a source of conflict for 

women in and of itself. Polygamy is taken for granted in her texts and the women or 

men involved in them do not seem to experience any more conflict than those in 

monogamous marriages. On the contrary polygamy seems to give women a chance for 

solidarity and comradeship. In Ch ira , women in polygamous relationships as well as 

those married to brothers refer to each other as, "my sister-in-law", as well as, "my co­

wife" (53). In Victoria, polygamy is actually arranged in the false conviction that it 

would be beneficial both to Victoria and to her distant cousin. When Victoria runs 

away from the mission and leaves a daughter behind, one of her co-wives ends up 

taking the child in and bringing her up. Secondly, though ascribing significance to the 

role of Christianity in the reduction of polygamous families, Macgoye suggests that 

changing socio-economic forces have led or are leading many Africans to abandon the 

practice of their own accord. 

Macgoye argues that traditionally Luo women approved of polygamy because it 

empowered them. The senior wife took the title of Mikaye while the junior one was 

referred to as Nyachira. These titles were not merely names but also descriptive of 

office. By virtue of her being the senior wife, Mikaye assumed new powers not only 

vis-a-vis Nyachira but also vis-a-vis her husband. The husband would no longer make 

any major decisions without telling her. She was relieved of many hard household tasks 
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which were passed over to the new wife. This scenario is most explicit in Chira. In this 

novel polygamy is explored using Assistant Minister Mac'Owour who in a politically 

inspired conspiracy is declared bankrupt and hence sacked from his cabinet post. It is 

then that we learn that he has two wives, Justina and Evangeline, plus several other 

girlfriends among whom are Njoki, Adhiambo and Janet. I am here concerned with the 

relationship between Evangeline, the Mikaye and Justina, the Nyachira. First, 

Evangeline uses polygamy to evade tasks that she considers distasteful. She concedes 

that she could tolerate Justina because Justina " ... was respectful and accepted the 

tedious engagements Evangeline did not care for" (lOO). She also takes advantage of 

polygamy to deal with her menopause as is reflected in the following quote: 

Evangeline had early closed off the husband's mandatory alternating visits by 
declaring herself infertile. This made her smile sometimes: monogamous sisters­
in-law were always trying to evade the approach of menopause, attributing hot 
flushes to malaria or the use of an electric iron (100-101). [Emphasis mine] 

It is important to stress that this does not mean that Evangeline was happy with 

Mac'Owuor as a husband. In fact, because of undisclosed pains that he apparently had 

caused her she barely stopped short of divorcing him. The point I am making is that 

polygamy worked in her favour, and that because Justina was willing to play second 

fiddle the relationship was relatively conflict free. For her part, although Justina " ... had 

forgotten about the grand passion, ... she got plenty of attention and the competition 

[meaning Evangeline] kept out of her way" (102). She therefore had no reason to be 

competitive in her relationship with Evangeline. It seems to me fair to conclude that the 

age differences between the two women, with Evangeline being beyond child bearing 

age and Justina being young and in her prime, served to reduce the sense of 

competition. This is in contrast to Justina and Adhiambo who was only a mistress but 

Justina's age mate. Justina argues that "[s]he felt a bit sorry for Evangeline, who had 

ideas ahead of her time. But she was afraid of Adhiambo, who soured and seethed and 
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might possess or invent the means to discredit them all" (l02). It is clear that had 

Mac'Owour been in a polygamous relationship between Adhiambo and Justina, the 

conflicts in the marriage would have been much more tumultuous. I am suggesting that 

in Evangeline, Justina and Adhiambo is a representation of the changing nature and 

function of the institution of polygamy. 

This changing nature is explained away in Victoria. Macgoye argues that polygamy 

was especially undennined in the nineteen thirties and forties when tables were turned 

so that Nyachira became the privileged one. "The new wife was no longer taking her 

proper place in the household as Victoria had done when Anyango sent for her all those 

years ago" (54). Instead: 

[S]he would be the one who got new dresses and housekeeping money, she 
would be the one whose children, belonging to a later and luckier generation, 
would get into high schools, and she would be the one who appeared in 
Christmas staff dinner and had her photograph in the paper as the sophisticated 
years rolled on (54). 

This meant that the status of "the junior wife became a prize worth having and for this 

hundreds of little girls hung around bars and offices of great men ... " (54). At the same 

time first wives began to feel that their positions "needed to be guarded against 

intruders" (54). While polygamy traditionally helped the first wives enhance their 

position in the family, modernity means that a second wife threatens the position of the 

first wife. It is in this context that Macgoye understands the modem woman's 

opposition to polygamy rather than that the institution was inherently oppressive to 

women. Victoria, for example, who is Macgoye's example of a progressive, 

independent-minded and liberated woman, never ceases to inquire about her daughter's 

co-wife. Lois, her daughter who married as a second wife, becomes infuriated by her 

mother's inquiries. Her feeling is that her mother has failed to make a transition into the 

twentieth century where marriage is for good once and for all and where there is no 
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room for co-wives. The two women's positions In reference to polygamy can be 

understood in the context of changing roles of women in the institution. Victoria, 

though the more independent minded and stronger of the two, finds nothing wrong with 

polygamy because her mindset is traditional, while her daughter feels threatened by the 

institution because she knows that in modem times a second wife diminishes rather than 

enhances her power. Polygamy has ceased to be co-operative and has instead become 

competitive. 

Macgoye's criticism of African culture is especially appealing because one senses her 

awareness of the need for what Nnaemeka (1997a) calls a writer's or critic's cultural 

literacy of hislher target community. For Macgoye the target community is the Luo, and 

she demonstrates in her fiction that she is aware and mindful of "cultural imperatives 

and shifts" ( Nnaemeka 1997a, 1) among the Luo. This makes it plain to see that she 

operates, to borrow from Nnaemeka (1995) once again, as an in/outsider vis-a-vis Luo 

culture. By an in/outsider, Nnaemeka means someone who, though not indigenous to a 

particular community, has cultivated such cultural literacy as to be incapable of being 

arrogantly dismissive of other people's cultural values only on the basis of hislher own 

cultural prisms. In my opinion, Macgoye has done much more than just acquire Luo 

cultural literacy, she has become enculturated. However, as she suggested in her 

interview with me, her British background and missionary training and vocation also 

impact on her writings. It is interesting, for example, that her fiction is without the cruel 

European masters and colonialists or deceptive and hypocritical missionaries such as 

are found in Ngugi's novels. 

Macgoye's feminism does not posit women's struggle for freedom as pitting them 

against men. In her novels there are no tensions between men and women whose 
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genesis or foundation is gender. There is no militancy or bitterness against men or any 

celebration of men's misfortunes such as happens in Dangarembga's Nervous 

Conditions. However there is an acute awareness of women coming up against 

oppressive social forces whose strength lies in the fact that they are sanctioned by both 

men and women. I am not here suggesting that Macgoye does not hold men responsible 

for some of the misfortunes that befall women. I am rather suggesting that she argues 

that there are ways in which African men and women face largely similar problems, but 

that being yoked with men militates against women's capacity to make the best of those 

problematic situations. She suggests that in order for women to find the fullest 

expression of their potential it is important that they sever those relationships that bind 

them to men, of which marriage is the worst culprit. This view becomes very 

pronounced if we pay attention to the state and condition of men in the lives of 

Macgoye's successful or powerful women. The men are conspicuous by their absence in 

the lives of those women. In Homing In Jack is taken away from home to engage in the 

second world war in order that Mrs Smith may learn the art of managing a fann and 

being head of her home. Mwangi also goes to war before coming back only to be 

arrested and detained, so that his wife gets to not only run the home but also establish a 

successful family business. Victoria argues that her engagement or involvement with 

many men, as opposed to being tied down to one of them, gave her lee-way to become 

independent. This is the same argument that Macgoye seems to extend to polygamy but 

in reverse order. Polygamy seems to enable women to focus more on themselves than 

on their men. It is disappointing that she does not zero in on anyone single polygamous 

family as she does with monogamy in Coming to Birth, where marriage becomes so 

oppressively confining that Paulina has to break free from the institution in order to 

find the full expression of her humanity. What, however, is not in doubt is that Macgoye 

feels that unlike motherhood, marriage imprisons and limits women's potential. It seems 



225 

that it is only her Christian ethics that make her stop short of advocating the abolition of 

the institution. 

In the context of the issues discussed in this chapter, it is evident that Macgoye's 

activism does not neatly fall into any of the categories of feminism discussed in chapter 

two. Indeed some critics may be tempted to label her reactionary because of the way her 

women never seem to want to confront men in and of themselves as representatives of 

patriarchy. I suggest, however, that her reconstruction of Kenya's history in terms of 

women's narratives of pain and her call for the re-invention of the concept of home 

suggest liberal feminism. Her art in fact is akin to gyno-criticism in the way in which it 

attempts to foreground activities of women in history to demonstrate that rather than 

having been passive they were in fact major contributors to historical events. Her liberal 

feminism is also evident in the way she calls for the jettisoning of cultural practices 

such as female circumcision, polygamy and wife inheritance without suggesting that 

these practices were of no benefit traditionally. Like a liberal feminist she seems to 

suggest that these institutions and practices ought to change as part of the process of 

modifying society as necessitated by changing social and economic realities. 
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Chapter Six 

Beyond Colour: The Euro-Afrocentric Debate 

"Let us stop the reductionism falsity which attempts to define cultural realities along purely colour 
lines ". 

Wole Soyinka (1995) in The African world and the ethnocultural debate. 

This chapter, besides being the last, is the most contentious. In it I suggest that both 

Tsitsi Dangarembga and Alice Walker, though black, espouse Eurocentric views in their 

novels Nervous Conditions and Possessing the Secret of Joy. I then submit that Rebeka 

Njau's and Margaret Ogola's texts, Ripples in the Pool and The River and the Source 

respectively, articulate an Afrocentric perspective and explore what are the crucial 

differences in approach between these novels. For purposes of clarity, I think it is 

necessary to restate some issues that have been recurring in this thesis. First, that 

Afrocentricity or Eurocentricity is not a matter of colour. Secondly, that these two views 

are not interpreted in terms of progressive/retrogressive or inferior/superior or even 

better/worse but rather as simply two different culturally constructed ways of 

representing observed reality. Thirdly, that though a writer can and should indeed be 

judged in terms of the totality of his or her works, it is also possible for the writer to 

express a Eurocentric perspective in one text and an Afrocentric perspective in another. 

A good example is Ngugi wa Thiong'o, who by his own judgement, says that all his 

texts which were originally written in English were actually not African literature. In 

essence Ngugi is suggesting that his real African texts are those that he has written first 

and foremost in Kikuyu. It is beyond the scope of this project to assess Ngugi's 

convictions, but suffice it to say that although I acknowledge the value and power of 

language as a carrier of culture, I believe that the Africanness of a text is contained in 

much more than just language. I suggest that the consciousness and the values 

advocated in a text, as well as the perspectives taken vis-a-vis the issues in it, determine 

whether or not the text is Eurocentric or Afrocentric. It is within this context that I want 
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to examme the four texts to demonstrate that Dangarembga and Walker are both 

Eurocentric, at least in the chosen texts, while Njau and Ogola are Afrocentric. 

A few more things need to be said before the actual analysis of the texts. The choice of 

Walker and Dangarembga needs explanation or justification because they are both non­

Kenyan. Walker is an African-American born in Georgia, USA, in 1944. Born to a poor 

family of sharecroppers, Walker was blinded in one eye by her brother while playing a 

game of cowboy-and-Indians with toy guns bought for her brothers by her parents in 

1952. This blinding caused her psychological trauma when it led to her being ostracised 

because of the scar left by the injury. In an attempt to deal with loneliness she turned to 

writing. In Warrior Masks, she likens that blinding to FGM. Possessing the Secret of 

Joy, which is about the physical and psychological scars left by FGM, is related to 

Kenya because it is set within East Africa and Walker has given hints that Kenya is one 

of the possible locations of the text. In the introductions to Possessing the Secret of Joy 

and Warrior Masks, she reveals that the novel and her interest in female circumcision 

are inspired by her experience in or of Kenya. In the Introduction to Possessing the 

Secret of Joy, she argues that Tashi, the main character, was inspired by a Kenyan girl 

who acted in the movie based on her novel The Colour Purple. Warrior Masks, though 

written out of material collected mainly from Gambia and other Western African 

countries, is Alice Walker's way of following up on the ritual of female circumcision, 

or female genital mutilation as she prefers to call it, after having heard Kenyans 

"whispering" (Walker 1993, xiv) about it while helping to construct schools in rural 

Kenya. She also reveals that her specific concern with FGM was re-ignited by Joy 

Adamson's 1966 anthropological book, The Peoples of Kenya, which "describe[s] the 

ritual in blood-chilling detail" (xv). There is therefore, in my opinion, enough 

justification to interrogate her text against the works of Kenya women writers. 
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Dangarembga, on the other hand, was born in 1949 in what is now Zimbabwe, then 

colonial Rhodesia, but spent her formative years in England while her parents pursued 

further studies from 1961 to 1965. Back in Rhodesia she studied in a mission school 

and an American convent before moving back to England, and specifically Cambridge, 

to study medicine. She found living in England so frustrating that she abandoned her 

studies and returned to Rhodesia where she eventually took a degree in psychology. 

Nervous Conditions, whose heroine, just like Dangarembga, also accompanies her 

parents to England at a tender age and subsequently attends a missionary school before 

proceeding to a convent, is very similar to Walker's Possessing the Secret of Joy in 

terms of gender politics. Dangerembga, in interview with Veit-Wild (1995), reveals her 

admiration for black American women writers and their approach to gender issues. One 

of the blurbs on the cover of Dangarembga's Nervous Conditions is Alice Walker's 

praise of the novel as a classic African text, suggesting that Walker and Dangarembga 

share similar ideas. The two novels borrow heavily from Jungian and Freudian 

psychology and resistance is key to both plots. While there may be no direct link 

between Nervous Conditions and Kenya, the issues it raises are relevant to the country 

and its people as well as to the wider implications of this thesis. The novel is set 

among the Shona, who appear to be bear a close relationship, linguistically and 

culturally speaking, to the Kikuyu of Kenya. For example the names Babamunini and 

Babamukuru which appear in the text are also to be found among the Kikuyu, though 

spelt as two words, as terms of respect to refer to older and younger brothers to a 

child's father respectively. Nervous Conditions is also undoubtedly one of the few 

African texts, written by a woman, that is widely critiqued in western discourses, 

hence an excellent choice while interrogating Afrocentricity and Eurocentricity. It's 

approach to women's politics is also radically different from works by such writers as 
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Ama Ata Aidoo, Flora Nwapa, Buchi Emecheta, Ogot and others In the way it 

singularly focuses on patriarchy. 

