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I\I.\GES OF ISLAMIC DIALIiCTTCS IN NTGERIAN FEMINIST FICTION:THE AXIS OF

SUSTAINAI}LB DOMESTIC STABILITY.
By

Ibrahim, Binta Fatima & Umar, Aisha.M.
\bst ract
\\ trrren relatecl issues in Afiicarr l-iterature are l<ey to domestic sLrstainability, sttclt that the fernale

Jerelopnrerrt both u,itlrin and outside the lrome is vital for her to tal<e her riglit of place in the

,ociety. lhis paper exalxines hor,v literatule interrogates the positiorl, rights and identity of women

in the society,especially in MLrslirrrNorthern Nigeria.'fhe discussion of the condition of the Muslim

\volralt in a patiiarchal society is poised against religious claims on tl']e rights and position of
wollen. Lrsing Islarnic religion's provision on the place o1'wolnen in society, the paper argue that

nran has deviatecl fioln the Islarnic in.jLrnction olt women, clinging rnore to tradition ancl patriarchy.

Tlris research worl< a<Jopts'Al'ricarrWonranist'sas its worl<ing theory, an emergelrt discor'rrse of
Aliicap l-enrinisrl w6ich lbcuses on the sub.ject of I'errrinine iderrtity and womeu dialectics within

the Afiicap context.'fhis paper airrs at promotirtg vvonten's human and legal rights despite statutory

lan,s, religion larvs and custonrary lar.vs using selected fictional worl<s as case strrdies.it furtheraims

at inl'lr-reniing the decisiorrs of policl, nral<ers irr the ethnic setting on issues tlrat concern the female

gerrder the qriestion is horv can the \,vorran get adeqr-rate religion customary arrd legal rights and liow
-an 

they beit rLrle oyt the earlier image that seem to domestically relegates them to the backgroLrnd

bLrt ironicallt,sr-rst1'ns the r.r,onrerr.lt shoLrlcl be rroted tlrat rvomen.nraltreattnent cuts across all

culrur.cs. cthrriciti,. religion. politics and traclition.The icleas here should therefore serve as good

supplemepts to agitation irr present tirnes, regarding lvotrlen edrtcation, women groups, women

statgs ancl r.iqlrts. Part of finclings of this article is that various stigmas of the female figure are

glaring irr rhe societal world view, ideology, belief.s, religion and practices.

Kelt l'ltsr,1tt Stabitity, Donte.stic, Wontanisnr, Imcrge, Femini,sttt, Artictllatiott, Stereo4'pe

I rr trod uctiort
l'he rerlale in Nigeria society ernci indeecl Atiica is perceived as a subordinate and inf-erior being,

coLrple r,r,ith t5e trallnta of rnolcstatiorr arrcl.physical violence. The men use tlrreatening force and

cag*c ph;sical in.jir11,- int-lict pain. ItLrmiliafion and degradatiorr orr their. especially in tnarriages.

However, both rrray caLlse \,vonten utental instability. The male attacl(ers create room fbr enmity

especially becaLrse the worlen in rlost cases are not glrilty but wrongly put at fault just because they

u,ere bonr t'erlales. Most u,orlen are cleniecl pLrblic trorretretlt and tamily interaction because they

ar.e cleelrecl rrot qLralificd 1o attcncl fanrily gatherings as a result of not lraving a male child. Some,

rvho are allowed to zrtLepcl becaLrse they have urale childlell, are not permitted to have muclt say.

Herrcc rn rhe sociery, u'lre;c wopreu are treatecj as it'thev are childrerr, rrot by petting but by ignoring

rhenr rncl so bv r.ueu's refirsal to girrc theur alfectiorr ancl encollrage their social relationsliip vvith the

rricler coprnrLrnity: her farnily. frierrds, and incompetent beings. Women are made to take,

:rsrlrctiols all rhe tinre. Apart fl'onr experiencing dorrestic ltarassnrent for the mere fact that they

-:.i teprales. thel lace tlireat ol'sexual harassnrerrt arrd lacl< of prornotiort in tlte oflfice. Yorrng girls

::i uSecl fbr slave-lilie prerctices, such as l'enrale wards etnd house girls. Widows are denied their
- -,-i \\hcrr tliey lose their hLrsbancls. "ln soure cultures. a rvidou,is fbrced to drinl< the water tlrat is

