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Résumé : 
 
 Cet article examine en détail la position des femmes par rapport aux nouvelles 

perspectives relatives au mariage, à la religion, à la politique et à la société en 

général dans Half of a Yellow Sun de Leila Aboula et Bird Summons de Chimamanda 

Ngozi Adichie. A travers une étude comparative mais aussi les théories littéraires 

telles que le féminisme, le womanism etc., j’ai analysé leur fiction et trouvé leur 

engagement sans faille pour la situation de la femme. Ces dernières ont depuis 

longtemps souffert sous le joug d’un monde construit par les hommes et dans lequel 

il ne leur est pas permis de parler. Elles proposent donc un nouveau système ou les 

sujets relatifs au mariage sont repensés. Repenser les rapports homme femme, la 

question du sexe et de la féminité ont permis alors de promouvoir un nouveau type de 

femme qui se veut libre, épanouie et engagée. Dans la conclusion de ce travail, une 

approche critique est faite sur le type de femme proposé, une femme qui n’a pas pris 

comme Repère l’Afrique mais une femme quelque peu séduite par une Occident qui 

ne trouve plus son orientation quant aux valeurs humaines, à l’éthique et à l’honneur; 

des principes qui ont toujours  fait de l’Afrique un lieu de solution. 

 

Mots clés: Religion, Mariage, Féminité, Amour, Sexe 
 

 

Abstract: 

 
 This article examines in detail the position of women from the new perspectives 

regarding marriage, religion, politics, and society in general in Half of a Yellow Sun 

by Leila Aboulela and Bird Summons by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie. Through a 

comparative study and literary theories such as Feminism, Womanism, etc., I 

analyzed their fiction and found out their unwavering commitment to the situation of 

women. Women have suffered for so long under the yoke of a world constructed by 

men and in which they are not allowed to speak. They therefore propose a new system 

where issues related to marriage are rethought. Rethinking gender relations, the 

question of sex, and femininity has thus permitted the promotion of a new type of 

woman who aspires to be free, fulfilled, and engaged. At the end of this work, a critical 
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approach is made on the type of women proposed, women who have not accepted to 

take African principles as a reference but who are somewhat seduced by a West that 

no longer finds its way regarding human values, ethics, and honor; principles that 

have always made Africa a place of solution. 

 

Key words: Religion, Marriage, Womanhood, love, sex 
 

 

 

Introduction 
 

  Marriage is a universal concept, though contents may differ from 

one society to another; the basics refer to family organization. The 

Wikipeida Encyclopedia defines it as: … a social or ritual recognized 

union or legal contract between spouses that establishes rights and 

obligations between them and their children, and between them and 

their in-laws. Such a definition then entails the responsibility of 

women, men, children and relatives. Marriage becomes the foundation 

upon which societies are constructed. The relationship that exists 

between a man and a woman goes beyond the issues of love, sex, or 

affection; it is, first of all, about a social organisation that protects 

families and ensures security. This conception of marriage has been 

widespread in many African countries for a long time. According to 

Mbiti: 

 

 

“For African people, marriage is the focus of existence. It is the point 

where all the members of a given community meet: the departed, the 

living, and those yet unborn. All the dimensions of time meet here, 

and the whole drama of history is repeated, renewed and revitalized. 

Marriage is a drama in which everyone becomes an actor or actress 

and not just a spectator.” (J. Mbiti 1969):   

 

  In marriage, past, present and future embodied by the departed, the 

new-borns, and those yet unborn come together. All living souls and 

passed away ones are part and parcel of the family. It’s a community 

affair where children make the cements of the relationships. Women 

are judged on behalf of their capacity of procreation. So womanhood 

means nothing but motherhood. This is what makes Awolalu and 

Adelimo say:  
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“The Yoruba attach importance to child-bearing. Unfruitful marriage 