My argument that Eurocentricity and Afrocentricity do not suggest qualitative 

assessments also needs to be qualified. First, I admit that Afrocentricity can at times be 

severely limited and myopic when it comes to evaluating rituals on the continent that 

may be inconsistent with modernity and changing social realities. In such 

circumstances, Afrocentrics may be tempted to come to the defence of customs and 

traditions that really need to be expunged. At the same time, Eurocentricity sometimes 

reeks of cultural arrogance and bigotry when it comes to evaluating rituals in Africa and 

the third world. This especially happens when critics refuse to cultivate some cultural 

literacy in their target communities or a sense of in/outsidership. In other 

circumstances, however, and I submit this is the case in the texts studied in this chapter, 

the difference between Eurocentricity and Afrocentricity is not in the conclusions but in 

the attitude and approach to the issues at hand. I am going to demonstrate, for instance, 

that Rebeka Njau and Alice Walker are both agreed that female circumcision should be 

discontinued but that they differ in their interpretation of the forces that sustain its 

continuance. The four women are agreed that women have had a raw deal in Africa, but 

while Walker and Dangarembga lay the entire blame on retrogressive African cultural 

practices sustained by patriarchy, and to a lesser extent colonialism in Dangarembga's 

case, and in which women are victims, Njau and Ogola represent a much more dynamic 

society in which women are victims but also to certain extent the aggressors against 

other women as well as against men. This is in spite of the fact that Walker and 

Dangarembga display a much more polished artistic finesse than Njau and Ogola. I 

propose to demonstrate that while Walker and Dangarembga represent African customs 
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and traditions as largely disempowering to women, Njau and Ogola see the institutions 

as potentially empowering ifutilised and interpreted in their proper cultural contexts. 

I begin with Alice Walker's Possessing the Secret of Joy because besides Walker being 

the only non-continental African discussed in this thesis, her text deals with the most 

controversial subject, female genital mutilation (FGM), which is also referred to as 

female circumcision. In Warrior Masks Walker argues that it is inaccurate to call the 

ritual female circumcision but that the more apt description is female genital mutilation. 

In my opinion, therein lies one of the first indications of her Eurocentricity. Mutilation 

as Greer (1999) has correctly observed "suggests savage initiation customs surviving in 

darkest Africa, as in January 1997 when the women's secret Bondo society entered the 

Grafton camp for displaced persons in the eastern suburbs of Freetown, Sierra Leone, 

and removed the clitorises from 600 women without anaesthetic or antiseptics" (94). 

One cannot deny that this incident amounted to savage mutilation because it was 

violent, intrusive, unwanted and an abuse of human rights. There is no other way to 

interpret any forceful circumcision under any circumstance. That is precisely the 

problem with labelling female circumcision FGM. It demonstrates a clear lack of 

understanding of the ritual because it criminalises the practice. Greer (1999) is therefore 

correct when she argues that "looked at in its full context, the criminalization of FGM 

can be seen to be what African nationalists since Jomo Kenyatta have been calling it, an 

attack on cultural identity" (95). Force was not and is not ordinarily part of the ritual in 

any of the African societies that I have had the opportunity to study. Admittedly the 

girls might undergo the ritual when they are less than eighteen years old and may 

therefore be deemed too young to make an informed decision about the ritual, but that is 

not any different from sixteen year olds in western countries being deemed old enough 

to choose their sexuality. As a matter of fact and logically speaking, if age justifies the 
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word mutilation, then the 60-70% of infant male babies circumcised In U.S are 

mutilated (Greer, 1999, 95). 

To be fair to Walker, she does extend her meaning of mutilation to other practices such 

as breast implants, extending of hair by African-Americans, nose, navel, penis, vagina 

and other organ studs as well as other cosmetic surgery. However, the novel in question 

and Warrior Masks are both devoted to FGM. As a writer, Walker has every right to 

discourse on any subject of her choice from whichever perspective she desires. 

However it appears to me essential that she should remain truthful to the social and 

historical realities she chooses to (re)present for us. Her novel, Possessing the Secret of 

Joy, is fundamentally flawed, in spite of its narrative brilliance, because Walker fails to 

cultivate that vital sense of inloutsidership. It is this failure, I think, that led Opportune 

Zongo, to declare, in reference to Warrior Masks that "as an African woman, I found 

most annoying Walker's utter ignorance of African cultures and her arrogant, 

disrespectful, and insulting telling of our story. The book was nothing short of a 

compilation of condescending remarks about Africa and Africans" (Zongo 1996, 178). 

In many ways this same accusation can be levelled against Possessing the Secret of Joy. 

In this novel, Walker follows the tribulations and sufferings of Tashi and her eventual 

identity crisis that is compounded by bouts of neurosis caused by her having undergone 

FGM. When the novel opens, Walker presents a typical Africa-West encounter 

characteristic of colonialist literature. The opening of the novel is told from Olivia's 

perspective as she remembers her first encounter with Tashi. Tashi, the African girl, 

becomes the object of Olivia's western gaze. She (Tashi) is presented crying and 

covered with so much dust that the "tears [make] a track through the dust on her face" 

(7). Olivia, her brother Adam and their parents have just arrived in the village of Olinka 
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as missionaries. These missionaries have risked their lives, having left the comfort of 

America, "through jungle, grass land, across rivers and whole countries of animals" (7) 

to bring the good word, civilisation in other words, to the people of Olinka. The crying 

Tashi is not only a symbol of sadness but also and more importantly, a symbol of a 

repressed and therefore silenced creature almost bursting with the effort to contain her 

grief in a community where she is not allowed self-expression. Indeed she is so obscure 

at first that the only sign of her "is a small dark hand and arm like that of a monkey, 

reaching round her mother's lower body" (7). At this early stage in the novel and the 

family's missionary journey, Olivia's father sets their objective and therefore that of the 

text as finding out why Tashi is crying. In the course of the narrative, we discover that 

Tashi was crying because she had been told that her sister had bled to death. What she 

had not been told, and what we learn much later in the text, is that her sister had bled to 

death after FGM. 

The power of Possessing the Secret of Joy lies in its narrative structure. Walker employs 

multiple narrative voices as well as time shifts to withhold and reveal information in a 

way that makes her employment of the theory of psycho-analysis very effective. As 

soon as Tashi's grief is introduced, the narrative voice shifts from Olivia in the past to 

Tashi in the present. She is before a "white witch doctor" (10) who scribbles on a piece 

of paper while goading Tashi to search in her psyche to locate the origin of her 

psychosis. The two are therefore engaged in a session of psychoanalysis. They are 

reminiscent of Freud and Dora. The rest of the text shifts in terms of time, location and 

perspective through the employment of different characters as the narrative voices. The 

centrepiece of all the narrative voices, however, is Tashi. Through the multiple narrative 

voices, we learn that she had chosen FGM, at a mature age, in an attempt to stamp her 

authenticity as an Olinkan and in spite of advice to the contrary by Adam and Olivia, 
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and that the ritual had gone awfully wrong, almost leading to her death. When Adam 

finally traces her in a camp being attended to by M'Lissa, an old Olinkan traditional 

mid-wife, surgeon and healer who had infibulated her, Tashi has scars on her face, her 

legs are bound and her vagina has been sewn together with thorns with a straw inserted 

to stop the flesh from sealing her vaginal opening completely and to allow the flow of 

urine and menstrual fluids. As a result she is clumsy in her evacuation processes, part of 

her flesh is rotting and she stinks. Walker makes it explicit that no amount of cleaning 

in Africa is able to remove that odour. It has to wait until Adam and Tashi relocate to 

America. In other words Africa is to bad odours as America is to cleanliness. 

There is constantly in this text, a deliberate opposition between Africa and 

America/Europe. Africa is the land of disease, poverty, grief, mutilation and intolerance. 

Europe and America on the other hand symbolise healing, acceptance, joy, plenty, light, 

civilisation and restoration. In order for Tashi's healing to be effective she has to 

relocate to America and Europe as well as to sever her relationship with her African 

family to the extent of considering Adam and Olivia as her only family. Through Adam, 

Walker leaves no doubt that Africans, in order to be truly free, should aspire to acquire 

European and Western culture. Writing to Lissette, his French woman lover, this is how 

Adam represents Tashi's experience of Zurich where an old psychoanalyst, fondly 

referred to as Mzee, was trying to cure Tashi: 

As you suggested, the fact that I am here with her, and that this is an isolated and 
beautiful sport, seems to calm her. She is sometimes merry just at the sight of 
him, and thinks of him, I believe, as a kind of Santa Claus. As such he is 
another representative of the exotic Western and European culture she so 
adores (72) [Emphasis mine]. 

The valorisation of western culture vis-a-vis African culture is most succinctly 

demonstrated by contrasting Tashi's experience of childbirth with Lissette's. As a 

result of Tashi's infubilation, the birth of her child, Benny, is both traumatic and 
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disastrous. "THE OBSTETRICIAN BROKE two instruments trying to make an 

opening large enough for Benny's head. Then he used a scalpel. Then a pair of scissors 

used ordinarily to sever cartilage from bone" (55) [emphasis in text]. It is not clear why 

the obstetrician does not opt for a caesarean section in spite of being aware that the baby 

would not come out naturally. Later in the text, Tashi aborts a daughter rather than 

endure a caesarean operation as the idea of being cut up "sent [her] reeling into the 

shadows of [her] mind" (208). The fear of being cut up, however, does not arise in the 

case of Benny because either way Tashi was going to be cut up. I think Walker is 

simply insisting on a normal birth in order to demonstrate the horror of the infibulation. 

In contrast to Tashi's difficulties in child bearing, Lissette has such an easy and 

pleasant time giving birth that she is "orgasmic at the end" (95). Her son, Petit Pierre, 

"practically slid into the world at the height of her amazement, smiling serenely even 

before he opened his eyes" (95) 

In my opinion, Walker's novel is not Eurocentric because it opposes FGM but because 

of the attitude and perspective that Walker postulates. She is not any different from the 

western missionaries who saw the practice as barbaric, cruel, savage, pointless and 

unhygienic. The novel seems to gravitate around two points only: that FGM is an 

oppressive patriarchal institution and that its main aim is to control women's sexuality. 

In other words women are victims of men's designs to exercise control over them. To 

many Africans, this position, though not without truth, is untenable as the single most 

important aspect of the ritual of female circumcision. Admittedly, writing is a selective 

business and we cannot ask an author to include everything in their works of art. What 

we must do, however, is to hold them accountable for what they choose to mirror. I 

think it is proper to assume that the images a writer employs are designed to give us the 

picture of the world that they want us to see. My argument is not just that Walker's 
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images are inconsistent with my and other African people's observed reality, but that 

her images are not different from those of other colonialist and hence Eurocentric 

literature. 

I have argued in this thesis that it is a dominant aspect of most western feminist 

discourses to view the struggle for women's liberty as essentially a struggle by women 

against men. Women are cast as victims and men as aggressors. I have also argued that 

African women's literature does not largely seem to follow this trend. This is not to say 

that men are not held responsible for some oppressive practices in African societies but 

that African women writers are more willing than their western counterparts to factor 

corporate responsibility, between men and women, in the sustenance and 

institutionalisation of hegemonies that marginalise and oppress women. FGM is one of 

the best examples of instances where that Afrocentric/Eurocentric opposition is 

graphically demonstrated. Walker, for example, gives women a clean bill of health as 

far as responsibility for mutilation is concerned. 

Tashi's psychoanalysis brings to the surface the fact that her psychosis is directly linked 

to the mutilation she had received from M'lissa as well as to her sister Dura's death 

following mutilation by the same woman. Tashi's cure therefore lies in confronting 

M'Lissa as the symbolic representation of that psychosis and killing her in order to rid 

herself of the pain of her past. However, in the course of the confrontation, Tashi 

discovers that M'Lissa too thinks the ritual is brutal and savage to women and that 

M'Lissa carries out the practice because men make her do it. Walker is in effect 

suggesting that M'lissa is as much a victim as the women she circumcises. In the words 

of Lissette, FGM is about "" .what men, with the corroboration of our mothers, do to 

us" (131). Walker is suggesting that FGM is a man's invention and that all women, 
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including the circumcisers, are victims. When Tashi, now Tashi Everlyn Johnson after 

having married Adam, is prosecuted for murdering M'Lissa, the Olinka society is 

divided simply between men and women. Women support Tashi by singing mournful 

songs and laying "wildflowers, herbs, seeds beads, ears of com, anything they can claim 

their own and that they can spare" (183) as offerings within Tashi's view from her 

confinement. Men, whom Walker calls "cultural fundamentalists and Moslem fanatics" 

(183), on the other hand attack the women with stones, clubs, kicks and fists. When it 

comes to a cultural practice as deeply entrenched as FGM, it is inconceivable that the 

opposition between men and women can be this clear cut. In contrast, Rebeka Njau's 

heroine in The Scar: A Tragedy in One Act, who has assigned herself the role of 

educating and helping the girls to escape FGM, which she calls a "brutal custom that 

our people cling to" (Njau 1963, 24), has her staunchest critics in women. In their 

opposition to Mariana, the women critics claim that they are acting at the behest of 

elders, which would seem to suggest they are merely pawns of patriarchy, but Mariana, 

the heroine, also seems confident should that conflict ever be taken to the very same 

elders, she can win her case. Unfortunately the case never goes to the elders because 

Mariana is shamed by Y ohana, now a pastor, but with whom Mariana had mothered an 

illegitimate child who had previously been kept a secret. Yo han a, in the name of 

confessing his sins, reveals this former affair to members of the community which 

apparently means Mariana can no longer hold her position as a leader in the 

community. The play ends with women deriding and sneering at Mariana for having 

taught the girls to defy them. Although many African women would most likely agree, 

as Rebeka Njau does in this play, that circumcision is one of "the chains that have so 

long bound them" (1963, 25) they would not subscribe to a simplistic men/women 

opposition reading of the ritual. This, for example, is what Margaret Ogola (1998) who, 
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though not coming from a circumcising community, spent her formative years among 

one, has to say: 

I hate the way women will go to international forums and start talking about 
FGM, we call it FGM medically, as if a part of a lobotomy, a part of the brain 
was removed. This is a minor operation and in some tribes it is extremely minor, 
it is just the significance of the shedding or rather the cleansing shedding of 
blood that was important. But now the women go out there, and many of them 
have undergone the operation, and they talk as if somebody truly did something 
terrible to them. But it was something that made you part of a generation, that 
made you acceptable and feel at home in that generation. They have forgotten 
that. So when they go and read that western hype they come and bring it here 
and it is as if men were collecting women and doing FGM on them while it was 
a women's thing, it was a sister thing, women did it to each other to prepare 
themselves. 