*:--: ir) ir,aslr Ihe corpse oi'lrel cleacl hLrsbatrcl. She is not allowed to l<eep arly ot'het'husband's

trt,rrl\ or.lointly orvnecl propeft)i. A rviclow is fieqLrently accr-rsed o1'beirrg the cause of her

i'l r,s:.iir.l's death" (Asurau 7).
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General African Image of the Female

olorvo'e'e (21) opinei that: "the family constitutes the first world of the child' The ltome is the first

ug.,-,.y"oithe child's education.'t-he public without the horre function will have no foundation upon

which to build."
Despite clrild cirstocly and total family guardianship as part bf the respo6sibilities of wolrlell'

husba'ds. c.lLrties are aclciecl to wolren's'role. They become the sole maintainer of the farnily owned

by the rrran. Many men leave their families in places rather too far from them fbr a nurnber of

months ancj weeks op the preserlce that working in the urban areas will fetch them more money and

that it is too costly having a t-arlily in the said ur ran cities, accommodation and feeding wise' The

actual reasorl for staying"ulon. lil<e a bachelor however is the self-freedom that errables the men to

mess aroLtlrcl rvith other ladies rvhile their obedient

the part of the rnerr adds to their wives problems,

sexLial satisfactiorT rvould be tlre enrotional distress

stuclii srves all illtlodLlctiOtr. revicws causes and ty

elfects ol these problerrrs oll wotllell, based on

clorni'ated society. Hence, nrale chauvirrism is. expressed, established and sustained itl cr"rstomary

practices and the society constrLtcted a r,r,orlcl of tlre male. Fentale discrirninatiolt varies at horne and

irr t6e ope' place, o'-,i have tlrus been categorized accordirrg to types in the discussions on the

fi'clirrgs of rhis stLrcl)/. Amorrg the recogrrizecl.-types of clornestic discrimination, tlre ones relevant to

wor.ner'l's situatiotl are the tbllorving;

Chiltl Nl:rrriage
No ntattet' the type of nrarriage, be it stzltLltory, cll

agairtst in tarnil;' larvs' An ttnclerage child is rna

r.,1r.1 ,u be lirrcccl to l)rcc the Atiican marital lealti

accclt'clittg to lrzl Lrslinr atrd cLlstolral")'larv Btrt ho

is vlhat nren do not adlrere to'

licnra le Gen ital Mutilatiorl
Cerrital nrutilation is variecl anci rvidespread in .Nigeria, It is arnpLrtation of the top of thc vagina

clitoris. lt's belicvecl in the society for instance. that the plrrpose is to cLr|tail {ernale,pt"ltli:::i:i.1ltl

prostituti()ri. Ihc cutting is clone tiaditional \vorrieu arrcj bi|tlr attendarlts. lrr a particttlar commutrtty tt

rs ret.errecl to as c.rur.iba and believed to be a treatnlent ol emotional excesses and fi'igidity' It is

iriflicted on f'ernale chilclrerr at birth. This circr,rrncision practice is Lrstlally inuicted ott the lemale

childrerr at bifth fbr differelt arguptents on this issue (ll<pe, 20-21;Ajil<obi' 16, Babaturlde, l8)'

Deni:rl ol'Gootl Nutrition o'cn in Pregnancy

ln adclition to the clenial of aflectior'r. llue o,i,l ,r. ol'cruelt1' as alternativc. lnany o1'tliese \'votrell

f'encl firr thenrselves erreu iu pregnancv. They go to tarnr dLrring pregnancy to mal<e ends rleet' Thel'

are theretbr.e deriecl rlre tirre tor relaxatio,i *r,t the right to accLrmLrlate wealth' as they live r'vith
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theil chilclren on the f'arrr prodLrcts they lrave iabored for. Pregnant \vomen for exanrple are
fbrbidden fi'orl eating certain bush meat. ll<pe (51-52) discusses the various fbod taboos put on
presnant \\/ome11 by dil't-erent Nigeriarr cLlltLrres. Slie argues that these taboos were the reason why
nran\ pregrlant women were nralnourished. Lil<ewise, Auda (77) argues that rrutritional problems
predispose wonlen to anenria and other pregnancy corriplications. Men alone enjoy goodies suclr as

.rr5lr rrcat A r,r,ornarr irr a tl,pical Aiiican Society cannot therefore thinl< of any balanced diet everr
lt pregnancv tlme,

Denial of Eclucation
l'he best that a Nigeriarr girl is believed to be capable of doing is cool<ing good food, and helping in
the household .iobs. The rlen prefer to educate the male children rather than the f-ernale fbr two
ma.jor reasons. In tlre first place. it is believed that it is tlre rnale that rvill 'carry lbrth'the farnily
narrre u,lrile the t'ernale rvill end Lrp in her hr-rsband's house control.Besides, no world of men is a
gender centered one. -lhe f'emales are deliberately left uneducated for the fear of their being
enlightened. hence exposed.The lbar is tlrat. an educated f-emale may refuse husband's control.
l-lrcrctbrc, the ltrv edLtcated f'enrale are not given the opportunity to'uvorl< in government offices.
And even u,hen tlrey do. they are castigated.