is not only a misfortune but also a curse since the couple have not 

contributed to the community of the family and therefore, of the 

society. A barren woman, however rich, famous or prosperous is a 

shame to her race.” (Awolalu and Adelimo 1979). This aspect 

strongly determines social organization. In an agrarian society, men 

need a strong workforce; having many people in the family leads to 

greater added value. This is an ideological reality that stipulates that 

leadership and chieftaincy are reserved for men who can handle 

several wives and children. This unfortunately put women in a biased 

situation and made a great delay in their social mobility. However, 

since time has changed and a new system is now being promoted, 

women have risen from everywhere to extol a liberation from men. In 

this context, Leila Aboulela in Bird Summons and Chimamanda Ngozi 

Adichie in Half of a Yellow Sun have sought to redefine and reframe 

the concept of marriage. Through their life experiences, knowledge 

and interpretation of the world, they delineate acute ways through the 

erasure of some hegemonic henets and mushroom the so long hidden 

thoughts that women have. The issue of marriage has always been one 

of the most evident realities that upholds beliefs and norms full of 

muteness and bigotry. They set new paradigms in the redefinition of 

marriage and society. To better deal with this topic, it will be of a 

paramount importance to know how women, through the promotion 

of liberty, can redefine conventions previously set. A certain number 

of questions can be raised: What do women want to redefine marriage 

for? How is that redefinition possible?  What will the consequences be 

in society? In this paper, we strive to see what marriage means today 

in modern societies. The objective of this research paper is to see how 

Islam, tradition, and Christianity have been the very basis of such a 

reflection. Both religion and tradition have shaped a woman's 

orientation towards marriage and womanhood. Being a woman is 

summed up into being a wife, having children and taking care of one’s 

husband. The study aims to highlight the new trends in this modern 

world, where a new approach must be promoted to alleviate the 

problems of people everywhere and to gain a deeper understanding of 

what women represent in family organization and social development. 

This paper will help researchers to set new norms that put women back 

in their very place in society. In a comparative analysis, a Feminist 



 

33 

C  

O  

L  

L  

E  

C  

T  

I  

O  

N  

  

P  

L  

U  

R  

A  

X  

E  

S  

 

/  

M  

O  

N  

D  

E 

and Postcolonial approach, we will see how these two seasoned 

novelists, through their respective novels Half of a Yellow Sun and 

Bird Summons have tried to reinvent and redefine marital status and 

proposed a modern perspective. This world has witnessed a true lack 

of inclusivity in the existence of women; they shall no longer exist to 

please men but rather to have equal rights in terms of education, 

politics, family, to name but a few. So redefining the issue of marriage 

and womanhood becomes a must. Through a contradictory reading of 

Half of a Yellow Sun and Bird Summons, we have tried to emphasize 

the underpinnings of a society that is constructed by a male jingoistic 

discourse where the case of women is looked down. With similarities 

and dissimilarities, the two novels have showcased a new world where 

a promising future for women is possible. 

1. Marriage as a male construction 

           Marriage is a universal custom that transcends cultures, time, 

and space. There is indeed a cross-cultural variety in how it is 

performed: The people who can be married, their age, the number of 

wives allowed. However, almost everywhere, the place of women is 

at the centre. Since it is deeply rooted in people's social organization, 

it becomes a social construction. This content and attribution are 

defined by a group of people who may not have taken some parameters 

into account. Religion and wifehood represent a great importance in 

this organization. 

            

               1.1. Religion, Wifehood and Submission 

Women have always faced particular situations in history, 

from everywhere around the globe, their history and stories are 

similar. In traditional Africa, this issue of marriage was the 

quintessence of people’s lives; having many wives and children, gave 

men the possibility to gain respect and consideration. They were 

judged on behalf of their properties that were in terms of human 

resources, animals and lands. The production depended on the 

workforce and land, so marriage was not just for the mere pleasure of 

love or sex, but it was for wealth purposes. This definition is sustained 

by religious interpretation. A reverential man was the one who could 

have many wives and manage to have a peaceful coexistence in the 
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house. Being a good wife meant being acquiescent and tractable as 

well. In the Christian religion, Sara, the first wife of Abraham, can 

serve as a relevant example. Sara was a barren woman, and because 

she could not conceive, she gave her housemaid (Agar) to her husband 

so that the latter could have upbringing with her. Religion then goes 

hand in hand with submission. A woman must be obedient to her 

husband no matter what happens. In Peter 3:  

1-6 the bible says: 

Wives, in the same way submit yourselves to your own husbands so 

that, if any of them do not believe the word, they may be won over 

without words by the behavior of their wives,… 6 like Sarah, who 

obeyed Abraham and called him her lord. You are her daughters if 

you do what is right and do not give way to fear1.  

Wives are to be pliant and docile to their husbands, and that 

attitude is compared to holiness. Sara called her husband Abraham her 

lord, which shows the sign of respect she owed to her husband. And 

the same verses invite all women to do likewise so as to fulfil their 

duties as wives and virtuous women. In Half of a Yellow Sun, religion 

plays a regulatory role and defines women’s orientation. Silence, 

obedience and respect are jewels that all women must possess. In this 

novel, women suffer inside and outside the home. The vicious Biafra 

war has transformed their loves into horrible nightmares. The example 

of Arize is very conspicuous; she thinks that her life is defined by 

marriage, and as long as she remains single, she is execrated. In a 

discussion with Olanna, she says: “I want a husband today and 

tomorrow, oh! My mates have all left me and gone to husbands’ 

houses” (C. N. Adichie 2006). Her motivation does not come from 

love, it rather comes from social pressure. She is mindful about all her 

mates who have gone to husbands hands, so she is somehow an 

unwanted being; and this is a shame. Aunty Ifeka is also among those 

women who, due to religion, society, and submission, have summed 

up their lives to having children and taking care of the family. 