Germaine Greer too seems to acknowledge this fact when she says: "Men mutilate the 

genitals of other men; usually women mutilate the genitals of other women, except 

where the procedure is carried out by a male professional" (1999, 94). I had the 

opportunity to interview Leah Muya on this subject in 1998. Leah Muya is a programme 

officer with Maendeleo ya Wanawake, the largest single women's organization in 

Kenya, and is charged with the duty of co-ordinating efforts to eradicate FGM in 

Kenya. After carrying out research in Meru, Kisii and Samburu districts and having 

found that the prevalence of the practice was 76% for Meru and 98% in the other two 

districts, her programme co-ordinated the emergence of an alternative ritual called 

Ntanira na Mugambo in Ki-meru (the language spoken by the Merus), which directly 

translates as circumcise through words or circumcise through education, and which is 

being replicated in other communities across Kenya. This alternative ritual involves 

gathering the girls together in their own specific communities, teaching them family life 

education and culminating, about eight days later, with eating, partying, dancing and 

celebrating which also involves family members, relatives and friends, during which 

time the girls are declared mature. During their training the girls are not only taught 

family life education, which was central to circumcision rites in most Kenyan 
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communities, but also why FGM is unnecessary. When I asked her to assess the success 

of the programme whose first graduates completed their training in 1996, she had this to 

say: "One of the success stories is that none of those girls who went through that 

process of alternative ritual has been circumcised. I think that is a mark of success in 

that none of them changed their mind. And none of the members of the community ever 

forced them into circumcision. The other one is that we have, in all districts, including 

Samhuru and Narok, girls who have refused to be circumcised and they have found 

suitors and gone on to marry. I think this is a success story" (Muya 1998). Leah Muya is 

emphatic that hlame for the rite cannot be apportioned unilaterally and that the entire 

community, men, women, hoys and girls must be seen as making varying contributions 

to the ritual's sustenance. She and her organisation do not therefore think that female 

circumcision is an invention of men but rather that it is " ... a tradition that has been 

carried out through generations over a period when nobody can remember when it 

started and who started it, and who actually sanctioned it in the first place ... " (Muya 

1998) and that therefore, if any intervention is to be effective, it has to " ... start from a 

community based point [where] members of that community have to be involved and 

given ample time to look at the pros and cons of the practice and come up with their 

own approach" (Muya 1998). 

When Christian missionaries came to Kenya and other parts of Africa, they reacted 

exactly like Walker does in Possessing the Secret of Joy. They condemned the ritual and 

demanded that those Africans who chose to follow the new faith abandon the practice. 

In Kenya, that draconian approach is best represented in Ngugi Wa Thiong'o's novel 

The River Between. According to Leah, the Presbyterians, Anglicans, Methodists and 

the African Inland Church who were at the forefront of the crusade against FGM failed 

for several reasons. First, they did not start with everybody. They targeted only 
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members of their churches whose membership was cancelled if these new converts' 

daughters were circumcised. It meant that those who did not subscribe to the new faith, 

who were in the majority, continued with the practice. Secondly, like Walker, they did 

not have enough knowledge about the ritual in terms of why society insisted on 

circumcision, "who sanctioned the ritual [and[ what values that circumcision had in 

people's lives" (Muya 1998). They failed because their approach, like Walker's, was 

one of condemnation. In Muya's informed opinion, "condemning female circumcision 

will not get us any where ... even saying that it is barbaric will also not take us any 

where ... even legislation before people are educated well enough to see what female 

circumcision does to the woman and what effect it will have in bringing up a healthy 

community, what effect it has on the girl during child birth, consummation of marriage, 

and long term effects of the cut, actually we will not be going anywhere" 

There are therefore some major differences between Walker's approach and the one 

taken by Maendeleo ya Wanawake in Kenya. Besides positing the ritual in terms of a 

men/women opposition, Walker does not ascribe any positive significance to the ritual. 

Nearly all her explanations for the act revolve around sexuality and male domination. 

For Walker we need to realize, like Lissette, that there is a" ... connection between 

mutilation and enslavement that is at the root of the domination of the women in the 

world" (131). She inscribes the Olinkan' s reasoning for the ritual as 1) that the clitoris is 

an unclean body part, 2) that if uncut the clitoris would grow so large that the women 

would excite herself and her erection would stop men from penetrating her, 3) that the 

cut was necessary to stop women from achieving orgasm too easily and hence be 

deemed loose and 4) a conjecture that FGM is men's way of destroying women's sexual 

organs so as to stop them making love between themselves. Although Walker 

acknowledges that circumcision is used to bind women to society and give them a sense 
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of belonging, she uses none other than M'Lissa, the doyen of the tradition, to dismiss 

that claim as brainwashing and socialisation by a male dominated system and to assert 

that the practice makes the Olinkans, "nothing but torturers of children" (220). 

In all fairness, Walker is right that the only reason why women feel that circumcision 

makes them bona fide members of their societies is socialisation. This is true of any 

cultural practice to which any community attaches significance. Muya's research also 

validates Walker's argument that circumcision has to do with the attempt to domesticate 

women and to curtail their sexual activities. In her words, the research revealed that 

women are circumcised because "this is going to make women more submissive to 

men. It will make them more reliable because they are not going to get other men. They 

are not going to be interested in going after other men" and that " ... they are better 

domesticated if they have been circumcised" (Muya 1998). Circumcision is therefore 

directly related to other issues of gender bias such as the roles assigned for women in 

society and marriage in particular. Muya's research, however, seems to suggest that 

there is more to female circumcision than sexuality and domestication. It showed that 

the cut in the communities studied ensured that the girls could be secluded and therefore 

available for family life education and that the communities concerned seem to value 

this education more than the cut. She argues that it was on the basis of that education, 

imparted after the cut, that the girls were declared mature, responsible members of their 

communities and therefore eligible for marriage. Maendeleo ya Wanawake 

organisation's aim, therefore, is to enable communities to retain their family life 

education and to offer the girls a rite of passage between childhood and adulthood 

without having to endure the cut. Since Maendeleo is using a community-based 

approach in which the education programmes are designed with the help and co-
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operation of community leaders, parents, boys and girls, its graduates are becoming 

increasingly acceptable as mature responsible members of their respective communities. 

Walker's greatest contribution to the debate on FGM in Africa is her forceful 

demonstration of the potential dangers in the practice when things go wrong. Press 

reports in Kenya such as a feature article written by Jemmimah Mwakisha in the Daily 

Nation of 14th April 1999 indicate that girls, like Dura in Possessing the Secret of Joy, 

have bled to death. This, indeed, is not a girl-specific problem, as boys too have had 

their penises chopped off accidentally in circumcision rituals sometimes resulting in 

death, as happened to a Meru boy in a case reported by the East African Standard of 21 51 

Dec 2000. There is nothing Eurocentric about Walker's approach to circumcision as a 

potentially very dangerous practice. What is Eurocentric about her analysis is the use of 

specific and special cases to make universal judgements about a very complicated ritual. 

Tashi, for example, is not a typical Olinka girl, for she is circumcised when she is a 

grown up when other girls would be circumcised as children. In spite of undergoing 

the ritual when she is too old, she ends up with "the classic Olinka woman's walk, in 

which the feet appear to slide forward and are rarely raised above the ground" (63). The 

World Health Organisation (Rising Daughters Aware 1999) recognises four different 

types of circumcision: 1) "[ e ]xcision ... of the prepuce", which may involve "excision of 

part or all of the clitoris"; 2) "[ e ]xcision ... of the clitoris with partial or total excision of 

the labia minora"; 3) "[e]xcision of part or all of the external genitalia and 

stitching/narrowing of the vaginal opening, also known as infibulation"; and 4) an 

unclassifed type which may involve "pricking, piercing or incising of the clitoris and/or 

labia; stretching of the clitoris and/or labia cauterization by burning of the clitoris and 

surrounding tissue". All these types of circumcision are found with different degrees of 

prevalence in different communities in Africa. Tashi undergoes the worst type of the 
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practice, infibulation, yet there is evidence in the text that Walker invites us to treat 

Tashi's encounter as a standard experience for women in Africa. There is, for example, 

Walker's failure to locate the drama of her tale in any specific African country or 

community, choosing instead the fictional and symbolic Olinka community. However, 

she alludes to the possibility of locating the community in East Africa and specifically 

in Kenya, Somalia, Tanzania and the Congo. Her characters refer to "our leader" whose 

likeness to Mzee Jomo Kenyatta, the first president of Kenya, and Haile Selassie, the 

Ethiopian prime minister whom the Rastafarians associated with the retum-to-Africa 

dream, is unmistakable. The fact that the characters speak Kiswahili means most East 

African countries are candidates, but the fact that Tashi's home region is associated with 

the first cases of Aids also indicates Congo where Aids was first discovered in Africa. 

In spite of the wide geographical coverage of her text, implicating diverse communities 

and diverse circumcision types and practices, Walker insists that girls are circumcised 

"either at birth, or at the age of five or six, but certainly by the onset of puberty, ten or 

eleven" (60). While I am not questioning that some communities in Africa 

circumcise(d) the girls at Walker's chosen ages, I know from experience that girls from 

some communities in Kenya, such as the Kikuyu, are well beyond that age when they 

are circumcised. It is however true that some communities such as the Kisii circumcise 

girls between the ages five and eight. The Samburu circumcise them a day before 

marriage. Walker's Tashi is therefore not so much a falsification of an African 

experience as an exaggeration of the same, especially in the context of universalization 

which, I think, is a major problem with Eurocentric representations of African 

experiences. 

Oangarembga's Nervous Conditions, though a much more sophisticated analysis of 

gender politics in Africa than Walker's Possessing the Secret of Joy, is equally 
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Eurocentric. I have yet to find a critic who has paid attention to Dangarembga's 

Eurocentricity in Nervous Conditions even though it is on record (Petersen 1994) that 

she admits to having subscribed to Eurocentric conceptions of gender politics. In an 

interview with Petersen (1994) she was asked to comment on the evils of patriarchy in 

African women's lives. She responded, "I have become increasingly more reluctant to 

use this model of analysis as it is put forward by western feminism .... (345)". What 

Dangarembga did not reveal at this juncture is whether her reluctance to apply western 

feminism to the African experience began before she wrote Nervous Conditions or 

after. She does, however, say that by that time, 1994, which is six years after the 

publication of Nervous Conditions, she had begun to revise her ideas vis-a.-vis western 

feminism. She says: "I am beginning to revise my thinking, actually. I used to adhere to 

a western model of feminism ... " (347) (Emphasis mine). With or without this 

admission, there are many indicators in Nervous Conditions of Dangarembga's 

endorsement of western culture such as the shocking first line in the novel, which has 

caught the attention of many critics, where Tambu unapologetically celebrates her 

brother's death. This is a very odd phenomenon especially in a part of the world where 

you do not talk ill of the dead, let alone celebrate their passing away, even if they were 

known witches. Other indicators of Eurocentricity in this text include Nyasha's 

anorexia; Nyasha's and Tambu's introduction to rationality through western classics; 

and the pursuit of western formal schooling as a means to cultural liberation. Besides 

these indicators, however, I think that Moyana (1996) has correctly diagnosed what sets 

Nervous Conditions apart from previous African texts written by men or women. 

Moyana argues that Nervous Conditions is great because its women are new and 

revolutionary. This newness is located in the " ... glaring antagonism between men and 

women" (34) and that in this opposition, women " ... end with the upper hand" (34). 

Moyana's observation, coupled with Dangarembga's own admission to having 
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subscribed to western feminism, I submit, provides key tools for understanding Nervous 

Conditions. If the message of the novel were to be stated in terms of Achebe's The 

Problem with Nigeria, it would have to be that the problem with Africa is patriarchy 

and the cure is western feminism. It is this approach I am calling a Eurocentric approach 

to an African problem 

The narrative of Nervous Conditions is told from the perspective of Tambu, now a 

grown up, as she reminisces on her experience growing up in a rural Shona village in 

Zimbabwe, before moving on to the city and mission school where her uncle, 

Babamukuru, was headmaster. Tambu clearly states the objective of her narrative, it is 

to demonstrate her own and Lucia's (her aunt's) escape; her mother's and Maiguru's 

(Babamukuru's wife) entrapment, and Nyasha's rebellion. Nyasha is Tambu's first 

cousin. Marriage and fatherhood are central to each of the issues of escape, rebellion 

and entrapment. Lucia argues in response to Babamukuru's demand for obedience that 

"may be when you marry, a woman is obliged to obey you. But some of us aren't 

married, and so we do not know how to do it"(l72). Therein lies her escape. She never 

gets married. Marriage is portrayed in many instances in the text as a prison or 

entrapment (174). Maiguru and Nyasha's mother are trapped because of their marriage 

to men who are in every way embodiments of patriarchal tyranny. The argument that 

patriarchy enslaves and entraps women is most succinctly stated by Nyasha while 

expressing the futility of Maiguru's attempt at emancipation when Maiguru runs away 

from her husband because she feels that marriage "[has] prevented her from doing the 

things she wanted to do". Nyasha tells Tambu: 

Sometimes I feel I am trapped by that man, just like she is. But now she's 
broken out, I know it's possible, so I can wait .... But it's not that simple, you 
know, really it isn't. It's not really him, you know. I mean not really the person. 
It's everything, it's everywhere. So where do you break out. I don't know. 
Tambu, I really don't know. So what do you do (174). 
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In other words, the tyranny of patriarchy is incurably pervasive in this African society, 

and hence is like a hydra-headed monster that women must battle with. Marriage is the 

single most powerful institution in terms of legitimating the hegemony of patriarchy and 

it is in this context that the idea of Maiguru's and Tambu's mother's entrapment must 

be viewed. 

I think that in order to fully appreciate the ramifications and the main underlying 

message of Nervous Conditions, we need to take cognisance of the fact that though the 

narrative is told from Tambu's perspective, its ideals are enshrined in Nyasha. Nyasha is 

the visionary who accurately diagnoses the sickness of this African society and refuses 

to be cowed into silence or co-opted into the evils of its patriarchy, or even to stoically 

accept suffering as her lot in a male dominated community just because she is a woman. 

