‘?’Fﬂﬂﬁt inNigerian Feminist Drama and Theatre. Eziechine, Augustine Obiajulu e,

Abstract : Drama 35 2 wital medium for articulating and iierpreting the Tealities and aspirmtions of the society. Itisu
portray and interpret the kistorcal, sociolagical, palitical, economic and cultural s3uss of the day, Thas, the playwright
Ael operate in o vacuam bat mirrors the needs of bis society m bds works, [0 the light of contcrposary reatitics, Wi
playwrighis, employ protest drama ns o mediam of expressing the struggles and aspimtions of the oppressed masses §
suciety today. Protest themes feature prominently in the warks of make dramatists like Wole Soyinks, Kole Omobosa,
Clork-Bekederemo; Femi Osofisan and  Ofa Rotmk, However, the lns few decodes in Nigeria wimessod the eme
femins: drama written by Nigerian female dramaiisss whose plays protest against the costomany relegntion of fhe &
wiomner b the bechground. This work therefore seeks o examing this new - orend bn peowsst deama.
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Protest in Migerian Feminisi Drama and Theatre

Introduction

Drama & a vital medium of
human ivteraction suited for making
deep psychological probes info the
conscience ol thesocizty, Thewse of
the dmmatic medium as 3 means of
propagating idealogies  and the
struggles for the control of the
conscience of man has been noted by
writers like Meuei Wa Thiong'e for
example, who sees drama as one of
the most polent  media i the
atrugple apainst culiural oppression
and peo-colomizlism in Africa, It =
alin a decisive weapon for
galvanizing the masses fowands
radical socio-ccopomic  changes.
This is nttasted to by the phenomeral
sibeceas ofhis play Mpehika NMdeada,
particularly the dust it raised
between fhe Kenyan folks and the
povernment when it was performed
{Aliu 1)

Migerian playwrights employ
profest drama as o medium of
expressing the struggles and
aspirations of the oppressed masses
in the seciety today. Mahel Tahrise
(now  Evwierhoma: 1558), sgrecs
with tha above assertion as sha sees
profest drama ns a radical aspect of
thentre that iz popular in dramas of

iw

idenlogy which highlight feminism. -
This type of theatre advocates for
grmancipation and a radical changs
from the status gao.

Wamen and Protest Drama
The last few decades in
Migeria witnessed the emergence of
ferminist and womanist drama
wrilten by African femabe dramatists
and some patronizing male
dramatists whose plays prodest the
customary relegation of ke Africon
woman o the background in the
patristchal and traditional socicty of
Africn where geeerally the voice of
ihe womean is heard but she is never
soen, since she 15 tcked sway m the
kitchen to handle socking and adher
domestic chores in the bome, a fact
reflected by the early novels of
Achehe, Soyinka, Elechi Amadi and
other male writers (Agho 19). The
late arrival of female writers o the
African literary scene sccording o
Agho, generally favoured the
perpetuation of this relogation,
which is coustered in the werls of
African female writers using the
porameters of fermnism and s
African outgrowth ecspecially
winnaniss of motherism,
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The pleys (dramas) under this
tradition of writing do not ondy talk
alout the relegation of women infhis
pairiarchal sociaty al alss highlight
the plights of women in the hands of
mcn, capecially as il concems. the
isswes of barreancss, the agony of
moetherhood, the oddities
surraunding widiwhood rites, the
devasinting effects of female geniial
mutilation, the high premium
accorded the male child w the
cxpense of (ke girl child and other
appressive cultueal practices such as
polygamy, child marmiage, gender
relations and scmawnbic degradation
of women. Afrscan radecal ferminist
writcre create strong  libkeratsd
female protagomsis who dwarf the
ez into issignificance in industry,
ecducational pursmits and other
spheres of life, and they usually
present o debased picture of
ﬂiﬂn::.._..—u. in iheir povels, As
axpected, the body of works
produced under this tmdibion of
writingy, in thewards of Agha (2011},
“imternalizes within their
constitution & rhetorical vehemence
defined by protest,™ We shall at this
Junctung, examing the trsatment af
samme of the aforementioned cultural