Similarly, in Bird Summons, religion defines everything in people’s 

life. Religion reflects patriarchy here; the example of Ibrahim’s father 

                                                           
1 Holy Bible, 1 Peter3 : 1-6 New International Version®, NIV® Copyright ©1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by 

Biblica, Inc.® Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide. 

http://www.biblica.com/
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is very telling. Though his son gets legally married, it does not bother 

him to put and to this marriage regardless of their feelings. The 

misinterpretation stems from ethnic tensions and religious disparities. 

What makes it worse is that men do not take into account social 

relationships. In the novel, Murtada, Moni’s husband is cursing his 

wife because of the old-fashioned definition of marriage and religion 

he has. He does not favour discussion and exchange, he rather militates 

to apply by all means the law of the Qur’an. Adichie writes‘‘while all 

Murtada could say was: We must behave normally. Life goes on. He 

said this when she was still refusing to have sex three whole months 

after the birth. When she did not want to go back home on holiday’’ 

(L. Aboulela 2020). Religion is linked to misinterpretation and 

patriarchy. Adichie has understood this when she says in We Should 

All Be Feminists that:  

 

“We spend too much time teaching girls to worry about what boys 

think of them. But the reverse is not the case. We don’t teach boys to 

care about being likable. We spend too much time telling girls that 

they cannot be angry or aggressive or tough, which is bad enough, but 

then we turn around and either praise or excuse men for the same 

reasons. All over the world, there are so many magazine articles and 

books telling women what to do, how to be and not to be, in order to 

attract or please men. There are far fewer guides for men about 

pleasing women.”2 

 

This quotation is true because it seems easy to find articles on how 

women and girls should behave, but it is very rare to find the same 

number of articles giving orientations to men. So religion in that sense 

teaches only women to be responsible. 

 Still in Half of a Yellow Sun, Aunty Ifeka could not imagine 

Arize marrying an Haussa when she says: “So why are you talking 

marriage-marriage like this, Ari? Have you seen anybody you like? Or 

should I find you one of Mohammed’s brothers?” “No, no!” Arize 

waved her hands in the air in mock horror. “Papa would kill me first 

of all if he knew I was even looking at a Hausa man like that.” (op. cit., 

                                                           
2 Adichie, We Should All be Feminists, Anchor Books, 2015.  
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p.52) So here, the problem is not only religious but intercultural. The 

Hausa people represent the majority of the population; they are 

Muslims, compared to the Igbo, who are Christians. This ethnic 

disparity comes from religious misconceptions and has terrible 

aftermaths on people’s lives. The issue goes beyond religion, it 

becomes a social matter. We can find a quite different situation in One 

is Enough, by Nwapa, where the female protagonist, Amaka, eventually 

anchors her life, her future and her happiness on the rejection of 

marriage and traditional concepts of wifehood: 

 

                     “I don’t want to be a wife anymore […] There is something in that word 

that does not suit me […] Something gets hold of me as a wife and 

destroys me. When I rid myself of Obiora [the husband], things started 

working for me. […] No, I am through with husbands. I said farewell 

to husbands the first day I came to Lagos.” (F. Nwapa 1992) 

                       There is something that she can no longer accept. Amaka chooses to 

put her own content in marriage and follow her own understanding. 

Contrary to the situation in Bird Summons that depicts women in a 

society defined by men, in Half of a Yellow Sun, religion brings 

problems to people and not solutions to their problems. In such a 

situation, the consequences are disastrous. That is why, Anna Chitando 

in her journal says: “women African theologians and creative writers 

stand for the same struggle in order to prevent men using their religion 

be it traditional religion or Christianity to oppress their sisters”3. Many 

male writers have depicted women in their novels through their 

historical, traditional and religious realities. Silence then becomes the 

symbol of motherhood and sexuality. 

 

 

      1.2 Sex, Motherhood and Silence 

Motherhood is present in the novels under study; in Africa, 

generally, it is only as a mother that a woman is indispensable to her 

clan and society. Personhood takes its essence through motherhood, 

not womanhood. Besides, the glory of a woman is a man; a woman 

                                                           
3 Chitando Anna and Chitando Ezra, weaving sisterhood: women African theologians and creation writers, 

Exchange: Journal of Conttemporary Chstians in Context, April, 2005 p.22 
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who is not married or does not have children is considered as very 

bad. In many African societies, chastity and fertility are considered as 

jewels possessed by a girl, as in Joys of Motherhood, Nnu, Ego’s in-

laws come to thank her father because she is found to be “an unspoilt 

virgin” (B. Emecheta 1979). A barren woman is considered as a man, 

and other women in the village single her out. In the Igbo society, 

women were respectfully called “the trees that bear fruit”. The tribe 

knew that without women to bear children, the clans have no future. 