She becomes neurotic or hysterical because, to use Tambu's words, she is tom between 

her ability to "persistently [see] and [draw] attention to things you would rather not talk 

about; shredding to bits with her sharp wit the things she thought we could do without, 

even if everybody else thought they were important" (97), and her inability to do 

anything about it because of the depth of entrenchment of gender stereotypes in the 

people's psyche. The basis of her rebellion is the contradiction between her critical 

analysis of society and the dogmatic insistence by society, with Babamukuru as its chief 

representative, that she fits into stereotypical gender roles. Viewed against this 

background, and bearing in mind that the centre of the story is Tambu's triumph 

against discrimination on the basis of her sex, it is then clear that Nyasha's rebellion is 

to be viewed positively. 

Tambu's development in terms of education, growth, location and relocation is a 

process of enlightenment and transformation that brings her closer and closer to being 
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like Nyasha. In many ways Nyasha is Tambu's alter ego. In this context, I find 

Flockemann's (1992) article, "Not-Quite Insiders and Not-quite Outsiders: The Process 

of Womanhood in Beka Lam, Nervous Conditions and Daughters of Twilight" very 

illuminating. In this article she argues that Tambu and Nyasha are different 

representations of self. In other words the two characters are used to create the "Not­

Quite other" and "the Not-Quite self' (38). For Tambu, Nyasha " ... provides a 

dialectical relationship between the self that survives and the none-other self that 

succumbs to self-destructive despair, flight or death" (38). As the novel develops, 

Tambu becomes more and more like Nyasha, culminating with Tambu's rebellion 

against participating in her parents wedding which Babamukuru had orchestrated 

because Jeremiah, Tambu's father, and his wife had all along supposedly been living in 

sin because they had not contracted a Christian marriage. For the first time, Tambu 

manages to disobey Babamukuru who, to her, had assumed near divine powers. To 

rebel against him was like rebelling against God. This single act of rebellion by Tambu, 

however, should not be mistaken as a defining moment in the development of Tambu's 

revolutionary consciousness. She never quite gets that far. On this particular occasion 

she accepts Babamukuru's criticism and punishment almost as if she thinks she 

deserves it. She rationalises her acquiescence and acceptance of the punishment by 

arguing that it was the price of her newfound identity. It takes Nyasha to expose this 

stance by Tambu as logically flawed because then it would seem that Tambu would 

have been disappointed had she not been punished. It is also unclear on what basis she 

should have accepted punishment for rebelling against an injustice even if we grant her 

argument that her acceptance was "with a deep and grateful masochistic delight" (169). 

Once again I think Flockemann is right when she argues that Tambu "defers to 

Babamukuru on almost every occasion ... (42)." Although Tambu the narrator says her 
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story is about her and Lucia's escape, I think Tambu's escape is to be located outside 

rather than within the text. 

In her article, "Debunking Patriarchy: The Liberational Quality of Voicing in Tsitsi 

Dangarembga's Nervous Conditions", Uwakwe (1995) is right in observing that what 

constitutes Tambu's liberation is that she finds voice to tell the story while occupying 

an "interpretative position" (75). Indeed there is something incomplete about Nervous 

Conditions, almost as if Dangarembga was leaving options open for a sequel. We never 

get to know for example what the grown up Tambu is doing. Does she get married? If 

she does, how does she negotiate her position, and if she does not is that because she 

examines marriage as an institution, finds it oppressive and therefore rejects it? In other 

words, now that Tambu is, in the words of Creamer (1994), an informed narrator as 

opposed to the uninformed character in the text, how does she confront patriarchy in her 

daily experiences other than exposing it as oppressive through this narrative? Creamer 

(1994) correctly argues that in order to escape, to really escape, one would have to deal 

with a very pervasive patriarchy. Tambu never does that, but Nyasha does. Tambu, the 

uninformed character, survives not because she confronts and negotiates her terms with 

patriarchy but because she learns to survive within the system without challenging it. 

On the other hand, Nyasha breaks down not because there is something logically or 

inherently wrong with her ideas, but because there is something logically and inherently 

wrong with a patriarchy that is so strongly pervasive in society that it overwhelms her. 

She is a character to empathise with rather than criticise. The overall message of 

Nervous Conditions is not the need to create space for women within patriarchy, (Tete 

Gladys is not helpful to women even though she is part of patriarchy), but to resist and 

deconstruct the system. It is in this context I argue that Nyasha's ideals are the ones 

that the novel largely endorses. Nyasha's handling of the resistance may be questionable 
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but her understanding of the specific things that women should not have to put up with 

is never in question. 

A second aspect of the novel that we need to pay attention to is the irony and cynicism 

that Dangarembga packs into the narrative through the use of understatement. Tambu 

tells the story both from the perspective of a teenage girl just taken from her village, and 

as a grown-up who now finds some of the things she had taken for granted ridiculous. 

The interpretation of her own childhood and growth is therefore also shaped by her 

experience beyond the 1960s and 1970s, the period in which most of the action in the 

novel takes place. This can, for example, be seen in her interpretation of things that her 

brother, Nhamo, had said to her back in the village when they were growing up in 

reference to the position of girls in society. With the wisdom of hindsight she says: 

I was quite sure at the time that Nhamo knew as well as I did that the things he 
had said were not reasonable, but in the years that have passed since then I have 
met so many men who consider themselves responsible adults and therefore 
ought to know better, who still subscribe to the fundamental principles of my 
brother's budding elitism, that to be fair to him I must conclude that he was 
sincere in his bigotry. But in those days I took a rosy view of male nature (49). 

Because of her now privileged, and therefore more infonned, position many of the 

things she says are double edged. Praise for Babamukuru, for example, carries with it 

severe censure. He is both god and the devil because much as he gives and provides for 

his less privileged family members, he also takes away their right to choose and their 

self expression. Much as he is provident in material tenns he exercises his patriarchal 

authority to usurp the rights of the women as is demonstrated in his administration of 

Lucia's case back in the village and his attempt to silence and force Nyasha into his 

patriarchal ideological mould. This ideological mould is best defined by Tambu as the 

expectation that every woman becomes what she describes as a" ... paragon of feminine 

decorum" (155) meaning that women should be self-effacing and that they should 
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"hardly ever [talk] unless spoken to" (155), that if spoken to they must "answer with 

utmost respect whatever question [is] asked" (155) and "[a]bove all, [they should] not 

question things" (155). While Tambu was not critical of this system then, she is now 

cynical and contemptuous of these values which found crystallisation in Babamukuru 

whom she had previously elevated to the level of a deity. 

I am not suggesting here that Dangarembga is Eurocentric because she subjects African 

patriarchy to a stinging criticism but because she locates her alternative values in 

Europe. It is important to state that unlike Walker, Dangarembga is cognisant of the fact 

that because of racism black women cannot find equality in Eurocentric circles. 

However, to borrow from deconstruction, her opposition to Eurocentrism is stalked by 

both "blindness and insight" (Norris 1982). She provides insights into the ways in 

which male dominated western value systems and African patriarchy combine to 

undermine African women's freedom but her thesis ends in a cul-de-sac because it 

suggests that African women's freedom lies in embracing western value systems. I think 

that Dangarembga's case for embracing western value systems in pursuit of gender 

freedom is theorised in Nyasha as shall become clear shortly. Nyasha is a thoroughly 

anglicised girl. Creamer (1994) says that Nyasha is "marked as English" (355) in the 

same way that "".Tambu's other symbols of liberation have been" (335). Tambu calls 

Nyasha her thoroughbred cousin. By Nyasha's own admission, she finds it difficult to 

relate to the girls in her class because: 

They do not like my language, my English because it's authentic and my Shona 
because it is not. They think that I am a snob, that I think I am superior to them 
because I do not feel that I am inferior to men (if you can call the boys in my 
class men) (196). 

Nyasha is the girl whose thoughts flow best in English rather than Shona. To her fellow 

students, Nyasha is anglicised because of her speech, language as well as accent, "the 
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way she dresses for Saturday nights" (34) and the way she behaves with boys (94). 

Rather than read the same romances that the other girls read, Nyasha reads such classics 

as Lady Chatterly's Lover by D.H. Lawrence and the writings of the Bronte sisters. 

Nyasha is unable to fit in the African world precisely because she had spent her 

formative years in England where she had learnt freedom for all, men and women, and 

in the process failed to become enculturated into an African world where women defer 

to men. Nyasha constantly contrasts her experience in England to her experience in 

Africa. In England she was comfortable but in Africa she becomes "a whore with dirty 

habits" (117). In reading English classics, Nyasha, like Tambu after her, had become 

introduced to a world where "reason and inclination were not at odds ... " (93) and this 

of course contrasts to their experience, Tambu and Nyasha, in Africa, where nothing 

short of silence was required of them. Although Babamukuru is educated in the west, 

he went there as a grown up and therefore never quite managed to imbibe the cultural 

nuances of the west. Western education only managed to endow him with greater power 

in his society because besides being a patriarch, he now has economic power with 

which to buttress his culturally endowed position of influence. The core of his world 

view remains an African male dominated one where the ideal woman is a submissive, 

married homemaker. This is the view that incenses Nyasha and which IS In 

contradiction to white people's view. Babamukuru puts it succinctly when he 

admonishes Tambu as follows: 

By the time you have finished your Form Four you will be able to take your 
course, whatever it is that you choose. In time you will be earning money. You 
will be in a position to be married by a decent man and set up a decent home. In 
all that we are doing for you, we are preparing you for this future life of yours, 
and I have observed from my own daughter's behaviour that it is not a good 
thingfor a young girl to associate too much with these white people, to have too 
much freedom. I have seen that girls who do that do not develop into decent 
women (180) (Emphasis mine). 
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This quote should be seen against the background of Nervous Conditions being a novel 

about African women's freedom. Freedom is the desired goal in the text. And I am 

suggesting that in this text, Dangarembga argues that in order for African women to be 

free, they have to be more and more white or at least move closer and closer to 

whiteness. The text seems to validate Frantz Fanon's claim that "for the black man there 

is only one destiny. And it is white" (1986, 12). 

In the novel, Nyasha is the one who comes closest to being anglicised, and Tambu, her 

alter ego also finds her process of enlightenment and liberation being simultaneously a 

movement away from the African homestead and toward the white dominated 

schooling system. Tambu's movement of liberation is therefore first from her village 

school, where she is denied a chance in the schooling system because she is a girl, to the 

mission where she mixes with both black and white students, but most importantly 

comes under the influence of her "thoroughbred" cousin, and finally to the convent 

where is she one of the very few Africans admitted. Although the convent the first place 

she encounters discrimination on the basis of race, she nevertheless views the convent 

as marking "a world where burdens lightened with every step, soon to disappear 

altogether" (191). As usual, Dangarambga employs hyperbole to infuse this view with a 

measure of sarcasm, but it is nevertheless undeniable that Tambu is right in seeing the 

convent as "another step upwards in the direction of my freedom" (183). It is "another 

step from the flies, the smells, the fields and the rags; from stomachs which were 

seldom full, from dirt and disease, from my father's abject obeisance to Babamukuru 

and my mother's chronic lethargy" (183). In this novel therefore, African women 

should not just exploit Europe's, and specifically England's, potential for economic 

emancipation, that alone would not constitute freedom as Maiguru's case demonstrates, 
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but they should also borrow its cultural values because this would lead to African 

women's liberation from their culturally constructed constraints. 

I think one other reason that sets Nervous Conditions apart from previous African texts 

is the fact that the text is not very concerned about cultural antagonism between Europe 

and Africa. It is not even about the evils of colonialism or imperialism, which have been 

central topics for previous African writers. I am aware that many critics have tried to 

demonstrate how Dangarembga explores the double oppression that African women 

find themselves in when caught between a racist colonial ideology and a sexist African 

patriarchy. Grundy (1992), for example, in an article titled "A Special Kind of White 

Person" argues that whites at the missionary where Tambu attended school and where 

her uncle was headmaster, were guilty of having colonised the minds of the locals. The 

article argues that the missionaries had exploited the minds of Zimbabweans while the 

colonialists exploited resources such as land and the body. The author, however, 

acknowledges that whites do not feature in the text until nearly half way through. This I 

think underlines the relative unimportance of colonialism to the issues at the core of 

Nervous Conditions. It is instructive that no white character, colonialist or missionary, 

is developed in detail by Dangarembga. In fact we meet more of the missionaries' 

children than we meet their parents. And the whites we meet are either benevolent, like 

the old lady who is horrified that Tambu is working rather than at school and who 

therefore gives her money, or the strange kind that like to speak Shona rather than 

English and whose children are more African than English. There is no major 

black/white encounter, let alone a clash, in this text, and when one briefly occurs the 

white person is a benevolent. Even in the convent where the most glaringly racist 

comment is made in reference to racial segregation, besides revelations of poor living 
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standards for the blacks, the experience is dismissed in a few lines. Whites form the 

background rather than centre ofthis text. 

In an article titled "Nervous Conditions: Dangarembga's Feminist Reinvention of 

Fanon", Charles Sugnet (1997) correctly observes that although "the novel's period 

encompasses such land mark events in the national narrative as the founding of ZAPU 

and ZANU, the ten-year detention of Robert Mugambe and Joshua Nkomo, Ian Smith's 

Unilateral Declaration of Independence, and the officially celebrated first battle of the 

chimurenga war on April 28, 1966 ... there appear ... only three direct references to these 

events in the novel" (34). Sugnet correctly concludes that "[t]he national liberation 

struggle is conspicuous by its absence in this novel" (34). He, in spite of this 

observation, argues that there may be ""a complex, partly subterranean relationship 

between it (the national liberation struggle) and the struggles of the young Tambudzai 

against the immediate manifestations of patriarchy in her life" (34). Like Sugnet, 

Caroline Rooney (1995), in her article entitled "Re-possessions: Inheritance and 

Independence in Chenjerai Hove's Bones and Tsitsi Dangarembga's Nervous 

Conditions", observes that "[a]lthough set in the war of liberation, Nervous Conditions 

makes little reference to this, choosing to address issues of women's emancipation. The 

war areas in the novel are within the patriarchal family" (135). It seems to me that 

Dangarembga merely wants to acknowledge that black/white relations, where power 

and privilege is appropriated by or through whiteness do exist, but beyond that her 

object of attention is African patriarchy. While Sugnet may be right that there is a 

subterranean narrative of the Zimbabwean national liberation struggle in the text, I 

think Rooney is more accurate in observing that "the war areas in the novel are within 

the patriarchal family" (135). Dangarembga does not leave the evils of patriarchy to the 

imagination or interpretation, she makes explicit statements. Tambu, for example, soon 
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realises that her experience in the village was not predicated on the insensitivity of a 

brother but that " ... all conflicts came back to this question of femaleness. Femaleness 

as opposed and inferior to men"[ emphasis mine] (116). She realises that the 

victimisation she had felt at home did not" ... depend on poverty, on lack of education 

or on tradition" (115). "It didn't depend on any of the things [she] had thought it 

depended on. Men took it everywhere with them" [ emphasis mine] (115-116). Nothing 

demonstrates the centrality of patriarchy in this text better than the family dare, or court, 

which " ... consisted of the patriarchy" (136) and which meets to hear a case between 

Takesure and Lucia. The only woman allowed in the dare is Tete Gladys because of her 

"patriarchal status ... " (132). During the trial, "[t]he patriarchy put its head together and 

conferred in low voices because they knew [that Tambu and the rest of the women] 

were listening" (145). The words patriarch and patriarchy are constantly supplied in this 

text as a means of locating the source of women's subordination. 