practices in ihe works of some
female dramatists.
The Issues of Barrenness

In Afriean tradition,
barrenness s often wiewed as =
curse, o fdlure and & reward for &
wayward life. The bamren wsoman
reccives no sympathy from the
caommunity, She i called names and
iz the firat to he sccused when any
disaster that affects children occurs.,
A worman i stiipped of ber sexunl
identity when she i childless, for
motherhosd  affirms  the Afrcan
mih ihat begitirnizes female calturm]
power and only motherbood can
comfirm your identity as a vaman in
Africa (Stratton 95). The theme of
motherhood is used to shape
women's subjectivity and scxual
identity. Cormoborating this, Mfah
{1057} ahserves that gender idattity
i always portrayed as biologically
achicved through childbirh and
.H_.ﬂ*nl._uﬂvmﬁ..mﬂﬁ_ﬁ.nu_ il it i3 & male
child.

Women writers have often
written about women's St les
with the institution of marriage and
motherhood where the heads of
these mstitutions are men, Heing
childhass is often seen as o taboowith
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the women being mistnsated by the
society. This iz what prompts
Opundipe-Leslie to say, “The way
African writers are enthused shout
motherhood, ome wondess if thers
are o women who hate childhinth or
have undeveloped material
instincts™ (cited im Nfah 36}
Proverha such as secn below are akso
uscd 1o perpetuate ihe desperation
amt agony & womas goes througsh
when she iz childless even when she
is nctunlly not the one at fault. Here,
Thi in Safami-Apunlove's The
(heccw Sisters 24y3... "Unless the
barren woman gives birth, the omcle
will know no peace...” (15}
Ukineba's proverb in The Queen
Sizters lestifics to this fact “Afier
all, the enly reason why 8 woman
marries 4 man is o bear children.
Yes, children that you can call your
own™ (37

This asserbon goes 1o support the
fact that women are socialized fo
sccopt the roles ol oul for them as
procreators of society.

b, in The Jueer Sisters wses
imfertility o a form of resistance to
male domisation, particularly in the
traditional set-up where she finds
hersell, She challenges the
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idealization of motherbood and the
legitimacy of traditional male
hegemony. Salami- Agunloye in tis
play and UHoh Trecy in Qe Wives
Herve Govie Mad Agais, inlerrogaie
the patrism:heal notionof motherhbod
in their respective sociclies,
reconcepiualize fomale sterility a5 a
feminist smategy, They challenge the
coaventional mals representation of
wamen as mothers, The reason for
childlessmess 15 often attriboted o
ik wifiz. UtohTracie subverts this in
her play O Wives Have Gone Mad
Again, when Ene nccuses her
hushand Tyang of infertility, A man =
nevar believed to be infedile. Mo
mattee the affection ar conimbution
the woman has made to that
marriage, when she cannof producea
child, all her effort in building the
home i in vain, African society
regards her as heving failed as a
womai, It is only in recent times that
our society has starfed coming fo
termes with reality of things, such s
low asperm count and male
impotence which in the past was not
thought of. In Ewotan, ki, a co-
market woman calls Emotan a witch,
because she is barren, “Let her bring
my daughter for me before she
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hewitches her"(56). However,
Salami-Agunloye in Emolar
challenges the socicial slance
apainst women whe cannot have
biological children, by the brood of
children who follow afier Emotan
chanting the panepyric “TyeEmotan,
{meaning, Mother Ensotan), mother
of a thousand children,..” (45). As
the Oba culogizes Emotan at death,
I says of her, “Emotar, thogh vou
had po children of your own, you
will he remembered more than 3
woman with a handred children (93]
Salami deconstructs motherbeod in
this play by giving it a secondary
importance to wWomen's econoiic
empowerment, By making Emotsn
happy, fulfilled, courageons and
siromg in spite of her childlessness,
Salami-Agiunloye challenpes the
African culture that disresards
wamen without children, For her,
women's 22lf worth can be found
outside motherhomd,

Im Cher W 8 ol a Wosmr,
by Stella Oyvedepo, Dupe is insulted
thus, .. .is your madam & woman?
To me she i not, Do you call her a
woman? She iz not & woman...”
{34). The conflict in the play is
peneraled because of the inghility of