If a woman had more than seven children, she was considered as a 

very exceptional one. If a woman had ten children, people organized 

a ritual to pay tribute to her because of her achievements, and after 

the ceremony, the woman is viewed as the “blessed queen of 

mothers”. Despite all this, in Half of a Yellow Sun, both Kaineme and 

Olanna are viewed negatively because they do not work to maintain 

this idea of motherhood and success in marriage. Their prior interest 

is to find jobs and a person they truly love instead of being trapped in 

a false male-constructed marriage that always sets women backwards. 

Their lives are different from the lives of her protagonists in Purple 

Hibiscus where she narrates the story of three main women who have 

all made the decision to change their history and story. They were all 

of them tied by the rules of society, rules that had been set by men and 

that did not give room to women’s feelings. Kambili, though is not 

married, had realized through what her mother Beatrice lived that life 

as a wife is burdensome. Her own father does not owe any respect to 

her mother and the latter thinks that the only place where a woman 

can exist is with their husbands no matter what they may go through. 

This is what society has settled: the honour of women is only if they 

are married. This scene is a clear example: 

 

When we got home, Sisi had Papa’s tea set out, in the china teapot  

with a tiny, ornate handle. … Jaja took a sip, placed the cup back on 

the saucer. Papa picked it up and gave it to me. I held it with both 

hands, took a sip of the Lipton tea with sugar and milk, and placed it 

back on the saucer. (C.N.Adichie 2003) 

 No one can begrudge the conditions of a married woman 

after having seen one’s own mother suffer humiliation and dishonour. 
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Similarly, in Bird Summons, the main protagonists are not tied by the 

manacles of marriage of motherhood. This will definitely give birth to 

a new definition of marriage. For men, the only sacrifice that should 

be made in a marriage is the sacrifice women make. Women are what 

they are if they can be fully submissive. When some male writers in 

their novels refer to womanhood, they indirectly talk about sex, 

childbearing, passive and silent; women on their side, understand the 

opposite. For them, womanhood has none to do with all this. 

Womanhood has to do with courage as Efuru, independence and 

success like Esi and her likes. In this 21st-century Africa, the situation 

is no longer the same; women have reached today another level of self-

consciousness and self-realization that has allowed them to have their 

say in society. Aboulela and Adichie are both married and they are 

mothers, women and intellectuals. They have gone through the same 

situations as for what being a married woman is in a world or society 

where the same principles are not shared. So for them, a new definition 

of marriage becomes a must. 

2. New Definition of Marriage 

 On behalf of what has been previously said, things have got 

to change because now all the stakeholders, including women, have a 

say. Marriage implies both men's and women’s responsibility and 

opinion. It must not be biased decision making; Nnameaka says in her 

Essay that ‘‘It is about time now that we started singing about our 

heroic deeds”4 The content of marriage and love is now thought by 

women to give what they think and feel. 

 

    2.1. Love and Male-female Relationship 

Half of a Yellow Sun by Adichie is a clear response to men; in this 

novel, Adichie addresses issues and themes that had so far been 

minimized by men. In a Feminist approach, here new characters and 

personalities emerge, and, those characters will define their own 

selves according to what they feel and not to what they have been 

                                                           
4 Obioma Nnameaka, From orality to writing, African women writers and the (re)inscription of womanhood, 

research in African literature, Bloomington, vol.25n°4 in winter 1994 , p.137  
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taught. To refuse what Simone De BEAUVOIR in the Second Sex 

said: ‘‘ l’humanité est male et l’homme définit la femme non en soi 

mais relativement à lui ; elle n’est pas considérée comme un être 

autonome.’’ (S. De Beauvoir 1949) 

“Humanity is male and man defines woman not in herself but 

according to him; she is not considered as an autonomous being.5 This 

is what feminism is truly about. Early feminists drew their inspiration 

from the Enlightenment movement in Europe in the late Seventies. At 

that time, the watchword was: Equality for all human beings. 

 This has been a good beginning for women to unravel their 

situation at stake. Women have to reinterpret or reinvent what has so 

far been settled by men. Talking about marriage, Susan in Half of a 

Yellow Sun proposes to live with Richard, though they are not married: 

He had been in Nigeria for a few months when Susan asked if he 

would like to move in with her, since her house … floors where his 

landlord moaned about his leaving his lights on for too long. Richard 

didn’t want to say yes. He didn’t want to stay much longer in Lagos. 

(op. cit., p.69) 

Everything is redefined here. In traditional Africa, a 

woman had to wait for the day of her wedding to be able to live with 

her husband. In some contexts, the woman did not even know who the 

future husband was, what they looked like or where they came from. 

If parents made the decision, they had to follow without any comment. 

