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PORTRAIT OF WOM-N IN CONTEMPORANY
LITas {ATURE
BY
BASSEY A OKON (MISS)

The porwrait of women in contemporary literature is
seen in their contribution to societal deveiopmen:., The
women are painted as impo-tant members of any society.
in  today's piece of art-th¢ women are recognised because

th=v  exhibit
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When  asked why woinen gt g in Cameroo?)

are mourned for  iour days wnile men are

mourned for on.y three, a woman replies: "A
s : ; ) o

woman is an important thing. (Sic). A woman

gives birth to the people of the country. What
work can a man do? A woman bears a child,
then  takes o hoce, qoes to the field and is
working there; she feeds the child there.

Collen Lowe Morna et al, 1990.

This assertion has rightly summed up the role of the woman
in @ contemporary society of today. It is the woman who
contributes in all aspects of the development and survival
of any society. The woman is illuminated as 4 beautiful
"piece of art" that embodias love, care and patience to
sustain the society in which she lives. The portrait of a
woman has been painted in different forms, for example,
Mocambique 11973) sees her as "woman who adorns the
fields, woman wno s the fruit of man ."Fur‘t_:;:.rmor'e.he ic)ok‘ﬁ..
at the woman as the 'light' that will "open up tne way to
heaven", as sha "watches him go up to heaven",

~ Similarly, Senghor descrine: the woman thug: Teus
black woman, clothed with your . otour which s Jifa, with
your form which is beauty'...’ ‘have grewn uap, ne
gentleness of your hands was laid over my eyes.,., at th2
heart of noon, | come upon you, my Promised Land, And
your beauty strikes me to the heart..." ¥

The image painted by thes: poets succinctly Poriray
the woman who is the light, the fruit that gives contentment
to man and is the Promised Land vhere milk and honey flow.

The term ‘woman' as looked at from the theological point
of visw is a cireation from a man's rib. "And the rib whici
the Llord God had taken from man, made he a woman, and
brougiht her unto the man. And Adam said, 'This is now
bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called
woman, because she was taken out of man." (Genesis
2237223 ])



Umoh (1986:1)asserts.

My woman is made from my rib

Not from my head to top. me

Nor from Under my feet to be Trampled vpon
But from my side to be equal t¢ me

From under. my arm to be Prote.ted

And from Near my heart t.. be Loved and
Cherished by me.

Furthermore, a woman is an adult fei ale of the human
race who is endowed with the followin: characteristics:
tenderness, love and care. Since these traits are in-born,
most women are found in the follow:ng profossions: teaching,

nursing and social work among " others i..at exhibit these
traits. ” v :

On the other hand = women were  poiirayed as o9
nore being the heplmates for men. For ex. nple as ocserved
by Sofola (1990), the AFrab sees the womo. "as an accideint
which just happened to have happened”. Hu:: Luropeans
only "acknowledged: the women... in the humes." Hcewever,
the jndustrial frevolution of ‘the seventeenth century brought
the women to the limelight., Moreover, recent researcnes
‘have shown that the greatest number of the world is made
up” of women. Obi (1986) states that statistics show that
the women avre 53% as against men's 47%, therefore the women
should be recognised.

DEFINITION OF CONGEPTS*

Literature 15 an elostic  concepu with  different
meanings. For the purpoese of this paper literature is seen
as . one of the great creestive and universal means of
communicating the :emotiondl :, spifituals or intellectual
concerns of mankind. It "expresses the basic iruths that
are common to all mankind and which cvoke a deeply
responsive chord.

Literature may instruct and inform, entectain, expresscs
personal joy or pzain, Since it concerns maonkond, it reflecis
religious devotion, glorify a nation or hero, or advocate
a particular noint of view whether it be jooaticad, social o
aesthetic.
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On the other hand, it can refer to works of art which

comprise drama, fiction, essavs, poetry, biography,
etcetera. +
PRORAIT: :

It can be defined as a record of certain aspects of
a particular human being as seen by another. The character
may be deified. The artist wro does the painting IS
interested in the character's social position, his soul or his
unconscious problems, while his identity remains.

The question is what is the portrait or women in
contemporary Literature? Women in contemporary literature
have been portrayed differently from the early days before
the seventeenth century. The women in contemporary
literature will be portrayed under the following sub-headings
viz: motherhood, education, social status and poli. ®s. 1t
is beautiful to see that the picture of women in centemporary

literature has changed from the traditional role to a dynamic
and assertive one.

MOTHERHOOD:

‘ From the creation of man, women were seen as mothers.
Adam asserts that his wife's name is Eve: because she 1S
the mother of all living. (Genesis 3:20) .