Kola's wife, to bear o child. The
raotleer-in-Raw, Mama, calls Depe all
sorts of mames as a result of this.
Baing forced o accept whatseoms to
be her fate, out of frustration, and 2
broken hsar, Dupe laments that
Mama has made “my infertilify a
fertile ground to sow her diabolical
seads™ (TH). Here, Oyedepo shows
us graphically the travails of o
childless wonan,

In her play, Nwenpibuife, Anuli
Aushoth-Ajapu slso draws our
attention to the spony of a childless
womat in Eastern Nigenia as i other
parts of Africa, Chincze, who has
bean married o Opbuefi & being
ikrowm out of her home becauss she
has never bome amy child, As she
leaves the house afier she has been
badly beaten up, she miraculonshy
cormnas upon &n ahandoned baby with
a note saying why the child was
phandoned. She comforts kerselTand
adopts the child and nurtunes ber, and
she grows o become a great woman,
Hers, Ausbeth-Ajam, brings & new
dirmension to motherhoad, implying
that motherhood docs nol
necessanly have to be through a
biglogical process. In an suthorial
imesion, she asgeria:

-
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A woman might be lucky to
conceive and bear a child.
Another by fate adopts a child,

Ttoth are one and the same, 5o

Inng a5 the woman has a heart

of a mother, and genuine love

foar her chidld (24),

By this, Ajogn reconstnicts
another style of motherhood,
dismantling  the concept of
motherhood by institution  and
expanding the scope of motherbood
by cxperience,
Maotherhood and Mothering

Tn Africa, motherhood is
regarded s supreme, the crowning
glory of any woman. This perception
of the African womanbood m the
words of Salamb-Agunloye (Z011)
does not in any way imply
sapremacy over anyone but rathes
reaffirms her subocdinetion in the
patriarchal strugture. In African
mnarriage, motherhood is the ultimate
single manifestation of being a
womat, and children crown this
relationship, Motherhood certifies a
woman's importance i her society.
A woman's degree ol authority in the
society reats on how many children
she has, especially sons who are
reparded as lineage membeors.

Evwicrhoma supports this asertion
when she gays that “a worman's link
with her hushand's family does sot
become stromg until she has bome
children who are lincage
members (41}, Ona of the female
heroez, Omesisle in Onwueme's
Shakara: Danee Hall (ueer, sulfcrs
a thwarted exisience because of her
iiahility to bear nabe children who
cam be regarded as linsage members.
Any married woman without a child
cepevially a male child she can call
lher own is not fully accepted in her
marital home, and may be forced o
return to her natal home for reasons
of this. Carde Bayce Davies
confirme this phenomenon and says:

.o many African societies,
motherhood defines
womanhood, Motherhood,
then is crocial to woman's
stmius in African seciety. To
marry and mother a child (2
som preferably), entitles a
woman to more respect from
her hushand's kinsmen for she
can mow be addressed a8
motherof,, .(243).

In African tradition, only
muotherhood can confirm the identity
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of a woman, Motherhood gives
cufiural legitimscy to fomals powes.
Thesz are the pammeters for their
survival. For the queens in the
harem, im The (ueenm Sivlers,
marherhood i€ 20 ingrained in their
payohe that they see no alberative o
heing dended of fheir matrimanial
bed by Tbd. For them, maothechood is
central o their idestity. Howeever,
Uhi subveris this tradition that has
enslnved amd eatrapped her co-
queens by refismg o become
pregmant. Ubi's refusal of the role of
motherhood can only be undesstood
within the context of sexual politics
in which bewsring children is
inscribed and vahed im ibe harem.
For Libi, every worman shoald be
allowed to make choices about
childbearing. 1 think this is the point
thai the Feminiat playwright Irene
Salami-Agunloye is trying to make.
However, T do not agres
totally with this submission. |
belicve that the yearning of cvery
wonnin 1% 0 become a mother and
avien & grandmother some day. So the
idea of making childbearing a choices
because of women's Feminist
ideological leaning is not only wn-
African bui also an abuse of the

privilege given to them by God to
procrcate. This perhaps explains the
reason, Flora Nwapa i her arlicle
“Women and Crestive Weiting in
Adrica” savs that “Women are whi
they are because they can give life,
they can procreate”™ (Mwapa 531).
Mwapa however, adds thal 2 woman
whia is deniel thiz unique function of
childbesring should m be weighed
down hil cather seck for am
alternative way of petting ful filled.
Widowhaood Rites

