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Éditorial  

 

La pandémie à Coronavirus continue de faire des ravages dans nos sociétés avec son lot de 
problèmes et de conséquences à tous les niveaux : Psychose, contagion, maladie et décès...  
Les recherches scientifiques, à l’instar des autres domaines des activités humaines, s’en trouvent 
aussi quelque peu impactées, car les enseignants-chercheurs et chercheurs, soumis aux conditions 
de travail très peu favorables, ne peuvent produire efficacement et impunément, sans tenir compte 
des nouvelles règles et mesures que leur impose la pandémie : Changement spatio-temporel du 
cadre de travail, de moyens, de méthodes ... Il est évident que tout ce chamboulement nécessite 
une réadaptation et rééducation aux nouveaux modes de fonctionnement des systèmes. Et comme 
chacun, à son niveau, est peu ou prou affecté mentalement, psychologiquement, 
intellectuellement, physiquement, etc., la vie semble tourner au ralenti. Et les résultats de la 
recherche d’être livrés au compte-gouttes. 
 
Quoiqu’il en soit, les productions scientifiques ne connaitront pas d’arrêt total, car c’est de notre 
activité acharnée et continue que nous apprendrons à connaître le mal qui nous ronge, à le 
circonscrire et à le stopper définitivement ou, à défaut, à vivre avec lui. 
 
Au regard de ce premier volume du présent numéro de la revue Germivoire, il nous semble que 
les différents auteurs se sont résignés à « combattre » la pandémie et préfèrent continuer dans leur 
pratique habituelle de la science ; c’est aussi une victoire sur la maladie que de l’ignorer, non pas 
de manière imprudente dans l’insouciance et au mépris des mesures en la matière mais plutôt en 
toute conscience et connaissance de son existence implacable, et qu’avec elle, il faut réapprendre 
et continuer à vivre. 
 
Avec les différentes contributions, la littérature et la philosophie sont toujours à l’œuvre, les 
phénomènes linguistiques sont étudiés, les faits sociaux et historiques explorés et expliqués. 
 
La revue Germivoire voudrait rendre hommage à ces vaillants auteurs qui, malgré cette crise 
sanitaire et les troubles qu’elle engendre, continuent de la faire vivre et de  nourrir la science.     
 
 
 
ALLABA Djama Ignace  
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COLONIALISM AND GENDER ISSUES IN CHINUA ACHEBE’S THINGS 
FALL APART AND BUCHI EMECHETA’S THE JOYS OF MOTHERHOOD 

 
ADI Tchilabalo 

Université de Kara-Togo 
E-mail: tchilabaloadi@gmail.com 

 
 
Abstract: 
Colonialism and its imported values are regarded as pillar assets of women’s journey to 
emancipation while African societies and cultures are highly considered to be patriarchal and 
therefore, against women. In reading Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and Buchi 
Emecheta’s The Joys of Motherhood, the reader fully realizes that colonialism and its new 
values have caused things to “fall apart” for African women contrary to the opinion that 
African traditions are inherently biased against women. This apparently striking contradiction 
has pushed me to probe into colonialism and bring to the fore its share in gender 
discriminations in African societies. The expected results are that colonialism was more 
patriarchal and has greatly worsened African women’s living conditions. Another major 
expected result is that colonialism made African women voiceless in every sphere of life. To 
achieve these results, this study is grounded on the framework of post-colonial feminism.    
 
Keywords: Colonialism, discrimination, African women, Gender issues. 
 
 
Résumé: 
Le colonialisme et ses valeurs importées sont considérés comme des atouts majeurs dans le 
parcours des femmes vers l'émancipation, alors que les sociétés et les cultures africaines sont 
fortement considérées comme patriarcales et donc, contre les femmes. À la lecture de Things 
Fall Apart de Chinua Achebe et de The Joys of Motherhood de Buchi Emecheta, le lecteur se 
rend pleinement compte que le colonialisme et ses nouvelles valeurs ont provoqué 
l'effondrement des femmes africaines, contrairement à l'opinion selon laquelle les traditions 
africaines sont intrinsèquement défavorables aux femmes. Cette contradiction apparemment 
frappante m'a poussé à sonder le colonialisme et à mettre en évidence sa part dans les 
discriminations de genre dans les sociétés africaines. Les résultats attendus sont que le 
colonialisme était plus patriarcal et a considérablement détérioré les conditions de vie des 
femmes africaines. Un autre résultat majeur attendu est que le colonialisme a rendu les 
femmes africaines sans voix dans toutes les sphères de la vie. Pour atteindre ces résultats, 
cette étude s'appuie sur le cadre du féminisme post-colonial.    
 