Discrinrination Ag:rinst \\/orncn in the Public
The Worlen's unequal worl< burden is conrpounded with limited access to structural policies and

citizenship l'esources. Women are not allowed to firlly participate irr tlre local politics because of
certain cLrltural. social. r'eligioLrs and legal factors, all of which restrict thern against public
appearance,These are inferred to be society's deliberately irnplanted factors that militate against
rvorren's involvement irr paltisan politics. FIence, women in are denied governance and dernocratic
nrle r.vlrich the society claims to operate.

Sexual Assault ancl Rape
Sexual attaclcs are most freqLrent dLrrirrg public riots arrd at niglrt nrarl<et times. Rape cases

clegerrerate to the extellt o1'tlre use of hands, l<nives, bottles and sticl<s rather than the penis to
penetrate the f-ernale genital. This happens on streets, in marlcets inside compound of desperate Inen
without the consent of the wornan. Children are the victirns of'-their Islamic and Arabic teachers

Street Fla r:rssrnelrt :rncl Attlcks
N4en rlisapprove ol vvorlerr beirrg in their rrist arrd tlrerefbre harass them. 1'hey do this by
complaining about the rr'a1,the rvornen are clressed. rvhich the nrale rnay call iurproper dressing that
requires tlre lernale to go irrto hicling and not come out to the public, This type of harassment is

clearer irr Lagos Journal of lrrterdisciplinary StLrdies (Ladi 83).especially since the enactment and

ertension of Slraria larv into tlie area. Aftermaths of the Sharia in other Nigerian settings is the
':-\\:i)rpcr''S lepolt r'irhich savs sccurity r11en have debarred wonren in trousers tiorn errtering public
^.,iiilirrus in AbLr.la fbl irrstarrcc.

-tdulterrtion of [,cgal Protcction anrl Practicesby Muslims
i:tc Ltrczrl govemment oonsidels donrestic violence fbr instance as a fanrily problem about which
\er\ lrttle can be done (Agonro. 98). This therefore, allor.vs,lbr the persistence of violence,
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l-rorurr,-r-,.nrr, verbal and physical assaults. Hence, wolrlell suff-er itr silence. The Nigeriarl

Governrnent generals itsetf is a direct or an indirect agent of violence, assaults, harassments against

wornen, Discrirnirration can be fbLrnd irr the larvs themselves. For example, the Islarnic lar'v is a

male- fbcused and dornirrated and perhaps a rnisinterpretation of Allah's good intention on the

fieedom of man, gelder notwithstanding. It is therefbre perhaps the custotnary altd traditional

dictations regarding tlre f'erlale as a weaker sex that is being codified into the Muslinr family law or

perSaps the presentation of the larvs by tlie rnale-chauvinistic rnindAgainst this bacl<ground,

lrlor"tliern N igerian rvriters tend to explore gerrder related issues irr the society frorn Islarnic

perspectlve.
Abubal<ar Gimba ernerged in the nortlrern Nigerian literary scene it-t the second

geperation of Nigeriarr literature.wjlh his pecr.rliar and subtle Afi'ican rvomatrist

ivritings. L,il<e Zaynab Allcali, Gimltaruirs through the second generation of Nigerian

liter.atlre to the contemporary. He sLrbtly interrogates the plight of r'vorlen. Cirnba

Irses his *,orl(s to iclerrtifl,the problenrs of tlre Northern Nigeriarr female and

emphasizes hou, deviations fi'om ieligious attd cultural values by men and some ol

flre worlen have resulted iri the enlergent problems of wonretl (Umar 43)'

Some of t6ese practices are solcl to the worren as religior.rs iniLrnctions, mal<ing it difflcult for them

to reacr againsi the11. Br-rt thror-rgh literature Lrasecl on'lslarlic Ferninism'(although Ihave my

quarrel r,r,ii6 the coinage). autlrors are able to drarv a line betr.veen Islarnic in.ir"rnctions and culture.

AbLrbal<ar Cinrba sees writing beyond mere expression tht'clttgh words' To him, as a

ntatrer of responsibility alorrgside creativity; he sees writing as an avetlue to

contribute torvarcls tfte social discourse of ernpltasizing rlorality, irr order to bring out

the level of trorality i,'' to.'.ty. (Okorne,23)'

ThroLr96 lris rvorl<s.5e displavs the intensity of the writer rvho is passionate about social arrd crtlttrral

corcerr of his corlnrrrnitr/ remote or extenciecl. FIe is also attachecl ancl conltnittecl to his r'vorl<s u'ith

Nigeria as fbcus ancl FIaLrsii-nor[herrr Nigeria as specific focLls. Ginrba is conventional in the

prJsentatio,r o1. issues. to sorne extent. ThclLrgh lre is more lslauric inclirrecl arrd therel'ore based his

icieological etlios orr Islanric etltics and cloctrine in the pleserttation ol wotnen as trlembers of thc

society

1'he applicatiorr of tlre existing larvs is taLrlty arrd oppressive. At the dissolution of n.rarriage for

examples. t5e ryil'e rlgst retgrrcl the bricie pri.".u.n tlioLrgh she was not giveu the dowry by her

parents. A marr ciiu unilaterally ciiv<lrc. o ruo,',.'o,-t try nrutual consent, but a r'rronlatr catlnot unless

ihro'gh tlre coLrrt. -fhe constitLrtiori is itself discrimirratory. For lirrther itrstatrce.