Women are subjected fo
aoppressive and dehumanizing
widowhaad practices especially in
Africa, Thess practices vary firoam
one culture to amother and they
include sleeping on bare foor,
shaving the heir om (he head and the
puhic, cating from broken calabash,
sitting on ashes, neglect of parsonal
appeorance and body hygiene, [n
wmse extreme cases, the widow is
forced 1o drink water that bas been
region, used to wash her [lale
hnsband's corpse and take an oath to
prove her inmacencs or otherwise.

Zulu Sofols's Fediock of the
(Fouls cenfres primarily oa thess
harmful widowhood practices. In the
play, Dpwoma the widow of Adigan

.3
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has to perform the widowhood rites
by being confined to 8 room, bair
shaven, gitling on the bare ground,
covered in nshes and wearing
mouming wrappers. She sleeps on a
mat during the three moaths of
mourting. In this siale, many
women are likely to fall into
depression or undergn mental torfure
and emotional treuma. The most
frustrating aspect of the whaole
seenario i that, in Africa,
traditionally when a hoshand dies,
the wife is suspected fo be
responsihle for lis death; it s
helieved that no ane below the age of
[ 0 years dies a natoral death, This is
the case with Opwema and Odibel as
the play opena in Wedlock of the
Gods. As soon as Adigw, the son of
Odibei dies, she suspects that
Chpwoma, his wifes i= responsible for
his death. Salami-Agunboye nobes
fhat Sofola’s main cotcern in the
play iz to punish Opwoma for
committing “adultery™ ar for
moving too far ahead of tradition,
forgetting that it is this same
tradition that compelied Ogwoma o
marry & man she hardly kEsew or
loved, giving up her Tover Ulake,
{Salami-Agunlaye 523 Tn Rossmary

Asen's The Waman fn Black, Enc is
compelled to po through a series of
widowhood rites, like drinking the
water used in bathing her husband's
corpe, to exonerate her from the
accusation of being responsibile for
his death. Asen subverts this practice
using the women's collective protest
pgvinst it.
Any colture that refards progress
i imimacal to the prople who practice
such a culture, Salami-Aganboye
contends that sucha cultural practice
should be discarded, As she puts it
When a cultural proctice
alifles an individual's personal
desire, freedom of chodce, and
destroeys self-realization, then
such @ practice has neasched
the stage of “cultwral
menopanse”™; it kas ontlived
its wsefalness and therefore
must he discarded (52).

Female Genital Mutilation (FGM)

or Female Circomcisiog

FCGM is a traditional practics
in which a girl'woman ¢uls off paris
or whole organs of fhe female
penitalia ususlly with a knife or nceor
blade which may be unsterlized,
The cultural justification for the
practice of FGM varies across the
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conmtry. [t is considened, varionsly as
a clearsing ritaal from evil spiris, 2
femake rite of passage, a puaranbor of
i woren's chastity and her marriage
ability, and a hoogt 1o fertility or io
male sexmal pleasure, Julic Okoh
painis this pictare in her play
Edewesde. The alder women
including Ebikere, Edewede's
mother-in-daw see nothing wrong
with circummcision even though it has
led to the death of mnany young girls,
including her granddaughter.
Fdewede sees circumcision as a
destroyer. Here, we gee the conflict
between the older gemcration of
women who advocate for the
perpetuntion of the culture and fhe
younger generation who see the
culture as imelovant, outdated and
destructive.
Ehikere:
You are migleading her with
your blah-blab talk. Mo
wonder she is afraid of
circusmcision. My grandehild,
do pot listen fo ber wils
wongue, Circumcision is 2
thing of joy, prestige and
cultural identity (6),
Bdeweda:... circumcision has
brought tears to my cyes many
iames.
Fdewede: | know that it i5 a °
destroyer. It killed my
daughiter, [ze

