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Abstract: 
 

In Africa, does one become, or is born a woman? The debate on such an 

interrogation has sharpened many African thinkers’ fountain pens. Indeed, the 

issue of becoming or being born with a predefined female destiny in traditional 

African societies fuels in-depth debates, new complex challenges among 

scholars who fizzle out on the ins and outs of the right and wrong treatments 

African women are expected to go through. This article delves into the intricate 

landscape of female subjugation within African literature, focusing on the 

narratives crafted by three contemporary authors: Sefi Atta, Lola Shoneyin, 

and Bisi Adjapon. By examining these writers’ fictions, the study unravels the 

multifaceted dimensions of violence that women endure, shedding light on the 

roles both male figures and female ones play in perpetuating this cycle. The 

analysis primarily revolves around two distinctive forms of oppression: physical 

and psychological. 

 

Key words: Postcolonial literature, feminine experience, intersectionality, 

women’s agency, gendered power dynamics 

 

Résumé : 
 

La question de la féminité en Afrique a suscité de nombreux débats parmi les 

intellectuels du continent. Devient-on femme ou naît-on femme ? Cette 

interrogation alimente des discussions approfondies sur les rôles et les attentes 

assignés aux femmes dans les sociétés traditionnelles africaines. 

Cet article explore les différentes formes de violence subies par les femmes 

africaines à travers l’analyse des écrits d’écrivaines contemporaines : Sefi Atta, 

Lola Shoneyin et Bisi Adjapon. En examinant leurs œuvres, l’étude dévoile les 

multiples dimensions de la violence que les femmes subissent, mettant en 

lumière les rôles que jouent à la fois les figures masculines et féminines dans 

la perpétuation de ce cycle. L'analyse porte principalement sur deux formes 

distinctes d'oppression : physique et psychologique. 
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Mots-clés : Littérature postcoloniale, expérience féminine, intersectionnalité, 

agentivité féminité, pouvoir sexuels. 

 

Introduction 
 

In many African literary productions, especially the ones 
written by male authors, it can be noticed that female characters 

are nearly voiceless. They, in general, do not actively participate, 
as intradiegetic characters, in the plot, standing mainly as flat 

actors quite affected minor roles or just mentioned or named by 
male writers who, very often, portray them as representational 

personages. Among those works in which women are passive 

figures, we can adduce Things Fall Apart (1958) and No Longer at 
Ease (1960) by Chinua Achebe, and Under the Storm (1963) by 

Seydou Bodian. Nevertheless, when African women started 
writing, they voiced out the issues that women are confronted 

with which are commonly referred to as female social 
encumbrances. Given that patriarchy is the dominant social 

structure in present-day African societies, men use it to legitimize 
their leading and overriding attitude toward women. The latter 

end up being subjugated in the environment they navigate.  
 

However, when women joined the literary scene, they 
operated a paradigm shift, bringing on surface the true “her-

story” of African women. They unapologetically depict female 
suffering. They move the cursor  away from where white women 

and black male authors used to put it. On this same dynamic, Sefi 

Atta, Lola Shoneyin and Bisi Adjapon, three feminist writers from 
the third wave generation, similarly to their acolytes, are among 

those who question traditional African gender roles. They have 
early understood that women need a wider place to express 

themselves and exteriorize their sufferings, a room of their own, 
to paraphrase Virginia Woolf. However, Woolf’s room is less about 

suffering, then space and time to be able to write, that often 
being the first challenge for women. These writers have decided 

to spotlight the realities of their time and leave their footprints on 
the literary field.  

 
Undoubtedly, Atta, Shoneyin and Adjapon develop in their 

aforementioned works, the numerous problems that African 
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women have been facing. Among those issues we can mention 

violence in all its forms, and its impacts on the characters’ bodies 
and personalities.  

 
 To grasp the pervasive nature of female oppression, this 

work finds ground on the Femicide attitude, a gender-based 

violence theory defined by Cockburn as being embedded in “the 
patriarchal structures of power” (Cokburn, 2004: 30). Indeed, this 

analysis, based on a close reading approach, is meant to delve 
into an extensive examination of two primary forms of violence: 

physical and psychological. By shedding light on these forms of 
violence, this paper aims to illuminate the manifold prejudices 

and atrocities endured by African women, highlighting their 
profound impact within a predominantly hostile environment that 

often undermines their aspirations. 
 

Physical Violence: An Impairment of the Female Body 
 

The theme of physical violence is being more and more 
addressed by the younger generation of African female writers. 

Writers like Sefi Atta, Lola Shoneyin, and Bisi Adjapon pinpoint, in 

their literary productions, the hardships of African women who, 
daily, fight against the odds in order to move forward. That is the 

reason why physical violence is centered in their [Atta’s, 
Adjapon’s and Shoneyin’s] novels and it is generally undergone 

by women. 
 