With Susan, the situation is different, which clearly shows how things 

have changed and how women today have the capacity to mastermind 

their lives the way they want. Today, they give a new definition to 

male-female relationships. A good number of women in Adichie’s and 

Aboulela’s fiction are single women who prefer to choose their own 

men without being under the yoke of marriage. 

Women now have the power to be with whoever they feel 

like to. Be it traditional or modern Africa, this new issue of marriage 

is not accepted. If two people meet and they love each other, the next 

step should be to let their parents know. Their position and point of 

view are very strong in the relationship. If families do not give their 

blessings, it can be very hard for such a couple to succeed in their 

journey. In Half of a Yellow Sun, marriage is the relationship between 

                                                           
5 My translation 
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two people; a man and a woman who want to live together. Marriage 

becomes a kind of contract where both the man and the woman can 

put an end to the relationship if ever some parameters do no more 

favour a harmonious life. Olanna and Odenigbo are in this situation, 

they met and they loved one another and they have decided to live 

together without celebrating a wedding ceremony. In traditional 

Africa, in the Christian and Islamic religion, this is seen as a sin. They 

are not the only couple; in this famous novel, Olanna’s twin sister is 

in the same situation, she loves Richard, who is already in love with 

an older woman he did not love: Susan. Once alone with Kaineme, 

they had to behave as married people, and thus, the question of fidelity 

and infidelity is actually highlighted here: 

He did not want to leave, could not bear the thought of going back to 

sit in Susan’s study and type and wait for Susan’s subdued knocks. He 

did not understand why Susan suspected nothing, why she could not 

simply look at him and tell how different he felt, why she did not even 

notice that he splashed on more aftershave now. He had …. the gelding 

mix of surprise and desire. They undressed quickly. His naked body 

was pressed to hers, and yet he was limp. (op. cit., p. 78) 

Everything depends on love here. Kaineme kisses Richard, 

who is in a relationship with another woman. This act is a challenge, 

something that was not accepted in society, no matter the situation. 

Kaineme only looks for what she likes; she does not care about the 

harm she can cause to Susan, and this is a new type of woman in Africa 

today. 

The same situation can be found in Bird Summons by 

Aboulela, this novel emphasizes the liberty embodied by a group of 

married woman who have decided on their own to undertake a 

pilgrimage without the agreement of their husbands. Salma is married 

to David, a nice gentleman who does not require too much from her; 

however, her former relationship with Amir is still a love affair. 

Though she is married to David, though she belongs to Islam, a 

religion that does not allow such a relationship to exist, she does not 

care about the consequences. The Qur’an has totally banned such a 

relationship; it says: 

 

O wives of the Prophet, you are not like anyone among women. If you 

fear Allah, then do not be soft in speech [to men],1 … Allah intends 
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only to remove from you the impurity [of sin], O people of the 

[Prophet's] household, and to purify you with [extensive] purification.6 

 

This message is first for the Prophet’s wives, but indeed, it 

is for all women, those who are under the bounds of marriage. The 

Qur’an not only bans sexual intercourse with another man but, the 

simple fact of talking to a man and softening one's voice is a sin.  

Salma not only challenges religion but also marriage. Being a wife is 

sacred but that did not mean the same to Salma; her feelings are 

towards Amir and she only listens to her feelings. However, the 

special period and special place they are living in, the power of faith 

and the requirement of penance and atonement could not deflect her 

from her decisions. When facing problems, she always thinks of Amir: 

Salma’s hopes of improving Moni were dwindling. Perhaps these 

aspirations had been presumptuous in the first place. Salma wished 

she were with Amir. But she was not. Here was her life as she had 

made it, as she had chosen it. (op. cit., p. 78) 

What she is going through is the result of her choice. She is much 

aware of the situation, but she has a different understanding. 

. Then Salma had sent a message to Amir asking him what he would 

do, and he had said exactly what she was thinking of saying. He wrote 

that he would steal what didn’t belong to him – such as another man’s 

wife. She wrote back that she would steal what didn’t belong to her 

too – …, he might answer her. She took out her phone, but the screen 

was a complete fog. Even if there was a recent message from him, she 

would not be able to read it. (op. cit., pp. 152-153) 

Religion does not matter in a situation like hers, where her 

family, because of the properties of David, did not try to know the 

position of their daughter, but as an animal, she is sold in marriage. As 

she grows up and discovers with her contact with other women what 

freedom and liberty really mean, and how religion and culture have 

shaped life, giving men power over women, she decides to do things 

otherwise. She has allowed herself as a married woman to do 

something that neither her culture or society nor her religion nor even 

her morals accepts: unfaithfulness towards her own husband. 

                                                           
6 Qur’an sourate Alahzab, v.32-33 
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The same thing happens with Moni, whose husband 

Murtada has gone to Saudi Arabia and who refuses to go and join him. 