Colonialism is not the subject of this novel and the only instance when it is pin-pointed 

as central to tensions in the text is in the last pages when Nyasha charges that all of 

them, herself, Babamukuru, Maiguru, Tambu and all the other characters have been 

isolated from themselves and each other by colonialism. However, it is not clear what 

the colonialists have precisely done. Babamukuru cannot be accused of being 

westernised unless one thinks of his Christianity, which is manifested in his going to 

church every Sunday and insisting that his brother undergoes a church wedding, and the 

modern property, such as the car and the house, that he owns. Culturally speaking 

neither Maiguru nor Babamukuru displays any inclination to imbibe western culture. 

The only way in which colonialism can be accused of creating Babamukuru is in the 

way it has helped him to buttress his position as a patriarch in the village by endowing 

him with immense economic power vis-a.-vis the rest of the villagers. Nyasha's 
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conclusion is blighted by the fact that it is made when she is least in control of her 

senses. She is experiencing a nervous breakdown and has been desperately trying "not 

to antagonise" (196) Babamukuru, "the most revered patriarch" (197). Even though she 

tears her colonial history books to pieces, the nervous breakdown must really be traced 

to her father's patriarchal autocracy rather than the falsehoods of eurocentric 

representations of African history. It seems to me that in reading Nervous Conditions, 

the critic has to rid herlhimself of the assumption that every African post-colonial text 

must of necessity engage colonialism and its evil effects. I think this is neither the case 

nor is it necessary. Dangarembga has broken away from early post-independence 

writers' obsession with the evils of colonialism. She is in the class of emerging African 

writers who feel it is time Africans dealt with internally generated evils, with 

colonialism as subsidiary rather than central to their texts. She demonstrates that the 

post-coloniality of the African novel must not only be seen in tenns of publication in a 

post-colonial era but also as one which is post-colonial in its shift from over-indulgence 

in Europe's sins against Africa. Europe's disruption of African cultural systems is not 

dismissed, but it occupies the margins rather than the centre of this kind of post-colonial 

African novel's discourses. 

I acknowledge that my critique of Nervous Condition and Possessing the Secret of Joy 

raises the question of whether a text is, in my opinion, only considered Afrocentric if it 

does not reject what Nyasha calls "traditions and expectations and authority" (190) in 

Africa. I tum to Rebeka Njau and Margaret Ogola, who, I submit, are critical of 

"traditions and expectations and authority", and who indeed recommend expunging 

what they consider to be hannful and gender insensitive practices, but without deferring 

to Eurocentric value systems. Rebeka Njau, for example, unlike Alice Walker, 

examines African spirituality, demonstrates its patriarchal nature and the need for its 
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refonnation without necessarily dismissing it as repulsive, reactionary, or useless. 

Walker's characters delight in demonstrating that African taboos, such as those 

forbidding sex in the maize fields, are irrational and pointless. I am not suggesting that 

the maize would dry up if men and women made love in the maize fields, but as 

Soyinka argues in an article titled Writer, Witch, Heretic what matters is not the 

veracity of the claims but what society makes of the claim. In this article, Soyinka 

makes reference to attitudes toward witches by diverse societies in different historical 

epochs. He says of the witches: 

They were capable of flight - usually on broomsticks. Certainly they levitated. 
They peered into the human soul, pared away all subterfuge and dared declare 
what they saw. They had this strange faculty of foresight, the capacity to peer 
into the future - or they were believed to possess it, which came to the same 
thing. Their actual claims are not really important - what matters was what 
society believed them capable 0[( Soyinka 2001) (Emphasis mine). 

I have to admit that just because a society believes a thing to be true does not 

necessarily mean the thing is either rational or true. What I am however saying is that 

there are events in history or human experiences for which neither science nor logic 

provides sufficient explanation. I do not think, for example, that science or logic can 

either prove or disprove the existence of God. If therefore, in such matters, one person 

decides to put more faith in science as opposed to God, that does not necessarily give 

him authority to dismiss s/he who chooses to believe in God more than science. It is in 

this context that I wish to explore Njau's re/presentation of the pool in Ripples in the 

Pool. Njau insists that the only way forward for a people is to understand their cultures 

first. While trying to explain to me how she came to writing Kenyan Women Heroes 

and their Mystical Powers she had this to say: 

You find that a lot of women, and even men, they are not themselves, they copy 
and they are afraid because they are trying to copy someone else's culture. They 
are not confident within that culture and yet they do not know their 
backgrounds, they do not know themselves. I keep on writing about wanting to 
know myself and also advising, telling other people, you know, that that is the 
only way you can progress. (Njau 1998) (emphasis mine). 
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Having undertaken all her education in Africa, in Kenya and Uganda, Njau has 

remained well connected to her culture. Unlike Ogot who trained and worked in 

England, or Oangarembga who spent her fonnative years in England, Njau spent her 

early years in rural Kenya, in Kiambu, before pursuing higher education at Makerere in 

Uganda. Upon returning to Kenya, she became the founding headmistress of Nairobi 

Girls High School (now Moi Girls High School) in 1964. Having retired, she now lives 

in Ongata Rongai, in the outskirts of Nairobi, where she continues to engage in her 

interests as a textile artist while sometimes running a small scale business selling 

African curios and artefacts. Rebeka Njau, who is now divorced from Elimo Njau, the 

Tanzania born educationist whom she had married in 1959 , is not to be taken as largely 

unaware of cultures outside Africa as she is widely travelled. She been to many to many 

western countries such as Gennany, Sweden, Denmark and France and given lectures 

on women and development in Kenya (Ondego 2000). 

Njau's marriage was obviously not a happy one. She (1998) revealed to me that one of 

the things that shocked her upon marriage was the discovery that she was not meant to 

hold an independent opinion. She says "I never imagined that if I got married somebody 

could feel that they can possess my brain, that I must see things in his own way of 

seeing and someone who will not listen when I say this is the right way to follow". 

According to an interview recorded by Ondego (2000), Njau's marriage to Elimo finally 

crumbled when she discovered that her husband had not only started an affair with an 

American missionary, Phillda, but that he had secretly fathered three children with her. 

In Ondego's words, Njau wrote Ripples in the Pool "for therapeutic effects". Her 

interview with me (Njau 1998) seems to validate this position because she says that she 

wrote the novel "when [she] was feeling so intensely about certain things" that she had 
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to do something about it. She argues that "when you feel so intensely, you either have to 

go crazy or bring out what you feel and communicate with other people". 

It is therefore possible that Ripples in the Pool was Njau's way of dealing with the crisis 

in her own marriage at that time. Ripples in the Pool is centred around Selina, whose 

mother has been driven to suicide by the cruelty of her husband. Selina, who is epileptic 

in her early days, is raped during one of her seizures by a gang of men at a roadside. She 

runs away to the city, where she learns the art of using and manipulating men, black and 

white, to provide for her own needs. When she decides to settle down she picks on 

Gikere, a colleague at Mbagathi hospital where she has found a job as a nurse after 

educating herself, for a husband because she knows he is weak, gutless and easy to 

control. After their marriage Gikere and Selina move to the village where Gikere wants 

to build a clinic. There, men and women rise up against Selina's independence. Gikere's 

mother becomes Selina's worst critic, finally managing to incite Gikere to be violent 

towards his wife. In the course of the crisis, Karuga, Selina's distant cousin, comes to 

help Gikere with the clinic. He has been living as an apprentice with Muthee, who is 

the village high priest and custodian of the sacred pool. Karuga, like Selina, has no 

immediate relatives because his mother had drowned in the pool which she scorned 

after having converted to Christianity and become a fundamentalist. By the time 

Karuga joins Gikere, Selina has already been driven into a neurotic state by 

patriarchal dominance in the village, surprisingly enforced in an immediate sense by her 

mother-in-law, in the demand that she defers to men. Her only comfort is Gaciiru, 

Gikere's sister, whom Selina loves in a possibly lesbian manner. Selina guards Gaciiru 

so jealously that when Karuga begins making sexual overtures to Gaciiru and Gaciiru 

seems to respond positively, it excites Selina's neurotic fury. She then kills Gaciiru 

before running away into the bushes. A distraught Karuga returns to Muthee to seek 



259 

advice and meditate by the pool. While trying to unravel the mystery of the pool, 

Karuga encounters Selina hiding among the reeds near the pool. She kills him. 

Rebeka Njau makes it explicit that the pool is a patriarchal institution with Muthee as 

the arch-patriarch and Karuga being groomed to take over. Njau also suggests that the 

pool is implicated in women's victimhood. Karuga's mother drowns herself in the pool 

after finding it impossible to express her new found faith and sense of liberation and 

mental independence from patriarchal control. The pool in this sense is a symbol of loss 

and defeat for women. However, the pool is not to be seen as merely oppressive to 

women. The pool in this text is a spiritual phenomenon or icon. It is a metaphor for the 

people's spirituality. It is not about whether or not it possesses real mystical powers but 

that it is a symbolic representation of the people's" ... honour and fear of the power of 

the unseen" (23). It is a source of healing, not just for physical and pathological 

illnesses, but also for psychosomatic illnesses for both men and women. Njau writes as 

one deeply conscious of the opposition between tradition and modernity. Although her 

writing asserts the fatedness of the demise of some traditional values, almost in the 

same way that Oedipus was fated to marry his mother and kill his father, she uses the 

pool to locate some aspects of tradition that should not be lost with modernisation. 

Njau represents the modem/traditional opposition in the contrast between Muthee's 

pool and the emergence of a modem hospital built in the village by the local M.P., Kefa 

Munene. In contrast to Kefa Munene, who is a rogue and only interested in selfish gain, 

Muthee is a selfless man who sees his duty to cure society as divine and therefore not to 

be commercialised. I find it significant that Selina, after killing Gaciru, hides among the 

reeds near the pool and that she kills Karuga as he contemplates the pool. Karuga's 

death signifies the need to reform the pool but not to expunge it, as the pool assumes 

both benevolent and malevolent status for Selina. It is a hiding place as well as the site 
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for confronting the patriarchal forces that have been against her and all women for 

generations. When she kills Karuga and his body is placed under the fig tree, he 

symbolically becomes the sacrifice for the beginning of reform of the pool. This 

becomes apparent because the fig tree in Kikuyu cosmology is a shrine, as explained by 

Kenyatta in Facing Mount Kenya. Maina is expressing consciousness of continuity 

when, in spite of Karuga's death and the old man's failing health, he still asserts that 

the "fig tree would survive the generations and the generations to come like the light, 

spirit and the truth that live on for ever" (152). 

The pool should be seen in the wider context ofNjau's interests. She has co-authored a 

book with Gideon Mulaki on Kenyan women titled Kenyan Women Heroes and their 

Mystical Power. According to the blurb at the back of the text, it " .. .is the kind of book 

that will be particularly useful to all those who want to understand the role played by 

women endowed with special gifts and skills in traditional Kenya. It will also be useful 

in correcting the traditional stereotyped image of Kenya women." Njau and Mulaki take 

time to document the life histories of powerful women in different Kenyan societies in 

colonial and pre-colonial times. Nearly everyone of the ten women discussed was 

renowned for her supernatural powers, such as the ability to foretell the future as well as 

to heal. In 1998, while interviewing Rebeka Njau on a wide range of issues including 

her writings, I asked her why she had chosen to write the book about Kenyan women 

and their mystical power, and this was her response: 

[P]oliticians were talking about these African women who were copying the 
western women, talking about liberation and that kind of thing. I wanted us to 
find out where our strength came from. Whether it came from the west or from 
our own past. Our own old women. And I discovered that our own women may 
have been illiterates but they had powers, they had gifts, they were talented and 
men listened to them and respected them. I was not afraid. I said well we have 
come from somewhere. I was very interested that people should go back to their 
roots and discover themselves .. " You must know where you have come from, 
you must conquer your own background and then you can look forward and 
spread out (Njau 1998). 
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In this quote there are two subjects that seem to recur in Njau's writings: first the 

attempt to demonstrate that there were strong women in traditional African society, with 

specific reference to the Kikuyu, who needed no foreigners for assistance in recognising 

and opposing patriarchal dominance; and secondly the desire to exhort people to 

understand and conquer their own cultural environments rather than blindly aping 

foreign cultures. The pool and the fig tree in Ripples in the Pool are metaphors of the 

people's "own background" or culture which they must first understand and conquer in 

order to move forward. The pool and the fig tree are not to be discarded but to be 

understood and reformed. 

Ripples in the Pool is about a Kenyan society in transformation in a post-colonial era. 

The title alludes to the stirrings of change. The society is likened to a pool into which 

foreign objects, in this case disruptive and revolutionary ideas from within and without, 

are thrown causing ripples. Karuga's mother, an independent minded woman who had 

embraced Christianity, in spite of her excesses, marks the beginning of such disruptions. 

Her mistake, as is discerned by Selina, was not questioning and challenging men as the 

wielders of power in her day but her excess in embracing and propagating the ideals of 

the new faith. Selina says that Karuga's mother became egotistic and self-righteous, and 

when the society failed to understand her she became bitter and gave up the fight. 