In Of Women and Frogs the main protagonist, Esi suffers a 
lot in her house. In fact, at the beginning of the novel, she has a 

swollen ear after pressing rolled up paper and sticking it into her 
ear. Consequently, she gets injured and needs treatment. Her 

father takes her to the traditional healer but he, at the same 
time, profits from the occasion to see his girlfriend, whom Esi 

calls the hotel woman. Therefore, bringing his daughter to the 
healer’s place can be considered a pretext for him to meet his 

secret lover. Sunny Taiwo has sex with his mistress and the latter 

notices that Esi is not sleeping, and notifies Sunny. To check if 
she tells the truth, her father purposely pinches her ear to have a 

confirmation of whether she is awake or not. He knows how his 
daughter’s ear hurts. That is the reason why he has decided to 



Abib SENE & Aissa MBOUP 

 

15 
 

Revue EVALU’A Experts et Evaluateurs d’Afrique 2024 n°1 

use it as a proof of his daughter sleeping or not. She hardens her 

body in order not to feel the pain very much and opens her eyes. 
Esi confesses: 

 
The woman props herself up on her elbow 

and clutches the sheet to her chest. “But I 

saw her sit up,” she says. 
Papa laughs. “I will prove to you that she’s 

asleep. Her ear is very painful. If she’s 
awake, she’ll shout the moment I pull it.” 

I quickly make my body go hard so it won’t 
hurt that much. He reaches over and yanks 

my ear. The pain is like a knife cutting me 
but I stay quiet (Adjapon, 2018: 9). 

 
This episode shows clearly what Esi endures and she has to bear 

it no matter how burdensome it is. The writer uses this metaphor 
of the swollen ear as a way to indicate that women should not 

listen; they should be deaf and dumb about what is going on in 
their environment even if they disagree with it. Otherwise, any 

form of rebellious act can have dangerous consequences on them. 

The result, most of the time, is violence perpetrated against 
womankind. Like Adjapon, Lola Shoneyin also pictures physical 

violence as a means used by men to tame women as if they were 
animals in the novel The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives. At the 

very beginning of the novel, it is said that Bolanle, Baba Segi’s 
fourth wife, is barren, and reluctant about seeing a traditional 

healer. As a consequence, Atanda, a man whom Baba Segi met at 
his mentor, Teacher’s house, advises him to physically assault her 

if she does not accept to follow him. 
 

Baba Segi, I think you should drag her to a 
medicine man if she doesn’t follow you. You 

are the husband and she is a mere wife, and 
the fourth one at that! If you drag her by the 

hair, she’ll follow you anywhere, I swear! 

Atanda licked his forefinger and pointed it in 
the direction of his maker. Even as he 

pinched a half-smoked stick of captain Black 
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from a tattered snuffbox, the expression on 

his face was unforgiving (Shoneyin, 2021: 5). 
 

Atanda’s point of view is indirectly comparing women to animals 
which would often be given two options: the grass or the stick. 

Besides, he is not the only one thinking this way, many men and 

women believe that only violence can fix problems. Thus being, 
men, in an African context, recourse to violence to silence, 

handicap, or even murder women to comfort their dominating and 
unquestionable powers. Consequently, women become reified and 

turned into mere images that decorate men’s day in day out 
existences. Women right their wrongs when their does and don’ts 

are in conformity with men's likes or dislikes. In so being, women 
appear to exist in a society to which they do not and cannot, by 

any means, belong to. They evolve under the masculine shadow 
through which they are deprived of their names as women and 

their personalities as female beings. 
 

 Sheri’s brigadier, in Everything Good Will Come, is like 
Atanda. In reality, Sheri lives with her brigadier after both her 

father and grandmother died. The man prevents her from going 

out uncovered and ends up even forbidding her to work, which 
she categorically refuses. Consequently, he tries to beat her, but 

he is the one who ends up being severely beaten. This episode 
explains very well how some men resort to violence to achieve 

their expectations from women.  
 

Shoneyin uses sport as a metaphor to better highlight how 
that violence against women is recurrent in the depicted society 

and no one seems to see it as an abnormal conduct.  
 

Atta argues that there is a very recurrent trend in modern 
Nigerian societies which is husbands preventing their wives from 

going to work and if the latter refuse, they are severely beaten by 
the former who believe themselves to be invested by the mission 

to take financially care of their wives, who in, no circumstances, 

should vie for work or any professional activity. Unfortunately, 
such a male position sounds to be easier to theorize than put into 

practice. Hardly had men started meeting their spouses’ needs, 
they realize how problematic it is to provide for the family and be 
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in charge of their wives’ financial needs. However, as soon as 

women decide to restart working, there is a bone of contention 
and their husbands call them bad and non-submissive wives and 

mothers who do not obey their husbands. This is well expressed 
by Ibrahim’s attitude in Everything Good Will Come. Ibrahim is 

jealous to the extent of preventing Sheri from going out of the 

compound; he even beats her.  
 

-Ibrahim wants me to stop my business, she 
said. 

-Because? 
-He doesn’t want me going out 

-Is he willing to give you the money? 
-No. 

-Then, why are we wasting time talking 
about this? (Atta, 2005: 143). 

 

As a result, Sheri cannot exert any money-making activity and 

this really bothers her bosom friend, Enitan. Similarly, Niyi’s aunt, 
in the same novel, is also a victim of her husband’s thumping. 

The latter loses control whenever another man looks at his wife, 

whom he cannot help beating accordingly. 
 