Mots clés: Colonisation, discrimination, Femmes africaine, questions de genre. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

According to a widespread folklore, colonialism has boosted the emancipation of 

African women through the weakening of kinship bonds and the provision of free choice in 

Christian monogamous and Islamic polygamous marriages, the suppression of barbarous 

practices, the opening of schools, the introduction of modern medicine and religion and what 

is more the rise of feminist and womanist movements. Consequently, literary criticism in 

African literature rarely tries to show the role of colonialism in the discrimination and 

oppression of African women.  

From the above observations, it becomes obvious that the share of colonialism in 

African women’s exclusion from many domains of human community has been, for a long 

time, taken for granted. However, F. Stratton (1994, p.7) maintains that “colonialism is not 

neutral as to gender. Rather, it is patriarchal order, sexist as well as racist in its ideology and 

practices”. It becomes therefore interesting to probe into the share of colonialism in gender 

issues in African literature. This article seeks to answer the following question: who actually 

made African women voiceless? Indeed, rare are the critics who have discussed the share of 

colonialism in women’s oppression in African societies. Most critics showed how African 

traditions and cultures discriminate against women. Without rejecting these previous scholars’ 

position, this paper reinvestigates the place of women before and after the arrival of 

missionaries in Africa and shows how colonialism which is acclaimed to promote women’s 

emancipation rather has aggravated women’s oppression.  

The present paper is basically grounded in the frameworks of post-colonial feminism. 

For Mikhail D. Gromov (2016, p.63):  

The post-colonial version of feminism basically lies in the postulate that in many 
different societies women, like colonized subjects, have been relegated to the 
position of 'Other', 'colonized' by various forms of patriarchal domination. They 
thus share with colonized races and cultures an intimate experience of the politics 
of oppression and repression.” 

For L. Tyson (2006, p.417), “Post-colonial criticism is mainly concerned with literature 
critiques from countries that are colonies of other countries”. 

I will examine the fictional techniques used by the authors under study in order to call 

into question and dismantle the dominant perception of both African and European 

prescriptions about gender issues.  

In order to carry out this objective, the study is broken into two sections. The first one 

entitled “Colonial Education and the Invisibility of African Women” examines how women 
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were more than absent from the colonial schools and how this absence impacts her latecomer 

status in many domains of human life while the second section entitled “The Politics of 

Gender in Western Religions” addresses the second-hand role of women in imported 

religions.   

 
 

1. Colonial Education and the Invisibility of African Women in Things Fall Apart and 
The Joys of Motherhood 

 
  It becomes important to understand the influence of new values brought by 

colonialism on African ways if we want to have a proper understanding of patriarchy and its 

origin in Africa. This is extremely important in my attempt to reveal what roles have African 

and European beliefs played in women’s discrimination. For long, the Negro peoples of 

Africa (South of Sahara) have been sadly misrepresented in much European-oriented history. 

They have been described by Western writers as a race without a past; a race which never 

evolves a civilisation of its own and brought nothing as contribution to human progress. As 

such, the world was made to believe that the history of the Negroes began with the coming of 

Europeans to Africa in the 19th century. If the Negroes had any history before that date, they 

argued, such history could be summed up in these words: barbarism, chaos, and stagnation. 

This was to justify European imperialism. In this first section of my article, I am going to 

show in Things Fall Apart and The Joys of Motherhood that colonialism brought about 

imported schools which have mainly been exclusivist towards women.   

