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the complexities inherent in the lives of Muslim women.



possible because among them traditionai practices ;fa"r%ﬂshed by foreign influences
were still accessible for study. On the other hand, Muslim societies in Northern
Nigeria which had adopted Islam as far back as the 11th Century did not provide the
Same curiosity value.

Indeeq the earliest descriptions of West African Islamic societies given to us by the
traveller and scholar |bn Battuta who sojourned in this part of the world in 1353-
1354, as well as those of the German Heinrich Barth who later followed in his
footsteps, paint pictures of communities that were highly prosperous, literate, and
more advanced in many respects than the coastal people British colonialists first
éncountered. What emerges from the accounts of both travellers is the conviction
that Arabledsiamic cuiture hag impacted greatly on the development of West African
Musiims. However, in spite of ethnocentric tendencies on his part, lbn Battuta
nevertheless noted traditions and practices regarding women, marriage, and
inheritance that were distinct from what obtained in Isiamic societies in other parts of
the world. While there was strict adherence to many Islamic precepts, African Muslim
societies retained some of their own concepts, practices, and traditions particuiarly
those that had to do with the status of women. To some degres-?thevse have not been
completely eroded over time and the position and concerns of West African Muslim
women today reflect some of these differences. Nonetheless, Contrary to evidence,
contemporary scholars such as Molara Ogundipe-Leslie insist that Muslim women in
Northern Nigeria have completely discarded traditional roigs and rights as well as the
will to initiate compromises that will benefit their position in present day society. This

kind of reductionism and disapproval is typical of discourse on Muslims the world
over.

To better understand this prejudice, it ;gertinent to refer briefly to Edward Said's
theory on arientalism as it provides a usefuyl analysis of contemporary attitudes
fowards Muslims. it will similarly provide a basis for examining the critical reception
accorded Akali's The Stillborn, issues raised in the novel and by it. First Said“calls
for a reinterpretation of history if we are to understand Westem responses to the
Istamic world. He argues that since the crusades, the Orient and Islam have become
Synonymous terms which stand for ‘uitimate alienation from and in Opposition to
Europe, the European tradition of Christian litany as well as its cultural community’
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that to study one aspect or one group is know the whole. The fact that West Africans
have over several centuries assimilated Islam and made it their own ig completely
negated.

susceptible to stereotyping than the Muslim woman. The concept of her as an
enslaved person whoss life is subordinated to that of her male kin is carried to
extremes when she is also of black African origin at whictr point, discussions refuse
to go beyond comfortable generalizations.

Perhaps this is why in Beyond the Veil (1987) Fatima Mernissi writes that ‘the
discourses people develop about themselves respond to the need for self-
representation and identity building’. Evidence of this is Zaynab Alkali's
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narratives which are peopled with characters and focus on precccupations
that are distinguishable as emerging from a peculiar background unlike what
may be found in the Middie East. In the Nigerian literary scene, her
declarations notwithstanding, Alkali appear to be placed in a position of not
only having to reassert her Islamic identity but also of renegotiating her
traditional cuitural background. Her focus on Islam is undoubtedly an attempt
at coming to terms with a significant force which has shaped her outlook as
well as that of her society. Kenneth Harrow writes in the seminal text Faces
of Isiam in African Literature (1981) that Islam has come to:

Qccupy increasingly important spaces in the lives of various people - psychalogical
Spaces, gaverning first the territory of the mind, at times motivated by economic or
ather self-interested concems, and then larger, external Spaces of an increasingly
poiitical and sacial nature.

Certainly in the light of recent world events, we know that Islam as a religious
doctrine exerts strong influence on the imagination of those who profess and this
includes writers of fiction such as Ousmane Sembene, Mariama Ba, Ibrahim Tahir,
and of course Zaynab Alkali all whose works ‘testify to a growing desire to focus
entirely upan comportment as defined according to a Muslim ethos’ (p80). However it
is important to note that while their creative works willingly challenge people's
behaviour, a line is drawn against the irreverent treatment of sacred Islamic texts,
saints, and laws. It is in this very separation between what is permissible for use as
literary material ,and what is not that ylays the difference between Western and
Musiim approaches to the novel.