Physical violence is also expressed by the authors via 
parents abusing children. In contrast with Adjapon and Shoneyin, 

Atta shows how girls are confronted with life’s hardships early on 
and they have to be strong in order to survive. Enitan is forced to 

drink a green potion at the church because the priest warns her 
mother that she has to do some cleaning, given that she is an 

Abiku child. She states: “I was a reborn spirit, he said, like my 
brother and my mother would bring me for cleaning” (Atta, 2005: 

11). After having been constrained to drink that liquid, she vomits 
everything she has eaten. This is clearly a form of psychological 

violence, for one should be free to choose what to eat and what 
to drink for the sake of one’s own well-being. However, Enitan is 

not given this privilege. She is, instead, considered to be 

someone who does not have any right regarding her own life. She 
is dispossessed of her own self and reduced to a Yes-women 

whose destiny and  raison d’être is to glove her life into men’s 
expectations. 
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Unlike Atta who uses the mother figure as a perpetrator of 
physical violence, Adjapon and Shoneyin illustrate their point with 

the male figures who are respectively a father and a husband. 
Even though the approach used by the writers is a bit different, 

they convey the same message which is two young girls suffering 

physically because of their parents and a young lady because of 
her husband. It is very obvious that parents have a huge power 

over their children not only in African societies, but around the 
world. However, the parents depicted in the two novels: 

Everything Good Will Come and Of Women and Frogs go too far 
because their actions have enormous consequences on their 

children. For example, Enitan could have died after drinking that 
water given by the priest and Esi could have become deaf after 

her father’s pinch. Moreover, Esi’s father’s reason in Of Women 
and Frogs is not a valuable one: hurting one’s child to satisfy 

one’s carnal needs is a symbol of moral depravity. 
 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie strengthens the idea above in 
Purple Hibiscus (2003). She mouths off physical violence through 

the protagonist Kambili who is fiercely beaten by her father. The 

reason is that she takes a few minutes to open the door to her 
father’s driver, Kevin. Her father does not even take the time to 

discover what prevents her from opening the door at the right 
time. This sequence clearly shows women’s physical suffering and 

how the reason is generally meaningless. Sandra Nwokocha also 
discusses Kambili’s father performing physical violence on her 

daughter in Purple Hibiscus. She deciphers the brutality of the 
man and the reasons behind. 

 
Three of Kambili’s experiences of domestic 

violence, one of which is gendered in 
dimension, are particularly awful. In the first, 

she is flogged with “a heavy belt made of 
layers of brown leather with a sedate leather-

cover buckle” as a rebuke for desecrating the 

Eucharistic fast, a religious obligation for the 
Catholic faithful not to eat solid food an hour 

before Mass (110). The event occurs on a 
Sunday morning when her mother, contrary 
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to the family ritual of fasting every Sunday 

before mass, encourages Kambili to eat 
before taking her medication, a drug which is 

meant to assuage her menstrual cramps. As 
she “started to wolf the cereal, standing”, her 

father unexpectedly emerges and, in his 

rage, whips the entire family with his belt 
(110). This action could be viewed as a 

reflection of Eugene’s insensitivity to 
Kambili’s biological needs, an organic aspect 

of her life which he painstakingly struggles to 
control (Nwokocha, 2019: 379). 

 
Even though physical violence is more perpetrated in the 

novels by men, the narrators have, as well, depicted women as 
agents of physical violence. This decision is not only to make their 

fiction as close to reality as possible, but also, to break the meta 
narratives according to which feminist writers always aim to 

criticize men to the extent of falsifying the stories they write 
about. 

 

In of Women and Frogs, Esi loses her mother at a very 
young age and lives with her step-mother, Adelaide, who 

mistreats her throughout her ‘upbringing’. Right at the start of the 
narration, the protagonist appears in a bodily self-observation. 

The episode occurs when sister Yaa asks her to bring the coconut 
oil, Esi wants to inspect her body. She takes the small mirror, 

takes off her drawers and looks at her intimate parts. Sister Yaa 
finds her and denounces her to auntie. As a form of ‘correction’, 

her step-mother, whom she calls auntie, puts mashed ginger in 
her vagina to punish her so that she stops being curious about 

her own body. This is a way for the writer to point out that 
women are the ones who ache and agonize no matter what they 

do and they are not expected to ask questions about anything, 
even about their own bodies. It is female characters too who 

cause violence: her step-mother Adelaide, her step-sisters, and 

sister Yaa, to name but a few. Esi confessed: 
 

I’ll help Sister Yaa says.  
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She grabs my shoulders and spins me 

around. I shove her and she says, “Mansa, 
help!” Sister Mansa puts her hands on my 

back and pushes until my head hangs down 
and my bottom points to the sky. They press 

my chest against my knees. I feel a cold, 

hard finger dig into my bottom. The ginger 
stings and runs into my papaw. Auntie feeds 

more and more ginger in until it feels like live 
coal inside me (Atta, 2005: 24). 

 
She could have chosen another way of education such as having a 

woman to woman talk and explaining to her all the 
metamorphoses that can occur in her body while she grows up. 

However, she opted for a more abusive strategy. This sequence is 
an example of how Esi has undergone physical violence. The 

latter is caused by none other than women, her fellows. At some 
point, she even wishes that her mother had been there to teach 

her about her body. She, actually, believes that her conditions 
would be different if her mother was present. She said: “I want 

my mother... I have no one to help me understand” (Adjapon, 

2018: 24-25). 
Adjapon confesses that one of her female friends underwent 

the pushing of ginger into her vagina. This puts the stress on the 
fact that writers have personal motivations and use their pen as a 

tool of activism in order to denounce the happenings in their 
environment. 

 
Adjapon went back to Virginia, and “three 

days later I started thinking about this 
gentleman,” she says. “And I started thinking 

about superstitions, remembering one from 
my childhood: if a frog jumped on you, you 

would turn into a man. I started thinking 
about sex and girls and how they are raised 

in Ghana. I remembered a friend who when I 

asked why she was walking funnily, told me 
they had put ginger in her vagina (Ermelino, 

2021). 
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Esi’s stepmother and stepsisters treat her like a bad child. 