it is written ip the nrasculine gencler. The language use irr tlie Nigerian constitlltiolt is r11ale-

clonrineering. Ald tSis exenplifics tlre stereotype that women are alter'- thorrghts and not equal

citizens arrd clo not have the r:ights of rlen citizens.'fhe corrstitLrtion fbr instatrce does not worl< out

deSarrce -nrechapisrlrs tor pirUtic attacl<s, assaLrlt and rape oll vvolren' Experienced women

intcrviewecl in the cour.se of this u,rite-up observed that a rvoman's attempt to rely on constittrtional

rig6tsaresLrb-lected to lorrg u,aits as the case rvoulcl be macle to move fl'otn one level of the court to

the othcr'.'l-he nronet,. time. atrcl,c-tlergv spent by \vollletl irr the comtlttnitf in tlre search lbr their

riglrts plLrs their vcry right clonrcstic scheclule put tlreni of i. [[ence, the t-erlale is rtot given the access
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to justice. They are rather fi'r.rstrated. This is because most court staff and judges are male especially

as it is a religious ancl customary court. Besides, the judge's attitude, preconception, biases and

cultural belief would irrflLrence the type of finaljLrdgment he would pass. Women are always at the

losing end.

Lack of Access to .Justice
\iceria women generally are ltot nrade part of tlre administration and institLrtions that jLrstify rights.

Tlris is perhaps in order to disable the women fiorn learning mechanisms fbrremedying injustice.

Sonre of the iniustice acts are the ones narrated in the above discitssions. Lack of Equal

Palticipation ol Wonren in Politics Irr rlytli and historical records of Nupe land, it is observed that a

\voman set the pace for politics. Lelu. Similarly in other Nigerian settings, for example, the

legerrclary Morenri of Ife. Queen Aminaof Zar.ja, the lbaclarrEfunsetan, Etnotan of Benin, women

are political pace setters (Awe,9). Yet, they are lirnited in their attempt to participate in open

politics.

Creation of social u,elfare departrnents rvhose function is to resolve reported family problems is one

of the moves by the government, The role of this department is to administer justice on nratters

brouglit belore them. The qLrestiorr however is tliat how. Many women tal<e their cases before these

departments? Women irr these settillgs consider public conrplaints as family exposure arrd disgrace.

They theretbre. prefer"to conceive tlreir problerrrs within themselves. The police force is another

supposed governntental aiding establishrnent but they tal<e womerl issues with levity. At times, the

men go fiee rvithout paying tlie fernale anything for the havoc they must have cattsed the woman.
'lhe coLrrt system in tlre tou,rrs is another effbrt rneant for liandling family issues, apart from other

criminaloccLlrrellces, I-iorvever, in nrost cases, men are not given fair trial Some of them even fall

victirns of the prison, where in actr-ral cases they are not at all guilty. May courts give loose

interp|etations to larvs tlrat corrcenl wotren. Tlris irr esserlce is part of the reason why wonren do not

want to rnake reports.

There are various perspectives on the presentation of tlie irnage of women in Afiican literatLrre. This

is because these representations are characterizecl by variety of themes, attitudes and viewpoints,

arising fiorn tlre dif'fererrces in socio-cultural bacl<grounds, contexts and sitLrations. In this regard,

Obiechina (33) argues that: "Since gender concenls are very broad. it is necessary to delimit therr

by concentrating on a unitied rvithin a f'ew texts, r,vith a view to establishirrg the authot's'

perspectt ves.

Abgbal<ar GimLra emerged in the northern Nigerian literary scene in the second

generation of Nigerian literature with his peculiar and.subtle African womanist writings'

Lil<eZaynab All<ali, Ginrba luns througlr the second generation of Nigerian literatr"rre to

the contenrporary. He subtly interrogates the plight of women rvlrile at the sanle time he

eltcourages, admonishes and challenges the wornen to talce their destiny irr their hands

arrd nral<e bold atterrrpts to tacl<le the social challenges tltey encounter, while still being

wo1rerl. Ginrba also uses lris rvorl<s to identify the problerns of the northern Nigeriarr

f-ernale and emplrasizes how cleviations from religious and cultural valttes by mett and

some of tlre women have resulted in the emergent problems of women. (Urnar,27),
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ing the global and national commttnities extend far

rrent round of restructrrring entails a fundamental

tr"t*."n Jnternational andnational' the state and

d "Private"'
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