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ABSTRACT

This study has addressed the question of the lack of in-depth analysis of the trials of motherhood
in Africa and in Ghana specifically. The study is an attempt to fill this lacuna. It traces the nature
of the trials of motherhood and analyzes the causes and effects of the trials of motherhood on

mothers and daughters.

How can daughters appreciate their mothers when they consider the latter as failed mothers not
worth emulating? The study argues that the trials of motherhood, if not eliminated, will result in
daughters electing not to bear children rather than becoming mothers in a system that

circumscribes mothers even when this same system seeks to honour them.

Four novels of Amma Darko have been selected to Investigate Darko’s portrayal of her mother
figures. There is seen in these four novels a fictionalization of the myriads of trials that mothers
battle with in a changing Ghanaian society. Reality is carried on exaggerative wings to reveal
Darko’s keen understanding of the trials of motherhood. There is also seen in these novels a
relentless march towards addressing not only the trials of motherhood but also the triumph that
unrelenting mothers achieve even in the face of trials. The life-styles of these mother figures
indicate that mothers have regenerative as well as destructive potentials. 1t takes mothers whose
desire it is to churn out good daughters to tap into their regenerative potentials and train

daughters well.

This study also highlights the strategies used by those mothers who are able to train good
daughters irrespective of the challenges they face as mothers. These mothers inject hope into a

society where women’s ability to mother daughters well is gradually turning out to be a mirage.
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The lessons gleaned from this study throw light on how women can mother daughters well. It
also provokes a discourse on the importance of fellow feelings among mothers who want their

daughters to step into their shoes.

Accordingly, this work adduces unmistakable evidence that women can carve out dignified

images of themselves, also through motherhood.



INTRODUCTION

Mother-daughter relationship is probably one of the most important and enduring of all familial
relationships. This thesis focuses on the trials of motherhood as they are played out in mother-
daughter bonds. The focus of this thesis is to examine the causes of the trials of motherhood as
they relate to conflicts in mother-daughter bonds and to suggest measures of eliminating those

disturbances enveloping mother-daughter bonds. Bungaroiargues that “Fiction in one way or the

other reflects the tensions and preocctpations at work“in so¢iety.™

Bungaro’s argument suggests
that creative writing follows trends in real life. Kari Dako and her co-authors have also attested
that Amma Darko’s novels explore subjects that have tremendous fascination for Ghanaians.

Dako and her co-authors assert:

Her [Darko] writing. reflects-the angst in eontemporary Ghanaian society—the
themes she chooses to echo are the stories that we read daily in the Ghanaian
press. The headlines scream of abandoned babies, brutalized and murdered
women: wives, mothers, daughters, sisters, girlfriends, of ritual executions, of
incest and rape, of sale of children, of child labour and of a general degeneration
of society into one of oppression and violence.?

A discernible trend in Amma Darko’s novels is precisely this preoccupation with the
presentation of conflicts in mother-daughter bonds. The effects of these conflicts are portrayed in
the daily headlines we read as attested to by Dako and co-authors. In all four of her novels—

Beyond the Horizon, The Housemaid, Faceless and-Not Without Flowers, Darko sets the record

! Bungaro, Monica. “Mothering Daughters and the Other Side of the Story in Amma Darko, Ama Ata
Aidoo and Nozipo Maraire.” In New Directions in African Literature, Vol. 25. Ernest Emenyonu Ed.
Trenton, N.J, African World Press, 2006, p. 67

2 Dako, Denkabe and Yitah. “Pawns and Players: The Women in Amma Darko’s Novels” in Sex and
Gender in an Era of Aids: Ghana At The Turn Of The Millennium, eds. Christine Oppong, M. Yaa, P.A.
Oppong and Irene K. Odotei. Accra, Ghana, Sub-Saharan Publishers, 2006, p. 283



straight by presenting experiences of mothers who are in conflicting relationships with their
daughters. These relationships are disturbing since most of them border on the repercussions of
financial crises and irresponsible fathers on mothers and their daughters. As daughters realize
that their mothers cannot fulfill their expectations, they become disappointed and disillusioned

and so vent their frustrations on their mothers who, they consider, have failed or betrayed them.

It is this resultant conflict that characterizes daughters’ feelingrof being betrayed by mothers
which has become for Amma Darko somethingof a.leitmotif, demanding critical attention. It is
the desire to liberate African women, through exposure, change in consciousness and the
recreation of a positive self-perception which makes Darko add her voice to the volume of on-
going literary works by female writers of Africa. Darko’s message is that mothers need to

strategize to change the status quo if they desire to surmount the trials of motherhood.

Kolawole has observed that recent writings by female writers of Africa are characterized by this
same obsession to change the woman’s status in the society; and this, according to Kolawole, is
done through the creation of characters who challenge the status quo in their bid to gain for

themselves self-respect. Kolawole asserts:

Change is a major factorshaping women’s lives and-writers cannot pretend that it
does not exist, as'some feminist do; social change is a reality in Africa, and the
woman’s adaptation to-it.is no-longer a myth-but a reality. So, women writers
have debunked the claim of silence and invisibility. They are acting in line with a
Yoruba proverb, owo are enila fi ntun iwa ara eni se—°You must be prepared to
redefine your self-respect yourself.” There is, therefore, a shift from the kind of
stereotypes being created by African women writers in their early works. They
have become more overt, more convinced, even more revolutionary in their
depiction of women.?

¥ Kolawole, Mary E.M. Womanism and African Consciousness. Trenton, N.J, African World Press Inc.,
1997, p.164



Obviously, Kolawole’s assertion above reveals that realism plays a major role in recent works by

female writers of Africa, and Amma Darko’s works are no exception.

Monica Bungaro has argued that recent writing by African women is characterized by a rather
frank attack on those beliefs of maternal love and mother-daughter relationship since such beliefs

continually fail to prove potent in a challenging world. She says:

The tension between generations and hetween opposing systems are played out in
the conflict between mothers and daughters. One_of the new directions African
women’s writing is taking today Is in fact visible in a more blunt attack on the
traditional foundations of society in its myths and beliefs about maternal love and
mother-daughter relationships. (p.67)

Women writers of Africa desire to portray the reality of the African woman in order to convey to
their readership the constituents of proximate reality for the African woman. Thus, the concern
of these contemporary female writers of Africa is to portray reality from a female point of
view—a reality calculated to establish a motive and bring about corrective measures and
progress. African women writers and theorist have, in their works; given space to writing which
ensures the demystification of certain myths that give wrong pictures of the African woman.
Molefi Asante has emphasized the productive force of myth as follows: “. . . myth becomes an
explanation for the human condition and an answerto the problem of psychological existence in

a recent society.”4 Although this observation seeks to explicate the value of myths to Africans, it

also speaks to any group which derives values from myths.

Asante’s assertion above corroborates Helen Chuckwuma’s analysis of the role of Igbo myth.
According to Chuckwuma, the Igbo’s understand myth as: “a stabilizer of social systems, a

means of recreating past history or as a psychoanalytic insight into human behaviour

* Asante, Kete Molefi. The Afro-centric Idea. Philadelphia, Temple University Press, 1987, p. 98
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motivation.”®

Chuckwuma and Asante’s analyses of the value of myth reveal that any group of
persons who will believe in the productive force of myth adds value to myth since it has the
power to shape people’s self-perception and to order ethical and moral consciousness as well as
explain hitherto incomprehensible occurrences. It is not surprising then that in African societies,

myth has established maternal love as automatic and even programmed it into the female psyche.

However, in a changing world where .urbanization and.-encreaching modern values interact
violently with hitherto established myths, mythalogical allusions to maternal love are radically
giving way to realistic portrayals of motherhood. As mothers come to terms with burdens such as
patriarchy, tradition, modernization and maternal neglect, they rebel, calling into question the
mythological presentation of mothers as being imbued with maternal love and a naturally strong

sense of maternal responsibility.

In all four of Amma Darko’s novels under study, there is the portrayal of mothers who “fail” to
exhibit maternal love especially in their relationship with their daughters. The conflicts
bedeviling mother-daughter relationships in these four novels and the refusal of these daughters
to learn from their mothers reveal that the myth of indestructible maternal love is over, as

daughters show new strengths in resisting their mothers’ voice and behaviour.

Women writers of Africa have not sufficiently focused on the trials of motherhood as played out
in mother-daughter bonds. Mary Kolawole sums up the preoccupation of women writers of

Africa thus:

® Chuckwuma, Helen. “Igbo Mythic Schema” in Critical Theory and African Literature. Ed. Ernest
Emeyonu. Ibadan, Heinemann, 1987, p.100



In tracing the growth in awareness revealed in African women’s literature,
therefore, one cannot fail to see a parallel between social changes and individual
consciousness in a gradual way. In each phase, the African woman is searching
for meaning, a new identity, and reintegration; she is crying for just treatment.
Her identification of feminity is not depicted by the erosion of female roles or the
invisibility in the public sphere. Her quest is more fundamental and profound. She
tries to deconstruct tradition by recreating new models and new yardsticks. (p.88)

Evidence from Kolawole’s analysis reveals that there is so far a literary silence hanging over the
mother-daughter relationship in Africa. It is this silence that Amma Darko dares to break by
bringing to the fore the rather frightening and.disturbing revelation that automatic maternal love
no longer exists and that mothers and their daughters are in a battle. The battle is not aimed by
daughters at fighting their mothers but at disgracing them for failing to live up to their

reputation.

The writer of this thesis considers this break (in the silence hanging over mother-daughter
relationship) as an innovation. The-implication Is that African women’s writing has come of age
in this bold confrontation of the new trend in mother-daughter relationships in Ghana (and in

Africa, as new trends characterize the writing of women in Africa).

The question then is: why does Amma Darko, in relating issues that border on women, assume
such a frank and frightening perspective? Why this frankness in the telling of a disturbing
relationship such as that engulfing mothers and daughters? This gquestion is important especially

when consideration is given to Foucault’s assertion that ‘Motherhood is a biological—moral—

responsibility lasting through the entire period of the children’s education.”®

Foucault’s statement above is corroborated by Monica Bungaro’s claim that: “Motherhood has

always been idealized and commonly represented as a full-time occupation. In most African

® Foucault, Michel. The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1. Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1990, p.104
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societies, women are still defined by their ability to procreate and maternity is supposed to
occupy a woman’s perpetual interest”’(p.68). In Bungaro’s analysis of the relevance of
motherhood to African women, the words “idealized” and ‘“‘supposed” suggest that there is a

paradigm shift in recent times, bringing to the fore the question of automatic maternal love.

The 1990’s and 2000’s saw Amma Darko exploring in her four novels the question of maternal
love, the trials of motherhood as played out in mother-daughter-bonds as well as suggesting
measures that could restore to mothers their: lost voiees and.dignity and also qualify them as role

models worth emulating by their daughters.

The author of this thesis is convinced that the analysis of Amma Darko’s four novels will not
only expose the trials of motherhood but will also contribute significantly to eliminating these
trials such that daughters will respect and cherish their mothers. Thus, it is hoped, this
investigation would “constitute -a significant contribution to knowledge since it exposes a
disturbing reality and also suggests alternatives aimed at remedying these problems. The
contribution of this thesis to current knowledge then is its quest to subvert the stereotypical
images of the African woman as eternal nurturer and protector of life. It unearths current
scenarios of mothers on trial by their daughters. The topic ‘The trials of motherhood’ has
subsumed the role of the needle as it weaves the four novels together, giving them a unique bind
irrespective of the fact that each one of these novels has its own subject matter and thematic
concern. Indeed, in all these novels, Amma Darko seeks to reconceptualize motherhood by
pointing out both its destructive and its regenerative potential for mothers themselves and

their daughters.



PROBLEM STATEMENT

In Africa as in Ghana, procreation is the most common expectation governing marriage. A
woman’s ability to secure her marriage rests on her ability to give birth. The primacy of

motherhood to African women has been elucidated by Oduyoye thus:

Motherhood is a highly valued role gpenonly to women-but desired by both men
and women as well as the saciety as.a whole; ithis the channel by which men
reproduce themselves and continue the' family name and it is the channel by
which women actualize their psycho-religious need to be the source of life. Often,
procreation is described as if women are simply “Objects of genetic and social
transmission.”’

Oduyoye’s analysis of the primacy of motherhood to African women reveals some attempt at a
comparative analysis as per the importance of childbirth to men and women. Whereas for men
procreation constitutes a duty call since it i1s the channel by which men continue with the family
name, for women, childbirth goes beyond ensuring survival of the human race. Women see in it
their ability to procreate, their very essence—it is fulfilling since the birth of a child supposedly
fills a vacuum in a woman’s life. It does not bring only physical joy to the woman; it assures her

that her ability to procreate makes her acceptable before God and man.

Ann Oakley has argued that being a mother is held out as the primary feminine goal. She writes:

Motherhood settles women dewn and provides a focus for feelings of feminine
responsibility. It is fulfilling — both-of the social expectation and of the personal
desire — though its capacity to satisfy the latter is not so great in reality as in
anticipation (when babies are clothed in a mystique that red and squalling infants
do not have) . . . More than this, the very sentimentalization of motherhood is a

" Oduyoye, Mercy Amba. Daughters of Anowa: Africa Women and Patriarchy. New York, Orbis Books,
2004, pp. 141/142



problem for women in becoming and being mothers, since it poses the insoluble
dilemma of tracing perfection in imperfect circumstances.®

As an important marker of female identity, motherhood to most Africans and especially most

African women is considered the major role of the female. According to Sarpong, motherhood

“is the principal if not ultimate end of marriage.”®

John Gills has also added his voice to the ongoing discourse. In his view, motherhood is the
sovereign means of female identity formation, Gills (1996:174) asserts, “giving birth ceased to be
something that happens to a woman and became the ultimate source of adult female identity

formation.”*°

Gills’s assertion points to a rather disturbing generalization which considers procreation as a
duty for every woman. The woman who refuses to procreate or who, for one biological reason
or the other, cannot procreate automatically comes under severe criticism for interrupting
nature’s original plan. Sarpong (1974:69) says: “The greatest calamity to befall a Ghanaian

woman is to be barren.”

The idea that mothers occupy important spaces in society cannot be overemphasized. According
to Naana Horne, “Matrilineal kinship recognizes woman as the very source of intergenerational
connectedness.”" Indeed, Darko’s descent from a matrilineage explains partly the space she

gives to motherhood in her novels. The attendant challenges mothers face in the political and the

& Oakley, Ann. “Subject Women: Where Women Stand Today — Politically, Economically, Socially and
Emotionally.” Great Britian, Martin Robertson Company Ltd., 1981, p.86

% Sarpong, Peter Akwasi. Ghana in Retrospect. Tema, Ghana Publishing Corporation, 1974, p.69

9 Gills, John. A World of Their Own Making: Myth, Ritual and the Quest for Family Values. New York,
Basic Books, 1996, p.174

! Horne, Banyiwa Naana. ‘The Politics of Mothering: Multiple subjectivity and Gendered Discourse in

Aidoo’s plays.” In Emerging Perspectives on Ama Ata Aidoo, Ada Uzoamaka Azodo and Gay Wilentz

eds., Trenton, New Jersey, African World Press, 1999, p. 303-331
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socio-economic domains of the woman nurturing the matrilineal kinship system of the Akans(in
Ghana) also find representation in all four of the novels. Economic hardships, patriarchal and
cultural demands, woman-on-woman violence, as well as the irresponsible behaviour of some
men have rendered many mothers voiceless to the extent that mothers cannot mentor their

children, especially not their daughters, to become mothers or to make their views heard in public.