Moni, Salma and Iman are different but complementary in a total 

interdependence. Religion teaches women to be next to their 

husbands, to help them, take care of them and support them. This 

cannot be done if Moni does not change her mind. She fiercely decides 

to stay, and this is a challenge not only against religion but also against 

tradition. In their journey, no man to lead, no Imam or any other 

spiritual leader who can be questioned to lighten them, they rather 

depend on themselves. In religion, people always need a leader, and 

that leader cannot happen to be a woman. Iman, Moni and Salma have 

inverted the situation by converting themselves into spiritual leaders 

who have to give their own interpretation as for their duties towards 

themselves and their husbands. Moni preferred Adam, her son, to her 

own husband and this can be seen in these words: 

 

                   Moni knew that David had converted to Islam, that he had done so years 

before he met Salma, but still she could never think of him as ‘one of 

us’. Besides, English was the language of Salma’s household and she 

often spoke and thought as if she was British and nothing else. … or 

flaunting convention. She was just unable to let go of what she 

believed was best for Adam. (op. cit., p. 68) 

This is a new type of relation that is emerging, a relation 

where both husband and wife are no longer defined by sex but by 

freedom and mutual understanding. Unlike what happens in a Muslim 

couple, Moni gives her position and is not ready to compromise. Her 

decision and strong determination have made her a free woman who 

can now decide on what she likes or does not like. This new type of 

approach is not at all pleasant yet; it will be a starting point that will 

compulsorily put things upside down. 

In Americanah as well, we can see the example of Aunty 

Uju and Bartholomew, the latter has a definition of marriage very 

similar to that of some African people, his marriage is all about sex, 

money and an authoritarian male hegemonic attitude. That is why Uju 

is very bemused when she has to talk about money and a job with 

Bartholomew: 

“Both of us work. Both of us come home at the same time and do you 

know what Bartholomew does? He just sits in the living room and 
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turns on the TV and asks me what we are eating for dinner.” ... to make 

my work decisions for me. What does an accountant know about 

medicine? I just want to be comfortable. I just want to be able to pay 

for my child’s college. I don’t need to work longer hours just to 

accumulate money. (op. cit., pp. 269-270) 

Bartholomew does not care about Aunty Uju’s future, 

family and profession. Marrying should have been for him the 

opportunity of having somebody who could understand her and 

support her in life; somebody she would have children with, and 

somebody she can build a bright future with. However, Uju is very 

worried about her man’s attitude; fortunately, she has understood what 

she wants for herself and for her own son. She wants her son to have 

an education; this is motherhood. Being a mother goes beyond the fact 

of giving birth; a mother is somebody who should educate and also 

plan for the future of their children. Sending Dike in a good school 

means caring about his future in a society where the recognition a 

black only comes through education, so it should not be neglected. 

Bartholomew’s understanding of marriage is not the same as Aunty 

Uju, Uju wants to feel free with her salary, her money and her 

children’s education. In a situation like this, the real issue is more 

about being human. 

 

       2.2. Womanhood, Humanhood and Liberty 

The Cambridge dictionary defines the word womanhood 

as ‘‘the state of being a woman or the period of time when someone 

becomes a woman’’ and this period is directly linked to the fact of 

having a husband and children. The word Womanhood itself was 

coined by the historian Barbara Welter in the 1960s, designating thus 

the personality, responsibility and orientations of being a woman. This 

period, was marked by changes as for the relationship between men 

and women in the West. Woman wanted to have more duties in public 

services, had to fight so that they could get recognition.  

 In fact, the way writers have seen this issue of womanhood 

differs in so far as, what males see as womanhood sometimes goes 

counter to what females see as womanhood. In Jagua nana, Jagua is 

a post-colonial African woman; she does not have a husband and she 
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no longer intends to have one; she does not have a good reputation as 

well because of her profession. Her being a woman is according to 

Ekwensi, to know how to seduce men to sleep with them and earn 

money. Contrary to Efuru, who though does not have any children 

because the only daughter she had, died; jettisoned by her two 

husbands in spite of the sacrifices she had made to be with them, 

remains very faithful and hardworking. For Nwapa, being a woman 

does not depend on the aspect of motherhood but a woman is a woman 

because she is a human being. In Changes by Aidoo, the main 

protagonist is Esi, does not want to have many children because of 

her profession. Nevertheless, her mother tells her on page 132 that: 

Leave a man, marry another. Esi, you can. You have got your job. The 

government gives you a house. You have got your car. You have 

already your daughter. You don’t even have to prove you are a woman 

to any man, old or new. (A. A. Aidoo 1993)  

 

Still in Half of a Yellow Sun, a strange situation crowns this 

issue of liberty; Olanna, the twin sister of Kaineme, does not hesitate 

to sleep with David, who at the same time is her sister’s husband. 