This makes her start comparing herself to her younger brother, 
Kwabena and challenging gender roles. As a result, Esi questions 

her condition as a girl and how life is hard for her, contrary to her 
younger brother, Kwabena. The more she suffers, the more her 

aunt continues her punishment. She learns the lesson, but she 

does not really know why her aunt forbids her to look at her 
intimate parts. It would be much better if she explained 

thoroughly why she does not want her to do it again.  This 
same type of violence towards women by their fellow women 

appears in The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives. Iya Femi, Baba 
Segi’s third wife, has writhed a lot when her parents passed 

away. Her uncle and aunt have given her to an old, wicked lady 
so that she works for her. The lady makes her experience any 

type of unimaginable violence. She treats her as if she is not a 
human being. The slightest mistake made by her leads to a harsh 

punishment. 
 

From the day I got there, I was a house-girl 
and my status did not change. They pillaged 

the most fruitful years of my life, all the time 

treating me as if they’d found me in a pit 
latrine. Grandma slapped me If a drop of oil 

fell from the ladle to the cooker. If I didn’t 
answer the first time she yelled my name, 

she shaved every strand of hair on my head. 
If I ever overslept, she would cut me all over 

with a blade and rub chili powder into the 
wounds (Shoneyin, 2021: 130). 

 
Symmetrically, Esi, the main character in of Women and 

Frogs has befriended Yaw, the yam seller’s nephew. He rapes her. 
Her aunt reveals that someone has spread her and she makes her 

sit on hot water so that the steam heals her. When her father 
finds out about it, he gets mad at her, but he cannot be angry 

with her daughter for a while because he loves his daughter 

deeply. At night, her sisters do not want to sleep in the same bed 
as her. She starts questioning her girlhood. She states: “I want to 

ask God: what I have done? If a boy did something bad to me, 
why is it my fault?” (Adjapon, 2018: 31). She asks a question to 
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which she is convinced she is not going to have an answer, but 

she wants to soften the pain. Consequently, she is desperately 
waiting for frogs to step on her so that she becomes a boy given 

that her friend, Alison tells her that this will turn her into a boy. 
She said: “The frogs are gargling madly. I taked off my clothes 

except for my drawers. Then I stretch out in the mud and wait for 

them to change me” (Adjapon, 2018: 32). Esi feels disappointed 
as she lets the frogs step on her but she is still a girl. She 

mouthed off: “It’s bad enough being a girl and a Nigerian animal” 
(Adjapon, 2018: 34). 

In addition, women experience physical violence through 
the state as well. Atta reveals that there are coups in the country 

and women suffer a lot during these troublesome times. They are 
prevented from going to the market at certain times and their 

goods are distorted and stolen. There is even a woman killed and 
they remove her baby from her back. Furthermore, an old woman 

is disrespected and violated. 
 

He wouldn’t compromise. At high street, he 
gripped the wheel and urged us to get out so 

he could drive off. We crossed the street and 

melted into crowds of women pushing 
towards the disc of the market. They 

grumbled in confusion and anger. 
It’s not our fault, yet they call us enemy of 

the state. 
Did you hear about the woman they shot? 

They removed her baby from her back, then 
they killed her for hoarding! (Atta, 2005: 

254). 
 

The above-mentioned episode explains very well the 
intersectionality behind violence women experience and the 

latter’s struggle to find peace. Being separated from one’s child is 
one thing, but being killed is another. Women suffer from several 

agents and for different reasons such as their gender, social 

function or occupation, and social ranking, to name but a few. 
Adjapon shows how the army has no compassion for those 

women who depend on their trade to take care of their families. 
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Physical violence has been very much present in all the 

three novels. Shoneyin’s, Atta’s, and Adjapon’s works unearth 
how African women physically suffer at different levels. Besides, 

they fearlessly highlight the different agents or perpetrators. 
Among them are fathers, husbands, mothers and sisters. It 

means that it is very hard for women to escape from physical 

violence and that there is a lot of work that needs to be done to 
eradicate the physical violence which women undergo.  

However, no matter how horrible physical violence is, it is 
not actually the only type of atrocity that they have been writing 

about. The African female subject also suffers from other forms of 
violence that will be discussed in the next sections of this work. 

 
Psychological Violence: A Burden on Women’s Shoulders 

 
One of the main forms of barbarity described in Everything 

Good Will Come, The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives and Of 
Women and Frogs is psychological violence. It is present 

throughout the novels. As such, the female characters have gone 
through so much that they have been traumatized. Some are 

resilient enough to handle it whereas others are extremely 

affected by it. 
 

In Everything Good Will Come, Enitan is constantly a victim 
of psychological violence in various ways. As a teenager, she is 

told by the priest that she is not going to have a long life. After 
hearing this prophecy, Enitan feels depressed, anxious, and does 

not know what to do: “I am going to die”, I said” (Atta, 2005: 
11). She has ended up internalizing what the priest has told her 

which leads to psychological problems. She is constantly afraid of 
dying and of the uncertainty of the future. This thought has 

negatively impacted her life as a young girl trying to figure out 
her identity. 