 
 In her preface to Les femmes dans la littérature africaine: portraits, C. Coquery-

Vidrovitch (1998, p.5) states that: “Women were unloved at the colonial school and still 

remain so at the university” (My own translation). This quotation is extremely telling about 

women’s exclusion in the colonial educational systems. Commenting the invisibility of 

woman in colonial development systems, A. Njoh and P. Rigos (2003, p.105) say: 

 
Most of the socio-economic and political problems, which African women face, 
have their roots in European colonial development policies, which were designed 
to discriminate against women. Colonial authorities initially established schools 
and other centres of formal education exclusively for men.  

 

Therefore, colonial education was sexist as segregation was an ideal that was apparent and 

encouraged in colonial Africa. Women did not have the same opportunities as men in the 

realm of education. 
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In Things Fall Apart and The Joys of Motherhood, sexism in colonial education is 

made available through better opportunities of education granted to male characters only. 

Buchi Emecheta in The Joys of Motherhood sheds light on this sad issue through the 

characters of Nnaife and Nnu Ego along with their children. We learn in chapter sixteen for 

instance that, Nnu Ego discriminates between the girls’ and the boys’ education as is said 

here:  

But Kehinde and Taiwo are still at school, are they not? Adaku asked. ‘Oh, 
no, they only attended for a couple of years. We have Adim and Nnamdio to 
think of and with Oshia’s big school fees; we cannot afford fees for the 
twins. I personally do not regret it. They will be married in a year. They can 
earn an added income by trading. The most important thing is for them to 
get good husbands (TJOM, 189). 

 

These lines show that according to Nnu Ego, it is better to invest in boys’ education because 

girls are destined to marriage and trading. Consequently, she did not regret her neglect of 

girls’ education. In this connection, T. Dangarembga (2010) observes that: “In The Joys of 

Motherhood, Nnu Ego and her husband, Nnaife, give up everything so that their eldest son, 

Oshia, can have the benefit of an education. The left over money, if there had been any, would 

go to educate their second son Adim”. The whole picture described by Tsitsi Dangarembga 

about girls’ discrimination in Nnaife’s family is also reminiscent of girls’ marginalisation in 

the colonial educational system because the colonial schools were inherently biased against 

girls. The exclusion Nnu Ego’s daughters suffer from, is extremely telling about women being 

latecomers in different socio-professional domains out here.  

This colonial belief which consists in conferring on men greater power to better 

dominate the female has been, for many years, taken for granted. This neglect of girls in 

colonial schools still has a great impact on women’s status as latecomers in many areas. 

Consequences of that sexism in education are that women are invisible in all domains of 

social life. With no education, this resulted in their “exclusion from the political, the 

economical, the judicial, and even the discoursal life of the community” (F. Stratton, 1994, 

p.25). Indeed, women authors are latecomers in literature and criticism in the ranking of 

literary canons. F. Stratton (1994, p.3) confirms this when she comments that:  

Considering their invisibility in the dominant critical tradition, it is not 
surprising that women writers have not gained admission to the literary canon. 
Lindfors analyses two types of data in order to establish a writer’s canonical 
status: the frequency with which, between 1936 and 1986, an author was 
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discussed by literary critics … and the frequency with which in 1986 an 
author was included in the literature syllabuses of Anglophone African 
universities. The result in each case is an all-male canon. Achebe, Ngugi and 
Soyinka are the three top-ranking authors…..Ranking fifteenth and eighteenth 
respectively, Aidoo and Head are the only women who come close to 
acquiring canonical status.  

What this powerful quotation indicates is that women’s position relative to men deteriorated 

under colonialism and its imported schools which discriminated against women. It also 

reveals that women being excluded from European schools, men dominated all domains of 

human life including literature and criticism where male writers have been the first to publish 

novels followed by female authors. An example of African literature shows that Chinua 

Achebe published his first and canonical novel Things Fall Apart in 1958 and it took eight 

years before Flora Nwapa, a female writer published her Efuru in 1966. So, school has 

succeeded in creating and maintaining an important gap between men and women in most 

social areas. This is particularly telling about female invisibility in the political, literary, 

critical and social leadership domains. As such, men have always dominated African 

governments with few women following behind. From the colonial time until recently, we 

have a very small number of female head of states, ministers, members of parliaments, 

university teachers, graduated soldiers, to mention just a few. C. B. Davies (1986, p.2) 

observes:  

 
Western education was a barrier to a woman’s role as wife and mother and an 
impediment to her success in these traditional modes of acquiring status. With 
few exceptions, girls were kept away from formal and especially higher 
education. The colonial administrations were therefore willing accomplices 
because they imported a view of the world in which women were of secondary 
importance” Davies, Feminist consciousness.  