' -
The women of today view themselves and their lives

differently. Though they still perform their duties 2s
mothers, they have now extended their frontiers beyond
motherhood to other aspects of life. Motherhood is the act
of parcithood in which the woman gives birth to children.

In  the African society, motherhood is the basis of amy

marriage. LEmechcta (1980); illustrate this concept ThroRacen
the image of her heroine, Nnu Ego who sees herseif a5 2
failure because she has no child for Amatokwu.

Nnu Egois painted as a failure and she Se=s =
as a failure too "... she was falang SvEr VIS - There
was no chiid * (»n_.31). Amatokwu, her SmsSerc s ot
happy with her, e uses the ms.2 of "eres O describe

- -
-
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"Sweetl Mother, |

Nnu  Ego; whomyhe says would scratch nun Decduse © o 1S
a 'nervy female'. ‘He sees her as iniertile and is ...ppy
when the marraige breaks up as he says: "let her ¢) she
is as berren as a desert". S Tl

The' picturée of a dry.piece of land, filled with sanc ‘is
used tu describe the woman. She is seen as empty anc dry
without thought to her feelings.

Much as the women are illurtratéd s wives, they are
portrayed . as determined and calculating. Jellicoe (7555)
saes the woman as applying the .psychology of a wife. This
image is seen in Nnu Ego, who after a period of time decides
to carry her problems alone as she tries to find solutions
toghem. She believes that sacrifices would help and :he
offers® them conscientlously’,  Hence Emecheta (p.32) st.les
that the heroine performs -the sacrifice: "Nnu Ego would
take '# egg, symbol of fertility, aad pray... please ity
me -.'ll. <o, C o ‘

AF

The contemporary women of tni. ere make moves | nd
venture out unto the-unknown. s ~au Ego travels to
Lagos as she becomes married to Nnuoife and her womanhood
is fulfilled. She gave birth to children for her roew
nusband. '

The woman is painted as a motheir as Malangate o
represents women as anxious mothers in his poem thus:
“Into your arms | came when you bore me, Very anxious
you, who were so alarmed at that monstrous maiment ...
"  The nursery rhyme paints a beautiful picture of the
woman (mother-who sits and watches over tne chiid's cradie
while it sleeps.) The image of the mother is porwrayed wo
'swe=t' as sung in a song "sweet AMother” Dy Moarga v

no go forget vou Tor the suffering way
yeu suffer for Le". Eakin (1980) obsarvas that 'A woman
i= a mother, she is indispensabie’.

t~
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sotnerbced s epitomised in Harrison's (1986) Winnie
Mandela: Mother of a Nation., This, title rightlyt suits the
role of Winnie Mandela who has imspired millions of African
women and women the world over. During her bannishment
to Brandfort , she gathered the women together taught.
them Kow to bake, sew, knit as well as keep hygenic homes.
She took care of the sick, the orphan and thedown-trodden
as a mother.

The women of Brandfort saw her as a mother and in
return gave her a bedspread crocheted in the yellow, green
and black colours of the African National Congress (ANC)
... when their search uncover=d the pieces of bead jewellery
in ANC colours made for he oy the grateful townfolk, these
too were confiscated. (p. 230) .

The figure of the mother is very important in Literature
because as the saying goes: "Give birth to a woman and
you give birth to a natio-." Awe (1990) says: "woman's
role as the repository of our culture and stabilising factor .
in the home and the rearing of children should not be
ignored if we are to convince the rest of the country that

we must make a contribution to the development of this
country'.

Awe's call  is echoed in literature,for literature at times is
termed the mirror of the society, The women in
contemporary literature are portrayed as the pivot in which
the family unit revolves. Hara.andos and Heald (1980:30)
quoting Tiger and Fox assert that 'Nature intended mother
and child to be together'. It is this special relationship
which exists emotionally between them  that results In the
welfare of the child,

In  addition, they observe that the mother s
totally essential to the well-being of the child. They say
that if this bond does not exist the child will not be able
to esiablish a successful relationship in later life,

Pearson (as quoted by Haralambos and Heeld) goes
further to paint the woman as ‘expressive' thut g she
radiates warmth, security and emotional support, Nnu
Egu, the heroine shows the portrait of this typey of mother:

29



Daben et oaldo e clothes  ate @ jrection ol ERTLY (21 Lo
T Fuisn) sireet walkers, teliing herself inat 0f her sons
shipy™ o e eno ‘L;row,_ they would buy ail ber clolles w
woula ever peed”, (p.104)

EOLIC AT I

Wacen brave  asserted themselves ecouacalivnaily. a1y
nstence in Alkali's (1984) The Stillborn The hervine Li s
actermire? ond s "hdppy to be going home after compigtihg
her prissary seven", The contemborary woman believes very
muchk i Lducation as the key to success. Her determination
is .t just for the present, she projects the future as she
ciits’ ¢ be 'a successful Grade | teacher.' As such the
woman  of contemporary literature reciises that education
iv the mzd rock to success as seen in their reaction to Adult
idteracy Leing on nowadays.