Like Enitan, Esi in Of Women and Frogs undergoes 
psychological violence at the very beginning of the novel. She 

witnesses one of her father’s adultery scenes with the woman 

who works at the hotel and whom he ends up flattening out. Esi’s 
father does not care about his daughter’s young age and 

innocence. Furthermore, there is a common saying which goes 
that children never forget that is why adults should behave well in 
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front of them. Unfortunately, Esi’s father has not mastered this 

lesson. He dares to have sexual intercourse with a woman who is 
not his wife in front of his daughter, Esi, thinking that she was 

sleeping because of the somniferous he gave her so that she does 
not see them. The narrator reports: 

 

The woman’s copper-coloured skin is light 
against papa’s very black skin. When I sit up, 

she lifts her head and looks directly at me 
and I have to cover my mouth with both my 

hands because it is the woman who serves us 
our supper. “She is awake” she whispers, 

shaking my father. I lie back down 
immediately and pretend to be asleep 

(Adjapon, 2018: 8). 

 Esi is morally conflicted by her father’s love affairs. He is 
not even ashamed to act like this in front of his own daughter, 

flesh of his flesh. As a child growing up in this kind of 
environment, she will obviously carry it as a burden no matter 

where she goes. Even though Esi wants to talk about all these 
traumatizing events, she cannot. She does not actually know who 

to talk to because she has, for so long, been the secret-keeper 
within her family. She finally decides to keep it for herself. Like 

Esi who has to deal with psychological violence at a very young 
age, Atta shows right at the beginning of her novel that Enitan is 

questioning her upbringing. She feels like a prisoner in her own 

home because her parents are often arguing in front of her. She 
never fully embraces the joys of family and childhood. Besides, 

she even prefers to be far from her parents rather than being at 
home. Enitan is completely lost in her family and she tries to find 

a room of her own. This situation makes her feel uncomfortable 
and morally conflicted. She explained: “But my parents had 

occupied everywhere else with their fallings out, their repasses 
unforgivable.” (Atta, 2005: 8). Moreover, she suffers from her 

mother’s carelessness, leading her to be closer to her father and 
her friend, Sheri. Enitan condemns her mother’s attitude toward 

her and the lack of complicity between them contrary to other 
mother-daughter relationships. She declares: “My mother never 

had a conversation with me: she talked and knew that I was 
listening. Enitan prefers the punishment at school to her mother’s 
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gaze. She ends up assuming that it is due to the church that she 

has become like this. She voiced: “Holy people had to be unhappy 
or strict, or a mixture of both, I’d decided” (Atta, 2005: 19). 

 
In addition, Sheri, in like manner, eats her heart out from 

psychological violence after her rape. She gets pregnant, but 

resorts to abortion for fear of being outlawed by her social 
environment. It is as if she is responsible for the rape and Enitan 

feels sorry about thinking so at the age of fourteen when they still 
were teenagers. It is only later on that she realizes that her friend 

is not actually guilty, but rather boys are ruthless enough to 
commit such a horrible thing. Sheri feels dirty whenever she 

thinks about her rape. She even loses confidence in all girls in 
general and herself in particular.  

Sheri wants to be an actress whereas Enitan desires to be the 
President of the Republic. However, when Enitan tells her about 

her dream, Sheri tries to discourage her by telling her that 
presidency is not for women and that it is impossible: 

 
- “Eh? Women are not presidents.” Sheri said 

- “Why not?” 

- “Our men won't stand for it. Who will cook 
for your husband?” 

- “He will cook for himself.” 
- “Oh women aren't presidents, she said” 

(Atta, 2005: 32). 
 

The scarcity of female presidents in Africa and the pervasive 
belief that women are incapable of effective leadership 

significantly impact the political landscape. Sheri’s narrative, 
marked by the repetition of the statement “women are not 

presidents”, reveals her deep sense of despair and lack of 
optimism concerning women’s political participation. This 

recurring assertion reinforces the entrenched societal belief that 
women inherently lack the necessary qualities and capacities to 

lead a nation. Consequently, Sheri, influenced by this prevailing 

belief, interiorizes it, perpetuating her own perceived limitations 
in the realm of political leadership. 

Furthermore, Sheri’s experience of rape has had a profound 
and detrimental effect on her self-confidence. The trauma she 
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endured has left her emotionally weakened, potentially 

undermining her ability to assert herself and pursue her 
aspirations with conviction. This aligns with the viewpoints 

expressed by other authors explored in this study, who also 
emphasize the far-reaching consequences of rape trauma on 

individuals. 

However, a closer examination of the profiles and 
achievements of African women heads of state, as presented in 

the article by Adwoa Ohemeng, provides a compelling counter-
narrative. These women have defied societal expectations and 

shattered the myth that women are ill-suited for leadership roles. 
Their accomplishments serve as empowering examples that 

challenge the notion of women’s inherent incapacity for political 
leadership (Adwoa, 2021). 

Firstly, the inclusion of Sylvie Kiningi as the first female 
president in Africa highlights the significant milestone she 

achieved as an acting president during a transitional period in 
Burundi. This brief tenure challenges stereotypes and biases 

surrounding women’s suitability for presidential positions. 
Similarly, the appointment of Ivy Matsepe-Cassaburi as an acting 

president in South Africa further reinforces the notion that women 

can assume leadership roles in the absence of elected presidents. 
Secondly, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf’s presidency in Liberia 

serves as a transformative moment, debunking gender-based 
stereotypes and showcasing effective leadership in post-war 

reconstruction. Her election as the Chair of the Economic 
Community of West African States further solidifies her influential 

role on the regional stage. 
Besides, Rose Francine Rogombe’s interim presidency in 

Gabon demonstrates the capacity of women to provide stability 
and leadership during critical transitional periods. Her automatic 

assumption of the head of state position based on constitutional 
succession highlights the recognition of women’s abilities in times 

of political uncertainty. 
Finally, the inclusion of Agnes Monique Ohsan Bellepeau as 

an acting president in Mauritius and Joyce Hilda Banda as the 

president of Malawi is a cornerstone of female political 
commitment in Africa. It further exemplifies the competence and 

leadership qualities of African women in presidential positions. 
The current presidents, Sahle-Work Zewde of Ethiopia and Samia 
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Suluhu Hassan of Tanzania, symbolize the ongoing progress in 

African women’s political representation. 
 It is crucial to recognize the overlooked contributions of 

African women throughout history and learn from their stories. 
Despite facing adversity and overcoming obstacles, they have 

played pivotal roles in shaping African societies and institutions. 

