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Welcome to Arts and Africa . This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey and today we 
discuss the image of women i~ African literature . Professor Kenneth 
Little, a social anthropologist , who recently retired as Professor 
of African Urban Studies at Edinburgh University, has just finished 
writing a book on the image of women in African literature. Well, 
the book ' s not yet been published but that doesn't prevent us dis
cussing such a controversial and interesting subject on the circuit 
to Edinburgh, with the book's author Professor Little; the London
based Nigerian novelist Buchi Emecheta and Liberian singer Miatta 
Fahnbulleh. Well, can I begin with you Professor Little, can you tell 
us in mqre detail about your forthcoming book? 

£-ROFESSOR KLNl\I:'i'H LI'i'TLE 

It has the rather pedantic title of the "Sociology of Women's Image 
in African Literature" . In simpler English I'm simply referring t0 
the way in which women are portrayed in the writings of African 
authors , particularly novelists. And I arrive at this picture, or 
image, through tha study of sorr,e thirty different writers and some 
seventy different women characters. I divide the characters up into, 
what I call, role categories , that is to say, there are wives, there 
are girl friends, there are good time girls, there are what I call 
free women and so on . That is my approach and my procedure and so 
I try in the end to arrive at a general picture of the way in which 
African women, as I say, are portrayed or depicted in these writings . 

ALEX TE1"rl:Ji-LARTLX 

Kenneth , some of the categories you mentioned of these women, they 
reflect very much the traditional African view of women as wives, as 
concubines , as g,od time girls . 

PROFF .. SSOR KENNETH LI'rTLE 

Yes. 
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ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

Is that the only type of woman character you found? 

.L ;<OFESSOR .h.t.N~:C.i'h LITTLE 

I ought to explain that I am primarily interested in the position of 
women in the contemporary situation, in modern terms. So that most 
of my characters are taken from novels that deal with the life of the 
town or with villages which are in contact with the town. 

AU.A TE'l'TI<.;H-LARTEY 

When I talk about traditional, I mean the normal view African men 
hold of women. 

FROFESbOR KENNETH LITTLl'.. 

Ch I see. Well? interestingly enough what comes out from my study 
is that alti1ough nearly all the writers are men , only about six of 
my authors are in fact women, I'm afraid we get really a very fav
our~ble picture of women. 

BUCHI EriEChETA 

Sorry, Professor may I come in there, when you say "favourable", 
what do you mean? You mean because they are good time girls or 
concubines, or wives or what? 

ALEX ThTTBH- LARTEY 

Well, that ' s Buchi , Professor . 

BUCH I E.J.ViECHE'i'A 

This is Buchi . When you say 'favourable ' from 70 male authors writing 
about women as good time girls . 

PROFESSOR K1NNETH LI'rTLE 

No , Buchi, I should explnin perh~ps that of some 70 characters about 
15 are wives, and we have, as you will probably know, among those 
wives such characters as Fatima, in Ekwensi's fairly recent book 
"Survive the Peace", we have those very interesting wives of Janet 
and Ejiaka in Aniebo ' s book which I am sure you will know , and we 
have other women like Phelia in Ekwensi I s "I ska II and so on, these 
are all women who display really outstanding qualities of self
confidence. They know how to cope with life, they know how to deal 



with the opposite sex and so on . 

BUCHI EIV.ECHET;, 
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Oh, so you feel that those women were just created just to be able to 
cope with life, and coping with life in your own terms is how to cope 
with men and nothing else and because of that, because they are 
depicted like that in the book they are good women, they are 1tgood" 
in inverted commas, and if they are not in a situation like that t hey 
a re either good time girls or concubines or whatever . 

f-·ROFE.SSOR KLtrnr..I'E LITTLE 

Well it is you who keep returnin~ to the good time girls and the 
concubines ! 

BUCHI EJ.vlECH:EiTJ.\. 

Aell no, you mentioned it first, you s s id it originally when you were 
trying to give the outline of your new book. 

IJROFESSOR KENNETH LITTLE 

Yes, well , I think we must include a category or good time girl and 
sometimes she is quite an interesting character . For example , 11Gloria" , 
in "My Mercedes is Bigger Than Yours" , you probably know that . She ' s 
a very interesting character and is depicted as an individual with, 
what you might call, a dual personality, her adaptation to the situation 
is extremely i nteresting , and we have Rebecca Njau ' s study of Selina 
in "Ripples in the ·Pool", which a1.,ain is an extremely i nteresting 
character , albeit perhaps in some ways a bit repulsive, but a character 
which is extremely well dra\m , I'm sure you ' re familiar with it : But 
may we come to one or two of your books, Buchi? 