‘

- v.

Pie new breed of women do not just Jraam, they make

e Greams  come. true, For instances Alkaii, [1984:82)
atie op Li's . plans after her  coursn: at the Advanced
feguhers' College;  She plans to put up @ miyhty modern
BOUSE TLroevery.. member of her famiiy, She is encouraged
v aled Khowle dq"e that ner "reguiar montiay income” would
Gy ner to educate  the  young  onies. Trne pursuit of

cducation  for the  image of the modern woman is further
erihanced .as llustrated by Nwapa [1986) . wiien she describes
three  of  her characters who were Getermoned and also
suscessful -in their examination into college. ‘I Know you,
not  you three |osee for Port Harcour! st year when we
de the exam? so una pass too? Me | poss two?' The point
fizs been made. The language used, toough it is picdin
tnglish, has explicitly portrayed the new image (f women
whe stronygly bpelieve in western education,

Nnu Ego in Emecheta’s  nover reauses the utmost
puirtance of educativn as she makes sure that she sends
her  childrenn to school, "Nnu Ebgo had scraped and saved
= pay the lest two terms' schooi feez {or Usnhia and Adim,

wyg Aidw H&ii- Sne  suins  Up NG dseluiness i cducation
~- she asserts "For vyou, the younger generation, itls a

voiferent wing of dearning. U aisu lakes longer and costs

m— g T .



are thn et cG0d thal 'm onot beginning to like 14"
(p.213).
Similarly, ldowu (1987) quoting Awua observes wiat:
"the women are the most important ieachers of mankind
because they éxercise a pervasive infiuence over (ne mind
of young people in many direct and inforial ways. More
examples are illustrated in the persons of Winnie Mandela
¢:d her two daughters Zinci and Zeni. "Winnic had been..
(iling in  her  lonely  evening  hours by studving, by
correspondence for a degree in socia. science ... p. 143).
"... and arranged fuir the two givls to atter‘c. lWaterford,
ant  exciusive schoni in Swazrana.” (p.149). As shown in

5

1}

£

thé  example citer: =z=buvo the hieroines have eiftectively
cirried oo thelr funcliens.  In ossence, education 1s shown

. the provision of learning  experiences that lead to
:zirable  chonge in the  individual  ithat  enables him @
otinr. Loab i tihe sooiewy where ne tinds nimself.

Sf\’l" = A e BEEACE
Al N A, Bee ST R .

Fhe women  in cenawnporery literature believe aizo in
changis. Srom ine slore-seine discussions, we have seen
that e rwroine e o Giffoert Lpoconch to fradition, She
statas :*\;.‘i{(‘.}‘.i'\f, coe does pgr olve to up-hold  tre v tion
as L converses  with  her | sistes 2rd brother. Alkali
Ciud4pph-ed TAs for me, big brother 1 can't wait 1y get
out of tims neil. "Well, big sister, 1 had no reason {0 cry.
Why  showld 17 Just Lo Keep a ‘*radition?" The portrait is
that of o dyvaamic woman who is aiso 2 driving torce behind
different  veslures. Li is ithe force opehind creating the
theme of wovement which iy now the woman is poerirayed
in today's litarature. Therz is a2 sort of revolution cortvertly
e awvedst!y shown by the charuacters,

The  voman whe chonges  graws  out o of  chiichoed
epvolii s Ll DR & PElere  wedtdii Allkayt (163404
portayy LI k. o ifPwrdrd lights. Mihis wasn't thg sisizr ghe
wis wsod Lo, mpetuous aod oritical of people. This iz 2
it cotl  Li,  wwelerawl  and understanding . vew Al P!l PO
c.‘m:,:_,;_, motaead and in the process ob maturing nad oelome
s Daties paersan withy 2 finer soul." ® A5 summed oo in

2



the blurk, thro pugh  the -woman's eyes, 10ure is a ivpe of
growth from childhood to womanhood ana the st:uugl‘_ for
lndependence._ ~This. short summary “succinctly paints the
: ‘cture of women ‘who have grown from the traditional role

to accept modern dutics to bring about the total development
of the society. :

As observed by ‘Awe (1990) we are witnessing what
appears like a female renaissance. The output of Literature
on women in . the form of mdgazmes journals, newspaper
articles, etc; is an jmpressive indication of the Nigerian
woman and her role. The modern women in the persons
of Prof. Alele-Williams, Dr, (Mrs) Doyin Abiola, Princess
Edith Ike-Okongwu are performing their roles cfficiently.