Muthee, the old man and perhaps the most perceptive character in the text, locates 

Karuga's mother's frustrations in her blind acceptance of Christianity as a new faith and 

the abandoning of traditional faith as represented by the pool. In consequence she found 

herself at odds with society. As she tried to preach her new faith, she "found herself 

unwelcome in every house she entered" (58). Unlike the traditional faith, Christianity as 

a new faith was a "fleeting kind that comes and goes, then comes again, over and over 
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again, coming and going, with no strong roots reaching hungrily deep into the soil" 

(58). Like Selina, Karuga's mother too became neurotic. In the middle of her crisis 

Karuga's mother would go to Muthee to weep on his shoulder. He tried making her 

embrace the spiritual significance of the pool, which he believed to hold the answer to 

mystery of life, but she scorned it at the cost of her life. 

Njau is conscious that change is inevitable. Her argument, however, is that embracing 

modernity without a corresponding understanding and transcending of tradition is 

bound to leave society more in chaos and pain than in freedom. In other words, to use 

Achebe's words in the title of his classic novel, Things [will] Fall Apart. The society 

that Njau describes is one that is falling apart precisely because people are not willing to 

take time to delve into the depths of their consciousness in order to strategize the future. 

It is this lethargy that Muthee recognises when the people come to him for healing and 

therefore refuses to prescribe drugs for their illnesses. Njau writes: 

In the last few months, he had come to realise that these men and women wanted 
drugs to anaesthetise their feelings and harden themselves against the cares and 
worries for their lives. They were not ready to dig deep into the soil and remove 
the worm that destroyed the seed planted long ago by their forefathers. So 
instead of mixing herbs and roots for cures, he would lead them to a patch of 
land he loved and with his cultivating knife would stir up the soil, dipping his 
hands right into the earth (83). 

This was his way of asking the people to stop scratching at the surface of things when 

trying to solve their problems but to dig deep into the soil, meaning into the forces that 

sustained them in the past, and learn from them. We must understand this image of 

digging deep into the soil in the context of the Kikuyu and their relationship to land. In 

regard to the conception of land, and therefore soil, by the Kikuyu, this is what lomo 

Kenyatta says in Facing Mount Kenya: 

In studying the Gikuyu tribal organisation it is necessary to take into 
consideration land tenure as the most important factor in the social, political, 
religious, and economic life of the tribe. As agriculturists, the Gikuyu people 
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depend entirely on the land. It supplies them with the material needs of life, 
through which spiritual and mental contentment is achieved. Communion with 
the ancestral spirits is perpetuated through contact with the soil in which the 
ancestors of the tribe lie buried. The Gikuyu consider the earth as the "mother" 
of the tribe, for the reason that the mother bears her burden for about eight 
months or nine moons while the child is in her womb, and then for a short period 
of suckling. But it is the soil that feeds the child through lifetime; and again after 
death it is the soil that nurses the spirits of the dead for eternity. Thus the earth is 
the most sacred thing above all that dwell in or on it (1938, 22). 

It is in this context that Muthee's gestures of asking people to dig deep into the soil 

must be seen. It may be argued that then Njau's thesis is flawed, especially when its 

underlying philosophy is the liberation of women, since the traditional past is a 

patriarchal system that has been basically oppressive to women. The first counter to this 

view is the fact that Njau believes that women were given leeway to exercise their 

powers in traditional Africa, especially in reference to healing and priestly duties. As I 

have already observed, it is this conviction that led her to research and publish Kenya 

Women Heroes: and their Mystical Power. But secondly and most importantly, Njau 

believes that understanding one's traditions and culture is the best foundation for 

charting the future. It is in this context that I understand why Njau's progressive women 

either fail, die or go mad. These women and the men in their livers are unable to 

positively manage change. The women are the ones who go mad because they are the 

ones desperate for change and therefore become more affected when initiating change 

meets heavy resistance. This however does not mean that Njau is against or unable to 

envision change. 

Indeed Ripples in the Pool is not about preservation or sustenance of the status quo, but 

rather about the need to learn the art of managing change or dealing with dissenting 

views. Gikere's failure is not so much his patriarchal entrenchment or masculinity, for 

Selina herself thinks he is not masculine enough and that he is a gutless imbecile, but 

rather his inability to contain or live with Selina's independence ofthought and action. I 
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think that Njau draws a parallel between the SelinalGikere relationship and the 

Karuga/Njeru relationship. Njeru is a stubborn independent minded goat that Karuga 

finds impossible to tame. In his frustration and fury, Karuga breaks Njeru's leg only to 

be given that very goat by Maina and then denied the chance to kill the goat, as he 

would have wished. Muthee argues: "life that is smooth is not life at all. ... Where is our 

strength if we fail to control one helpless little creature? If we destroy Njeru, is that the 

end of pain? What shall we do with the other Njerus among us" (68). When Karuga 

insists that Njeru should be killed because he is mad and incorrigible, Muthee retorts in 

words that perfectly fit Selina: 

My son, be patient. Njeru is not just a stupid mad animal. I have watched him, 
and I know he wishes to communicate with us but his way is blocked. The rope 
around his neck makes him helpless, and he is angry because we have shut him 
away from the things he wants to do. Can't you understand this, my son? .. .Ifwe 
have denied him the things he loves, why shouldn't we be patient with his mad 
ways? I know Njeru is a maniac today, but why should we suppose he will be a 
maniac tomorrow? (69-70) 

Like Njeru's incorrigibility, Selina's psychosis is never cured because Gikere and 

society at large are unable to cope with her independence. They are unable to accept her 

dissenting views in the same way that Muthee says Karuga had learnt to "take for 

granted those thorny shrubs on his path in the wilderness" (71). In other words when 

Muthee tells the people to stop scratching at the surface of things but to confront and 

deal with life's cares and worries, he is in effect saying that they must learn to deal with 

progressive and independent minded women such as Selina. He is arguing that rather 

than seek to exterminate or employ violence to silence those that hold contrary views, as 

Karuga attempts with Njeru and Gikere with Selina, society must learn to accept and 

live with them. 

Finally, although Njau is obviously aware of the imbalance of power in favour of men, 

she does not construct a simplistic men/women power axis where women occupy the 
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position of victims and men that of aggressors. As in Kenya Women Heroes: and their 

Mystical Power, Njau's Ripples in the Pool seeks to dispel the myth of inactive, 

powerless and property-less African women. It is for this reason that in spite of Selina 

becoming psychotic because the male dominated system gives her no room to express 

herself, she is not presented as merely a victim of men. Indeed Gikere, her husband, is 

more her victim than her tonnentor. Selina woos and marries him because she knows he 

is soft, weak and therefore manipulable. It is true that he subjects her to domestic 

violence twice and that that is supposed to make him feel more of a man than ifhe never 

beats her, but in both instances Njau invites us to empathise with Gikere without 

excusing him. In the first instance he turns violent because Selina attacks his mother, 

while in the second instance he is provoked by news that Selina has secretly sold their 

land and house to Gikere's nemesis, Kefa Munene. Unlike Dangarembga and Walker, 

Njau does not construct silenced, disinherited and disempowered women overwhelmed 

by a unitary patriarchal system, but rather a social system, patriarchal in nature but 

sustained by both men and women in almost equal share. 

Gikere's mother, for example, is a land owner and an astute business woman whose 

husband left her early in marriage, but she nevertheless thinks Gikere should assert his 

authority by being autocratic in his relationship with Selina. The greatest hindrance to 

Selina's independence is not Gikere but his mother. Selina suffers physical abuse at the 

hands of her father and sexual abuse from villagers, but in the city she manipulates and 

uses men to her advantage, making them pay for all her needs, even swindling property 

from some of them. Conflict and tension in her marriage does not lead to her being 

thrown out of the home, as we would expect, rather Gikere is the one who is forced to 

move out and lodge at Heshima Trading Centre. Indeed the novel seems to suggest that 

Gikere, Karuga and Gaciru are Selina's victims, but that she is in tum a victim of wider 
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social forces which, though patriarchal, derive their power from both the collusion of 

both men and women. Selina therefore has some of her fiercest critics in Gikere's 

mother and in Maria, the nurse. Although Maria's criticism of Selina might be inspired 

by her interest in Gikere, as a possible husband, it is nevertheless not different in kind 

from that of other women in the village. 

In tenns of binary oppositions there are only two things that Njau makes clear 

distinctions about: the city is more empowering than the village and marriage is the 

most disempowering institution for women. Selina is therefore able to control and 

manipulate men in the city, but in the village men and the patriarchal system drive her 

mad. "In the city she had many admirers. She was successful in every way" (51), but in 

the village, where she had been subjected to both physical and sexual child abuse as a 

child, domestic violence after marriage reduces her "beauty, charm and... self 

confidence" (51). Njau's unmarried women are strong, independent-minded and 

propertied leaders in society, like Mariana in The Scar and, in spite of her faults, 

Gikere's mother whose husband abandoned her early in their marriage. The married 

women, such as Selina, her mother and Tetu in Ripples, are basically captives and 

victims of the institution. Selina's mother is driven to suicide by her husband, Tetu's 

husband, Kefa Munene, stages an accident that kills her and Selina is reduced to a 

neurotic enigma. 

Margaret Ogola and Rebeka Njau differ in their understanding of the significance of 

marriage and their choice of the kind of spirituality they prescribe for Africa. Njau is 

critical of both Christianity and the institution of marriage but defensive of Kikuyu 

traditional religion without embracing every aspect it. In her interview with me she 

compared Christianity to opium used by people to throttle their feelings or to escape the 
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realities of life. In reference to marriage, an institution that Christianity holds as sacred 

and in which man's authority is only comparable to that of Christ over the church, Njau 

had this to say: 

I never imagined that if I got married somebody could feel that they can possess 
my brain, that I must see things in his own way of seeing and someone who will 
not listen when I say this is the right way to follow. They do not want to listen. 
You know it is hard to have been brought up a liberated person in your mind, to 
get involved with somebody who has got these stereotypes; a woman should 
behave like this, a Kikuyu woman is very aggressive, you know, those 
stereotypes. And you are labelled aggressive because you have ideas and you 
want to put them forward. And somebody else does not want. .. so that is what I 
was saying. I do not want to be in prison, my brain to be imprisoned by anyone. 
I want to express myself, and you can see even in the prayer of a child, I have 
written the prayer ofthe child, did you see it? (Njau 1998). 

Ogola, on the other hand, is a committed Catholic subscribing to the ideas of the 

sanctity of marriage, motherhood, and the family. In her interview with me she argued 

that motherhood is empowering, that she does not believe in broken families and that 

fathers should be the head of their families. When I asked whether she thought 

motherhood was empowering to women, she said: 

So much so that I cause a bit of a scandal when I introduce myself and say first 
of all I am married, I have four children and it is because of these children that I 
get the inspiration to wake up every day and do what I need to do. I think I 
would be less than the person I would want to be if I did not have the children 
and my husband really. My approach to this issue is very African. I think that 
this is the most important thing in my life: that however many degrees I have, 
however successful my literary works, if I am a failure as a mother and my 
children go into the next generation without having achieved the 
wholesomeness, which you can only achieve from your mother actually, I would 
feel that I had failed miserably and nothing could replace that. I do not feel that 
my children have been a drawback in any way. On the contrary they have given 
me an impulse to go much further than I would have if I had been on my own 
perhaps with my husband. When I read all these things about the motherhood 
being a drawback and women needing to be liberated from motherhood so that 
we can compete with men in the work place I am a bit sad (Ogola 1998). 

Married to fellow doctor George Ogola, with whom she has the four children mentioned 

in the quote above, Margaret Ogola is currently Executive Director of Family Life 

Counselling Association of Kenya. The River and the Source, which is her first novel, 
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won the 1995 Jomo Kenyatta prize for literature and the 1995 Commonwealth Writer's 

Prize for the Africa region's best first book. She has also co-authored a non-fictional 

text with her husband titled Educating in Love. In spite of their ideological differences, 

Njau and Ogola in my opinion both present Afrocentric approaches to gender issues. 

In The River and the Source, Margaret Ogola, like Njau, insists that the struggle for 

gender equity or even the emergence of strong revolutionary women in Africa is not a 

colonial legacy. Instead she constructs the journey toward gender freedom as a river 

whose source is traditional Africa and which flows from the past to the present. The 

narrative begins in the early 1900s with Akoko's marriage to chief Owuor Kembo, to 

whom she bears two sons and a daughter. The chief is not a conventional man, for he 

refuses to marry more wives in spite of his mother's insistence and is not keen on 

fathering many children. In 1918, Akoko's first son, Obura Kembo, dies in Tanzania 

while fighting in the first world war. When his father dies shortly thereafter, Obura 

Kembo's brother, Owang Sino, takes over the chiefhood in line with chik (tradition) 

which demands that if the chief dies, his first son or the closest male in his lineage takes 

over. Unfortunately the new chief chokes to death on a fishbone. Owang Sino's son, 

named Owuor after his grandfather, is only a toddler when his father chokes to death. 

Since chik cannot allow the infant Owuor to take over as he is too young, his uncle, 

Otieno Kembo, is obliged to take over. 

According to tradition, Otieno Kembo should hold the position of chief until the young 

Owuor is old enough to take over. However, Otieno Kembo decides to keep power to 

himself and begins to appropriate his brother's as well as Akoko' s wealth. In the words 

of the narrator, Akoko "[feels] the weight of injustice that women have felt since time 

immemorial in her male dominated world" (66) in the realisation that "as a woman, a 



269 

widow and sonless mother, the only male in her direct line being a little baby, she [is] 

greatly disadvantaged" (66). Although she knows the odds are against her, Akoko 

refuses to cave in, but opts to fight her brother head on by appealing to sirikai, the 

colonial government, for intervention. She embarks on a journey to Kisuma, present day 

Kisumu, where the colonial government headquarters are located. This journey marks 

the beginning of a struggle, for Akoko and her offspring, in pursuit of not only gender 

justice but also of a more humane society. Akoko therefore becomes the source of the 

spirit of resistance, the river which Ogola lets flow from generation to generation up to 

1992 when it finds residence in Wandera, a Kikuyu who gets married into this Luo 

community. Akoko is the source of this great river that "starts its journey as a little 

stream which at first meanders around without any apparent direction, sometimes 

disappearing underground altogether, but always there, always moving towards the sea" 

(71). 

Ogola's main women characters are both subversive and conformist. I think the major 

strength of this novel is Ogola's ability to create women who challenge long-held 

patriarchal values and stereotypes and their attendant injustice against women without 

operating outside their communities or disrupting the stability of the community. Indeed 

she may be accused of being idealistic in the way she refuses to pit women against men 

but rather wins the men over to the women's cause without any direct connection 

between the men's actions and a desire to make right what has been wrong for decades. 