Motherhood, in Africa, is fraught with.a myriad of problems-and these problems have made
motherhood a paradox—that which brings joy and reward. whilst at the same time reducing the
woman/mother to the level of an object conditioned to suffer shame and abuse. The received
view that all mothers have automatic love for their children has been radically interrogated by
world changing situations as well as African women writers. Monica Bungaro®? has captured
the major preoccupation of African women writers in recent times. In a paper published in the
twenty-fifth volume of The New Directions in African Literature, she states: “African
women writers today are -not only showing that perfect motherhood does not exist in
women’s novels because it does not exist in real life but are self-consciously rejecting

proliferating images that suggest otherwise.”(p.68)

Bungaro’s assertion radically interrogates the received view that all methers partake in automatic
maternaly love towards their children as gleaned from Darko’s novel understudy, some mothers
elect to seek other sources of fulfillment even when these sources are inimical to their children’s
welfare.
Most people would casually want to concede that the ‘new’ preoccupation of African women
writers (that is their portrayal of the challenges of motherhood) is a reaction against the idealized

portrayal of motherhood by the early luminaries of African literature—who were mostly men.
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One must, of necessity, caution here that literature in most cases is judged in relation to its social
function and indeed, the better the function, the better the literature. In fact, the portrayal of the
challenges engulfing and overwhelming motherhood in Africa is not just an answer to the
hitherto over-romanticisation of motherhood, but a true reflection of the happenings of our times
where harsh conditions are forcing mothers to renege on their duties.
The challenges of motherhood brought about by harsh economic and cultural conditions had
been explored in the 1980°s and onwards by Anglophone as'well as Francophone writers such as
Buchi Emecheta, Flora Nwapa, Mariama Ba and Tsitsi Dangaremba (in her novel Nervous
Conditions). In all the works of these writers, however, the common emerging points are found in
mothers’ inability to dutifully mother owing to changing situations and the harsh burdens of
patriarchal culture. None of these texts calls for a reassessment of the image of the traditional
bonding between mother-and daughter. There is a near omerta or code of silence hanging over
the mother-daughter relationship. Although the works of these literary writers cited above look at
challenges of motherhood, these writers investigate these challenges through economic, cultural,
socio-political and sometimes spiritual lenses. There is a rather myopic portrayal of the anger,
frustration and tensions which are fueled also by ‘mother-on-daughter’ violence.
The present study offers a paradigm shift as it undertakes an analysis of four novels written by a
Ghanaian female writer whose purpose is to reconceptualise motherhood, pointing out both

its regenerative and destructive potential for both-mothers and daughters.

2 A teacher of African literature and culture at the University of Birmingham
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Amma Darko’s four novels: Beyond The Horizon (1995), The Housemaid (1998), Faceless
(2003), and Not Without Flowers (2006) represent a female novelist’s determination to set the
reality of Ghanaian mothers’ lives before a world that is perhaps only waking up to the
realization that there is nothing like perfect motherhood. In a very bold manner of writing, Darko
reveals in all four novels that mothers are on trial. These trials of motherhood are played out in
mother-daughter bonds. The conflicting nature of these bonds as evidenced in the four novels
reveals a paradox; that in mother-daughter relationships anger can co-exist with connection.
These daughters who show anger at their mother’s inability to give them proper lessons exhibit
their anger in various ways. While some get physical (bandying words with their mothers),
others are indifferent, they put up a cold attitude in their resolve not to heed to their mother’s
advice because they consider such an advice as irrelevant. Yet in all these relationships, the
various shadows of anger.do not in-any way erase the bond. Daughters may be angry with their
mothers, however, they still consider them as their mothers. There is a kind of inner bonding that
can only be understood in terms of nature—once a mother to a daughter, always a mother to a

daughter.

OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY

All four of Amma Darko’s novels investigate the trials of motherhood. Irrespective of the fact
that each novel has its own subject matter and thematic concerns, the trials of motherhood as
evidenced by the rumblings in mother-daughter bonds bind the four novels together like

quadruplets surviving on the breast of one mother.

Perhaps, it is Amma Darko’s desire to use literature to teach mothers how to evade the trials of

motherhood or to overcome these trials that motivates her to write. Perhaps, it is her obsession to
11



recreate mothers with positive self-perception and good mentoring skills which make her

assume that frank and sometimes frightening stance in the telling of the stories.

In Amma Darko’s four novels, we encounter mothers who accept the women’s plight, teach it to
their daughters and even suffer these daughters to become partners in the suffering. As the
mothers patronize the “suffering syndrome,” their daughters evolve from passive awareness.

These daughters become rebellious, assertive and,question the.status.quo.

It is however refreshing to note here that it is not all mothers in Darko’s four novels who
patronize the “suffering Syndrome”. A few of the mothers, we realize, have evolved from a
rather passive awareness of their social space and have brought out the regenerative potential of
motherhood. We are called upon to learn from these few women how to mother well and how

not to mother badly. It is these lessans that this thesis seeks to impart.

The objective of this thesis is to unravel the dark side of motherhood using Amma Darko’s
novels as illustrative text. These four novels paint the darker side of women’s victimization
which hinges on mother-daughter relationship. By her portrayal of the trials of motherhood in the
four novels, Amma Darko has shed light on an area that has been side-stepped. Mother-daughter
conflict is not a popular subject area that female writers write on. Amma Darko obviously has
ventured into a troublesome-area. Increasingly in this fast changing world of Ghana, where
economic challenges, upsurge in the number of irresponsible fathers, increasing rate of
prostitution et cetera has brought untold hardships on single mothers there is the need to shine

light on the realities of these women.

12



METHODOLOGY

The point of view of this thesis is to present Amma Darko’s portrayal of the trials of motherhood
as played out in mother-daughter bonds, and with a view to suggest alternatives aimed
at eliminating the causes of these trials and ultimately ensuring a healthier bond between
mothers and their daughters.

Amma Darko’s four novels—Beyond The Horizon, The Housemaid, Faceless and Not Without
Flowers, will constitute our primary texts. All four naovelssexplore the traumas characterizing
mother-daughter bonds with a view to reconceptualising motherhood by pointing out both its
regenerative and destructive potential.

Motherhood as an experience and as an institution has received a lot of attention from theorists
and critics. It is of utmost relevance then to present an overview of theories and critiques on
motherhood in order to properly situate the focus of this thesis. Thus a literature review
comprising theories on motherhood will be discussed and analyzed. An examination of cultural
norms that contribute to the helplessness of mothers and make them vulnerable (to trials) will be
cited and discussed. Patriarchal culture, proverbs, and folktales, among others, will be analyzed
to find out the extent to-which they burden mothers.

Fluctuating economic fortunes, socio-political challenges, rural-urban migration and maternal
neglect have significantly impacted on the lives of Ghanaian mothers and their children. These
crises have, to a large extent, affected the lives-of mothers as seen in the four novels. The decline
in moral discipline in the midst of these challenges take their toll on mother-daughter
relationships resulting in excruciating poverty and loss of self-worth especially in the case of
others. Hence, there will also be a discussion of the above change in fortune with special
emphasis on how they contribute to the trials of mothers.

13



We have been particularly privileged to have had the rare opportunity of exchanging ideas with
Amma Darko, who, irrespective of her heavy schedules, granted us an interview in her office (at
the Internal Revenue Service, Kaneshie branch). Indeed, Amma Darko’s views and ideas about
her novels and about the trials of motherhood are an eye-opener, for they indicate that literature
is really a reflection of life. Our meeting with this dynamic woman writer of Africa is of
tremendous importance to this thesis as she also suggested insightful ways through which the
trials can be eliminated. Copious quotations from ourwinterview with Amma Darko (see
appendix) will be cited at various sections of the work to buttress points and ideas.

The study then will be carried out with the following sections—there will first be an Introduction
which will discuss the topic, its relevance and how it contributes to current knowledge. This will
be followed by the Literature Review which seeks, among other things, to show knowledge
which already exists on-motherhood.and the trials associated with it. The literature review will
also expose some of the shortcomings of those theories on motherhood and reveal how this study
will resolve those shortcomings. Closely following the Literature Review will be a discussion of
certain theories that would support our discussions. Here, theories on feminism and womanism
will be discussed and some aspects of these theories that support the concerns of this thesis will

be looked at. However, this thesis’s discussions lean on the concept of Womanism as

popularized by Mary E. Modupe Kolawole."® She defines the essence of the theory on womanism
thus: “womanism is the totality of feminine self-expression, self-retrieval, and self- assertion in
positive cultural ways” (p.204). This will constitute the theoretical framework of this study.

Amma Darko’s four novels under study here can be read from a womanist point of view

B3 A Senior Lecturer in literature and women’s studies at Obafemi Awolowo University, lle-Ife, and
editor-in-chief of the journal—Gender and Development in Africa
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since they all seek to reconceptualize motherhood by pointing out ways through which women
but especially mothers can achieve total feminine self-expression, self-retrieval and self-assertion

in positive cultural ways.

After the Introduction, the Literature Review and discussion of the theories that support the
thesis, there will be a survey which will review earlier novels by female writers to find out the
major preoccupation of these femaleywriters and the reason: forrthe long silence hanging over
mother-daughter relationships. Having finished with.the.discussions above, there will be a
detailed look at the four novels (the primary texts) themselves. This will be done in four

chapters.

Chapter one then begins with the trials of the Ghanaian mother as portrayed in Beyond The
Horizon with the sub-title, ‘Merchandising the female body-—Mara’s attempt at arresting the
trials of motherhood.” Since the word ‘trial’ is the key not only in this chapter’s sub-title but to
the whole thesis topic, there will be a brief discussion of the word “trial’. Here, the constituents
of trials will be discussed as well. This chapter presents the trials of motherhood in a rather

frightening and pathetic manner.

Since this thesis is analysis-oriented, chapter two continues to explore conflicts bedeviling
mother-daughter bonds in Amma Darko’s The Housemaid coming under the sub-title,
‘Exploiting the Exploiter — a Mother’s Strategy at Surviving Socio-economic Challenges’. This
chapter investigates the strategies used by Tika’s mother, Sekyiwa, and Efia’s grandmother and
mother to survive. Here, sex, fertility and subservience are used as exploitative strategies.
However, whatever gains made by these exploiters are nullified as they come face to face with

the trials of motherhood. Once again, mothers are made to take part of the blame, a strategy
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aimed at ensuring corrective behaviour. Indeed, society is not left out of the blame game as
Darko criticizes society’s neglect and abuse of old women. The practice on the part of the young
to label old women as witches is criticized. This practice in itself constitutes a trial on

motherhood.

Chapter three continues with the analysis of the primary texts. Faceless, like its predecessor, The
Housemaid, portrays the major mother characters as heartless,“eold and exploitative but overall
weak. The failure on the part of theiridaughters to.understand that there are social systems
operating at the expense of their mothers adds up te the trials of these mothers. Thus, this chapter
is sub-titled, ‘A Daughter’s Revolt against the Mother and Society: A critical reading of
Faceless.” There are hints of unrestricted sexual activities and possible infections of HIV/AIDS

which are the consequences of bad mothering.

Darko’s fourth novel, Not Without Flowers, illustrates the trials of motherhood as we witness the
telling effect of neglect on Ma, mother of Cora and Randa. Why would a father/husband prefer a
younger flirt of a woman to his faithful wife? Why do Ma’s children send their psychologically
traumatized mother to a spiritual church where inmates, oozing stale urine, are whipped to
exorcise the demons. responsible for madness? How come Ma’s last born is infected

with HIV/AIDS when she sets out to fight her mother’s. number one enemy? These rather mind-
boggling questions will be answered. Chapter four with-its sub-heading, ‘Parasites and Sufferers:
Daughter’s and Mother’s strategy at dealing with the trials of Motherhood’, reveals that

unfaithful ~ husbands constitute a major burden or trials on  motherhood.
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The fifth chapter which concludes this thesis draws a road map which redirects mothers’
attention to contemporary trials on motherhood, strategies aimed at overcoming those trials and

creating a healthy bond between themselves and their daughters.

This fifth chapter comes under the title, ‘Mothers/Women working to carve out dignified images
for themselves.” The trend analysis carried out in all four of Amma Darko’s novels reveal that
although mothers in Africa and, spegificallyp in Ghana;~arerundergoing trials of various
proportions, there are mothers who arewweaving new patterns of living from their boundless
human creativity. Such mothers are role models—they create strategies and tutor younger minds
with the view of enabling them assess and critically appropriate various aspects of their cultures
to speak positively to their needs. This fifth chapter will situate Amma Darko’s four novels
within the African womanism theory since all four novels aim at feminine self-expression, self-
retrieval and self-assertion in positive cultural ways. As mothers search for strategies to
overcome the trials of motherhood, there is the need for them to identify and apply themselves to
those values that should enable them to reconstruct more accurate and decent images. This
chapter then examines how mothers’ resourcefulness, intelligence, solidarity and collaboration

with men can enable them overcome the trials of motherhood.

Beneficial lessons can be gleaned from the portrayal of characters like Kabria, Dina, Miss
Kamame, Sylv Po whose struggle for liberation from patriarchal structures as well as political,

social and economic challenges elevates them as role models or iconic apotheoses.
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CHAPTER ONE
LITERATURE REVIEW

1.1 THEORIES ON MOTHERHOOD

According to Susan M. Shaw and Janet Lee', the primary association between women and
mothering has brought joys and opportunities for empewerment as well as problems and
hardships. In addition, it has caused pain.for women.who are.not able to have children as well as

for those who have chosen not to have any.

We can use Shaw and Lee’s assertion to understand two major concerns about motherhood.
Firstly, that motherhood as an institution Is a contested terrain since it holds both the potential of
bringing up opportunities and also of creating ‘problems’and “hardships’. Secondly, motherhood,
as per Shaw and Lee’s assertion is an expectation which behoves on women to fulfill. This
preamble then raises the concern as to how women can negotiate their space in such a way as to
either reap the benefits of motherhood or avoid the ‘problems’ and ‘hardships’ that come with

motherhood and mothering.

Feminist literature also corroborates the view that it is societal expectation that impels women to
give birth (at all cost). Societal expectation of an all-encompassing motherhood/mothering is
really problematic. Blaming ideologies of all-encompassing motherhood as a result of social
construct, Evelyn Nakano Glenn first leans on Alison Jagger’s definition as a working definition

for the term mothering. She suggests, “I propose looking at mothering as a historically and

4 Shaw, Susan M. and Lee, Janet, ed. Women’s Voices, Feminist Visions: Classic and Contemporary
Readings. California: Mayfield Publishing Compan3g82001, pp.278-279



culturally variable relationship in which one individual nurtures and cares for another.”*® That
this definition attempts to share the burden of motherhood and mothering among men and
women is clearly seen in this definition’s strategic silence over which sex is conditioned to
mother. After all the emphasis is not on who must mother, but what constitutes
motherhood/mothering. The expectation of automatic motherhood and mothering as the sole
preserve of women is viewed by Evelyn Nakano Glenn as occurring within specific social and
historical contexts. She asserts:
Mothering occurs within specific social contexts that vary in terms of material and

cultural resources and constraints . . . Mothering is constructed through men’s and
women’s actions within specific historical eircumstances. Thus agency is so central to

an understanding of mothering as a social, rather than biological construct.*®

Glenn’s view clearly challenges notions of automatic motherhood for women. Glenn’s view
implies then, that it is possible also for men to mother and that in so far as there are no
materials or cultural constraints, -men as well as women can all engage in motherhood and
mothering.