ECONOMIC:

Economically, the women contribute to the welfare ot
the family by 'getting jobs, working hard at their careers
and ‘contributing their - quota during these SAPPY days.
Fyun "(1977) states that it is the wife's income which raises
the family's ingome above poverty ievel. e asserts that
as at 1966, in families where the wife worked, she accounted
for .about fourty percent or more of the famiiy income, Awe
~avers that ghough the rural Nigerian woman is not getting
. the -basic¢ .necessities of life "Yet she carried in a very large
measure the responsibility for the provision of foud for the
Nigerlan teemi ng populc.twn in the rurai areas.”

POLITICS:
Hlstury has always recorded the contributions of women
politically. As  records show  women  like Queen Aintra of

Zaria, Moremi of lle-Ife, Emotan of Eenin, Maodzm T']r\uuu
of Lagos, A\irs. Ransome Kuti and Mrs, Margaret BEkpo among
others nave contributed to “he political developinent of
Nigeria.

The contemporary woman is alsc playing her part as
seen in the appointment of women as Deputy Governors for
Lagos and Kaduna 5igtes. bgwin (1587 cbserves that
“women because of their women's groups and economic

—t
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mportenioe oave more pever than is aeneraliv thounhyt anAd
+ - --) sllum::"il\ [vERL™Y

thereiore they musl be iaken into account in the framing
of new lcgisiation, or the creation of new social or economic
situations." He cites the example of the Aba Women's Riot
of 1928 where women from different towns,. and backgrounds
teamed up together to protest against the government
legislation to tex women, Politically, women Like Mrs. Ekpo

among  others  wcre  patriotic  in the struggle for
independence,

Citing  Achebe's novel - A man_ of the People - the
women have been oortrayed as actively participating in
poithics . Women  bihe Mrs. Roko, Mrs. John  and Eunice
parlicvioaled o polilics. Lunice played o major  role in
the tormalion ol o new political party  to tight the corrupt
parly ol Chict Nanga (p. 107).

{':n:'.m::mv (1970) «how: in God's Bits of Wood how Panda
ledd the women ot Sencgal Lo omarch Lo Dakar to make Xnown
their orievances to the French people. Winnie Mandela is
tochay o for o the right of her people. to vote and

Lo vl | feor . Yo raooay (19860 E2)Y 'L LL 0 we are laced with
TEERTE T T LT I ey ot e Light e B have al
S i Vil
C AL A TE zdp g

Fis {5 v g a0, VOV 1 Contemporary literatur o s
ot trayccd coe one wino lavess s commited to whiat she does,
TR PO U BRI S B PR P RS SR BN VR TR S TR AVE N FRTWRRTIR TN | l‘t“ltd‘“l(j
GG e doe oot i e oo ess nedlect herselt, she strives
tor v bie v ok ot st Yron . a e oy andd ac taalisation, hihe
nalec tne ol her Cunmeroces talents to live her life Tully for
|I‘u']u-.|.c-'!tl:« nicbeve s arnd toted ddesvelopimentd of the sodiaty.

iE o Ghikere=dwr by orpEbee P e h ‘1:: Lhe: waomen have
arass s Thve toyoe e RIRTR! i Iyeee aninies SRR xi'--,fnmnh na
P UL A ydse ] e @ ey e sy g bl atore andd the worad ot large,
they  are sl conaomne, of their traditiona roles. That
is Lo soay they combane aptly  thews traditional role of child
Drearmeoy with then newly tound ones. Fhis articie has shown

[ 3
the new  porbrart ol women o thelr yrowth  from  the
traditional bhelicf- when women were only seen and naot heard
1oy thiee prescenl e whoen womoen are not unly sty heard
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of thenr Jditrerent societies aned e

&y el A gal,

Women the worid over should heed the ca't o0 oo oo
Our toremotber on idigper a0 oo o e
e Alrico have dell us wilhy d greot
Leqgacy.  They have <hown, ol serious
moments o our trad.tional hislory, thai
when things  collapsed  and  men did  not
seem to know where lo head, women stepped
in and put things back into gear.,
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