 
 

It becomes therefore crystal clear that the imported values such as schools were essentially 

patriarchal and made women invisible. In Male Daughters, Female Husbands, I. Amadiume 

(1987, p.134) discusses the male bias in colonial education to show that women’s power has 

been eroded in western education. This made women invisible in the colonial schools as 

demonstrated by I. Amadiume (1987, p.134) in the following quotation: 

 

…boys had a head start over girls in the early years of Western education in 
Igboland. In the Eastern Province  Nwabara quotes: 1, 592 boys and 132 girls for 
the 12 schools managed by the United Free Church of Scotland; 213 boys and 109 
girls for the four schools run by the Roman Catholic mission; 538 boys and 184 
girls for the nine schools belonging to the Niger Delta Pastorate. By 1900 the 
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government itself had one, boys’ only, school. This sex imbalance in the schools 
was also true of the Central Province of the protectorate under which Nnobi was 
grouped. The enrolment figures for the 19 government schools were 1, 038 boys 
and 116 girls; for 21 Roman Catholic mission schools, 1,550 boys and 11 girls. The 
church of England’s one school-the Onitsha Industrial Mission-was for boys only.  

 

In the same logic, I. Amadiume (1987, p.134) goes on to maintain that: “initially, only males 

had access to higher education. When the need rose to train indigenous West Africans as 

teachers, men were the first to be trained”. All these analyses by Amadiume hold true for 

Things Fall Apart and The Joys of Motherhood where male characters only have been 

involved in imported schools, leaving thus the female characters in the margins of society. 

Like Akueke in Things Fall Apart, Nnu Ego does not bother to bring one of her daughters to 

school. By casting a critical glance at the issue of male-female education as portrayed in 

Buchi Emecheta’s and Chinua Achebe’s works under study, I intend to make available 

mechanics through which colonisation introduces patriarchal practices in the Igbo society. 

Discussing the colonial school in the Igboland, I. Amadiume as quoted by F. Stratton (1994, 

p.8) opines that:  

 
Amadiume has shown how the transportation of ‘Victorian ideology …into 
Igboland by the British missionaries and educationalists’ undermined women’s 
traditional autonomy. ‘It was”, she says, ‘from their ideology that the expression “a 
woman’s place is in the home” was “derived”, a ‘slogan [that] has ever since been 
a popular topic for school debates in Nigeria. 

 
Indeed, women have always been at home while men dominate and intrude in all social 

spheres. This has partly been possible through patriarchal practices early introduced by 

colonial education in Africa.   

 

2- Gender and Religion in Things Fall Apart  
 

This second section of my article discusses women’s invisibility in the colonial religion as 

portrayed in Things Fall Apart. In fact, colonialism regards the indigenous institutions as 

pagan and anti-Christian.  According to Okonkwo’s friend Obierika on his visit to Mbanta: 

“Abame has been wiped out” (TFA, 99). Actually, Africa and her traditional religions have 

been wiped out by Christian practices. Colonial Missionaries generally regarded Africans as 

primitive and pagan, and encouraged them to abandon their old beliefs and ways of life. As a 

result, social structures and traditions were severely impacted, if not completely lost. This had 

a severe impact on women’s rights. As a result, the status that women had enjoyed before 
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almost entirely disappeared with the invasion of Christianity and Islam. This is a major 

instance of how colonialism contributed in women’s marginalisation in Africa. 

     

      Indeed, the religion brought by Mr Brown and his successor Reverend James Smith in 

Things Fall Apart is not innocent as to women’s discrimination. At first sight, the reader 

remarks that it is a kind of religion that grants no importance to women. This is so because 

there is no female missionary among the first white men who have introduced Church in the 

fictive nine villages of Things Fall Apart. It is clear that Mr Brown and James Smith are all 

male missionaries and this indicates that, while the reader sees female deities who dominate 

the fictitious traditional religion in Achebe’s novel under study, women are excluded from the 

colonial education and church. According to the narrator of Things Fall Apart: “From the very 

beginning religion and education went hand in hand” (TFA, 130). In this logic, I. Amadiume 

(1987, p.121) opines that: “Church and school were synonymous”. I do agree with Amadiume 

when I take into account the fact that it is mostly in colonial schools that imported religious 

ideologies and practices are taught. 