Indeed the explication of the term gender is linked with the societal construct of automatic
motherhood for women. Glenn observes: Gender is ‘used to refer to socially constructed
relationships and practices organized around perceived differences between the sexes.” Thus
once the differences between the biological make-up of the sexes are brought to fore, then the
next in line is to assign, though carelessly, responsibilities to each sex based on their biology.
Glenn agrees with R.W. Connell’s notes which implies that it is the explication of the term
‘gender’ that brings about the categorization of the sexes and the division of responsibility

between the sexes. Glenn says, “As R. W. Connell notes, social relations of gender are

1°gggger, Alison M., Feminist Politics and Human Nature. Totowa, N. J.: Rowman and Allanheld, 1983.
p.

'® Glenn, N. Evelyn. Mothering: Ideology, Experience and Agency. New York, Routledge, 1994, p.13
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fundamentally organized in terms of, or in relation to, the reproductive division of people into

male and female.”*’

In a similar direction, Ann Oakley (1974:186), has described the contemporary myth of
motherhood as resting on the three beliefs: “that all women need to be mothers, that all mothers

need their children and that all children need their mothers.”

These beliefs are held by societies which pigeon-hole wamen to give birth at all cost. Oakley
reviews evidence that showcases each of these beliefs as false and calculated only to service
some oppressive purpose. Oakley’s review reveal two disturbing results based on these beliefs:
that women who might otherwise not have children do so, and that women who would be
happier sharing child care responsibilities nonetheless make motherhood an all-absorbing job in

order not to appear abnormal or selfish.

Also influential in theorizing about automatic motherhood for women by resorting to natural or
biological explanations is Peter Akwasi Sarpong’s attempt to account for the ultimate aim of
marriage in Africa and especially in Ghana. Sarpong (1974:69) opines that in Africa and
especially in Ghana (the major setting of Amma Darko’s four novels understudy) “Motherhood
is the principle if not the ultimate end of marriage.” Sarpong further establishes his opinion with
the claim that: “the contempt-in which.a childless woman (whether married or not) is held in
Africa explains the importance attached to motherhood.” That Sarpong’s argument stretches the
essence of automatic motherhood for women is seen in his assertion that a childless woman is

held in contempt by the society. This assertion corroborates, even more, societal construct of all-

' Connell R. W., “Gender and Power: Society, the Person and Sexual Politics.” Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1987, p.140
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encompassing motherhood as the sole preserve of women. The fear of being seen as a failure
alone will compel women to give birth even when they are not adequately prepared for that
service. This perhaps is the most frightening perspective of societal construct of automatic
motherhood for women—a very disturbing expectation that has been analysed in Darko’s novels
especially Beyond The Horizon, The Housemaid and Faceless. Critic John Gills (1996) also
captures the essence of childbirth for the African woman thus: “giving birth ceased to be

something that happens to a woman and.became the ultimate'source of adult female identity.”

Gills® assertion here not only corroborates Sarpong’s view but even more subtly condemns this
situation; that women have no authority over their reproductive abilities unless nature wills the
occurance of pregnancy is inferred from Gills® assertion. Even more disturbing here is the
narrowing of the woman’s identity formation to only her child bearing capabilities. Suffice it to
say that even though Gills” assertion corroborates Sarpong’s assertion; it also displays an attempt
at criticizing this view of metherhood as the being ultimate end of marriage. This societal
expectation that impels women to give birth albeit automatically has provoked discourse in

many a feminist circle.

The French existentialist, Simone de Beauvoir, (1908-1986) is an important figure in the feminist
movement. Her seminal book, The Second Sex, enquires into the social construction of
“femininity”. De Beauvoir’s viewpoint is that “On ne nait pas femme; on le devient” which
translates into English as “One is not just given birth to as a woman, one becomes a woman.”
Beauvoir’s view also acknowledges the fact that automatic maternity for women is, after all, a
social construct and that for women to be liberated from patriarchal oppression, there is the need

to abstract the notion of woman from woman’s body.
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Shulamite Firestone'® and Friedan'® have also opined that the only way women will realize

liberation is when the notion of woman is abstracted from the notion of woman’s body.

In Africa, the pursuit of motherhood is portrayed as the sovereign means for female identity
formation. This observation can be gleaned from the work of an important psychoanalysis
theorist, Nancy Chodorow. Chodorow’s treatment of the subject of the essence of motherhood to
society enables us to understand why:chitdscareghas become-the-exclusive domain of biological
mothers and why total responsibility “for children is still the preserve of women. In the

introductory essay to her work, Chodorow asserts:

In our society, as in most societies, women do not only bear children. They also
take primary responsibility of infant care, spend more time with infants and
children than men, and sustain primary emotional ties with women . . . Women’s
mothering is one of the few universal and enduring elements of the sexual
division of labour.?°

There is indeed something very peculiar about Chodorow’s assertion in that it suggests strongly
that mothers are to be blamed should a child(ren) fail to meet the expectations of society. The
fact that the mother is the child’s primary parent and is expected to sustain emotional ties with
the child exonerates fathers, especially the irresponsible ones, from blame should anything go

wrong with the upbringing of the child(ren). Chodorow notes with interest that:

Because of the seemingly natural connection between women’s childbearing and
lactation capacities and their responsibility of childcare and because humans need
extended care in childhood, women’s mothering has been taken for granted. It has
been assumed to be inevitable by social scientists, by many feminists and
certainly by those opposed to feminism. (p.3)

18 Firestone, Shulamite. The Dialectic of Sex. New York: Bantam, 1971
' Friedan, Betty. The Feminine Mystique. Dell, New York: W. W. Norton. 1983

0 Chodorow, Nancy. The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Reproduction of Gender.
U.S.A., University of California Press, 1978, p. 3
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The result of this bias, according to Chodorow, is that, “As a result, although women’s
mothering is of profound importance for family structure, for relations between the sexes, for
ideology of labour and sexual inequality both inside the family and in the nonfamily world, it is
rarely analyzed” (p.3). To help us analyze women’s perception of childbirth, we elect to use the

psychoanalytic theory as popularized by Nancy Chodorow.

In her analysis of why women mother;, Chodorow dleans—on psychoanalytic theory for

explanations. She opines:

The psychoanalytic account shows not enly how men came to grow away from
their families and to participate in the public sphere. It shows also how women
grow up to have both generalized relational capacities and needs and how women
and men come to create the kinds of interpersonal relationships which make it
likely that women will remain in the domestic sphere — in the sphere of
reproduction — and will mother the next generations. \Women’s mothering as an
institutionalized..feature of family life produces cyclically. In the process, it
contributes to the reproduction of those aspects of the sexual sociology of adult
life which grow.out of and relate to the fact that women mother. (p.38)

Firstly, Chodorow agrees with-feminist theorists like Simone de Beauvoir® and Shulamite

Firestone that automatic maternity for women is, after all, a social construct and that for women

to be liberated from patriarchal oppression, there is the need to abstract the notion of woman
from woman’s body. However, Shiela Ruth disagrees with Firestone and De Beauvoir. De
Beauvior’s viewpoint is that “On nenait pas femme; on le devient” which translates into English
as “One is not just given birth to-as a woman, one becomes a woman.” Beauvior explains that
the stereotypical roles assigned to women are as a result of societal prejudice. Beauvior and
Firestone opine that the concept of woman must be divorced from a woman’s body. Ruth

argues, “Flesh-loathing is part of the well-entrenched beliefs, habits, and

2! Beauvoir, Simone de. The Second Sex. H. M. Parshley. Ed. New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1953
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practices epitomized in the treatment of pregnancy as a disease. But we need not experience our

flesh, our body as loathsome.”??

Considering that De Beauvoir and Firestone are all well acclaimed feminists, one cannot help but
criticize their divergent views on women’s mothering and fault them as well. For how can such a
theory flourish on African soil which, according to Kolawole (1997:197), ... endorses the overt
manifestation of womanhood and motherhood with sno-~apeilegia.” In Africa, childbirth is
recognized as a woman’s number one duty. Any attempt on the part of a woman to subvert this
can result in clashes as amply evidenced in Ama Ata Aidoo’s Dilemma of a Ghost, where Ato
and his mother suggest to Eulalie, Ato’s wife, that there is the need to wash her womb so as to
clear any obstacles impeding conception. Indeed the view of these feminists is reason enough for
the apparent lack of interest on the part of many female writers of Africa when it comes to

identifying with feminism.

Chodorow’s account, which asserts also that “Meothering is an institutional feature of family
life,” authenticates this researcher’s view that motherhood itself is an institution and since it is an
institution, there are principles governing it—principles that can be modified or changed for the
benefit of the members of that institution—a cause to which writers like Amma Darko have

applied themselves to through their works.

Theorizing about motherhood, Nancy Chodorow resorts to psychoanalytic object relations theory
to illustrate that women do mother because they are mothered by women. Psychoanalytic object
relations theory emphasizes the basic importance of sexuality and agrees with other

psychoanalytic perspectives that sexuality is organized during the early years of the child. A

22 Ruth, Sheila. Issues in Feminism. California, Mayfield Publishing Company, 1995, p. 32
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major argument popularized by the object relations theorist is that “The child’s social relational
experience from earliest infancy is determining for psychological growth and personality

development.” (p.47)

Relating her argument about motherhood to the psychoanalytic object theory, Chodorow asserts
that the only reason why women mother is that society has conditioned that a woman must

mother. She argues:

Beyond the possible hormonal components of a woman’s early mothering of her
new born (and even these do not operate independently), there is nothing in
parturient women’s physiology which makes them particularly suited to later
child care, nor is there any instinctual reason when they should be able to perform
it. Nor is there anything biological or hormonal to differentiate a male “substitute
mother” from a female one. The biological argument for women’s mothering is
based on facts that derive, not from our biological knowledge, but from our
definition of the natural situation as this grows out of our participation in certain
social arrangements. That.women have the extensive and nearly exclusive
mothering role they have-is-a product of a social and cultural translation of their
childbearing and lactation capacities. It is not guaranteed or entailed by these
capacities themselves. (p.30)

There is a point of departure in African womanist’s theory and that of De beauvior as it

transpires in The Second Sex.

Chodorow argues that:

An orientation toward nurturance and care becomes part of women’s personality
because the process of identity formation in girls takes place through continuous
attachment to and identification with the mother. in contrast, boys develop a sense
of self as independent and distinet-from others because they construct a male
identity by a process of separation from and contrasting with the mother. (p.30)

A particular controversy over the issue of motherhood as producing itself cyclically (that is from
mother to daughter to mother to daughter) is sparked by Chodorow’s argument. Chodorow

herself is a feminist writer who has attempted to develop theories
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which, like De Beauvior’s, reveal that women mother because society rather than their biological
make-up conditions that women mother. She asserts: “To begin with, women’s mothering does
not exist in isolation. It is a fundamental constituting feature of the sexual division of labour.”
Such an argument from Chodorow tends to link, albeit subtly, mothers to the problems of unruly
daughters—for if a mother is said to be conditioned by society to nurture and train her girls, then
the problem of unruly daughters will be laid at her doorstep. For this thesis then, it would mean
that feminist theorists like Chodorow authenticate the trialssof motherhood and even agree that

yes, mothers ought to be on trial whereas their aim, paradoxically, is the liberation of women.

Also influential in theorizing about motherhood is Sarah Ruddick. Ruddick does not resort to
natural or biological explanations. Ruddick (1980:342-367) opines that mothers’ nurturance
involves higher philosophical thought and that mothers derive their focus of protecting,
preserving and fostering growth from maternal practice.

However, both theorists—Chodorow. and Ruddick—have been attacked by Evelyn Nakono
Glenn as being ironic. Glenn contends:

... both Chodorow and Ruddick decry the negative outcome of saddling mothers
with primary responsibility for mothering (for example, boys becoming sexist in
the process of distancing themselves from what is feminine), and they catalogue
major benefits. of men and others sharing in mothering ( for-example, men
becoming more concerned with preserving life). Yet the message that many
readers seem to take away is that the arrangement of “biological mother as sole
and exclusive caretaker” is universal and that the issues that all mothers face are
identical. The problems for those attuned.to-the concerns of non-dominant groups
is that the analyses do not sufficiently “decenter’ the dominant model.?®

Glenn’s problem with Chodorow and Ruddick is that in trying to build a general or “universal”
theory, their focuses remain centered on a single normative pattern, with variations relegated to

the margins.

2 Glenn, N. Evelyn. Mothering: Ideology, Experience and Agency. New York, Routledge, 1994, p.5
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To emphasize the social base of mothering, one needs to attend to the variable rather than search
for the universal. This is what Mary E.M. Kolawole achieves in Womanism and African
Consciousness. With her African womanist orientation, Kolawole has documented the different
historical realities and experiences of different African women, and therefore the differing
cultural contexts and material conditions under which mothering has been carried out. Thus
unlike Ruddick’s analysis, Kolawole’s analysis emphasizes variations. Indeed variations are
shifted into the center rather than the margins. According te. Kolawole, recognizing diversity in
motherhood and the trials confronting motherhood from the various cultural backgrounds will in
turn encourage African women, especially mothers, to come together, rally behind their single
aim of overcoming their numerous trials by seeking channels of self-definition in a changing
society. Kolawole shows through the Swahili concept of togetherness, Umoja, that there can be
harmony in diversity in'so.far as African women’s experiences are concerned.

Umoja, the Swahili concept of togetherness, unity, or coalition, is appropriate and

relevant to the current quest for an authentic and. acceptable African womanist

theory. This idea of Umoja enhances the accommodation of diverse attitudes to

the woman’s question without undermining one’s African identity. It underscores

harmony in diversity and underlies our theory that African women’s
consciousness is a mosaic. (p.194)

Josephine Donovan also argues in favour of diversity of women’s experiences and is of the view
that unity is possible. within these diverse experiences. “| believe that there are common

denominators that unify women’s experiences... but-we must be aware of the diversity in our

theory.”?*

In his dialogic theory, Mikhail Bhakthin, like Donovan, advocates for the interlocutory trend and

maintains that it is more valid. According to Bhaktin’s dialogic theory, any discourse worth

? Donovan, Josephine. “Towards a Women’s Poetics”, in S. Benstock, ed., Feminist Issues in Literary
Scholarship. Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1987, p. 99
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critical attention needs to be located within a dialogic framework. A dialogic framework
accommodates differences whiles at the same time identifying areas of convergence within the
differences. This approach has a two-pronged implication; it first recognizes and respects
individual differences whislt at the same time recognizing that all different perspectives to the
problem also bears some relevance to the solution. The dialogic approach does not survive on
arguments or tension rather it sources its strength from the fact that diverse approaches can co-
exist from the mutual benefits of all stakehalders. Kolawole asserts that “African women’s self-
definition focuses on positive collectivity as opposed to individuality. Kolawole contends that
what the African woman and, for our purpose, the African mother needs is self-definition. She
says:

Her struggles are closely intertwined with other levels of self-assertion and she

needs self-definition for a total personal and group emancipation. Consequently,

after self-knowledge, she attempts to identify with the group’s needs. \WWomanism

is therefore .inclusive and the positions of African womanbear similarities

globally. (p.168)
A foremost feminist theorist, Evelyn Nakono Glenn asserts that in the 1920s and 1930s
psychoanalytic theory posited that “normal” women desire a child and that those who reject
motherhood are rejecting femininity. Glenn further asserts that in the 1960s, child development
researchers “discovered” maternal bonding. According to Glenn (1994:9), “the concept was used
to argue that the infant needed a single caretaking figure, preferably the biological mother, to
develop a healthy sense of self and an ability to relate with others.” Faulting these beliefs, Ann

Oakley (1974:186), observed that such beliefs have been popularized because they serve some

oppressive purpose.
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Women Studies tutor, Susan M. Shaw and Janet Lee have contributed to the ongoing discourse
on motherhood and the ambivalence associated with mothering. In Women’s Voices, Feminist

Visions, Shaw and Lee argue that:

Although the meaning and practice of motherhood is culturally constructed, it
tends to be conflated with notions of innate, biological, programmed behaviour
and expectation of unconditional love and nurturance. In other words, even
though the meanings associated with motherhood vary historically and culturally,
women are expected to take primary responsibility.for.the-nurturing of children.
Unlike the assumptions associated with “to father”;“to mather” implies nurturing,
comforting and care taking . . . This primary association between women and
mothering has brought joys and opportunities for empowerment as well as
problems and hardship. (p.278)

Shaw and Lee’s argument reveals that mothers’ interests are subordinated to that of the children
and that it is difficult for women to affirm their personhood outside the home and motherhood.
Such limiting roles assigned women who are mothers create problems for those mothers who
desire to carve out unique-identities for themselves outside the boundaries of home and

motherhood.