In The S!:J!bona Alkali is clearly concemed with the subject matter of the female
presence, the strengths, weaknesses, and potentials of Muslim women. However
she avaids describing their lives solely in terms of the creed they profess because to
do s would be to impose non-existent boundaries on::‘i‘}t?:’ﬁ-textuad lives. Instead,
the stance she agig is that at any given time, multiple forces are at work
influencing both attitudes and choices of women. For as long as Islam has been in
West Africa it has had to contend with indigenous traditions which sometimes permit
actions that are contrary to its precepts. in addition, westemn education has aiso
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effected changes in the $ocial arrangements. Combined, all of these factors have
necessarily contributed to the complexities and contradictions in women’s situation in
Northem Nigeria. But the novers particular concem is the status of daughters in the
parental home, the need for viable relationships between husbands and wives, and
the re- education wamen's perception of themseives.

From the state of perpetual conflict that exists between men and women in the in
The Stillborn, Alkali at first appears to join the struggle for equality that has
concermned a number of African women writers. A preoccupation which Anthonia
Ekpa blames on an uncritical acceptance of ‘a western concept of a world divided
along gender lines.’ Consequently even in criticism, when novels by women writers
are examined, issues are polarised on gender lines. In the dialectics of sexism there
appears to be little room for mediation between male and female. The situation is
simply one in where the rise of one transiates into the Subjugation of the other.
Where one side strives to maintain its position as the other A o change it.

Ekpa's claim that African women writers become sc embroiled in the battle of the
Sexes they end up glamnﬁsing ideas and practices that are contrary to traditional
African values maybe true oanlora Nwapa's depiction of Amaka who rejects the
institution of marriage in Once is Enough but the same cannot be said of Zaynap
Alkali. On the contrary, Alkali shares Catherine Achonolu’s view that:

it is impossible, almost suicidal, for African women to adopt western

feminist ideclogies without regard for the basic fundamental historical,
Cultural, and ideological differences in the experiences, world-view and
raison d'étre of both cultures

Therefore, since marriage is a vital part of the cuftural milieu she writes about, the
novel exhibits the respect normailly accorded to it among Nigerian Muslims.



I will suggest here that a large part of her inspiration comes from a source closer
home, one that is familiar to Northem Nigerian scholars. Rather then the Westem
feminist ideas African women writers are said to have embraced, it is likely that Alkali
has looked inward to a move for social change which predates Westemn Influence in
Northem Nigeria. That is the one initiated by the Islamic reformer Usman Dan Fodio
in the 18th century. In defence of the rights of women Dan Fodio criticised what he
termed the ‘oppressive customs’ of married men:

--..they fail to dress, house and feed their wives adequately, they

show favouritism between one wife and another and make unwise

and hasty marriages without due thought..... They revile their wives

and beat them excessively... they do not educate them and if they

divorce them they spread malicious tales about them thereby ruining

their chances of remarriage...others refuse to divorce unhappy

wives.... My goodness! All these are evidencs of ignorance.

The ftreatment of marriage and frials of women in The Stillbern mirrer the concemns
raised in the above fo a degree that suggests Alkali has been influenced by Dan
Fodio’s teachings after all, his ideas are still an integral part of Northern Nigerian
social consciousness. Certainly a sense of continuity is projected by the similarities
between the experiences of women during his time and of those in the present day
Nigeria. Importantly serves to emphasise the depth of Alkali's connection to the
religious aspirations as well as traditions of her people both which are the most
powerful determinants of women’s place in society.