The slow progress in women’s empowerment can be attributed, in 
part, to the mismanagement and abuse of power by male African 

leaders since the end of colonization. 
By examining the narratives of African women heads of 

state, as highlighted in Adwoa Ohemeng’s article, we can 
challenge the prevailing belief that women are unfit for the 

presidency and strive for a more inclusive, prosperous, and 
peaceful Africa that harnesses the invaluable contributions of 

women in political governance. This analysis provides a broader 
perspective that intersects with Sheri’s narrative, emphasizing the 

importance of countering societal beliefs and empowering women 
to overcome limitations imposed by both internalized perceptions 

and external trauma. 
Bisi Adjapon also spotlights the psychological violence that 

women face by showing the attitude of Esi’s father. The latter, 

when both sister Mansa and sister Yaa who are Esi’s step-sisters 
tell him that they suffer in their wedlock, he does but advises 

them to remain in it because according to him, they are wrong, 
no matter what happens.  That is the reason why he sides with 

Rudolph when Esi decides to break her engagement with him. As 
a matter of fact, Rudolph wants Esi to join him in Nigeria given 

that classes are postponed till next year in Senegal where she is 
for her semester abroad which Esi categorically refuses. Her 

father takes the defense of Rudolph instead of listening to his own 
daughter no matter how right she might be. Adjapon highlights 

the fact that some Nigerian parents do not give their married 
children space to express their thoughts. In fact, in any situation, 

they ask the woman to be strong and bear it. It is the same even 
when they realize that their husbands cheat on them. They are 

always told that men are born polygamist. By trying to please 

society, mostly, their parents, women neglect their own needs. 
They no longer care about themselves nor about others. They are 

in their houses as ‘decorative’ elements. This idea is well 
illustrated by Enitan’s mother’s behavior. She has for so long 
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borne her husband’s mistreatments that she becomes a silent and 

invisible being. She no longer cares about anything apart from 
going to church and sitting in the kitchen. This shows that the 

psychological violence which women are victims of can affect their 
lives forever.  

Motherhood plays a tectonic role in African societies. A 

woman who fails to conceive, as well as one who does not bear 
male children, are often looked down on by their husbands, in-

laws and by society. Sefi Atta proves the statement above in 
Everything Good Will Come. Enitan’s mother’s family-in-law 

threatens her for not having a son. She argues: “I was very 
reserved, you know, aloof. Your father liked that. Sunny, he 

always felt he had to be above others” (Atta, 2005: 173). He is 
like many men who think themselves superior to others, 

especially women. They have ego problems. This psychological 
trauma that women undergo when they do not have male children 

is developed by Columba Kaburi Muruigi and Anne Kinya Murikii. 
They have discussed how having male children makes the woman 

respected within her family in law and by her husband. The only 
moment when fathers are happy with having a female child is 

when it is the first born. In fact, this legitimizes their manhood 

and gets them real to be chiefs. Columba Kaburi Muruigi and 
Anne Kinya Murikii write: 

 
While we are not told why Mama Milanoi did 

not give birth to more children, it is clear that 
girls were not recognized as full children. The 

woman therefore depended on the man 
solely and giving birth to a boy child 

confirmed her usefulness in her family and 
the society at large. This demand on the 

woman is a form of psychological violence as 
she would not be at peace without having 

given birth to a boy (Muruigi & Murikki, 
2013: 119). 

 

 Psychological violence is apparent given that women are 
forced to handle both men’s demands and bear male children if 

they want to be fully accepted by not only their husbands but also 
by their in-laws. Gohar Saddik strengthens this idea in her 
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analysis of Nawal el Sadawi’s Woman at point zero (1983). She 

attests: “In the rural society of Egypt, a woman is governed by 
the rules of an abusive system where she is defined by her sexual 

organ (used for male pleasure) and her womb (for breading 
children who will carry the name of the male oppressor). During 

the day, women work in the fields or in the barns without 

payment, and at night they are used as sexual machines.” 
(Gohar, 2016: 184-185). This objectification of the female body is 

a barrier to their fulfillment. 
 

In support of what was mentioned previously about Atta’s 
book, Lola Shoneyin has vividly described the psychological 

violence performed on women when they fail to give birth. 
Bolanle, Baba Segi’s fourth wife is said to be barren by not only 

her husband, but also her co-wives. However, it is false, it is Baba 
Segi himself who is sterile, but he does not know it because his 

wives have seven children from their extra marital relationships 
with different men. He will only learn about it when Bolanle 

convinces him to go to the hospital for a diagnosis leading to the 
sperm test. The children are not actually his biological children; 

his wives have lied to him. Faced with this terrible secret, Baba 

Segi can’t think of anything better to do than to pour venom on 
poor Bolanle. She is at the same level of information as her 

husband because knowing that her co-wives have children she 
can only believe that the problem comes from her. Baba Segi is 

constantly using hurtful words against Bolanle who has ended up 
being psychologically affected by this situation. Baba Segi gives 

an armchair to all his wives except Bolanle because she does not 
have a child. Besides, Baba Segi is in absolute control of his 

wives. He controls their brains and pays attention to every single 
action they do. 