 

As such, white missionaries were there to see to it that Umuofian people have abandoned 

African ways: “We have been sent by this great God to ask you to leave your wicked ways 

and false gods and turn to Him so that you may be saved when you die” (TFA, 104). The 

pronoun “Him” is telling about the male God introduced by colonialism in Africa. 

Commenting that issue of male God, I.  Amadiume ( 1987, p.134) maintains that: 

As Christianity introduced a male deity, religious beliefs and practices no longer 
focused on the female deity, but on a male God, his son, his bishops and priests. 
While women formed the great majority of the congregation-the body of the 
church-a few men, the clergy, constituted the headships of the church.  

It is, therefore, crystal clear that women in the Christian religion were not part of the leaders 

and headships of the church. Christianity and its rules brought about numerous prejudices 

against women and this reinforces their misrepresentation in the colonial African society. For 

instance, In Islam and many Christian congregations, women still cannot become ordained as 

priests or imams. This is examplified in Things Fall Apart when the reader notices the total 

absence of women among the white missionaries. Due to their exclusion in colonial religions, 

they cannot assume roles in church or mosque services, especially during worship and in 

spiritual matters of the community. There is a gap between men and women, advocated by 

passages in the Bible and Quran. According to both religions, women should also be regarded 
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as unclean and excluded from religious service during their periodic menstruation. On 

menstruation, it is for instance written in the Bible (Leviticus 15:19-23) that:  

When a woman has her regular flow of blood, the impurity of her monthly 
period will last seven days, and anyone who touches her will be unclean till 
evening. Anything she lies on during her period will be unclean, and anything 
she sits on will be unclean. Anyone who touches her bed will be unclean; they 
must wash their clothes and bathe with water, and they will be unclean till 
evening. Anyone who touches anything she sits on will be unclean; they must 
wash their clothes and bathe with water, and they will be unclean till evening.” 

 

Over time, these teachings and practices had a significant impact on gender roles. Gender 

equality means providing equal opportunities, rights, obligations, value and equal treatment to 

both men and women. But neither the teachings of Christianity nor of Islam are productive to 

this. In ancient African societies, menstruation was not a general taboo. They even saw power 

in a menstruating woman. Blood remains one of the most important elements in the practice 

of African traditional religions, and female blood has a remarkable potency in the ritual 

imagination for Africans. For example, in many African societies the ability of a woman to 

shed blood is seen as being synonymous with her fertility. But, when Islam and Christianity 

reached Africa, people started stigmatising women because of their menstruation. The 

consequences today are enormous. According to the Kenyan writer Felix Muvea, 

menstruation causes Kenyan adolescent girls to lose an average of 15 learning days per 

month: “This hinders their ability to compete in the classroom, leads to low self-esteem, 

higher drop-out rates and, in some regions, makes them vulnerable to early marriage” (F. 

Muvea, 2011). From this, it is clear that while menstruations are regarded as sources of 

blessing in traditional African institutions, they are synonymous with women’s exclusion in 

the colonial educational and religious systems. All these discriminations against women 

pushed I. Amadiume (1987, p.121) to even talk of a “patriarchal Christian god and his son 

Jesus Christ”.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

Three key results have emerged from this article. Firstly, colonial education through its 

exclusivist practices against women sowed seeds of patriarchal domination over women. 

Secondly, women’s status as latecomers in different socio-professional areas in Africa is the 

result of colonial educational policies which were basically sexist. Thirdly, an analysis of the 

politics of gender in Western religions reveals that the imported religions are not innocent as 

to discrimination against women. Most definitely, I discovered that colonialism contributed to 

aggravating the status of women in Africa through two basic channels: Education and religion 

as portrayed in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and Buchi Emecheta’s The Joys of 

Motherhood.   
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