The narrative of The Stillborn is structured around Li, a young woman whose
attempts at defining a piace for herseff on her own terms brings her into frequent
conflict with traditional expectations and with her father who is depicted as the main
uphoider of Islam in the novel. Other characters and events are seen and assessed
through her eyes even as L herseif goes through a process of personal development
which spans her childhood, adolescence, womanhood and her oid age (if her dream
is taken into account). We first encounter her as a young girl just returned home
from boarding school and witness the first indications of resistance against stifling
male domination when she initiates vanous escapades in direct challenge to her
father's authority. Marriage at the tender age of fifteen to the flamboyant Habu
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affords her escape from the confinement of the parental home and the constant
criticism of a village community which regards her spirited behaviour as the result of
being ‘badly trained’. The long pericd of waiting she endures before she joins her
husband in the city is spent naively daydreaming about happiness and mutual
achievements for her and for him. He would become a doctor while she wouid train
to be a teacher and they would live together in a 'big European house full of
Servants, the smooth body, the long silk hair.... There was no end to the luxuries the
city could offer’. Duﬁngmisstageofherl'rfe, Lisaemstobedrawntoaverage
middleclass nations of feminine beauty and social status. The City represents for her
an environment where usual religious and traditional restrictions would not apply.
However these hopes are stillbomn because she eventually finds her desires and
ambitions constrained by the non-cooperation of her husband. In the course of the
narrative, we see Li learming from personal disappointment and from the trials of
women closest to her, her sister Awa and best friend Faku whose stories both run
parallel to her own. From their combined experiences she learns not to rely on
anyone but herself. The strength, determination, and resourcefuiness she exhibited
since childhood come to her aid as she struggles fiercely to change the course of her
life. Despite of its title, the novel ends on a positive note with Li making a triumphant

retum to her father's house and to a newly acquired eminence in the affairs of her
family.

As Stewart Brown notes, The Stilborn grows out of a finely observed recreation of a
culturally and religiously ‘mixed village’, one that is akin to Alkali's own personal
experience of living in northemn Nigeria. Instead of propagating the common myth
about the entirely Isiamic nature of this particular part of the Country, the novel
‘emanstrates a firm grasp of the situation by depicting the reality of co-existence
among the Muslims, Christians, and those who continue to venerate ancestral gods

thus offering a legitimate explanation for the blend of attitudes and practices we find
in the novel.

The place and effect traditional beliefs still have on the consciousness of people in
Aikali's novel is represented by the compassionate figure of Li's grandfather Kaka.
Faith in ancient gods housed in a cave in nearby woods, as well as belief in the
existence of an unbroken link between the past and the present that is demonstrated
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by traditional celebrations of the major events of life and death is comforting for
Some people who find more harmeny in them than in the tensions generated by
foreign forces symbolised by the Mission Memorial Haospital, and the Musiim prayer
house. Tolerance ana accommodation of all creeds and gl people seems to be the
overriding principle of this olg belief system which also appears to invest ardent
followers like Kaka with an understanding of human relations that is absent in
adherents of other religions. Alkali deliberately informs the reader that the old way
also enfolds within its embrace women who understand the ‘language of the gods’
(- 37). Significantly, Kaka's fondness for Li and his evident admiration of her spirit is
in turn acknowiedged by the girl who respects his views aithough he is neither of
Muslim nor of the Christian religions. With some regret she sees him as a 'lion
among men. A man without equal, the last of his kind’ (p. 10).

It is a testimony of Alkali’'s artistic skill that aithough she does not make frequent use
of Islamic phrases as found in the works of other Muslim writers like Tahir or Kane,
but Islam nevertheless maintains a strong presence in The Stillborn, colouring the
attitudes and affecting the lives of its main characters. The few references to the
Islamic: faith which separates its adherents from those Baba scornfuily refers to as
‘heathens’ and ‘unbelievers’ are Occasional mention of ‘Allal’, the Islamic term for
God. In its unwillingness to adapt to certain traditional practices that the villagers in
the novel are accusiomed to, the foreign nature of Islam is indirectly highlighted. For
instance, the passage below hints at Baba's disapprovai of fraditional social
gatherings where men and women mingle freely:

Today was the end-of-year-festival and the village would be in a festive
mood from dawn to dusk... .|t had always been a joyous occasion for
the heaithy, the strong, the men and women of het biood. No one
wauld remain at home except pregnant women, the infants, the infirm
and the eccentric. Li knew her household fell into the |ast
category... But fate has its own way of dealing with things. Baba was
away from the village and would not return for the next three days
(p48)



my village, but | had to end up marrying from a heathen village. Ang
even after | have civilised you, You still behave |ike heathens. (pt3)

in the Musiim Unconsmbm(?&&) where God occupies an exclusive position at the
top of a pyramidal order followed by man whose the sale purpose is to worship Him,
and at the bottom of the ladder, woman, man's handmaid,
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undertine both traditional angd Islamic views of women.

their awn subordination. Here Alkaii appears to be in accord with Cgundipe- Leslie’s



anger illustrate two ways of handiing maie dominance. Overcoming her initial
trepidation, L is Quick o note of her father's hesitancy when her brother comes into
the fray. She no longer looked fidgety. Her eyes grew bold.... Sule had Covered for
her but Li knew very well that Sule’s heroism was on his own account because she
had caught him smoking, and, ‘she was not one to take any beating alone’ (P23). He

to inculcate similar ideas into them, the sisters nevertheless display diametrically
Opposed responses o male dominance. The same is evident in the attitudes of the
oider women in the novel, Grandma and Mama. Awa's conciliatory replies to her
fathers inquisition ilustrates not only Ogundipe-Lesiie’s observations about the
diffident nature of some women, it alsg répeats a pattern of female behaviour
towards men that is inherited from her mother.



their husbands. In fact Mama exempilifies the kind of woman Ogundipe-Lesiie again
refers to in her article, a woman who once married becomes a mere possession,
voiceless, and without rights in her husbands house. She submerged by a deep
sense of inferiority that is palliated only by her right to labour for her family (p87).
Her inability to exert her will prevent her from enjoying the advantages both tradition
and Islam believe should accrue to her through her children. However, in a novel that
Is obvicusly devoted to examining the condition of women's lives, an incongruous
note is struck by the brevity of the narrative where this mother figure is concemed.
Depicted as the stereotypical African woman and mired in an unchanging perception
of her low status, Mama is marginalised by the author as much as she is by her
family. The only time she speaks out directly in the novel is to rebuke Li for her
forward manner towards the master of house. Such insubstantial involvement of the
mother with what happens in the novel is at odds with Alkali's own stated views in

that interview with Adecla James regarding the presence of women in African

I can confidently say that in African Literature, women are not even
adequately presented, not to talk of being freated in one way or
another. With very few exceptions, women are minor characterizations
to give the story life-likeness.

Through their attitude of meekness and self-sacrifice, women like Mama, Awa and
Ladi in Alkali's other novel The Virtuous Woman, project dutiful conformity with
societal expectations. The dissatisfaction they feel about their mamiages does not
drive them to seek solutions. Indeed members of their own sex who desire change
as seen problematic, their alternative ways of coping with their situations a betrayal
of traditions which wil bring confusion to women's roles. As far as Awa is cencemed,
there is no escape from a woman's duty. Her aftitude is that men can break down but
women must leam to cope with whatever is thrown at them thus perpetuating the
double standard that is the barie of women’s lives. Her compliant nature and the fact
that she does not take Fécourse in the provisions set out for her benefit in Islam,
ensures that she is seen as a willing victim of her circumstances.
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The Stillborn certainly makes its strongest impact on the reader when it represents
women who refuse to buckle under the combined pressure of traditional and
religious demands which conspire to limit their activities. Catherine Achonolu( 1986)
observes further that, ‘The Stillbom is essentially a vehement registration of a
feminist discontent, which is at once dynamic, fiercely radicai, positively revolutionary
and progressive’. Desiring to highlight women whose response to the situations they
are faced with is strong, courageous and opposite of Mama's and Awa's, Alkali
deviates from a folkiorist depiction of a gentle and wise Grandmother. Of Grandma in
The Stillbom, Adeola James notes that ‘she has a vibrancy that is unique in African
literature’. A fact that is entirely due to Alkali's portrayal which takes into account
the oid woman’s personal dilemmas and struggles, not against external forces, but
against intimate adversaries such as fathers, husbands and sons. Mildred Hiil-
Lubin(1986) rightly asserts that the grandmother provides a useful example for other
women because, ‘she has participated in kindred subjugating experiences and has
survived' and therefore provides an alternative example of female behaviour. These
alder women, hardened by time and circumstances, have looked life directly in the
face and have not wavered. i is they who speak the language of perseverance and
survival, to younger generations of women. It is interesting to note Grandma
recognition of Li's independent spirit in spite of the fact that her attempts at
Camaraderie are rebuffed by the young girl who is not immediately aware of how
much she has in common with the old woman who has mastered the art of how to be
an individual, survive criticism, and perhaps even thrive on it. ‘Li liked her funny
stories but disliked her dirty habits and foul language’ (p.8). However, language is a
well-honed fool that Grandma empioys in retaliation to the threat of maile physical
violence that is regularty issued to the women in the novel.