Agrieved by her defiance of
culture, Ehikere responds by saymg

“ ..you cannet throw sand oo our
traclitions like that. [ warn yau. She
who gathers a bundle of trouble
carrics iton her head " (T},

Tulic okoh creates Edewede as
the new woman, who challenges the
wpe-long cullural practice, which
hitherto, mamy woemen hove twoen
silent about, despite their displeasure
about the practice. She is determined
to erndicate the prctice even though
she is faced with several challenges.
Edewedes hushand, Ordin reminds
her that, it is difficult to give up an
age-long tradition™. She replics thus:

Mothing remains the same

Forever, Like the vicissinde

of the sea, like the night and

day, season succeeds scason
giving way to new. Today we
minel choose our value and
live by them. Tomormow
comes another seadon,
another choice, Man is what
ke does in his time.

Circumcision has lost ifs old

value{ L5).

Warning her of the
consequences of her action, Orndia
says: "Wede, severing a people from
their culture is just like scparating
thoge children wrapped up in
scuffle”. He lnjer adds, “You might
be desiroved in the proccss™ (25)
Deotermined Edewede says,
st a noble deatl io diz™ (23}

Julie Okoh strongly believes

that circumcision alope docs not
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impart anything, Rather, it is
accompanied with pains. She
comdemns the view that wormen whe
are not eircumeised tum fo flirts.
Accordimg 1o her, “It i the mied,
attraction and chemical reaction of
the hody...nol dw cutting of the
clitoris that would desermine the
level of a woman's promiscuaty”
{Okeods 10), She warns that the cffect
of Female Genital Mutilation (FGM)
i Vagico Vagmal Fistula{VVF),
which is devastating to the lives of
women generally. She therefore
prodests strongly apainst the practice
of female penital mutilation as well
a5 pird child abuse.

Miale Child Preference
In mey patrilinezl African
socigtics, the comcept of
primogenitare is embedded in the
cultural systee snd as such properly
inheritance is usnally through the
first g0m, a0 matter his position in the
hierarchy of children. Male child
preference s derived from  this
concept. Here, the male child or
children isfare favoured above the
female children. The family's
aftention is usually more focused on
the male than on the female,
In Wedioek of the Chods, Ofwoma
ia forced o marmy Adigan ageinst
her wish even though she was

alrcady in love with Uloko. Her
beotlser is very ifl and in necd of
iraditional medical attention. As the
family has no altemative sourcs of
fund, Ogwoma is traded In marridEe
b Adigwu and her beide-price s
used for herbrother's trestmeat,
Re-cnacting the place of
tradition, Amwasia, Ogwoma's friend
rETmarks:
Anwasia
Ogworra, our people say that
aman's dsughier is a source of
wealth to him. Your parents
needed the money for a very
expenaive sacrifice for your
brodher whom sicknizss almiost
Feillbed.
As [ar sz Ogwoma’s pancois arg
eoncersed, her fulfillment in life and
whom she mamies is imelevant.
Their main concern is for her
brother
In Fdewade by Julie Okoh,
Edewreds i confronted with similar
challenge, where she is compelled
by tradition o bear a male child to
safepuand her matrimonial home.
She & ted several times to have
male childeen without snocess. The
only ane she has dies from 2 snake
hite, Her mother-in-law ridicoles
her: “Having only one child i like
having none at all. And a gird toe
(Hisaing) chiew. Monsenae”, The
society sees women without a male
chiild a5 & failure. She loses out on
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Conclusion

From the loregoing, it is clear
that female protest drama has been
mmployed by Nigerian [emale
playwrights to protest against
myriads ol situations alTecling
women, Julic Okoh in Edewede
protests apainst female
vreumeision. Zulu Sofola in
Wedlock of the Gods protests against
forced marriage/motherhood. Jn Our
lfives  Have Gome Mad Aguain,
Tracic Utoh protests against the

| oppression of women, In Emoran,

irene Salami protests against
injustice while  Onwueme in the
Reign of Wazobia  protests against
male domination, etc. With these
protests  against the status  quo,
women  wrilers are beginning (o
initiate o process of chunge in their

- sociclics.,
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