 
Only Baba Segi’s armchair faced the TV 

directly; his wives (except Bolanle who 
hadn’t earned her right to an armchair) kept 

their seats at the angle their husband 

insisted on. Baba Segi liked to observe their 
facial expressions – how widely they smiled 

after watching comedy sketches, how many 
tears they shed when they were gripped by 
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agonising dramas. The wives knowing, they 

were being watched, stared at the screen, 
never swivelling to look Baba Segi smack in 

the face (Shoneyin, 2021: 12). 
 

The quotation above justifies very well the total control 

which Baba Segi has on his wives. He indeed considers them as 
his private properties and believes he has the right to life and 

death. However, Bolanle is the main victim because she struggles 
to get pregnant. Whenever he has the occasion to remind her of 

her “barrenness”, he does not even wait to make her feel bad: 
“What do you know about what you saw? A woman cannot know 

the weight of a child until she has carried one in her womb” 
(Shoneyin, 2021: 15). 

As a result of all those hurtful words and actions, Bolanle 
ends up believing that she is barren despite the fact that she once 

was pregnant and aborted. She tries to carry this bareness. This 
has created a sentiment of inferiority within Bolanle. Baba Segi 

has several times advised her to see a traditional doctor but she 
never wanted to go there. Nevertheless, with all the trauma she is 

facing, she does not find any way out and requests her husband 

to go to the hospital and check the situation. Once there, when 
the doctor asked them the reason for their visit, Baba Segi does 

not even give his wife space to speak. He replies at her place as if 
the latter could not speak for herself. At some point, the doctor is 

upset and he asks Bolanle to reply herself. She wants to please 
Baba Segi and uses the term barren which hurts her a lot: 

“Bolanle knew what Baba Segi wanted to hear. I am barren” 
(Shoneyin, 2021: 36). 

 Despite the fact that Bolanle acknowledges it, does not 
prevent Baba Segi from continuing his small talks as the doctor 

continues the diagnosis: “Baba Segi couldn’t hold back. Do you 
know that you are talking to another man’s wife? All these 

questions you are asking are meaningless. She is barren…” 
(Shoneyin, 2021: 39). 

The excerpt above substantiates the woman’s trauma when 

she fails to give a child to her husband. Baba Segi’s reaction 
toward his wife Bolanle shows how not giving birth, especially to a 

male child, confirms the woman’s uselessness in her family and 
society at large. This demand on women constitutes a form of 
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psychological violence as they would not be at peace unless they 

have a child. This phenomenon is very present in many Nigerian 
female writers and it constitutes a threat to women’s well-

treatment by their in-laws.  
In Everything Good Will Come, Enitan’s mother has been 

suffering a lot from her husband’s unpleasant notices regarding 

her appearance. He pays close attention to each of her actions 
and this upsets her. She confessed: “He said I stopped looking 

after myself. I did not have time for myself. He said I was angry 
all the time. Of course, I was angry. It was like swallowing broken 

glass. The day your brother died; your father was out. I took your 
brother to church” (Atta, 2005: 173). 

Women are bearing all the burdens in their wedlock; they 
are powerful because they suffer silently and always try not to 

worry their children. The bitterness in Enitan’s mother’s discourse 
points to the psychological violence she is undergoing. She has 

sacrificed her whole life for her family and her husband does not 
appreciate that which makes her think that all her efforts were in 

vain. These experiences are ways for the authors to denounce the 
anchored belief that some men take child bearing for granted as if 

it didn’t take a couple to procreate. Having children should 

definitely be perceived as a benefit in a wedlock rather than and 
ending or  a woman’s must. 

Additionally, when her son is sick, her husband keeps on 
telling her to take him to the hospital. She knows that the 

hospital cannot save her beloved son. Enitan remembers how 
beautiful her mother used to be but now she looks so miserable 

because of pressure from her husband: “I could still remember 
the glamour days, the velvet caftan with circular mirrors. I 

imagined her with broken crystals in her stomach. They were 
there in her eyes. She was a beautiful woman. I had long 

forgotten” (Atta, 2005: 175). Her father’s attitude destroys her 
mother to the extent that she has lost herself. She becomes 

another person morally and emotionally. The excerpt above 
highlights that something terrible has happened to the beautiful 

woman once full of life. The word “crystal” is a symbol of 

brightness, life, joy, and happiness and “mirrors” here symbolize 
truth, reciprocity and clarity. However, the image of the broken 

crystal refers to rupture, fragmentation, incompleteness and 
distortion. It refers to disorder and chaos. In other words, it 
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better explains the life of Enitan’s mother, which is literally a pile 

of broken fragments after the different episodes that occurred in 
her life, especially the loss of her son. 