Christian examines the effects of ideologies of all-encompassing mothering on women. Christian
spells out two of these destructive effects wrought on women by the ideology of all-
encompassing motherhood. Women who embrace this ideology and practice it, according to
Christian’s argument, first and foremost deny their own cherished life, as we see Nnu Ego in
Emecheta’s The Joys of Motherhood® sacrificing her very being to ensure the well-being of her
children. The second effect of embracing all-encompassing motherhood, according to Christian’s
argument, is that such mothers cannot contribute their quota towards struggles for freedom

because they do not value their own lives.

% Emecheta, Buchi. The Joys of Motherhood. London, Heinemann, 1979.
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It is in Barbara Katz Rothman’s essay, Beyond Mothers and Fathers: Ideology in a Patriarchal
Society, that an attempt is made to expose the source of this ideology which prescribes all-

encompassing motherhood.

According to Rothman, ideologies of mothering exist not in isolation but are fused with other
complex ideologies that enhance male dominance (patriarchy), the economic system of
exploitation (capitalism), and the privileging ofymind aver-body-(technology). Obviously, such
ideology calls for some disinfecting since it portrays.women as conditioned to take full

responsibility of children, thereby excusing men and the society from responsibility or blame.

In Africa, the concept of motherhood is of central importance to the philosophies of African
peoples. Critic Andrea Brenton Rushing (1979:19) reminds us of this Yoruba proverb “Mother is
gold” and argues that “portraits of black women in African poetry seem to radiate from that

hub.”

Mercy Amba Oduyoye®® tells us that the one most important factor governing and ensuring the
survival of marriages is procreation. Oduyoye (2004:141) shares a personal experience she
encountered at a naming ceremony thus: “I once heard a new father wax eloquent on how lucky
his wife was: ‘it is only a feolish woman who stays in a childless marriage’.” Oduyoye alludes to
Kofi Antobam’s assertion in his book entitled Ghana’s Heritage of Culture, that “the ability to
produce a child is a necessary factor for the continuance of marriage” (Antobam, 1963:23).
Oduyoye’s reaction both to her personal experience and Antobam’s assertion is that; “there is the
tendency to turn a blind eye to infidelity, especially by matrikin, if the goal is procreation”

(2004:141).

% A Ghanaian lecturer of Theology at Princeton University.
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Motherhood, according to Oduyoye, “is a highly valued role open only to women but desired by
both men and women as well as society as a whole; it’s a channel by which men reproduce
themselves and continue the family name and it is the channel by which women actualize their
psycho-religious need to be the source of life.” In a chapter in Daughters of Anowa: African
Women and Patriarchy, entitled, “The Language of Proverbs”, Oduyoye questions the validity of
certain proverbs that do not serve to enrich the circumstances of women. Two of such proverbs

are cited:

The cock does not know how to look after chicks but only knows how to feed
itself.

When you catch the mother hen, the chicks become easy prey. (2004:30)

According to Oduyoye, Akan societies view women in the same way as other female animals:
fulfilling biological roles as mothers, caring for their children, feeding, training and disciplining,
but never destroying. In- Akan daily conversation, ‘“woman” and ‘“mother” are almost
synonymous; as in nature, the obvious primary role of the female is parturition and nurturing the
species. The aura of life and “livingness’ that surrounds the woman is assumed to be faithfully
motherly (Oduyoye, 2004:59-60). The language used in this extract reveals that it is rather

careless to assume that all mothers automatically care fortheir children.

Outside this sphere of biological functioning, the character of women is painted in colours that
suggest an image of disharmony and sinister motivations. A woman who chooses to step out of
line by refusing to marry, or if married and not bearing children, suffers continually on all fronts.
It seems that society confines a woman to a specific place. If this is so, a woman is not even
equal to a mother hen; instead, she becomes a breed hen for a poultry farmer (Oduyoye,
2004:60). Oduyoye’s argument here exposes the male-bias in most African societies. She sees a
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conscious effort on the part of men at evading responsibility, especially where childbearing and
childcare are concerned; and according to Oduyoye, this bias is buttressed by proverbs, the likes

of those two cited earlier.

The second harm that proverbs such as these wreak on motherhood is that these proverbs limit
mothers’ participation in matters that fall outside the boundaries of the home. Since society has
conditioned a woman only to procreate and.nourish, mathers.are ourdened to fulfill this societal
expectation even when there is the genuing desire to carve out other images for herself outside
the mother image. This stratification of motherhood is validated in most of the novels of the

early luminaries of African literature whose narratives portray challenges or difficulties.

Sarpong (1974:69) opines that in Africa and especially in Ghana, “Motherhood is the principle if
not the ultimate end of marriage.” Critic John Gills (1996:20) captures the essence of childbirth
for the African woman thus: “giving birth ceased to be something that happens to a woman and
became the ultimate source of adult female identity.” Gills’assertion here corroborates Sarpong’s
view that “the contempt” in which a childless woman (whether married or not) is held in Africa

explains the importance attached to motherhood.

The mother-figure in African_ communities is greatly respected because the African mother is
seen as a spiritual anchor. John Mbiti. (1969:896), an African anthropologist, tells that an
African’s spiritual existence is nullified when there are no descendants. This is because in Africa

a person’s immortality depends on his progeny and his descendant who remembers him.

32



In an article entitled “Images of African Women on Stamps” authored by Agbenyega Adedze®’,
the images of the African woman on stamps is criticized. According to Adedze;
From the colonial era to the post-independence period, portrayal of African
women on stamps has not changed from ‘fixed patterns of stereotypical
representations characterized as sexual objects, field hands, porters, mothers,
cooks and traders . . . Even where, during the colonial period, they did present a
different perspective of the African woman on stamps, she ended up as a victim
needing to be saved by the patronizing European Colonialist. These stamps
invariably depict the African woman in her helplessness with a sick baby being
attended to by a European nurse. [Thispdepiction-again reinforces the African

women’s portrayal as resigned to the | status of“earegivers with insufficient
knowledge or complete lack of health care.”®

Adedze’s statement reveals that for the most part, the African woman has been circumscribed
only by her positions as mother and wife. Indeed, all the nine portraits of the African woman on
the showcase stamps in Adedze’s article depict with near-laser intensity the breasts of these
women, highlighting that the primacy of motherhood for the African woman is a value cherished
in African societies. Barbara Christian’s view is relevant here. The high regard for mothers in
African society has both positive and negative effects for women, circumscribing them even as it
honours them.

Cheikh Anta Diop (1987:33), a renowned Senegalese anthropologist/egyptologist, has observed
that “Thanks to the matriarchal system, our ancestors, and prior to any foreign influence, had
given women a choice place. They saw her not as a sex object but as a mother.” The obvious
question which comes to mind s this: is-motherhood the only choice place for women? To this
question, Kolawole would reply “One needs to see African woman’s experience objectively
and not

emphasize one role at the expense of others. The place of women in matriarchal African societies

27 An Associate Professor of African History at Illinois State University
2 «African Agenda”, Issue vol. 9. No. 4. 2006. Ed. Yao Graham, Cornelius Adedze et al. Africa: Third
World Network. www.twnafrica.org
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transcended the mother image, as we see formidable roles of women in public spheres as
well”(1997:51). Kolawole’s reply to Cheikh Anta Diop is validated by examples of such women
as Amina of Zazau and Yaa Asantewaa of Ghana who, apart from being mothers themselves, led

bands of men to revolt against oppressive rule.

In Africa, proverbs are central when it comes to the inculcation of values, and several African
proverbs do portray positive images .ofrwomen. Kolawole=(1997:62) has observed that:
“Matricentric proverbs usually exalt“.the women’s «ale, as mother, both literally and
symbolically, especially along the coast of West Africa.” Kolawole reiterates this point that
African proverbs depict mothers as symbols of honour by illustrating various proverbs that

reflect the value Africans place on mothers and motherhood. She says:

Among the Yorubas, the mather is an artifact of respect, almost to be warshipped:

‘lya ni wura’ — motheris-gold . . . Among the Akan people in Ghana, the concept
of good woman, ‘Obeapa’ is an important philosophy. Positive concepts and
proverbs include:

Enapa ye — A mother is precious
Onyame Baatanpa — A mother is god/divine
Asaase Yaa — Mother Earth. (p.87)

In Zimbabwe, the centrality of women as mothers is heightened through the proverb, ‘Musha
Mukadzi’ which translates as “Behind the successful family there is a woman.” Kolawole’s
illustrative examples above also agree with the Ghanaian practice of referring to a benevolent
man as Obaatanpa. Here the self-sacrificing attribute of women is superimposed on that man

who showed generosity towards the needy.

Though in Africa the mother figure is greatly respected, patriarchy, poverty, irresponsible fathers

and loss of opportunities for women due to lack of education, have made of motherhood an
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increasingly challenging notion or responsibility. Kolawole foregrounds the situations that

marginalize mothers and make mothering a challenging engagement. She says:

Many women are still contending with a situation in which many place a high
premium on boys’ education and when the resource cannot stretch to all the
children, the girls are denied education. In many rural places, the ratio of literate
adult females to males is 1:5. Elsewhere, poverty levels have increased due to
internal economic monitoring and the responsibility to feed the family rests
heavily on women as families are dislocated. Many employment sectors still
discriminate against women. But.these are aftenthightighted without documenting
attendant efforts to resist the feminization of poverty. One needs to avoid over-
romanticization of African ‘women’s “power. that.'can jeopardize true self-
knowledge. (p.52)

Such challenging situations wrought on African mothers have diluted the honour accorded
motherhood in Africa. As the African mother responds to changing social demands, she calls into

question this expectation of sacrifices that impinge on her worth and fulfillment.
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1.2. SELECTED THEORIES ON THE CHALLENGES OF MOTHERHOOD

The parent-adult child relationship has been described as one of complexity (Sprenkle,
2005:211-230), intergenerational ambivalence (Luescher and Pillemer, 1998:413-425) and worry
(Hay et al., 2007:605-622). These descriptions are sourced from the various relationship norms
that guide the parent-adult child bond. These norms invariably affect how parents and their adult
children understand one another, communicate with one another-and negotiate their relationship.
(Bojczyk et al. 2011:452) In recent: times, mother-daughter relationship has emerged as an
important area of study due to changes that border on demography, history, sociology etc.
Mothers and daughters may bring different perceptions to their relationships by virtue of their
role status especially where past roles seem to have far reaching implications on present roles.
Economic challenges, the exigencies of patriarchal unfairness on mothers and the diminishing
dependency on mothers as daughters grow Into adulthood, might create tensions between
mothers and their daughters. The resulting challenges created by the above mentioned situations
influence albeit negatively mother-daughter relationships. This view is clearly enunciated by the
outcomes of various researches on mother-daughter relationship. These researches suggest that
as children mature to adulthood and their mothers become older, their relationship becomes the
object of reflection and meaning. making both for mothers and daughters. (Brentherton and

Munholland, 1999:89-111; Henwood, 1997:255-263)

Lewis (1997) views constructions of the past, rather than the past itself as the catalyst that
influences the future. According to Lewis’ view, mothers and their daughters may draw their
present relationship from their assessment about the past and present. Lewis’ view is consistent

with the cause of all mother-daughter conflicts in Amma Darko’s novels under study here. In
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each of these novels, the reflection of past and present influence the future of the mother-
daughter relationship. This is especially seen in cases where adult daughters evaluate their
childhood experiences and come to an understanding of how these experiences have fuelled the

mother-daughter conflicts.

The function of the woman/mother in a patriarchal society is that of the woman as an anti-man.

In Issues in Feminism, Shiela Ruth (1995) assertsithat:

Women serve this important function in patriarchy. As the negative of man, his
complement, she is the receptacle of the traits he cannot accept in himself, he
cannot, as a human being, live without."The image woman contains that element
of humanity ripped from Man—an element she keeps for him, still in the world,
available when and where needed, but sufficiently distant to avoid interfering with
business . . . The outcome of this arrangement for man is ambivalence. He is both
drawn to and repelled by patriarchal woman. Although she represents love,
tenderness, compassion, nurture, passion, beauty, and pleasure, she is also,
fashioned by him, the composite of all the reasons why these traits are banned for
men: she iIs weak, emotional, dependent, imprudent, incompetent, timid, and
undependable ... Adored and reviled, worshipped and enslaved, the image of the
woman as well as her “place” in patriarchy is the natural outcome of masculinist
values needs. More than a econvenience (which it is), the subordination of women
IS a necessity in patriarchy. Economically, politically, biologically and
psychologically, it is the foundation on which the entire structure rests. (p.62)

The above expostulation by Sheila Ruth absolves God from patriarchal blame since Ruth in her
arguement claims that “patriarchy is the natural outcome of masculinist values and needs.” This
implies that once it originates from _man, man (here -woman included) can pull it down.
However, the likelihood that men will not pull it down is because patriarchy serves their interest
well. Men practising patriarchy can elect to be irresponsible and renege on their duties towards
the upbringing of children. In such situations, the mother is doubly burdened as she is expected
to care single-handedly for the children while the man walks free. However, for the purpose of

this study, Ruth’s position reveals that in any society where patriarchy is upheld, the attainment
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of perfect motherhood will only be an illusion since patriarchy operates not only in conjugal

relationships but in the economic, political, biological and psychological spheres.

To buttress her belief that patriarchy is a system designed from time immemorial by men to rid
women of self-worth, Sheila Ruth quotes sayings by great men that castigate women as inferior
beings of whom nothing good must be expected. Since the ambition of this thesis is to expose the
causes of the trials of motherhood rand disturbances rin-mother=daughter bonds, it might be
expedient to refer to all these quotes as a.means of validating the authors’ view that the myth of
female inferiority in itself constitutes one if not the major cause of the trials of motherhood; for,
if mothers and daughters are females and are considered inferior and evil, then patriarchy in itself
acts as a major cause of the trials of motherhood because all efforts to create self-worth come to

naught in situations where women are considered destructive. Sheila Ruth writes:

That women are morally-inferior to the point of being positively evil as a well-
known theme that comes down to us today from antiquity. Woman is a pitfall—a
pitfall, a hole, a ditch. Waoman is a sharp iron dagger that cuts a man’s throat.
Mesopotamian poem

Man who trusts womankind trusts deceivers

Hesiod

The beauty of woman is the greatest snare.

St. John Chrysostom

You are the evil’s gateway . . . the first deserter of the divine law; you are she
who persuaded. him whom the devil was not valiant-enough to attack. You
destroyed so easily-God’s,image, man. On account of your desert — that is, death —
even the Son of God had to die.

Tertullian

| have not left any calamity more detrimental to mankind than woman.

Islamic saying

Art thou not formed of foul slime? Art thou not full of uncleanliness?

Rule for Anchoresses

God made Adam master over all creatures to rule over all living things, but when
Eve persuaded him that he was Lord Even over God, she spoiled everything . . .
With tricks and cunning women deceive men.