Olanna already has a man, Odenigbo, the latter will do the same thing 

with her cousin that her mother brought home when Olanna was 

absent. Sexuality here does not forcibly have anything to do with 

marriage; liberty above all is the watchword. No reason or moral 

attitudes are promoted. Olanna repeated the same mistake Odenigbo 

made some time ago. This is telling that, in a relation, contrary to what 

religion and traditional societies have set as rules and norms, women 

also should be free to make mistakes without being judged as mere 

objects. This scene between Richard and Olanna is a justification: 

They sat side by side, their backs resting on the sofa seat. Richard said, 

in a mumble, “I should leave,” or something that sounded like it. But 

she knew he would not leave and that when she stretched out on the 

bristly carpet he would lie next to her. She kissed his lips. He pulled 

her forcefully close, and then, just as quickly, he let go and moved his 

face away. She could hear his rapid breathing…Afterward, she felt 

filled with a sense of well-being, with something close to grace. (op. 

cit., pp. 292-293) 

They both have meditated on what they have done. With 

the absence of Kaineme and the problem Olanna had with Odenigbo, 



 

45 

C  

O  

L  

L  

E  

C  

T  

I  

O  

N  

  

P  

L  

U  

R  

A  

X  

E  

S  

 

/  

M  

O  

N  

D  

E 

they took the occasion to finally do what every one of them was 

thinking of in silence. Society has set the rules that if one loves 

somebody, they must be faithful to them; however, people do not 

always respect that rule if they are alone. In feminist fiction, female 

authors try hard to institute a kind of discourse in which all women 

can be more independent. Through such a discourse, they will be able 

to build their own environment where ideology or morals can be 

ousted. Marriage is originally between two people of different sexes 

and sex, womanhood, wifehood, or motherhood cannot originally 

exist out of the contact between a man and a woman. Today, this vision 

of the world tends to be outdated and a new change in paradigm is 

being settled. 

Homosexuality is one of the oldest practices in human 

history, it is also one of the practices that has brought about many 

debates, discussions and social, religious and cultural divisions. In 

every society, from the Americas to ancient Asia and even in Europe 

and Africa, the practices existed; however, the definition and 

interpretation have also been a big problem. It can be defined as an 

erotic attraction between two people of the same sex. It comes from 

the Greek word: homos, meaning ‘‘the same’’. In Africa, it dates back 

to the Ancient Egyptian era, and it is a passionate dispute within 

Egyptology. Historians as well as Egyptologists have dealt with this 

issue, and one of the most possible cases of homosexuality at that time 

is that of the two high officials, Nyankh-khnum and Khnum-hotep. The 

two men lived and served under Pharaoh NIUSSERE during the Fifth 

dynasty.7 In spite of their having families, wives and children, the two 

gentlemen had love affairs. After their deaths, their families decided 

to bury them in the same tomb. This, however, remains a speculation 

that homosexuality was accepted in ancient Egyptian times. In West 

Africa, there is historical evidence of the existence of homosexuality. 

In the Dahomey kingdom, Eunuchs were known and even called royal 

wives; they played an important part in the court. Both Christian and 

Islamic religions have definitely banned homosexuality. The issue is 

then very complicated, and as long as people live on earth, there will 

always be this issue of homosexuality. For women, the practice is 

                                                           
7 Richard Parkinson: Homosexual Desire and Middle Kingdom Literature. In: The Journal of Egyptian 

Archaeology (JEA), vol. 81, 1995, pp. 57–76. 
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known as Lesbianism; a lesbian then is a woman homosexual, the 

name comes from the Greek island of Lesbos in the 6th century BCE. 

Many historians and, above all the poet Sappho, in her poetry, writes 

about women; their lives, daily activities, routine, and she even claims 

her love for girls. In fiction now, women tend to include those topics 

most African people consider as real taboos in society. In Women at 

Point Zero by Nawal El Saadawi, she describes the life of Firdaus as 

very miserable, once at school, she could not sleep and so she 

preferred to stay alone while sitting on a quiet dark night she was 

silently and surprisingly approached by Iqbal her teacher, a lady who 

emotionally was somehow going through the same period as Firdaus, 

she said: 

 

 I held her eyes in mind, took her hand in mine. The feeling of our 

hands touching was strange, sudden. It was a feeling that made my 

body tremble with a deep distant pleasure, more distant than the age 

of my remembered life, deeper than the consciousness I had carried 

with me throughout. … I was on the point of losing, or had just lost, 

for ever. My fingers held on to her hand with such violence that no 

force on earth, no matter how great, could tear it away from (op. cit., 

pp. 29-30) 