This form of husband belittling their wives leading to trauma 
is developed by the prominent Nigerian writer Buchi Emecheta in 

Second Class Citizen (1974). Adah, the protagonist, endures 

constant psychological torment from her husband, Francis. He 
belittles her intelligence, undermines her aspirations, and 

gaslights her into doubting her own sanity. His controlling 
behavior and emotional manipulation create a toxic environment 

that stifles Adah's growth and self-worth (Emecheta, 1974). 
One of the biggest sources of psychological violence African 

women were and are still experiencing is the pressure of 
marriage. Therefore, from a very young age, girls are taught that 

they need to get married as early as possible and become 
submissive wives, cook for the family and take care of the 

children. Thus, they are given dolls and kitchen tools as gifts and 
boys are offered cars, bikes and houses. Unlike girls, boys are 

taught that they should study hard, drive nice cars, be head of 
companies and take care of their families. Additionally, boys are 

constantly told that they must be strong and avoid being sensitive 

which is a naturalized feature of women. 
In Of Women and Frogs, Esi’s Father wants his daughters to 

quickly get married except for Esi. He always tells them that a 
woman’s glory lays on her husband.  At some point, he forces Esi 

to join Rudolph, her fiancé in Nigeria: “Grow up! Marriage is a 
good thing for a female. If you wait to finish university, men will 

be afraid of you. No man wants an over-educated woman who will 
give him a headache with arguments. Now you will have a secure 

future no matter how educated you get. I tell you, a woman’s 
glory is her husband” (Adjapon, 2018: 361). 

 Here, women are likewise confronted with psychological 
violence because of the pressure which society puts on them to 

get married and forget about their professional careers. 
 Consequently, many women compromise their education 

and their future to engage in a marriage in which they do not 

have any certainty about the outcome. That is what happens to 
Bolanle in The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s Wives. She is a 

graduate student who has stopped her studies to marry Baba Segi 
but she is not happy in her wedlock. At the end of the novel, she 
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decides to divorce and continue her studies. But it is so late 

because she cannot erase the past, she cannot get back all these 
years she has spent outside classrooms. 

 This form of psychological violence is well expressed in 
Nervous Conditions (1988) by Tsitsi Dangarembga. The main 

character Tambu is expected to get ready for becoming a wife 

and staying at home. Her father decides to allow his brother to 
send his son Nhamo to school instead of Tambu because she is a 

girl and she will sooner or later get married. Tambu reports her 
father’s words: “There is no need to send girls to school because 

they will end up in the kitchen therefore, they’d better learn to 
cook […] he says I must learn to be a good wife” (Dangarembga, 

1988: 15-16). 
 Tambu’s father’s archaic discourse stresses that women 

cannot combine both studies and marital life. In a parallel 
manner, the character Esi in Of Women and Frogs exhibits 

unwavering confidence in a more promising future for women. 
However, her journey ultimately leads her to acknowledge the 

multitude of vulnerabilities that women endure, primarily due to 
the objectifying gaze of men who perceive them as mere objects 

with limited significance. She states: “How could I have ignored 

the signs? Being a woman implies being the one who is wrong. 
That is simple. No matter how educated I get, my womanhood 

will always be the veil he looks through to see me” (Adjapon, 
2018: 398). 

Ousmane Traore has pinpointed this idea in his Master 
thesis titled Gender, Social Identiti(ies) and the Challenge of 

Postcolonial Nation Building in Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Purple 
Hibiscus and Sefi Atta’s Everything Good Will Come. He has 

shown how Nigerian society teaches women to be docile beings 
for whom the only ending in life is getting a husband. He states: 

“They are rather educated to value marriage and motherhood 
over everything else in life. It becomes their life project and they 

spend their whole existence pursuing this dream. For the 
salvation of a woman in society depends on this status, that is 

marriage” (Traore, 2019: 22). 

After having closely looked at how psychological violence 
towards women is expressed in the novels, it’s apparent that it 

leaves its footprints on women who experience it despite all the 
efforts they do in order to overcome it. It is true that it is very 
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painful and writers have been discussing it in various ways. But 

still, there is a long way to go because there are other forms of 
violence against which women in the novels are fighting. Among 

them is sexual violence which does but increase the traumas that 
women experience. 

 

Conclusion: 
 

In our analysis, we have identified several forms of 
oppression that African women undergo in the novels. They are 

ranked in two main categories: physical and psychological 
violence. Women in the novels under study go through violence in 

all its expressions. Not only is this violence begotten by men who 
are genitors, brothers, life partners, and other relatives, but also, 

it is made clear that sometimes women are complicit to their own 
oppression by inflicting violence on their fellows. This paper has 

focused on and has highlighted the peculiarities of feminism and 
femicide as it relates to the plight of women in Nigerian society by 

paying particular attention to the rationale for the unfair 
treatment of women, which comes from both men and women. It 

has also demonstrated the intersection between feminism and 

culture and to establish that it is important to analyze feminism in 
looking at the different forms of challenges African women in 

general and Nigerian women in particular are facing in their daily 
lives. Customs, obsolete traditions and gender inequality are at 

the root of women’s woes. The custodians of our culture and 
traditions continue to inflict violence on women without examining 

the damaging consequences of those practices. Sefi Atta, Lola 
Shoneyin, and Bisi Adjapon have beyond any shred of doubt 

underlined the drastic consequences of patriarchal systems in 
African communities in general and the Nigerian society in 

particular. They have succeeded in portraying the limits and 
limitations of the Nigerian social stratification which indeed, has 

left womankind on the margin of being and becoming. Through 
their novels, a call is echoed, a voice is heard, and a conscience 

awakened.  Hence, the fiddle point of this analysis through which 

the social flaws of a patriarchal system are naked to appeal for an 
emergency cover of the female distress in African societies in 

general.  
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