Sigmund Freud
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He however has a question for all these men who castigate women: The question
to all these men who assume to have succinctly exposed the evils inherent in
women is . . . who mothered you?

In Africa as in other continents, motherhood has always been presented as a cherished institution.
However in recent times, there have been rumblings as African women writers today call for a
radical change in the presentation of ideal motherhood. Monica Bungaro has opined that recent
writing by African women is replete with a two dimensional portrayal of motherhood—the one
dimension that is traceable to the early partrayal of mothers as keepers of life and the other
dimension which portrays mothers as destroyers of life. She contends: “the questioning of norms
of feminity and maternity are at the centre of African women’s agenda. Women writers today are
putting their cards on the table as they are reconceptualising motherhood, pointing out its
regenerative and destructive potential, not just for the mother, but also, for the daughter”

(2006:69).

Bungaro’s contention here reveals a conscious effort in shifting the paradigm from that which
upholds the idealization of motherhood in Africa to that which exposes the inherent struggles of

mothers in Africa. Bungaro continues:

Stereotypical images of the mother (and grandmother) figure as carrier of life and
eternal nurturer are subverted, and cultural practices are often viewed as abusive.
By challenging coenstructions.of motherhood and-daughterhood, new areas of
generational conflict have.opened.up in modern.society. (p.69)

Elizabeth Debold and colleagues (1993:5) share-their thoughts on the challenges of motherhood
especially when it has to do with mothering females. They assert: “Suddenly, through birthing a
daughter, a woman finds herself face to face not only with an infant, a little girl, a woman-to-be,
but also with her own unresolved conflicts from the past and her hopes and dreams for the
future.” It is the constituent of these unresolved conflicts, as Debold et al. put it that builds up as
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trials for mothers and create conflicts in mother-daughter bonds. Debold and her colleagues,

attempt to trace the source of the conflicts that bedevil mother-daughter bonds. They opine:

Because motherhood is such a consuming responsibility, women can find
themselves overwhelmed by caring for daughters that they lose sight of them as
young people in their own right. In fact it can seem that learning from daughters
and exercising authority in mother-daughter relationship are somehow at odds.
Mothers are supposed to have all the answers to keep our daughters safe and
happy . . . We often forget that our daughters know us perhaps better than we
know ourselves. While their knowledge fis often articulate;they know where we
have stopped short, where we: feel: bad about ourselves, and where we have
disconnected from ourselves, ourwaices, our.desires.and dreams. These opinions
are backed by evidence from research carried out by Debold; . . . In often uncanny
ways, daughters carry their mother’s unresolved conflicts with them. At least a
half dozen of the women we have spoken to have told us how, in their early
twenties, they accidentally put pregnancy outside of marriage, and were
consumed with pain and guilt. Later they found out that one of the biggest secrets
of their mothers” lives had to do with a child either aborted or born outside of
marriage. Perhaps girls are so uncanny because they sense that in these places
where their mothers have silenced themselves, they will have the freedom to
explore and to figure out something for themselves . . . The things that make
women crazy.are girls’ actions-that evoke women’s fears, anger, betrayal, or grief.
These are usually the places where women have suffered loss and disconnection.
(pp.100-101)

Poverty and the need to apply one’s self to survival strategies have also caused disturbances in
the mother-daughter bonds. In Africa, women are increasingly forced to take on economic
responsibilities due to.irresponsible behaviour from husbands or fathers of their children or loose

kinship ties.

As White and co-authors argue:

On the one hand, many women find themselves forced to take on economic
responsibilities alone that would be more easily met with husbands or stronger
kinship ties. At the same time, some of these women have been forced to turn to
lovers for economic support, even though there exists few culturally sanctioned,
organized roles for these lovers to play in supporting women and children. In
towns, isolation from family and kinship ties often deprives women of the lineage
support that would have existed in the past. Thus, for example, women find it
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more difficult to share childcare responsibilities with family members and co-
wives. On the other hand, many women clearly choose the independence that
comes with flexible heterosexual bonds and loosening kinship ties. Many of the
responsibilities in decision making now accrue to women and are welcomed even
if these new responsibilities signify increased economic burdens. Much of the
contemporary literature and popular wisdom on African women has revealed a
discomfort with the loosening of conjugal and kinship bonds. (1999:121)

White’s two-pronged analysis here reveals that irresponsible parenting on the part of husbands or
men who father children, and migration with its negative effects on kinship ties, result in the
woman having to shoulder the economic burdens of the.family. This obsession to single-
handedly struggle out there and provide for the needs and sensibilities of her children can in

itself constitute trials for the mother.

White also identifies the escalating instances of divorce in West and West-Central Africa as a

source of the cause of disturbances in mother-daughter bonds. She says:

Moreover, divorce seems to be fairly common throughout West and \West-Central
Africa. Relationships formed with men after a divorce often represent a break
with customary or western-style marriage. Instead—divorce women may or
maynot choose what the Asante call a lover, marriage; they enter long-term
relationships with men without the formality of a marriage ceremony.

Not all women choose to form such relationships as the evidence of a growing number of
households headed by women would suggest. The disappearance of marriage ceremonies,
however, has resulted from declining control of parents over-their daughters in the face of labour

migration and increased school attendance.

White’s observation reveals also that labour migration and increased school attendance are the
cause of decline in control that parents have over their daughters. It becomes very difficult for

mothers to control their daughters under such circumstance.
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Perhaps the greatest cause of the trials of motherhood and disturbances in mother-daughter bonds
is patriarchy. Rosemary Agonita explains that it is in marriage that patriarchy operates. She
asserts: “By nature, dominion is maternal for two reasons—the identity of a child’s mother alone
is certain, and power over a child is initially in the hands of the mother who nourishes and trains
it . . . Marriage is the contract which brings about patriarchy” (1997:97). Agonita’s assertion is
significant in that it lays the blame of a mother’s loss of control over her child on patriarchy.
This means that but for marriage, a mother ‘would have remained powerful since the child’s
nourishment and training is her sole preserve. What then is patriarchy? Oduyoye (2004:48) has
succinctly defined patriarchy: “Patriarchy exists wherever one finds systemic and normative

inequalities and subordination.”

Oduyoye’s definition of patriarchy portends that it is in marriage that patriarchy works to rob the
woman of her self-worth. Patriarchy cheats women and reduces them to second-fiddle status. It is
a system which seeks, above all, the welfare of the man even when these exigencies demand the
oppression of women. The Encarta Dictionary s definition of patriarchy as a system that unfairly
elevates men above women 1is significant here as it reflects Oduyoye’s claim that patriarchy
breeds inequality and subordination. What 1s frightening about patriarchy as Oduyoye defines it,
is that it is systemic, namely that it is a practice rooted in-a particular community or society
and made to flourish by individuals in that community. In such a situation, the woman who bears
the brunt of this practice is not expected to complain as suggested by the Akan proverb: Afisem
nye ntomago na yasi ahata abonten, to wit, “domestic affairs are not rags to be washed and
hung outside.” In such an instance the prescribed rule is for the woman to allow herself to be

subdued and suffer in silence. Oduyoye illustrates the plight of the Akan woman in marriage:
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Marriage simply transfers the Akan woman from one suzerain (her maternal
uncle) to another (her husband) in order that she might serve the interests of both
kin groups: she provides children to the one (her matrilineal family) and physical
service to the other. Whereas marriage confers full responsibility and a measure
of autonomy on a man as a member of the community, the woman remains a
“subject”. (2004:135)

While in most African societies a woman is required to marry and, more importantly, to
procreate to perpetuate the family name of the lineage, this very demand also belittles her and
makes her a “subject”. Whereas childbeaning continues to~be-the  sole focus of marriage, the
woman or the mother cannot escape themarginalization and subjugation brought to bear on her
by the dictates of patriarchy. It becomes evident then that a mother in a patriarchal society is
under a double-yoke—she loses her worth in her husband’s opinion and in her daughter’s
opinion as well. The trials of motherhood and conflictual rapport in mother-daughter bonds are
traceable largely to patriarchy. A daughter who opines that her mother has wittingly allowed
herself to be subjugated by patriarchy will have to confront the same walls of patriarchy if she

wants to experience a sense of freedom that comes with rubbishing patriarchy.

Patriarchy as a practice can affect mothers of all social climes—the rural, the urban, and the elite
woman all have to contend with patriarchy. There is this obsession in patriarchal culture to set up
images of the ideal woman which only a few can emulate. The failure of most women to mirror
the ideal woman’s image brings about the feeling of disappointment which trickles down to her
daughter who would not take time to understand that the framework of patriarchy is constructed
on many pillars which require scrutiny in order to bring on the necessary insight and strength to

tear those pillars down.

Patriarchy demeans women and their endeavour to carve out dignifying images for themselves.

Modernization, urbanization, immigration and globalization have combined to break the threads
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of tradition resulting not only in the loss of native identities but perhaps, more importantly, the
loss of morals which requires from the youth appropriate behavioral standards. In an
Introductory Essay to Sex and Gender in an Era of AIDS: Ghana at The Turn of The Millennium,

Christine Oppong posits that:

. . . traditional customs shaping sexual behaviour, in particular, those beliefs,
sanctions and rules compelling sexual restraint and supporting abstention are
breaking down and new contraceptive practices arebeing-tried and advocated.
The result has been that sexualbehaviour is becaming more a matter of individual
opportunity and choice for some; possibly._invelving partner discussion and
sometimes including bargaining while for many it is being subtly and brazenly
influenced by unequal power relations and. resources between women and men.
(2006:1)

From this excerpt of Oppong’s Introductory Essay can be gleaned the regret in the breakdown of
traditional authority which supervised correct behaviour. Indeed, the breakdown of rules such as
those which compel-sexual restraint or support abstinence has, in most cases, resulted in some
mothers seeking their sexual interests above the welfare of their children, and children entering
into sexual negotiations with adults as a means to have access to the money needed to cater for

their needs since their mothers are not in the position to provide them with these essentials.

Challenging economic situations have adversely impacted on women. Still taking a cue from
Oppong’s Introductory Essay, she opines that harsh economic realities have forced people to
migrate in search of often elusive and mainly insecure and poorly-paid employment.
Interestingly, Oppong argues that the upsurge of irresponsible lifestyles is a result of this

situation:

The relationships and pathways of influence of labour migration on gender roles
include effects upon age and sex composition of populations and the erosion of
kin and community sanctions on familial and sexual behaviour. Both of these
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types of changes bring people together in new contexts in which both innovation
and deviance are possible and observed.

Evidence from studies on sexual behaviour and networking, suggest that the
relationship between increased human mobility, urbanization and sexual
behaviour are multiple. (2006:16)

There are implications of the escalating rates of migration and the subsequent dilution of
traditional supervision on morals. In the wake of this break-down in the traditional supervision of
morals, we witness a loosening of kinship ties and_an army_ of mothers burdened with childcare

since there are no immediate/available kinsmen'to turn to for support.

Migration and breakdown of traditional institutions which supervise corrective behaviour are
seen as fuelling and facilitating the trials of motherhood and also creating gaps in mother-
daughter bonds. The trials of motherhood are made even more pronounced in situations where
there is a paradigmatic shift in the enforcement of morality and behaviour. The more society
compromises on acceptable sexual standards, the more accommeodating, if not lax, sexual
behaviour permeates our societies. In such situations, sex becomes merchandized, bereft of any
moral and/or spiritual significance. Promiscuous youth, greedy for pleasure and money, befriend
adult men who may be husbands/fathers of faithful wives/mothers and visit untold hardships and
pain on such mothers. The inference is made once again that the break-up of traditional
supervision on behavioral patterns._pertaining to sex and the concomitant popularity of
transactional sex constitute a major component in the trials of motherhood. In some cases,
mothers are forced by challenging situations to enter into sexual bargain with men in order to
cater for the needs of their children. Such mothers ultimately find it difficult to propose

acceptable behavioral patterns to their children. For such mothers, the dilemma they face may be
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one of choosing between economic survival and acceptable behavioral standards—a Hobson’s

choice?®, indeed!

The rising numbers of women who are single mothers due to divorce and unfaithful husbands
indicate increasing female autonomy which translates into mothers alone taking full
responsibility for children. According to a research by Lloyd et al. on households headed by
women, nearly one in three households was female-headed=Analyzing the implications of this
escalating phenomenon on such women, LIayd et al..conclude that the increase in the proportions
of Ghanaian women ‘heading’ households implied “their increasing primary economic

responsibility and their growing vulnerability” (in Oppong, 2006:13).

Another cause of the trials of motherhood can be gleaned from the following situation. The
single mother in such a situation who struggles to feed herself and her children will also have to
battle with a feeling of inadequacy since it is difficult to provide for all the needs of her children.
Whereas the physical needs can be met in most cases, the emotional needs are not met. In such
instances, children dare their mothers and look elsewhere for emotional balance; and in the case
of daughters, it is usually to boys and men they turn to for balance—a situation which in itself

creates tensions between mothers and daughters.

Superstitious beliefs in most Ghanaian societies pinpoint old women as witches. This also is one

of the causative elements of trials for mothers. Mercy Amba Oduyoye argues that:

Many African folktales describe old women as demons. Often they have the
power of metamorphosis to alternate between human and non-human forms.
Women, especially when they are old, constitute a mysterious—if not sinister—

# After Thomas Hobson (1544-1561) of Cambridge, England, who rented horses and gave his customer
only one choice — that of the horse nearest the stable door.
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phenomenon. However, since respect for old age prevents openly ridiculing or

admonishing them in real life . . . Folktales are used to play openly with this
repressed assessment . . . Few men, according to the Akan, practise witchcraft.
(2004:41)

Oduyoye’s argument is corroborated by Susan Drucker-Brown in her article entitled “Mamprusi
Witchcraft, Subversion and Changing Gender Relations”. Drucker Brown argues that in
Mamprusi (a traditional kingdom in north-eastern Ghana), “women are accused of witchcraft
because of their aggressive natures and because their influential-men depend on female hierarchy
and also because of the increasing autonemy of.women in.the sexual division of labour and loss
of control by Mamprusi men of the local economy” (in Oppong, 2006:234). From Drucker-
Brown’s argument, it is clear that whereas Oduyoye leans on superstitious beliefs and folktale
imaging of old women as witches to explain the reason behind the labeling of Akan old women
as witches, Drucker-Brown holds a rather different view as she asserts in the opening lines of her
conclusion that “Mamprusi witchcraft accusations appear to be significant attempts to control the
behaviour of women” (in Oppong, 2006:250). Drucker-Brown argues further that condemning
women to suffer due to witcheraft is in line with the patriarchal character of Mamprusi men. In
an introductory review of Drucker-Brown’s article entitled, “Mamprusi Witchcraft, Supervision
and Changing Gender Relations”, Christine Oppong argues that in Mamprusi, economically

empowered women are castigated as witches by men:

Women are traditionally expected to be submissive and subservient to men and to
senior women, but because of economic pressures, they farm, travel and trade in
order to provide for their families. She sees their growing autonomy, paralleled by
increasing male frustrations and fear of witchcraft, as an indicator of the
importance of the normally hidden female hierarchy. Belief in the increased
frequency and virulence of witchcraft, as well as new ways of dealing with
witches, are viewed not so much as mirroring a change in the nature of female
power as a loss of control by Mamprusi men over their own economic and
political environment. Men now need women’s economic support. Women have
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the chance to be increasingly autonomous yet ideally, traditionally should be
controlled by men. (2006:29)

It is to patriarchy that Drucker-Brown turns for explanation for the escalating number of women

labeled as witches in Mamprusi.