The resistance to injustice against women is begun by Akoko, who goes to Kisumu to 

appeal to a male dominated administrative system against her brother-in-Iaw's attempt 

to manipulate tradition in order to disinherit her. The male white administrators, with 

the help of male local assistants, side with Akoko and decree that her brother-in-law be 

dethroned and that the elders' council appoint another man to be a custodian of the 
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chiefs stool till Akoko's grandson is old enough to take over. Although Akoko's 

grandson never lives to enjoy the fruits of his grandmother's victory, because hereditary 

chiefdoms are done away with completely, Ogola argues that Akoko's actions "opened 

new vistas for her family, which showed another world and the possibility of a different 

way" (85). Meanwhile Akoko leaves her matrimonial home and goes back to her 

father's land with all the wealth she had created when her husband was alive. The first 

person to follow the route opened by Akoko to a new world is Akoko's daughter, 

Nyambera. After having lost her husband, Nyambera is inherited in accordance with 

custom but she not only suffers conflict in the new marriage but also several 

miscarriages. In her attempt to deal with her pain, she decides to leave the village and 

seek a new religion: Catholicism. She moves to a catholic mission centre where she 

learns the new faith. The mission provides an opportunity for her daughter, Awiti, to 

become one of the very first women in Luo-land to obtain formal education and become 

a teacher. Awiti is so much of a pioneer in Luo-land that she becomes "an object of 

curiosity" because "a woman who worked at anything apart from tilling land and 

rearing children was a hitherto unknown phenomenon" (132). This, however, does not 

stop Mark Antony 0100 Sigu from wooing and marrying her and fathering seven 

children. The process of change initiated by Akoko climaxes with Wandia, Awiti's 

daughter-in-law, becoming the first woman in Kenya to be awarded a doctorate in 

medicine. This occasion seems to be the culmination of a struggle by women to create 

space for themselves in a male dominated system, without questioning or challenging 

the underlying philosophies behind the domination. In spite of the successes of her 

individual women characters, therefore, Ogola may be accused by some critics of failing 

to question and deconstruct the fundamental social and philosophical structures that 

undermine women's effort at liberation. Interestingly and not surprisingly, therefore, the 

men that matter to the women most, their husbands, support them. I think this is Ogola's 



271 

way of suggesting that women's battle against sexism should begin at home, and that in 

order to succeed here, the resistance need not be structured in terms of men against 

women. Ogola is also arguing that women, if given support and not constrained by any 

artificial social and patriarchal barriers can succeed in anything they put their minds to. 

In other words, Ogola's novel demonstrates that it is not tokenism and favouritism that 

women need to succeed, they just need free access to opportunities. 

In this text, Ogola also seems to be arguing that tradition is not necessarily designed to 

oppress women and that men have been unjust to women in the way they have 

manipulated tradition. When Akoko therefore embarks on what we can rightfully call 

her feminist journey, she is not up against tradition but in pursuit of it. Ogola's novel, 

unlike Walker's Possessing the Secret of Joy or Dangarembga's Nervous Conditions, 

does not inscribe African feminists as up against a patriarchal system that pits men 

against women. In reference to patriarchy, Ogola (1998) suggests that its construction as 

a system designed to oppress women is wrong. In her words: 

I do not see empowerment as a struggle between men and women. Neither do I 
see men as totally evil nor do I see the predicament that women find themselves 
in as deliberately evil intent on men's part, neither do I see patriarchy as an 
invention of men. But I see it very much as a biological necessity for which 
reasons many feminists would probably cut off my neck. And that is why they 
fight motherhood. Because you can only understand patriarchy in the context of 
motherhood. Because a woman who is with child or who is looking after a 
young one cannot also be out there fending and defending. This is a reality and 
when I am talking of defending and fending I am also talking about coming to 
the office to work. There are certain times when it is physically impossible to be 
in these other places. So if we do away with motherhood then there will be that 
kind of equality that they want. That is why there is such a bitter fight against 
"femininism" understood in the context of motherhood. If we women begin to 
feel that having children is slavery, then they have succeeded. There is no future 
in that! (Ogola 1998). 

This quote might give the erroneous impression that Ogola thinks that patriarchy is a 

necessity in all its shapes and forms. On the contrary she uses her novel, The River and 

the Source, to identify negative elements of patriarchal practices and expectations 
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whose jettisoning she advocates and celebrates. She invites us to celebrate Akoko's 

rebellion against traditional requirements, during betrothal ceremonies, that the bride 

presents herself as a " ... picture of demure shyness, her eyes fixed finnly on the floor 

her hands held together in front of her mouth" (22) suggesting silencing. Not only does 

Akoko walk in confidently, with measured steps and head held high with her hands at 

her sides, but she also chooses to gaze on her suitor as if to gauge and challenge him. 

She continues with this fearless refusal to be silenced in marriage where she speaks 

" ... candidly on almost any subject" (27). Ogola's feminist Afrocentricity is reflected in 

her refusal to construct a chief summoning patriarchal assistance to force his wife to toe 

the line but rather suggests that Akoko's strong character impressed the chief and made 

him lose interest in all other women. Interestingly, it is his mother who organises a 

Jadongo (council of elders) to try and persuade the chief to marry another wife, 

especially because Akoko is not being prolific enough in tenns of producing children. 

Ogola acknowledges that traditional Luo society saw women's function as primarily 

reproductive. She argues that that view was propagated and sustained by both men and 

women, as is indicated by Chief Owuor Kembo's mother's insistence that he marries 

another wife since Akoko does not get pregnant as frequently as expected. Ogola invites 

us to celebrate the fact that in a society where "the purpose of female existence was 

marriage and child bearing" (120), where women were supposed to be ashamed or at 

least hide their brilliance; and where a woman doing anything else other than tilling 

land and rearing children was a strange and rare phenomenon, there still emerge such 

strong and resistant women without any foreign help. Awiti, Nyabera's daughter and 

Akoko's granddaughter, is a personification of the transcendence of limitations 

imposed by traditions. She does not manage to rise above these traditional forces 

because she goes to a missionary school, or because she gets help from a philanthropic 
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western missionary, black or white, but because she is brought up by strong, visionary 

Luo women. 

Ogola is therefore neither against change nor suggesting that Africa does not need 

interventions to make her traditions progressive and gender sensitive. She is rather 

arguing that African women are well able to recognise injustice and to locate and seek 

help wherever that may be in the attempt to improve their situation. When Akoko first 

seeks the intervention of the colonial government, we should understand that she is not 

asking it to introduce and enforce its preferred new and Eurocentric system but rather 

that the government should intervene to withhold and enforce the traditional system. 

Indeed the white colonial administrator, the District Officer, is credited with having 

taken time to understand the traditional system. When Nyabera moves to the mission, 

though in pursuit of a foreign religion, it is not because a foreign missionary comes to 

her rescue but because black men had come to the village with news of a new "God 

who made meaning out of sorrow and suffering and who particularly liked the poor, the 

orphan and the widow" (92). Unlike Dangarembga's Tambu, whose progression toward 

gender equity and liberation from the shackles of tradition is also a progression from a 

black dominated society to a white dominated one, even the mission that Nyabera goes 

to is not only run by blacks but there is no mention of the presence of white people. 

The priests and catechists are black. Ogola not only effectively resists the temptation to 

construct Afrocentric feminism in tenns of opposition to Eurocentric feminism, but 

also pre-empts the possibility of being charged with imitating westerners by advocating 

for strong free women. 

Ogola takes time to explain rather than repudiate many of the African customs that she 

makes reference to. Like Achebe in Things Fall Apart, she argues that Chik (tradition) 
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"governed every aspect of the life of the people", (80) and that it "was the glue which 

held the people together, thus preventing disintegration of the fabric of society, and 

chaos" (80). "Without Chik to tell each person where he fitted in the exact order of 

things, there would be confusion and apprehension" (80) For that reason, the 

" ... majority were glad to avail themselves for the surety it offered; to do and to be done 

by" (80). Ogola therefore explains that according to tradition Owuor Kembo's brother 

"should have married his brother's widow and become guardian of the grandson and not 

owner of the chiefs stool" (80). In other words Ogola is demonstrating that there was a 

rational and reasonable explanation to what is pejoratively known in feminist discourses 

as wife inheritance. In reference to this practice, known as Tero among the Luo, Ogola 

says that a man who so inherited a widow, " ... had no real rights over the woman, his 

job being that of siring children to maintain the dead man's name and to keep his widow 

from wandering from man to man" (91), which is scandalous in the community. While 

interviewing Ogola in 1998, I asked her about various traditions considered oppressive 

to women, among them being wife inheritance, and this is what she said: 

I think frequently it is a deliberate misrepresentation of an issue and removing it 
from its historical backgrounds for purposes of the war. All this liberation 
struggle is a battle, it is a war and there are people who are radically oriented in 
the same way as the more destructive kind of communism is radical. But when 
you take things like wife inheritance and female circumcision and all these 
things out of their historical contexts, then you can really deceive people .... It is 
the same thing with wife inheritance. It has to do with understanding the 
position of the woman in the home. A woman did move to the home of the 
husband but she was truly seen as an asset. So when a husband dies, you had 
two choices. A woman had either to return to her home and look for another 
husband or begin to look for someone to take care of her sexual needs in a 
manner that was totally unacceptable among Africans, you know, a date for the 
evening. This was simply not done. So what do you do next? The brother had to 
do a duty. It was a duty to his sister-in-law. Of course now, many things have 
come into it and one has to reconsider. I am not saying that one has to stick to 
one's culture no matter what because things change, but it should not be seen as 
something that was done to oppress anybody. On the contrary it was to protect 
women and children (Ogola 1998). 
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In a way, The River and the Source, which is a historical text, not so much because its 

characters are based on real people but because of the way it is contexualised in tenns of 

time and events in Kenya, is also Ogola's attempt to put some of these cultural practices 

in their social-historical perspective. Ogola, though a doctor by training, does not 

subject some of the clearly irrational practices in society to logical scrutiny as Walker 

does in Possessing the Secret of Joy. Nyabera, for example, loses three children before 

Awiti is born. Because of these previous loses, " .... a little ceremony designed to 

confuse the evil spirits and to enhance the child's chances of survival" (89) IS 

perfonned. The ceremony involves wrapping up the baby " ... in a soft kid skin and 

plac[ing it] ... at the main gate" (89) and then waiting for an old woman to "find" the 

baby. When an old woman finds such a baby she understands the "significance of the 

phenomenon" (89) and that it belongs to someone in the homestead beside whose gate 

the baby is found. She therefore takes the baby to the house claiming to have found it. 

She hands the baby over to the mother saying that "someone must have thrown it away 

[but that] since it was found near your home it must be the will of Were (God) for you 

to keep it" (89). Awiti, unlike her other siblings, for whom the ceremony is not 

perfonned, survives. Ogola is of course not arguing that there is a logical and scientific 

relation between Awiti's survival and the ceremony but that for the Luo community 

such ceremonies did at times seem to work and that for that reason they practised them. 

Ogola's Afrocentricity lies not in her defence of African traditions but In her 

empathetic approach to them even when recording and endorsing their inevitable 

demise. Ogola is in fact so keen on presenting Africa positively that she lies in danger 

of being accused of not subjecting some of the traditions and practices to keen scrutiny. 

While she, for example, deconstructs the view of marriage and child bearing as the 

primary and ultimate function for women by creating articulate, independent-minded 
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but married career women, she at the same time seems to erase some of the problems 

one would expect in marriage. In the whole text, for instance, only Otieno Kembo treats 

his wives badly. Ogola hints that they respond in kind but we never get to know what in 

fact they do. 0100 Sigu subjects his wife to neglect and infidelity, but when Awiti finds 

out, she decides to keep silent about it for the sake of peace and the survival of the 

marriage. As a Catholic and family life campaigner, Ogola at times seems to sweep 

tensions within the family under the carpet. In Becky, the one character who seems 

ready to challenge some of the family values such as obedience to parents and 

faithfulness to husbands is erased by being infected with AIDS. Although Becky dies a 

rich woman who leaves a sizeable inheritance for her Courtney children she remains 

censored for her sexual freedom and for daring to rebel. The only option that Ogola 

leaves for those who reject marriage is religion, and specifically Catholicism, such as 

happens with Vera who joins Opus Dei as a non-marrying member, or Peter and Tony 

who both become priests. 

In conclusion, Walker and Dangarembga are Eurocentric because besides being critical 

of African traditional practices, they project Europe and her values as the alternative one 

should embrace. Both seem to think that western missionaries have a central role to play 

in women's emancipation in Africa. Their texts imply that contact with the west either 

sparks African women's discontent and resistance to African patriarchy or that the 

contact educates, updates and gives substance to the sense of injustice that African 

women had previously felt but not been able to explain in terms of patriarchy. Although 

Dangarembga's Tambu begins her resistance before encountering any westerners, it is 

not until she meets her anglicised cousin that she begins to understand her oppression as 

conditioned by her femaleness in opposition to maleness. Walker and Dangarembga are 

both Eurocentric because they construct feminism in Africa as a fight against patriarchy 



277 

or in terms of men/women opposition. On the other hand, Njau and Ogola, though 

approaching the subject from different ideological perspectives, are Afrocentric because 

while critical of certain African traditions, they present the traditions empathetically and 

even suggest that some of them can form a basis for women's liberation. Their 

argument is that contravention of some African traditions has in fact been the basis of 

women's marginalisation and disinheritance in society. Secondly, they do not view 

gender conflicts in Africa as a men/women opposition but instead posit that some 

communally held values, sometimes insisted upon and effected by women, are 

oppressive to women. In other words, paradoxical as it may sound, the community, both 

men and women, are prisoners of some of their own cultural practices which means that 

the demise of these practices needs a combined male/female effort. Njau therefore 

suggests that people must look deep into their past and into themselves in order to chart 

the future while Ogola, like Ogot in The Strange Bride, advocates that men and women 

in marriage relationships need to stand up against the tyranny of some of their 

traditions. It is within this context that we need to interpret 0100 Sigu's refusal to 

entertain his mother's casting suspicion over his wife's inability to bear children. In the 

same way, Owuor Kembo refuses to marry many wives and shows no interest in having 

many children to the chagrin of the rest of the community. 
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Conclusion 

This study's findings are not primarily new in content but in focus. While there have 

been a number of studies on other women writers from west Africa (Azodo, Ada 

Uzoamaka and Gay Wilentz, 1999; Umeh, Marie 1996; 1998) and South Africa 

(Dimitriu 2000, Yelin 1998) as far as I know there has not been any full length study of 

East African women writers, let alone any detailed study singly focused on a specific 

woman writer from the region. The focus of this thesis, feminism and Afrocentricity, is 

unique in the sense that it is not often that the two systems of thought and practice are 

combined or even associated with each other. When African male literary critics such as 

Ojo-ade (1983) have focused on feminism, it has been in order to demonstrate how 

advocates of feminism in Africa are simply imbibing western value systems. On the 

other hand, when western women critics have focused on African women writers in 

regard to gender or feminist issues, as in Stratton (1994) or Katherine Frank (1984, 

1987), it has been to celebrate African women's criticism of, and departure from, 

African traditions to embrace feminism. In other words, the tendency has been to 

construct African women as either Afrocentric or feminist without the option of being 

both. I am pleased to note, however, that in the last decade more sophisticated studies, 

which pay attention to African women writers' self-constructs within African cultures 

have begun to emerge (Nnaemeka 1995, 1997a, 1997b; Nfah-Abbenyi 1997; Pauline 

Uwakweh 1998, 1995 and Gloria Chukukere 1994, 1995). 