Indeed, in Alkali's novel, other damaging methods are used more actively to subdue
contentious women. Here a woman who refuses to Succumb fo its rules can is in
retaliation castigated and treated like a malevolent presence. Because the witch is
seen as the most deliberate violator of social norms, everyone from her own
immediate family to the villagers accuse Grandma of being one. The society appears
to move with ease between ancient theories of perverted feminine power and the
Islamic religion they profess without radical changes in its attitudes towards women.
This is perhaps because in the Quran ( Surah Al-Falaq ), the believer is encouraged
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to seek refuge in God from ‘the mischief of those who practise secret arts’,
According to Abdullahi Yusuf Ali, the renowned translator and commentator of the
Quran, this refers to the feminine identity of those who practice witchcraft but he
Carefully adds that chapter is actually intended to wam against the danger of
believing in superstition. Unfortunately, the same is often interpreted by those who
retain traditional ideas as [slam’s acknowledgement of the existence of witches.
Perhaps more to the point here is idea that Carole Boyce Davies points out, if the
witch appears wicked, it is simply because such a woman poses a real danger to
patriarchal society.

Grandma's ability to voice her opinions the way she does contradicts the stereotype
of male power and female impotence favoured by Westen discussions of
African/Muslim women. She speaks the language of a defiant woman who would
rather run the risk of being labelled a witch or a troublesome woman than submit to
the coercive tactics of male gender oppression. As Trinha Minha points out in The
Moan Waxes Red(1 891), ‘an enunciation is only defined in relationship to its verbal
surroundings’. Therefore, the derogatory terms Grandma employs in her criticism of
the hypnotic influence men exercise over women, and women’'s own culpability in
the situation inspires great dismay in those who listen to her because they are taken
from: within a social context that is familiar to them.

Qn the occasion of a fierce outbusrt,from Grandma such is the power of her words
‘the men went about their business nervously, not daring to walk in the old woman's
direction’ (p53). Their natural wariness of female rebellion that has the potential of
overtuming a social system which priviieges them especially when the rules of
marriage, traditional and Islamic, are contravened by Grandma's absoiute refusal to
be part of a polygamous arrangement, is skilfully captured in the novel. ‘She drove
three other wives from the compound’ and as if this is not enough, adarnantly
refused Kaka's several attempts to divorce her. Such an unapologetic resistance to
polygamy is rarely recorded in fiction because the practice is usually treated as the
norm in African society. Certainly, as a woman who has no feminine’ fear of
appearing aggressive in making her demands known, Grandma in The Stiltborn is
unrivailed
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résponses by either tradition or religion, but depends to 2 great extent on the mettle
of individual characters. In the difficult struggle they are involved in women need to
have visionary qualities, the ability to predict a future with acceptable conditions of
ife. This explains why dreams are an important element in the novel,
BUt as John Mbiti notes In Afican Religions and Philosophy (1 988), many African
people do not always distinguish between witchcraft, sorcery, the evil eye, or other
methods of employing mystical powers, all are simply held in awe. Hence Li's gift for
prediction is feared and disapproved of by her father because of its supernatural
potential but aiso because of the advantage it gives her over him. However while
this ability is given prominence in The Stilborn, Alkaii carefully resists the temptation
to glorify it as an aspect of African tradition, preferring instead to freat it as an
integral part of her heroine's psyche from which she draws strength and confidence.