Perhaps Drucker-Brown’s analysis above helps to explain why in most African societies, the
witch is an old woman. Is it also not because the old woman, (a mother and grandmother)
considered the repository of wisdom 10 whem men are ‘'supposed to turn for advice in dicey
situations, must be made to feel unimportant after all, hence her being labeled a witch? The
labeling of women, especially mothers and grandmothers as witches, constitutes a huge trial for
motherhood. The mother/grandmother who is accused as a witch automatically loses control over
her children. She is considered a persona non-grata and so is either chased out of the home or
ignored by the very-children she had suffered to nurture. The causes of the trials of motherhood
as enumerated and explained clearly explain why in all four of Amma Darko’s novels, the trials
of motherhood are illustrated. Indeed all the issues explored have found space in all of Amma

Darko’s works under study.

Psychotherapist, Paula Caplan, in her book entitled, Don 't Blame Mother: Mending the Mother-
Daughter Relationship advises her female clients and students to interview their mothers and
learn about their mothers’ background since such information will yield some understanding as
to why mothers fail to mother effectively. To Caplan, the cause of the guilt, anger and fear that
have gripped mother-daughter relationship can be sourced from what she terms the culture of
‘mother blaming’—a culture which is traceable to patriarchy. She asserts: “I have found that
nearly all women are filled with a mixture of anger, guilt, fear and uncertainty about many

aspects of their relationships with their mothers and/or daughters.” Caplan’s assertion is
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referenced by Debold et al. in her book entitled, Mother-Daughter Revolution: From Betrayal to
Power (1993:5). Debold and her colleagues (1993:103) contend that “The double binds in which
mothers find themselves in patriarchal culture are as hurtful as the binds that cut into girls at
early adolescence. By escaping those binds, adult daughters build new relationships with their
own mothers.” Debold and her colleagues are thus blaming patriarchy as the reason why
daughters blame their mothers for not mothering well. Thus the constricting nature of patriarchal
culture impinges on mothers’ ability to mentor daughters and would-be mothers. No wonder
Debold and her co-writers call on adult daughters to escape from those binds imposed on

motherhood by patriarchal culture in order to build healthier relationships.

Adrienne Riche contributes to the ongoing discussions on the constricting nature of patriarchy on
mothers. Riche explores the variety of ways in which mothers have been betrayed by
patriarchy’s institution of motherhood with its rippling effect as mothers betray their own

daughters. She argues:

But if a mother had deserted us, by dying, or putting us up for adoption, or
because life had driven her into alcohol or drugs, chronic depression or madness,
if she had been forced to leave us with indifferent, uncaring strangers in order to
earn, our good.mother, . . . worrying, puritanical keeper of our virginity; or if she
simply left us because she needed to live without a child—whatever our rational
forgiveness, whatever the_individual mother’s love and-strength, the child in us,
the small female who grew up in a male-controlied world, still feels, at moments,
wildly unmothered. (1976:95)

Riche’s argument thus lays mother-blaming on patriarchal culture. Debold and co-authors
contend that “These feelings of being “wildly unmothered” are a legacy of patriarchy and the

psychological hook that pulls girls and women into the culture of romance”.
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This literature review signifies that motherhood and the trials confronting this institution is not
only real but also deserves critical attention. Amma Darko’s novels under study clearly reveal
that literature can be a reflection of reality—“All is true” says Balzac about the novel—in the
sense that, all the theories analyzed in the literature review find representation in all four of
Darko’s novels under study. Amma Darko accordingly rises up to the fictionalization of reality
as proven by the theories analyzed in the literature review and the trials of motherhood as

portrayed in the four novels.
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1.3. THEORITICAL FRAMEWORK

In analyzing the trials of motherhood in Amma Darko’s novels we are interested in the shift of
emphasis from feminism to womanism. Appropriately we need to trace the beginnings of
feminism and various shades of feminism. Feminism emerged as a result of the gendered
division of power which severely restricted women’s participation in world politics. There was
the need to disrupt feminine stereotypes/which were usually-linked to women’s biological roles
such as giving birth, nurturing, homemaking ete. It.was the need to change the status quo that

influenced women to advocate for change.

Feminists do not agree among themselves on an all-inclusive and universally accepted definition,
perhaps this is due to the rather sensitive nature of the topic. Generally, however, feminism may
be defined as a collective term of systems of beliefs and theories that pay special attention to
women’s rights and wemen’s pasition in culture and society. The term feminism tends to be
used for women’s right movements which began in the late eighteenth century and continues to

advocate for complete political, social and economic equality between men and women.

There are diverse shades of feminisms; our focus however iIs to give a brief survey of the major
varieties of feminism based mainly the characterizations. V. Spike Peterson and Anne Sisson

Runyan have asserted in their book entitled, Global Gender Issues that;

Throughout history, women—individually, collectively and sometimes with
men—~have struggle against direct and indirect barriers to their self-development
and their full social, political and economic participation. In a modern era, they
have often done so through organizing women’s movements that have addressed
many issues and, thus taken many forms. (1993:116)
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Perterson and Runyan’s assertion above proves that from time immemorial women have
struggled for recognition, equality and acceptance. It is no doubt that an adherence to a system
where women’s interests were subordinated to the interests of men gave rise to women

struggling to change that system.

Feminism as a term came into English usage around the 1890s. However, women’s struggle for
recognition and equality goes further jback. iindeed ithe rise*of feminism is traceable to women’s
opposing reaction to the essentialist ‘ideclogy which among: other things popularized the
distinctions between the sexes. In their (Essentialists) categorization, men were seen as
possessing abilities to think logically, abstractly and analytically, whereas women were viewed

as emotional, compassionate and ever faithful when it comes to nurturing.

For centuries certain-essentialist ideas and myths had influenced western thought. Indeed some
luminaries of literature had early on contributed to the ongoing discourse. Their myths and biases
constitute an inimical back lash to the lived realities of women. A few would be cited. Virgil (70-
19 BC) is quoted as saying that “woman is fickle and always changing.” The great Roman writer,
Thomas Acquinas (1225-74) is credited with the words; “Woman an imperfect man.” William

Shakespeare (1564-1616).in his play, Hamlet exelaims; “Frailty, Thy name is woman!”

All these pronouncements coupled with unfairness-and equality against women sparked anger in
many women especially in Europe and the Americas. In a chapter she contributed in the book

Women’s voices, Feminist visions; Sheila Ruth proposes an easier way of tracing feminist

activism. She contends:

A way of looking at women’s movement more accurately is simply that of women
moving toward greater strength and freedom both in their awareness and in their
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socio-political position. This has been happening through the centuries, often for
individuals sometimes collectively. It has progressed and it has receded; it has
sometimes been subterranean, and it crests into waves of activism. It has
expressed itself in many ways in poetry, in marches on courthouses, or in the
quiet but sturdy resistance of women in their households. It has been expressed in
various contexts—political, economic, psychological, or even physical—and it is
not easily confined to one model. From this perspective, no discernible
“beginning” to the women’s movement exists . . . (2001:25)

Ruth’s suggestive approach cited above is very revealing in that it attests first to the universality
of women’s issues. Secondly, it proves right thesclaimsiby-manyra~feminist that feminist issues,
values, goals and challenges have [been ' characterized. by a ‘continuous struggle aimed at
challenging the status quo. Thirdly, this approach affords us a context within which we can
evaluate challenges to feminist goals and challenges to the very legitimacy of feminism as a

world movement.

In its entirety, Ruth’s approach authenticates the fact that each wave of activism (which

characterized the feminist’s movement) is an integral part of a progressive development (p.25).

The earliest feminist activity happened between 1550-1700. During this period women in Europe
and the Americas had no formal rights and were also not represented in the law. The rule of the
father undermined the voice of the woman and the woman’s body was_her husband’s property

who also had legal rights as the guardian of the children.

Cathia Jenainati and Judy Groves-in their book entitled Introducing Feminism, trace the early

feminist activity t01558. According to Jenainati and Groves the early feminist activities were
aimed at challenging the prevailing view that women are weak and irrational creatures who
should be controlled by men. The efforts of these early feminists were given a boost also by

Queen Elizabeth I's ascension to the throne in 1558. Her long and successful reign as a single
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female raised questions about the supremacy of male rule and the subsequent demonstration that

it was after all possible to challenge patriarchal rule.

In 1642, impoverished working women in England collectively rebelled as they marched into
London to petition the House of Lords and Commons to enact laws that will bring recognition to

women whilst improving their conditions.

In 1652, the Society of Friends was founded hy the Quakers. They had as their binding principle
the disarmament of any form of hierarchy between people. This principle held so much appeal to
women that in the 19 century about 40 percent of female abolitionist, 19 percent of feminists

born before 1830, and 15 percent of suffragists born before 1830 were Quaker women.

The 18th and 19th centuries witnessed the legacy of the age of Enlightenment. It was at this time
that the writings of some notable female figures openly popularized the use of reason and made it
stand at opposite ends with faith. Women were encouraged to use reasoning to discover the truth
about their existence. Individual thinking was privileged over unquestioned adherence to

traditional stipulations. This led to the Enlightenment’s practice of Eree Enquiry.

The Enlightenment’s emphasis on the rational informed the impulse towards social planning.
Frances Wright (1795-1852) attempted to use the social planning model to set up an
experimental community called ‘Nashoba which is dedicated to ensuring the emancipation of
slaves. At this time schooling for women was privileged over church going. However, Wright’s
ambitious experiment failed because of the selective nature of their membership. Their
membership belonged to the working class. The ideas of Enlightenment however translated into

the rise of individualism.
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By the 1920’s Britain and U.S. witnessed a rise in the members of individualist feminists due
mainly to activities of educated and financially independent single women who argued strongly
for a non-fairly-based existence. At this same time, married women’s participation in the labour
force took on a political nature as did the fall in birth rates. The individualist perspective held the
view that the individual is the basic unit of society and that gender should not be used to define

our social roles.

The second half of the 19th century witnessed the organization of feminist activity in Britain and
the USA. This organized movement was influenced by the various independent and sporadic
activities of the 18th century feminists. It is this first attempt at feminist organization which is
recorded in history as First Wave Feminism. The First Wave Feminism which evolved in Britain
and the USA in the second half of the nineteenth century (1860-1920) has been defined as the
first organized feminist movement with definite and specific aims.-The major characteristic
feature of this movement was the advocacy for political and legal equality. The focus was also
channeled towards the realization of aims such as female suffrage and women’s access to
educational and employment opportunities. The movement also campaigned against double

standards or an equal attitude to female and male sexual behaviour.

American First Wave Feminism comprises a wide range of women. They were sub-groups such
as the Woman’s Christian Temperanece Union headed by Frances Willard, National Women’s
Party, and National League of Women Voters among others. There was the general contention
that women are considered second class citizens; and that necessitated the fight for

representation in the legislature and public governmental bodies.
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Primarily these feminists (First Wave Feminism) were concerned with exposing the injustices
they had experienced on a personal basis. They did not label themselves as feminist (a term
coined in 1895). Key among their achievements were: the opening of higher education to women
and the enactment of the Married Women’s Property Act, 1870. Some of the female luminaries
of this period warned against the dangers in perpetuating social and legal discrimination against
women. The works of a selected few will be looked at. Abigail Adams (1744-1818) was the wife
of John Adams, the second president of USA' A very influential woman, Abigail Adams urged
her husband to “remember to think about the ladies” while drafting the Declaration of

Independence.

In 1792, Mary Wollstonecraft published her book entitled, A Vindication of the Rights of

Woman. In this book, Wollstonecraft condemned the unfair use of masculine power and equated
this unfairness with political tyranny. She advocated that women be allowed to participate in the

rights and duties of citizenship-and be given equal opportunities.in education.

Angelina Grimke (1805-1879) and her sister Sarah Grimke (1792-1873) urged women to make
their voices heard through their writing. They encouraged women to take up the task of writing
petitions to congress. The Grimke sisters made a number of public speeches where they affirmed
their claim that women and men were created equal-and argued that women must enjoy the same
social and civil privileges that had been the sole preserve of men. Even though their activities
created public uproar due to the conservative nature of their society, these Grimke sisters

nevertheless pursued their course.

Virginia Woolf (1882-1941) is among the best known of feminist writers, she questioned

women’s limited contribution to social and p%gtical life. Together with her husband Leonard



Woolf, they founded the Hogarth Press which published relatively unknown writers such as
Katherine Mansfield, T. S. Eliot and E. M. Foster. She is credited with the use of stream of
consciousness, Virginia Woolf says “I use stream of consciousness because | want to describe
the atoms as they fall upon the mind. It is the order in which she put the stream of consciousness
which enabled her to create a form of female self-expression.” In 1929, Hogarth Press published
a compilation of the series of lectures Virginia Woolf delivered at Newham and Girton, then, the
only two colleges for women at Cambridge University. In this boak, Virginia Woolf explored the
cultural and economic constraints that militate against female creativity. She also pondered over
the political and historical obstacles that have militated against the establishment of a female

literary tradition.

She is remembered for her best known assertion that in order for a woman to be creative, she
needs a steady income of £500 a year and a room of her own. It was her ideas for establishing a

female literary tradition which was later taken up by the gynacritics.

In 1948 Simone de Beauvior’s The Second Sex was published. This seminal book ushered in the

theoretical discussions of the second wave feminism due to the new understanding it injected

into social relations between men and women. In The Second Sex, de Beauvior contends that one

is not born a woman but becomes a woman due only to social constructs which pigeon-hole
women to mother. She clamoured for individual freedom and claimed that the solution to female
subjugation lies in women achieving complete economic and social equality since this will
enable an inner metamorphosis to take place. Between 1960 and 1994, the second wave of
feminism flourished with significant progress made in the area of seeking equality for both males
and females. 1960 saw the American scientists develop and approve the use of oral

contraceptive. This signal a kind of freedom siné:f women now have control over childbirth. John



F. Kennedy in 1963 set up the commission of the status of women which was tasked to expose
discrimination against women in employment. The same 1963 witnessed the publication of Betty

Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique which among others highlighted those traditional roles of

women which she considers as being stumbling blocks to women’s progress since she sees these
roles as a means of keeping women subordinated to men. Betty Friedan, in The Feminine
Mystique also encouraged women to strive towards the fulfiliment of their own feminity. She
maintained that the only way out for women'to|find time and energy to engage in professional
careers is for them to learn how to juggle their serious domestic duties. It must be stated here that
Betty Friedan’s arguments had some knotty areas In that she did not seek to identify the source
of women’s oppression nor did she emphasize the need for society itself to change in order to
accommodate women’s changing lives. As an activist, Betty Friedan was responsible for
founding the National Organization for Women (1966), for organizing The National Women’s
Political Caucus in 1971 and the International Feminist Congress in 1973. She also started the

First Women’s Bank in 1973.

Second Wave Feminism witnessed also the writings of Germaine Greer who advocated for

sexual liberation (lesbianism) in her book entitled The Female Eunuch. in 1984 she published a

controversial book entitled Sex and Destiny. The controversy is recognized in her emphasis that

chastity is the best form of contraception. This-is considered very inappropriate because in a way
it signals an end to procreation.

In 1970, Shulamite Firestone also wrote The Dialectic of Sex whilst Sexual Politics was written

by Kate Millet. In 1974, Ann Oakley’s Women’s Work was published in which she challenged

the myth of biological motherhood. In 1981, Oakley published Subject Women, in which she

suggested, albeit provocatively, that women have conspired against themselves. She advocated
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for a more engagement of feminists in the sociological aspects of women’s lives. In 1976,

Andrienne Riche’s Of Women Born was published. In this book she contradicted the analyses of

Firestone and Oakley when she made a case for biological motherhood, advocating its potential
in making women love their babies, their spirits and the institution of motherhood. As a feminist
she identifies as a leshian and expanded, to the dismay of some lesbians, the definition of

leshianism to include close ties of friendship and support among women.