Iqbal, in this scene, cries because of Firdaus miserable 

situation. She actually begs her not to cry but as she touches her hands 

with soft words, sexual desire appears, and they both become excited 

and end up kissing one another. This has brought about many 

interpretations of whether or not some people’s sexual orientations are 

determined by science. Firdaus, contrary to what Sigmund Freud 

explained about the sexual relation between mother and son or father 

and daughter, owes her desire to her relation with her mother; in this 

respect Janna Rinaldi comments: 

 She [bisexual] likens the intimacy of her relationship to the egg-like 

fusion that she experienced in the maternal body with her mother… of 

her linkage with the maternal body, thereby slowing effacing her own 

perceived autonomy and otherness, while never delivering on the 

promise of utter unity with the maternal. (Janna R. 1982) 

El Saadawi is promoting the acceptance of bisexuality, 

which is in fact one of the practices Islam hates the most. The life of 
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Firdaus and her relation with both men and women does not trouble 

her; she rather loves to have sexual contact with both sexes. 

In Americanah, the same situation can be underlined in the 

life of Paula. In spite of her relationship with Blaine, she does not 

hesitate to cheat on him, surprisingly with another woman like herself: 

Paula, called Pee. Even if some people in society condemn 

homosexuality, others still urge to practice it. This reality in fiction is 

the reflection of what happens in real life. Many countries around the 

globe have accepted legalising homosexuality, urging those who did 

not think of it to, and on behalf of their so-called liberty, have put 

upside down what nature itself has settled. Human rights should not 

have been the opportunity for people to conduct their lives the way 

they like; they should rather be a means of preserving human and 

moral values. Sexual contact between a man and a woman results in 

pregnancy and so to human life, whereas a man-and-man relationship 

does not. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 The relationship that exists between men and women dates 

back to the very early age of the world’s creation, according to 

tradition and some sacred books like the Bible and the Qur’an. A big 

interdependence exists between both sexes. The issues of marriage, 

family and sexuality are real matters of fact. Esi in Changes says in 

this respect that: “Why are we now being so childish, eh? Our people 

have said that for a marriage to work, one party has to be a fool. And 

they really mean the woman, no?”(Ibid. p.55) This definition of 

marriage is what is highlighted in the first part of this paper, where 

the impact of religion as a male construction has put women in a kind 

of dungeon. These manacles tie them in the prison of wifehood and 

submission. The second and very last part has dealt with the new 

definition of marriage. Through the novels under study, we have seen 

how Aboulela and Adichie see marriage in these modern times.it 

should not be viewed as an obligation but as a free engagement 

between two people first. In this part, sexuality has been defined 

otherwise because it is no longer performed only in the bounds of 

marriage. Bird Summons and Half of a Yellow Sun have many 
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similarities but some dissimilarities as well. In Bird Summons, 

Aboulela strives to give women a say through their religious 

responsibility. Salma, Moni and Iman have understood that life in the 

marital home should be balanced, and women have a choice to stay or 

not. Contrary to what is seen through the characters of Kaineme and 

Olanna in Half of a Yellow Sun where marriage in even not a choice. 

For these two sisters, liberty represents the cornerstone. They prefer 

to stay as such, not to be entangled in marriage matters. Both Aboulela 

and Adichie have tried to reinvent and redefine marriage and its 

content in our modern times. Because of the different nightmares 

some women in their homes have gone through, these women seem 

to be saying that enough is enough. However, intellectuals and 

thinkers should be careful in what they propose to the world, even if 

their prior duty is to faithfully depict the world. African moral values 

should be taken into account if we want to participate actively to the 

progress of our planet. Today, the West can no longer be taken as a 

model as far as ethics and morals are concerned, so African writers, 

scholars and politicians need to reset the debate and forge new paths 

to a more secure future. Ngugui Wa Thiong’o in that respect says: 

‘‘Since culture does not just reflect the world in images but actually, 

through those very images, conditions a child to see that world in a 

certain way, the colonial child was made to see the world and where 

he stands in it as seen and defined by or reflected in the culture of the 

language of imposition’’ (N. Wa Thiog’o 1986). History and world 

events have changed as well as the way Africans have seen things. 

Aboulela and Chimamanda are both educated by the West, even 

though some of the principles they embody are African; their 

ideologies and female orientations are rather Western. They have 

thought and written in English and with the implications of this 

language that carries a particular history, they have somehow seen the 

world according to what they have learnt at school, and this can reflect 

on their writings.  

 The importance of such a study is also to help people see what is 

wrong with marriage so that it can be fixed. We all know how families 

are important and families come from marriages between men and 

women. People must reconsider the importance of living in families 

and avoid to be trapped in a modern future that seems not to have the 

keys to a future where all people will be able to live in peace and 
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harmony. Its importance is to depict things as they are, to give a 

panoramic view of what happens and to sound the alarm for 

bothersome and vexatious consequences of a Western adoption of 

marriage. Africa has its particularities that are to be considered so that 

appropriate outcomes can be achieved. 
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