Both tradition and Islam Seem to collude with each other to perpetuate the idea that
in order for women to gain in esteem they have to enter into marriage. Consequentiy
Alkali goes to great length to meticulously represent women as striving to survive
Withinm?nueinspiteofmeobstacbsmeyencounharmmefomofnegaﬁve
masculine behaviour. Al the young women in the novel aspire to the marital state
because they have internaliseq their society's preference for it (p.6). However, in
due course they are al| forced to change their ideas about the emotional and materig|
Support they expected from their husbands. The higher the expectations, the more
disillusioned with the reality they are faced with. Some of women e embittered by
their experiences and give up on the institution, others who are more resourceful

refuse to be swamped by the challenges it poses and work to remould it to suit their
individual needs.

The absence of arranged marriages in The Stillborn challenges one of the most
widely accepted notions about the lives of Muslim women and cautions against
totalising presumptions about peaopie of the same faith regardiess of the peculiarity of
their cuitural backgrounds. Similarly, neither monogamy nor polygamy is considered
a precandition or recipe for happiness in the novel. The prevailing attitude towards
polygamy is summed up by Faku who pragmatically declares that if her husband
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‘could afford to feed a dozen wives who was she to abject’. Only on this issue are the
three men cast opposite Li, Awa, and Faku allowed tc express individual opinions as
Alkali carefully acknowledges that not all men are in favour of polygamy, Dan
Faima’'s pesition is ‘He didn’t consider himself a suitable candidate for polygamy’
(P.-48). On the other hand, Habu's belief that it is not possible to love more than one

woman at a time is later on confirmed by his own behaviour when he neglects Li for
another woman.

Throughout the novel, Alkaii handles the women’s awareness of their predicament
with considerable artistic skill. For éxample, by means of an evocative tale included
in the novel, she deals with one of the most difficult obstacies women have to
overcome. That is, women's seif-policing tendencies which persuades them that the
very values which oppress them are necessary to their identity as women. Since
they themseives are often involved in perpetuating hegemonic discourses of
femininity that values them only in terms of their productivity as child bearers, and as
labourers, the village women in the tale not surprisingly applaud alongside men
when Manu claims to have nothing to offer his bride but hard work. Even when his
impotence eventually comes ta light, there is siilj no recagnition of the injustice done
to hisyw:gwir[emmhmugh no fault of her own suffered the ridicule meted out to
infertile women. Rather. ‘They regretted asking deep questions. Without meaning
to, they had stripped their clansman naked for all eyes to feast on’ (p.55).

The use of the device of the song above fo articulate the young woman's difficuit
Position achieves two goals. First, it mediates a way around the reserve that is
expected of women on such a delicate matter, and Second, it maintains her right to
speak of her problems. This short tale of courage, resourcefulness, and self-help
manages to encapsulates Alkali's ardent wish that women take the initiative in
negotiating the course of their lives rather than allow themseives become captives of
flawed traditions. The rigidity of social expectations where women are concerned
and the double standards in operation in this society are skilfully captured in the
novel's examination of Li's and Habu's mariage. Alkali's heroine falls outside
normative paradigms and is therefore severely criticised for leaving her husband to
Qccupy an indistinct zone without the definite boundaries circumscribed by male
authority. But images of ruin, despair, and abandonment conjured up in her dreams

18



Shattereq ilusions: ‘Nene of our dreams seem o have come true, not even Faku. |

bestows on per Clearly defines her sister's new status: “Yoy gre the man of the
house now”, she tefls Li as the assembled moumers await directions,

But most impertant of all, the conciusion towards which the narrative of The Stillborn
is directed decomes apparent when it does not end at the point of Li's triumphant
return to the village. Rather Alkali goes on fo write: ‘'Li aught to have felt fulfilled but
instead she fejt empty. It wasnt just the emptiness of bereavement but an



nduce in women asitis a rallying call for them to have confidence in their own
abilities to Construct the kind of lives they want Ultimately, The Stillborn is g
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