In 1978, Mary Dale and Nancy Chodorow’s Gyn/Ecology.and The Reproduction of Motherhood

respectively were published. Daly lays the problem of patriarchy on the doorsteps of God (God
the Father) and rejected all together the term “God”, asserting that the function of God in all

religion is to “act as a legitimate paradigm for the institution of patriarchy.”

Chodorow however-concerned herself with investigations that will probe into the reasons behind
women’s mothering (why women decide to mother). Chodorow made two important discoveries;
firstly, that the only way to ensure the minimization of asymmetries is for mothers and fathers to
participate fully in parenting. Secondly, Chodorow’s girls under such situations can learn from
their fathers to control their empathy and boys will learn to strike a balance between their

autonomy and emotional expression.

Alice Walker (1944) has published several essays on the expression of black American women.
She ranks very high among black American female writers and is heavily involved in the civil
rights movement. Her writings generated controversial reactions among black critics for their
depiction of black men as sexist and violent husbands. Her defense to her critics who accuse her

of complexity with white stereotypes of black men is that her fiction attempts to showcase
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problems which hitherto were considered taboo. Thus in her writings, Walker assumes a

frank,often daring perspective in her casting of blackmen as capable of brutal actions.

In 1983, Walker published a collection of essays under the title In Search of Our Mother’s

Gardens: Womanist Prose. This book ushered in an era of black gynocriticism and is a major

influence on feminist thinkers across the world. Walker sees herself as a womanist and she
defines “womanist” as a “woman of colour who ;is committed to-the wholeness of the entire
people, male or female.” It’s an alternative term for “feminist” since feminism does not address

the holistic consent of the African woman.

The third wave feminism is actually a continuation of second-wave feminism and it starts from
the 1980s to the 2000s. Women’s rights are continually being advanced. Many well-attended and
well-informed conferences have been held. These conferences that have brought women together
from all over the world provides considerable opportunities for advancing women’s rights whilst
cautioning against the tendency to -apply principles universally. Notably among these
conferences are the Copenhagen Conference of 1980 and the Nairobi Conference of 1985. The
Nairobi Conference upheld the notion that feminism is not monolithic but constitutes the
political expression of the concerns and interests of women from different regions, classes,
nationalities, and ethnic backgrounds. Even though the Nairobi Conference emphasized the
diversified nature of feminists issues, it nonetheless emphasized that this diversity builds on a
common opposition to gender oppression and hierarchy since this constitutes the first step in

articulating and acting on a political agenda.

The Beijing Platform for Action was signed at the Beijing Conference in 1995. The Beijing

Platform for Action included among others a commitment to achieve “gender equality and the
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empowerment of women.” Participants at this conference identified “gender mainstreaming” as
the main strategy to achieve “gender equality and empowerment of women.” Women and men
were encouraged to engage in such a way as to “experience equal conditions for realizing their
full human rights and have the opportunity to contribute and benefit from national, political,

economic, social and cultural development.”®

Thirty years down the line women especially thosesin the third world still suffer different shades

of oppression. In an illustrated chapterientitled Feminism and the Developing World, Cathia

Jenainati, exposes a dicey problem with the discourse of western feminism: “Oppressed women
exist in many countries around the world. However, the discourse of western feminism often
relegate them to a marginal position, using universal labels such as “Women in Third World” to
denote a rich variety of cultural, racial, and class categories” (p.166). Janainati observes that the
categorization of the history of feminism into “Waves” which are delineated by American and

European events and personalities does not apply, nor does it reflect our (African) condition.

It is this marginalization, which according to Janainati, results in the third world’s apparent lack

of interest in issues concerning feminism. She argues:

“Feminist activists in developing countries resist social injustice against them in
ways that often do not coincide with the feminist efforts that the West has
witnessed. This sometimes leads to misunderstanding and misinterpretation of
their struggle, their aims and goals.”” (p.166)

Another feminist theorist, Chandra Talpade Mohanty has also attacked the ways in which so-
called “First World” feminist represent women in the “Third World”. Mohanty explains the

distinction thus:

% http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History of feminism
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. .. Western women are often depicted as strong, assertive individuals who are
decisive and in control of their fate and bodies. Whereas women in developing
countries are invariably portrayed as victims of a patriarchal order which robs
them of their voice, dictates their fate, and forces them into financial dependence.

This careless depiction of women in developing countries as sexually constrained, ignorant, and

helpless has been condemned by Mohanty.

Gayati Spivak has also denounced the tendency on the part of western feminism to speak for
non-western women. According to Spivak Inther conceptien of the “subaltern” this tendency to
speak for non-western women robs them of a political voice. According to Spivak the only
potential of this practice is that it marginalizes non-western women and ignores their own efforts
at countering social and political injustice. Spivak argues that “\When non-western women speak
or write from within western culture they shatter the myth of unity which western feminists have

long celebrated” (p.168).

Spivak’s advice to western feminists is that they should rather incorporate the discourse of
otherness and allow it to enrich the “imagined community of women” which Mohanty has
identified. Admittedly, African women who advocate for freedom and recognition for women
have had to search for an acceptable form of “ism” that truly reflects the African woman’s

situation.

Clenora Hudson-Weems (1993) has added her voice to the ongoing search for an acceptable
form of “ism” for African women. Her book entitled Africana Womanism sees the need for self-
naming to reflect African culture whilst assessing the unique experiences, struggles, needs and
desires of African women to be able to respond to each need better even though there is a

common agenda to liberate and empower African women. Hudson-Weems spells out the focus of
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Africana Womanism by first stating what it is not and then emphasizing what it is supposed to
do. Hudson Weems’s Africana Womanism recognizes that any ideology that will fulfill the

African woman’s needs must be grounded in African culture. She argues:

Neither an outgrowth nor an addendum to feminism, Africana Womanism is not
Black Feminism, or Walker’s womanism that some African women have come to
embrace. Africana Womanism is an ideology created and designed for all women
of African descent. It is grounded in African culture, and therefore it necessarily
focuses on the unigue experiences;. struggles,s needs~and desires of Africana
women. (p.22)

The recognition of difference in Africa women’s experiences is an important step since these
differences enhance self-identity which is a catalyst for cultural self-retrieval. Cultural self-
retrieval can only be achieved when African women investigate their different cultures to
identify those aspects of culture which invest women with power and bring them respect and
recognition. Kolawole (1997:27) has argued that before colonialism and imperialism, the African
culture invested African women with positive qualities which resulted in “self-enhancement,

self-esteem and freedom within African cultural context.

Feminism to an extent is relevant to the African woman’s situation since our attempt at analysing
the socio-historical background to modern feminism reveals that liberation and empowerment
of all women is core to the feminist ideal. Indeed it is this importance that the African woman
sees in the family system that also makes her acknowledge the positive impact of male-
female collaboration. Even though patriarchy constitutes a major barrier in the African
woman’s quest for self-retrieval, it nonetheless does not constitute a major ground for the
castigation of all men as enemies of women’s progress. The proponent of African

Womanism, Mary M. Kolawole spells out some aspects of African reality which make it
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imperative for African women to align themselves to an ideology that addresses their peculiar

challenges. She maintains:

African world-view is predominantly family-oriented and this is an aspect of the
positive legacy that Blacks in the Diaspora have sustained vigorously and self-
consciously. Some radical feminist further advocate an overturn of patriarchy and
patriarchal symbols. Many African women recognize the way patriarchy has been
manipulated to put them down and they are struggling against these forms of
subjugation and intimidation wherever they exist ... . But at the same time, many
also recognize the need to unite.with men in a conceried effort to reject racist and
imperialist subjugation. (p.27)

Even though patriarchal role exist in some parts of Africa, it must be noted that there are some
African men who have collaborated with African women to achieve progress. This is evidenced
also in some literary works from Africa. In Amma Darko’s novels for example, we identify some
men whose support of women speeds up the process of development. Thus, to castigate all men
as evil because patriarchal role exists in certain quarters of Africa is biased indeed. A preferred

choice to feminism is womanism.

In Womanism and African Consciousness, Kolawole recognises the relevance of motherhood in
the African culture. Her recognition also directs us to our choice of African womanism as our

mayjor theoretical framework. Kolawole explains:

An important area of contention is the different attitude to the private-public
sphere dichotomy. Western feminists’ emphasis on the women’s space and sphere
of influence mainly in terms of public participation is problematic to many
African women. This accentuates the distortion of the criteria of judgement of
women’s freedom and empowerment. The African woman cherishes her role as a
home maker as well as her status as a mother or a potential mother. She does not
necessarily see these roles as liabilities. (pp.31-32)
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Motherhood is central to Amma Darko’s narratives. Whilst addressing the importance of mothers
in Africa, Amma Darko’s novels also expose the challenges bedeviling mothers and daughters
not as a way of condemning motherhood but as a way of disinfecting all the “bacteria” that
create hardships for mothers. It is to retrieve for mothers their lost dignity that makes Darko
concentrate so much on those problems that steal away the dignity of mothers. The needs of
women in general and mothers in particular are given a lot of space in Darko’s narratives.
Womanism also addresses the partieular needs of Afriean women and provide alternative
solutions. Womanism, unlike feminism, exalts marriage, childbirth, and family values, and the
beneficial results of collaboration between men and women. Kolawole has argued that the

African women source their pride in motherhood and believes in family values. She contents:

African women’s self-definition focuses on positive collectivity as opposed to
individuality.—It. also endorses the overt manifestation of womanhood and
motherhood with no apologia. Consequently, the average African woman’s
exultation of marriage and family values and assertion of feminine outlook are
important canons of African. womanhood. Nonetheless, these women are crying
out for justice where these valuesand traditions are abused or when the ideals of
African culture are perverted in the patriarchal structure. (1997:197)

The African woman’s belief in family values and the pride they take in the performance of their
motherly roles suggests strongly that African women consider men as partners in the realization
of their common goals. The fight is not against men but against those men who manipulate the
laxities of the patriarchal structure to suppress women. The view that African women consider
their men as partners in their story is shared by Kolawole: “To many, female bonding therefore
consist of bringing out and enhancing common and positive African values, as opposed to
building a wall around women in exclusion of men.” Okey Ndibe (1991:3) agrees with

Kolawole’s view and adds that made-in-the-West feminism appeared to have declared a war
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against the family. For her (African woman), a cohesive family life could never pose a threat or
constitute a contradiction.”

The views of Kolawole and Ndebi as expressed above confirms our argument that feminism
which sees the family as a threat to the progress of women and which among other things
considers the woman’s attachment to the making of a family a threat to her progress constitute a

major contradiction to the values of African women.

Darko’s novels explore this importance and'.recognize the family as the source of social
development. It is this importance which she gives the family that endears her to us. In all four of
Darko’s novels under study, we find a breakdown of the family unit and Darko points to us the
fact that it is the breakdown of the family system that has resulted in moral decadence, under-
development, exploitation, and the subjugation of women. The abundance of broken families in
Darko’s works ironically points to her view that the problems in our society are linked to the
break-down of the family system. It becomes challenging for single mothers (whether divorced

or neglected by the fathers of their children) to dutifully fulfill the needs of their children.

Poverty and the desire to supply the needs of their children force most single mothers into the
hands of unscrupulous men. The inability of the mothers to meet their daughters’ expectations
make them failures in the eyes of their daughters. If these fathers contribute to the upbringing of
children, the family system would-work as the burden of childcare would be shared by both
parents. It is because most single mothers find it difficult to fulfill the needs of their children,
that brings them into conflicts with their own daughters. In Africa, the family system which
works properly ensures the healthy upbringing of children. Darko views the family as the most

important unit when it comes to proper upbringing of children.
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Kolawole agrees with Darko’s view. Expressing her opinions on the importance of the family

system in Africa, Kolawole contends that the family system is never an anathema:

The centrality of the family is important to Africans, male and female. Women in
particular see the family as the nucleus of social development, growth, moral

sustenance as well as cultural continuity. They do not see the family as an
anathema. They cannot adopt the Western feminists’ attitude such as the position
of Zilla Einstein who contends that the family is a tool for entrenching capitalist
oppression and individualism. African family set-up is derived from the communal
ethos . . . Many African womanists arer happily~married without any overt
hindrance to their career or occdpation:y(p.32)

Apart from the fact that Western feminism overlooks the importance of the family system to
development, it is also faulted for its associations with racism, colonialism and sexism. In tracing

the African woman’s rejection of feminism, Kolawole argues:

Since the colonial era, African women have continued to experience such a close
link between racism and sexism and this informs their rejection of any claim by
feminists to fight their.cause. African women are. struggling against multiple
disadvantages; some of these are caused by tradition, and patriarchal set-up. In
some specific ways, colonialism did not remove the gender inequality but
widened it as education created new forms of inequality to crown the existing
ones . . . But external eye-view cannot fully address the African woman’s
problem. Introspection and individuality characterize feminism but African
thought is largely collective and this entails respecting several approaches to the
problem. (p.34)

In rejecting feminism as the right term to reflect the occupation of African women, Kolawole

further observes:

Many see feminism as imperiahistic-while others are comfortable with it as they
seek to locate themseives in global feminist agenda. Those who reject feminism
are looking for alternative terminologies that are relevant to their specific cultural
experience. The most dominant concept acceptable to those rejecting feminism as
a term of reference is womanism (or African womanism). Womanism does not
deny the natural biological God-given traits and characteristics but rejects the
manipulation of such traits to hold women down. It seeks to enhance women’s
strength in positive wholesome ways by highlighting and not effacing femaleness.
(p.196)
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Womanism expresses three fundamental ideas. Firstly, womanism acknowledges that African
women and men must work towards ensuring a family system geared towards the growth of its
members. It is this family system that forms the nucleus of social development.

Secondly, womanism recognizes the paramount importance of motherhood in African culture.
Thus womanism considers motherhood as an avenue through which women can carve out

dignified images for themselves and ensure the proper upbringing of children.

Thirdly, African womanism attaches importance to. African culture though these womanists are
aware of some imbalances in the cultural stipulations that contribute to women’s
marginalization. The call is on women to re-evaluate the cultural limitations and preserve

the good in their culture. Kolawole explains:

African women can still remain themselves in a changing cultural and socio-
historical setting. African.women can take whatever is-positive in the encroaching
modern values and simultaneously retain the essence by preserving what is good
in their culture and-establishing-it. Indeed, in manifesting cultural exteriority and
maintaining their feminine selves, they sustain their alterity-in a way . . . African
womanist configuration derives from this culturally wholesome self-expression
and not any polemics that are extraneous to the consciousness of the majority of
Africans. (p.204)

Darko’s novels share these views espoused by Kolawole in her seminal-book entitled, Womanism
and African Consciousness. Kolawole’s definition of who a womanist is immediately show-cases
Darko as a womanist. She writes: “Any African woman whe has the consciousness to situate the
struggle within African cultural realities by werking for a total and robust self-retrieval of the

African woman is an African or Africana Womanist” (1997:34).

Kolawole herself acknowledges the renowned Nigerian playwright and critic Zulu Sofola, as a

precursor of African womanism. She also confirms that most of her (Kolawole’s) views and
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ideas on womanism were also shaped by her interaction with scholars like Clenora Hudson-
Weems, Molara Ogundipe-Leslie, Gloria Braxton and Obioma Nnaemeka among others.
Kolawole’s ideas are also sourced from her frustrations with the lack of interest that western
feminism attaches to the family system and motherhood. She considers their lack of interest in
motherhood and the family as inimical to African culture. Kolawole’s desire to speak to the
particular needs of African women is also linked to her view that there is a problem in
universalising the theory of feminism.:She locates her disceurse within the Igbo philosophy that
claims that “There is no absolute way to anything”. This philosophy, according to Kolawole, is
also shared by Obioma Nnaeka. Their contention is that “Counter discourse is a healthy approach
in women’s search for acceptable feminine aesthetics”.** This implies that discussions on
African women need to be carried out on a dialogic basis. Adeola quotes Leslie to demonstrate

that there is no one “African aesthetic”, according to Ogundipe Leslie (1990:61). Dialogism,

according to Kolawole, focuses on divergence and complementarity.