The findings of this thesis indicate that these late twentieth century studies are closer to 

the truth in understanding African women writers because these new studies are 

willing to pay attention to African women writers' self-construction. It seems to me that 

in the attempt to appropriate or force African women writers into an either/or mode, in 

the feminist and/or Afrocentric discourses, critics have failed to pay attention to what 
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the African women themselves say. Kolawole (1997) is correct when she says that 

"[f]or too long, the African woman's reality has been inscribed from the west or by 

men" (10). African male critics have tended to listen to the discourses of western 

feminist critics and assume that African women writers are necessarily speaking the 

same language as western feminists, where African culture is too often seen as archaic, 

oppressive, and negative. On the other hand western feminist critics, perhaps in the 

belief that true feminism must conform to western notions of women's liberation, have 

tended to read meanings in African texts that this thesis has found untenable. Katherine 

Frank (1987), for example, says that the African women writers studied for her paper, 

"Women without men: The feminist novel in Africa", are trying to create a world 

without men, while Stratton argues that in Ogot's fiction men fall apart to make room 

for women. When I confronted Grace Ogot with that assertion, she responded by saying 

that in her fiction men will never fall apart. It is possible to argue that authors are not 

necessarily the best critics of their own works, but chapter four of this thesis, focused 

on Ogot, reveals that although Ogot is critical of men, she in no way wants a world 

without them. As a matter of fact her characters are sometimes annoying in the way they 

are never able to rise above or even confront and challenge men and their sexist 

treatment of women. In The White Veil, for example, the reader is vexed by an Achola 

who insists on spending all her energy trying to marry a man who leaves her just 

because she will not engage in premarital sex. In such instances Ogot's texts are 

disappointing in the way that the women characters seem to be prisoners of their social 

systems, with their choices limited to what their patriarchal societies have to offer as 

opposed to being able to reject those provisions which are oppressive and creating new 

opportunities for themselves even when their broad communities might not like these 

new choices. What cannot be denied, however, is that Ogot presents a convincing case 
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for allowing women to play more prominent roles than society currently allows, in the 

administration, allocation and distribution of the nation's resources. 

The conclusion to this thesis is that in order to understand African women, and here 

specifically Kenyan women, and their stance in regard to feminism and Afrocentricity, 

the two ideologies also need revisiting. In my interviews with six Kenyan women 

writers, all of them, except Wanjiku Kabira, were adamant that they should not be 

described as feminists. Wanjiku Kabira, though not explicitly embracing the term, 

offered to explain why African women shy away from being called feminists, saying: 

I suspect it has to do with first of all a misconception of what feminism is all 
about. I think feminism is about humanism. Only that humanism is a male 
concept and in that context human beings have not been women until feminism 
came into existence. Secondly, it is because feminism has been associated with 
radical women's movement in the U.S. I think it has to do with the concept of 
feminism that African women are familiar with, with the radical feminism. But 
also, I think, because the preoccupation of women in Africa could be different. 
Of course we are talking of local feminisms again. Depending on the issues and 
the interests of the community and the context: the cultural, the political and 
social context, there are certain issues which are priorities in Africa which may 
not be priorities in other places 

In another article that Kabira co-authored with Oduor (1995), the two argue that "the 

women's movement is not a recent phenomenon in Kenya. Its origins lie in the pre-

colonial period, when women formed self-help groups and work parties to assist one 

another during periods of economic and social stress" (189). They further argue that 

"[t]his tradition of forming women's groups to consolidate efforts for addressing 

problems has carried forward into the contemporary period" (189). In this paper, Kabira 

and Oduor confess that when they were first asked to do a paper on the women's 

movement, their pre-conceived notions of a movement as one exhibiting "common 

objective, continuity, unity and co-ordination" (187) nearly made them conclude that 

there was no such thing as the women's movement in Kenya. Upon reflection, however, 

they noticed that there was "intense activity going on ... of women's groups meetings, 
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workshops, seminars and even individual women agitating for women's rights in the 

courts, in the media and on the streets" (187). They conclude that " ... while 

conventional notions of social movements do not fully explain the women's movement 

in Kenya, the movement does exist and is vibrant with activity. However these efforts 

are often uncoordinated and fragmented, with individual women's groups developing 

specific strategies to suit local situations" (206). They say that they also " ... noted that 

the movement has its roots in traditional forms of resistance to gender-based 

oppression" (206). 

In many ways this is the same conclusion I reach in terms of feminism in Kenya. I do 

not choose to make a distinction between the women's movement and feminism, even 

though strictly speaking the two are different. My feeling is that the differences often 

identified are useful more for discursive purposes than for practical reasons. It is of 

course true that even in the west, feminism and the women's movement cannot be 

equated, but it is also true that the two cannot be dissociated. It is in this context that I 

conclude in this thesis that it should not be assumed there were no feminists in Africa 

prior to colonialism or even before the emergence of the term in the west. Indeed, as 

observed in chapter two, the term feminist was coined to describe women who were 

engaged in activities aimed at subverting long held societal norms. The argument here is 

that it is possible to be feminist in practice even though not cognisant of its existence as 

a philosophy. This is the way I conceptualise the writers I have discussed in this thesis 

who deny that they are feminists whilst their texts deal with feminist issues. They are, 

in the context of chapter two of this thesis, existentially feminist even though may not 

be feminists in terms of consciousness. In other words there is a difference between 

being and consciousness. 
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Like feminism, Afrocentricity also needs revisiting in order to understand the position 

occupied by the women writers studied. I have argued that Afrocentricity cannot be any 

longer interpreted in essentialist terms where Africans are defined by colour or even 

simply geographical location. The findings in this study reveal that Afrocentricity is a 

culturally based world-view that can be acquired as well as learnt and appropriated by 

anyone regardless of race, creed or origin. Afrocentricity is not to be seen in opposition 

to Eurocentricity, or any other system for that matter. In the context of this thesis it is 

erroneous to credit Molefi Asante Kete with having founded Afrocentricity because 

Afrocentricity is not something that can be founded but rather it is a culturally based 

system of thought and practice. It is neither superior nor inferior to Eurocentricity. The 

two are simply different ways of constructing and understanding the world around us. I 

believe that I have established in this thesis that Mrujorie Oludhe Macgoye, though 

white, is Afrocentric in approach to women's issues in Kenya, while Alice Walker and 

Tsitsi Dangarembga in the texts examined here are not Afrocentric. Chapters five and 

six, which deal with Macgoye on the one hand and Walker and Dangaremgbga on the 

other respectively, demonstrate that it is paramount that Afrocentricity be separated 

from race. 

In essence then, this study has established that in their proper contexts, feminism and 

Afrocentricity, where feminism is not unnecessarily yoked to its occidental historical 

origins and practice, and where Afrocentricity is not assumed to be some metaphysical 

essence only available to black Africans, can be usefully applied in the re-interpretation 

of African women's literature. Indeed it is my submission that when the two systems of 

thought are properly applied in the reading and criticism of African women's literature, 

it becomes no longer possible to treat African women writers as lightly as they have 

been previously dealt with in male critical discourses, or to see African women's 
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literature, as some western female critics have tended to do, as primarily an extension 

of western feminist ideological discourses. 

In the context of feminism and Afrocentricity, divested of extremism, the creative works 

studied in this thesis confirm what some recent writers and critics have begun to 

observe. I am thinking of such publications as African Feminism: The Politics of 

Survival in sub-saharan Africa edited by Gwendolyn Mikell (1997); Womanism and 

African Consciousness by Mary E. Modupe Kolawole (1997); Sisterhood. Feminisms 

and Power: From Africa to the Diaspora edited by Obioma Nnaemeka (1998); and 

Motherism: The Afrocentric Alternative to Feminism by Catherine Obianjulu Acholonu 

(1995), among others, in which the consensus seems to be that the assumption that 

African women do not need feminism because they are already liberated is as wrong as 

the assumption that African women are silent, submissive sufferers whom western 

feminism or the women's liberation movement can awaken or has awakened. The 

writers studied also reveal that African women do not think that traditions and cultural 

practices are the major hindrance to women's liberation in Africa, but that it is modem 

masculinist interpretations of the same that are a problem. The creative works are a 

fictional rendition of what Obioma Nnaemeka (1997b) calls the" ... transformations of 

African traditional institutions by 'modernity' and the manipulation of these 

transformatory stages by men to their own advantage thereby creating the pain of their 

female partners" (170). The women writers encourage African women to confront and 

challenge men on their stance in respect to traditions so that men are not allowed to get 

away with insisting on traditions when those traditions suit the men. Indeed the women 

writers reject the accusation that in demanding justice and equality they have deferred to 

western norms and betrayed their traditional value systems. They rather argue that 

women, in many cases, are having to fight for their own liberation because men have 
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abandoned traditional practices, and that men only subvert and appeal to these traditions 

when they want to silence women. These ideas are evident as demonstrated in the 

following summaries of my thesis chapters. 

In chapter four, Grace Ogot argues that it is not the case that African women have been 

silent or even silenced, but that men have failed to listen to and act on what women say. 

The result has been that men, women and their families have suffered. She contests the 

argument that women have abandoned their African traditional practices in such stories 

as Elizabeth, The White Veil and The Wayward Father. by exploring how men have 

practised double standards in regard to matters of sexuality and marriage. Men want to 

engage in premarital sex yet expect to marry only virgins. They want to engage in sex 

outside marriage without the responsibility that a polygamous system would demand. 

Ogot's stance is taken a step further by Kabira whose stories, examined in chapter three, 

indicate that polygamy is not necessarily, as Katherine Frank (1987) argues, the most 

oppressive and "glaringly inequitable and sexist feature of traditional African society" 

(I5). Instead, polygamy provides opportunities for decentring an oppressive man. 

Chapter three may be considered controversial in the way it seeks to demonstrate that 

African women writers' specific issues of concerns are not the same as those of their 

western counterparts interested in gender issues in Africa. Out of the twenty-six stories 

studied, none of them is focused on such institutions or practices as female 

circumcision, wife inheritance, bride price in Africa, or even the evils of polygamy. It is 

interesting that while the women writers acknowledge that marriage is frequently an 

oppressive institution to women, nearly all of them seem to think that polygamous 

marriages are not any more troublesome than monogamous marriages. Rather than 

traditional institutions, cultures and practices, the women are more concerned with 
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issues relating to rape, domestic violence, the legal and judicial system in regard to 

marriage, unfair representation in government, and economic empowerment. This 

stance is reinforced in chapter five, on Macgoye, where she revisits the history of Kenya 

to show how women contributed to the freedom struggle but never reaped the benefits 

of uhuru (freedom) together with their men. Macgoye is the only writer among the 

women I have studied for this dissertation to devote some of her works to exploring, 

deconstructing and reconstructing a traditional institution, the concept of home. I think 

this may be arguably attributed to the fact that although she has cultivated a sense 

cultural literacy vis-a-vis Luo traditional culture, her European background means she 

had to create her own concept of home. She is therefore able to view the concept in a 

much wider sense thanMacgoye argues that home, specifically among the Luo, has been 

a patriarchal institution that women need to reconstitute or recreate to suit themselves. 

She echoes Ogot (1998) who argues that in the wake of changing economic and 

sociological times, the Luo practice of burying women who die single outside their 

father's homestead must be abandoned because it suggests that single women are 

homeless. In other words the tendency to assume that home for a woman can only be in 

her marital land needs to be stopped. 

Finally, Rebeka Njau and Margaret Ogola, in chapter six, affirm a dominant theme in all 

the works studied, that the struggle for African women's freedom, much as it may have 

benefited from the international women's movement, has its roots in Africa. Njau's 

heroine, Selina, is poignantly aware of male domination and the injustice of it, even 

though she has had no contact with the west. Njau especially situates her call for 

women's freedom within an African spiritual framework, arguing that in order to be 

free, a people must first understand and take pride in their history and cultural context. 

In the same vein but to a less radical extent, Ogola traces women's struggle for freedom 
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to the early 1900s, prior to colonialism, to demonstrate that the struggle for women's 

freedom, now evident in society, is like a river whose source is generations past. In 

many ways Ogola's novel echoes what Kabira's text, Our Mother's Footsteps: 

Reclaiming Women's Space in Politics, which is in tum evocative of Alice Walker's In 

Search of our Mother's Gardens, in insisting that contemporary women's struggle for 

freedom is a continuation of resistance begun by their mothers and grandmothers. 

Ogola and Macgoye's revisiting of history to unearth women whose stories have not 

been told before and who were active, conscious and eloquent against women's 

oppression is another way of articulating what Kabira told me when I interviewed her 

in 1998 on this subject. She said: 

We are seeing ourselves and our sisters who are our agemates, along a history 
where our mothers, not our wives, since we do not have any, but where our 
mothers have struggled to achieve what we have and where we have to continue 
the struggle for our daughters. So it is a historical image (Kabira, 1998). 

Kabira, Ogola, Njau, Macgoye and to a certain extent, Ogot, are argumg that the 

struggle for women's freedom did not begin with the advent of colonialism, they are 

seeing the struggle as a river from the past, flowing in the present and into the future, 

which may pick other tributaries along the way, some of which could be foreign, to 

enrich itself. In other words, the Afrocentricity of feminism in Africa lies both in its 

contemporary practice as well as at its source. Their kind of feminism is more of what 

Nnaemeka calls nego-feminism because it is within and parallel to other social systems 

rather than outside or in opposition to the main frameworks that hold African societies 

together. Women are negotiating for inclusion in the process of community 

development as well as in reaping the benefits thereof. 
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