According to Kolawole, other theorists who, like Maikhail Bakhtin, uphold the dialogic
approach are Audre Lorde and Josephine Dovan. Kolawole also confirms the popularity of the
dialogic approach in Africa. This is the position of many African critics-including Ropo Sekoni
and Obioma Nnaemeka. Kolawale explains her reason for locating her Womanism theory within

a dialogic framework:

| have located this discourse within a dialogic framework in positing African
Womanist theories because the underlying principle is one of accommodating
different but relevant approaches to African women’s self-definition. Dogmatism
and relativism are inadequate in giving expression to the pluralistic African

'K olawole’s meeting with Obioma Nnaemeka during the African Literature Association Conference held
in Columbus, Ohio in 1995.
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setting . . . It is important for African women to explore common fronts of
struggle in the existent dichotomized world . . . Many African women still
celebrate conventional family values and they believe that the breakdown of the
family system and its replacement with other “politically correct” and acceptable
set-ups is responsible for the rate of crimes, drug use, alcoholism, suicide, and
many perversions that are the hallmark of modernized societies today. Feminism
celebrates many of these values that Africans consider problematic and this
explains the attitude of non-conformist African scholars. (p.197)

African Womanism is a friendly theory for African women. Where womanism differs from
feminism is in the former’s adoration ofsthe. family system-ana=motherhood. \Whereas feminism
mostly castigates men and blames them:.for inferiorizing.the position of the woman in society
(patriarchy), womanism contends that not all. men look down on women. A mutual

understanding between the sexes is seen as the key to development. Kolawole explains:

The average African woman is not a hater of men; nor does she seek to build a
wall around her gender across which she throws ideological missiles. She desires
self-respect, an._active role, dynamic participation in all areas of social
development, and dignity-alongside the men. This necessitates a dialogic stance, a
mutual understanding and not a dogmatic or diachronic ideological posture. (p.36)

African women are searching for dignity and this search is also linked to their struggle to reject
neo-colonialism. Kolawole aptly explains the reason behind the acceptance of womanism: “The
African woman’s quest is to eliminate externalised colonialism in all its forms, subtle or overt.
African woman’s need is, therefore, first a rejection of neo-colonial strings that retard Africa as a
whole, and the woman in particular.” \WWomanism thus seeks the freedom and development of all

genders.

The doyenne of African Womanism, Mary Modupe Kolawole’s defence of womanism
underscores the focus of African women/mothers who are looking for an ideology that speaks to

their peculiar needs.
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Womanism, like feminism emphasizes liberation for women; however, womanism acknowledges
the positive role of men in the liberation struggle and also believes in motherhood and family
system. Kolawole has thus constructed a model of feminist theory that enhances the African
woman’s understanding of marriage, family values, culture and participation in the public

sphere.

African womanism is the immediate paradigmpthat focuses onpthe peculiar needs of African
women. In arguing for a new ideology. which speaks to.the peculiar challenges of African
women, Kolawole first asks this question: “Are the fears of African women who reject feminism
justified and what are the alternatives being proposed?”(p.8) According to Kolawole the answer
to this question is sourced from personal discussions with several African sisters. She concedes
that even though these African sisters recognize the huge role feminism has played in the
liberation struggle for women, there is-the need to create a new form of “ism’ or ideology that
will generate a positive feeling of self-esteem in the African woman. Her answer to her own
question also reveals that most African women find it difficult to totally align themselves to
western feminism since they are castigated with negatives for their refusal to join the feminism

band:

From personal discussions with-several African-sisters, they-are not rejecting the
process of fighting for women’s self-definition and self-assertion, but they have
problems with the definitions and conceptualization of feminism as it is
transmitted from the West with the presumption that this perception of women’s
issues is universal and relevant to all women globally. Others feel sufficiently
comfortable with feminism as a concept. This is not always understood when such
women are called backward, retrogressive, ignorant or cowards for denying
western feminism. These women insist that there are other ways of eliciting
women’s  positive  self-esteem  without the tag, feminism. (p.8)
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What is/are these “other” ways? This question brings us to those special challenges of African
women that demand a new concept that specifically addresses their needs. According to
Kolawole, the African woman has five major pillars from which she sources her strength. These
pillars are her culture, her motherhood status, her attachment to the family, her strong belief in
male-female collaboration, and a call for justice in situations where traditional or cultural ideals
and values are manipulated and abused to foster patriarchal interests. Any concept relevant to the
African woman must respect these pillars and work with them. It is the search for a concept that

respects these pillars that makes most ‘African sisters’ reject feminism, Kolawole contends:

Those who reject feminism are looking for alternative terminologies that are
relevant to their specific cultural experience. The most dominant concept
acceptable to those rejecting feminism as a term of reference is womanism (or
African Womanism). Womanism does not deny the natural biological God-given
traits and characteristics, but rejects the manipulation of such traits to hold women
down. It seeks“te.enhance women’s strength in positive, wholesome ways by
highlighting and not effacing femaleness. . .

African womanist aesthetics seek to make a unique contribution to existing
scholarship by re-inscribing ‘positive women’s bonding, maobilization, and self-
definition that cuts across gender, racial, and class:lines. (p.196)

Kolawole’s contention above seeks primarily to address the particular needs of African women
which cannot be subsumed under a global feminist agenda due to the African woman’s peculiar
challenges. Womanism reflects what most African women aspire to in their bid to experience
self-definition and self-assertion. Kolawole goes further to reiterate the main focus of African

women’s self-definition:

African woman’s self-definition focuses on positive collectivity as opposed to
individuality. It endorses the overt manifestation of womanhood with no apologia.
Consequently, the average African woman’s exaltation of marriage and family
values and assertion of feminine outlook are important canons of African
womanhood. Nonetheless, these women are crying out for justice where these
values and traditions are abused or where the ideals of African culture are
perverted in the patriarchal structure. To many, female bonding therefore consists
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of bringing out and enhancing common and positive African values, as opposed to
building a wall around women in exclusion of men. Womanism then articulates
certain unarticulated premises that appear to be outside dominant discursive
systems in Western Academia. (pp.197-198)

It is Kolawole’s desire that African women, find wholeness and integration both in the private
and in the public sphere that influenced her to propound this theory she refers to as African
Womanism. Indeed it is our understanding of the tenants of African womanism that has informed
our choice of this theory as the singlesmost@appropriate theory that-illuminates our understanding
of Amma Darko’s four novels. What these nowvels.seek to.do is clearly to use literature as a
vehicle to transport values aimed at helping the African woman to experience self-retrieval, self-
definition and self-assertion in positive cultural ways. By linking Amma Darko’s works to the
womanist ideals, we also believe that we can provoke discourse in this area—that of assessing

Darko as an African womanist.

Helen Yitah® (2008:15-17) reiterates the import of Amma Darko’s novels thus: “In all her
novels, she implicitly laments the loss of the institutions of family and marriages as places where
loyalty, loving kindness, trust and compassion are nurtured for the good of all.” Kolawole had
earlier on spelt out the repercussions of the breakdown of the family system in Africa. She
contends that the breakdown of the family and its subsequent replacement with other modes has

spelt only doom. She observes:

Many Africans still celebrate conventional family values and they believe that the
breakdown of the family system and its replacement with other “politically
correct” and acceptable set-ups is responsible for the rate of crimes, drug use,
alcoholism, suicide, and many perversions that are the hallmark of modernized
societies. (p.197)

%2 She is a lecturer in the Department of English, University of Ghana and currently the Head of
Department.
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There is the need for a restoration and this is what womanism and Amma Darko’s four novels
seek to achieve. This explains why we have elected to apply womanism as a theoretical
framework to the study of the novels because it helps illuminate our understanding of African
women’s concerns that are current and demand urgent critical attention. A family system that
works effectively obviously injects orderly behaviour into the larger society. The causes of
societal-ills which compel Helen Yitah and her colleague to do a comparative analysis of
Darko’s novels with that of Charles Dickens™is simply found in the breakdown of the family.

This is the outcome of her comparison:

Both writers portray helpless children exposed to and exploited by unscrupulous
adults; brutal daily battles for survival or control in a society where human beings
and relationships are commodified and law and order almost completely broken
down; a mechanical march towards ‘progress’ that crushes underfoot any
perceived obstacle, human, non-human; and a resultant general feeling of
hopelessness, even despair.. The stories the two writers tell may be fictional, but

they are realistic images of the times in 19" century England and in contemporary
Ghana. (p.17)

We glean from this comparative analysis that the importance of the family, especially its

potential of ensuring order in our societies, cuts across space and times. If Dickens’ 19™ century
England can come so close to contemporary Ghana, then Kolawole’s womanism which, among

other things, calls for an effective family system is not only appropriate but timeless!

Amma Darko’s novels truly reflect womanism ideology. The consciousness-raising nature of her
novels reflects also the concerns of African womanists. The themes in Darko’s novels are
designed to re-inscribe African motherhood as a means towards the African woman’s self-
actualization and self-esteem. These works aim at exposing all the problems that rob mothers of
their dignity so that mothers can work towards proper self-retrieval. In this vein, Darko provides

readers with mother figures (though few) who achieve proper self-actualization as role models.
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These women/mothers figures who have become our role models like their foils are bedevilled
with trials of all shades; yet their determination not to allow these trials to cower them into
senseless submission teaches readers that African mothers can retrieve their dignity and
experience self-actualization through an overt manifestation of motherhood. Darko’s novels are
defined by a call for change as these works interrogate patriarchy, some aspects of western
feminism, woman-on-woman-violence and passivity in women. In Darko’s novels, instances of
African womanism ideologies are abundant. and this links any discussions of her novels

automatically to Kolawole’s womanism theory:.
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1.4. SURVEY OF FEMALE WRITERS OF AFRICA

The female writers of Africa whose works constitute the superstructure of this survey are Flora
Nwapa, Efua T. Sutherland, Ama Ata Aidoo, Buchie Emecheta, Mariama Ba, Zulu Sofola,

Sonye Tess Onwueme, Bessie Head, Grace Ogot, Nawal el Saadawi and Tsitsi Dangarembga.

Obviously, this selection can be criticized as being narrow, since there are more female writers
of Africa than the number cited above. Yett is important to-trace-what obtains in select writings
by African women whom we have lined. up for mention.. This review across the genres (prose
and drama) is to illustrate that new directions are epening up in the different genres of Literature.
As women writers of Africa concern themselves with forgrounding the various challeges that

women encounter.

An appraisal of selected literature by female writers of Africa who wrote prior to the last decade
or two reveals that their preoccupation was, in the words of Kolawole (1997:88), “ . . . to
deconstruct tradition by recreating new models and new yardsticks.” In this vein, any cultural
prescription or norm which seeks to unfairly elevate men above women or prevent women from
achieving their full potential comes up for attack, overtly or covertly. In most cases, their female
characters are invested with determination and insight—critical traits which enable them to take
radical actions to move out of oppression and carve-out dignified images for themselves,—

images which quite differ from that which tradition suggests.

The Nigerian writer, Flora Nwapa, is on record to be the first woman to write prose in Africa.
Her insightful novel Efuru captures efficiently the struggles that women go through in traditional

settings. Efuru’s worth is linked to her ability to mother her own children. Efuru’s economic
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prosperity, her beauty and her generous nature all fail woefully to guarantee her a long-lasting
marriage. Her two attempts at marriage fail because she could not make a “child live”. Adizua,
her first husband, runs away with a prostitute and is not even present at the time of the burial of
Efuru’s first and only child. Gilbert, the second husband, could not make much of a husband—he

accuses his wife of infidelity because of a rumour he has heard.

Efuru’s determination to remain single can be seenras asweman®sradical move to ridicule unfair
cultural expectations. She elects to worship the geddess.of the lake. Ironically, Uhmari, the
goddess, has wealth, beauty and numerous women worshippers, but she has no child. Nwapa’s
rhetorical question «. . . why then did women worship her?” asked at the end of the novel reveals

that women can carve out dignified images for themselves apart from marriage and childbirth.

Efuru’s refusal to tie-her satisfaction to the apron-strings of traditional expectations also reveals
that women can choose between oppression and freedom. Her quest to follow her dream brings
her self-fulfillment as she tells readers that she sleeps peacefully at night, and that she dreams
about the beautiful goddess and her generosity. Kolawole (1997:83) aptly sums up the Efuru
story thus: “Efuru is a typical example of several early women’s novels, depicting the plight of

women in a traditional society where self-realization seems to elude the outgoing woman.”

By opening to Efuru an alternative route to self-fulfillment, Nwapa suggests alternative routes to
self-fulfillment to her readership. It must be stated here that Nwapa’s philosophical preference is
not for women to shun marriage and childbirth but rather to look for other alternatives in the
event that they find no fulfillment in marriage or childbirth. In an interview with Adeola James,

Nwapa dissipates the confusion:
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| think the message is, and it has always been, that whatever happens, in a
woman’s life . . . marriage is not the end of their world, childlessness is not the
end of everything. You must survive one way or the other, and there are a
hundred and one other things to make you happy apart from marriage and
children.(1990:114)

Efuru portrays a rather strong woman who confronts unfair traditional expectations of women.
However, the same silence that hangs over conflicts bedeviling mother-daughter bonds is evident
in Efuru. Efuru’s mother dies when Efuru is a child. Ajanukpu, her aunt, is like a mother to her.
However, we realize no conflict disturbing their relationship. Efuru’s daughter and only child

dies before she could walk.

The joys of motherhood which elude Efuru and which render her worthless in the eyes of her
people is realized albeit ironically by Adah in Buchi Emecheta’s The Joys of Motherhood. This
novel by one of Nigeria’s most acclaimed female writers is described by Kolawole (1997:86) as

an “ironic portrait of the artist as the conscience of her society.”

The artist is supposed to articulate the conscience of her society. However in this novel,
Emecheta lashes out at a woman who measures her fulfillment with her ability to cling to
marriage and continuous childbearing in the face of abject poverty and the irresponsible lifestyle
of her husband. In fact, there is no joy in.motherhood for Nnu Egu, for the proud mother of many
children perpetually lives-a life of want and misery and ends up dying by the roadside with no

child to hold her hand.

Nnu Egu, who but for the intervention of a kinsman would have drowned herself in a river
because her first child had died earlier, eventually has many children. With her motherhood

status comes her resolve to invest her resources and energy into ensuring that her sons are well-
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educated. She applies herself to this duty with religiosity. Her two sons sojourn in Europe but

they forget entirely about their mother, only to return to give her an expensive burial.

Nnu Egu’s end is tragic for she never experiences the “joys” of motherhood she so much dreamt
of. Even though her female children take care of her, they cannot bring her much fulfillment
because she rather expects her sons to bring her fulfillment. Like Nwapa’s Efuru, Emecheta’s
The Joys of Motherhood re-assess theirssoeiety’s perception ofywomen vis-a-vis their roles as

mothers.

Mariama Ba is one of Senegal’s renowned writers. Her epistolary novel, translated from French
as So Long a Letter (1981) exposes the trials of women in patriarchal and in polygamous
societies. Using the epistolary form, Ramatoulaye recounts her perso