BUCHI ElViliCHETA 

I don ' t see women just created to be p rostitutes , wives, and you know 
things like that . I f eel a s women we have more t o contribute to life , 
and I agree t hat most of the works are written by men and with such a 
patronising attitudv and really talking down about women. Who wants 
to be immortalised as a prostitute? I don't . And I am quite sure 
many women don ' t want that. 

l'UATT;. F'A.ill~BULLE.H 

This is Miatta . I went to ask you a question . Of the female novelists 
that depicted women, did you find their character stronger and more 
positive as compared to the msle novelist? 
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PROFESSOR KENNETH LI'.::'TLE 9'- --
Well , in additon to Buchi 1 s novel nsecond Class Citizen", which I 
found very interesting, I mentioned Rebecca Njau's novel. "Ripples 
in the Pool". Well her character is very well drawn but it's not, 
what you might call a sympathetic character and again we have the 
work, say of Arna Ata Aidoo of Ghana. Well again you get some very 
interesting portrayals . For example, a very touching little picture 
of the mother and daughter, you may remember the short story where 
the mother disciplines the daughter by refusing tit-bits until the 
daughter so to speak, shows herself more obedient to the mother . That 
I thought was a very touching little story and also Grace Ogot has got 
some interesting short stories, albeit they very often end on a rather 
melodramatic note as you will recall, I'm sure. But , I think it is a 
pity , if I may say so, that we don't have more writings by women 
authors, one would certainly welcome the contribution, but I think 
that the contribution that they have made is extremely helP.ful in 
respect of the general image that I am referring to, it contributes 
to, what I called the very "self-confident" presentation of African 
women and a very interesting streak of inde~endence in their be
haviour. This is brought out very strongly by the character of Pendar 
in Ousman's 11God's Bits of Wood". You m;;.y recall that novel as well. 
Pendar leads the march of the women from Thies on to Dakar , a very 
striking character, a very independent character as indeed i s Phelia 
too , because Phelia is independent both of the, so to speak, modern 
situction and of the tradition~l situation. She go~s her own way. I 
think this trait of independence is a very striking feature of the 
characterisation . 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

Well , I would like to ask all of you, Kenneth, Buchi and Miatta . It 
looks to me as if a writer will have to fall between two stools , 
Either he ~ and \vhen I say "he", I mean I she I a s well, has to say some
thing favourabls about a woman character, or something unfavourable, 
either be patronising or full of praise . Can't one be completely 
disinterested and take a completely impartial look at a character? 

FRCFESSOR KENNETH LITTLE 

Indeed, that is v,hat one does try to do, because quite frankly from my 
point of view as a social anthropologist, the kind of life that a 
person leads in the story is irrelevant. What I am interested in is 
the social sitllation, the socisl relationship and so on, and from 
that angle , I mean one is I would think, quite dispassionate. 

BUCBI EfviECHETA 

I do the same thing with my work . That is writing about women dis
passion2tely. For example, I have no sympathy for women who go 
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around and say because of the traditional role they have to accept the 
role decided, or depicted, or dictated tb them by the society and as 
you said earlier, it is unfortunate to have so few female writers, 
then you would have realised that women, es1Jecially African women, 
play much bibger roles and hope to play bigger roles in society other 
than the ones given to them by males, and that is because most of 
the works that you have at the moment are all written by male writers. 
In fact, I've just returned from the United States where we had a 
symposium, a week's symposium in Ohio on this subject, Ana Ata Aidoo 
was there from Ghana, and this is whut we all agreed upon. Because 
most of the early books we have are written by males. They try to 
depict us as property to be owned and they v,:ri te about us and they 
say; "Oh, they behave very well~ it's like having a dog in the 
house, after a11 that dog is well behaved, he eats all his food, and 
clears µp and e"'lierything11 , we don't want that. And believe me, 
there are more African women who do a lot of things rather than the 
pictures given by Cyprian Etwensi , Chinua Achebe. 

f ROFESSOR f.iJ\lrJ.f TH LI-.L'TLE 

Well Buchi, it is my hope that we shall have a number of novels in 
which the central character is an outstand~ng woman administrator, an 
outstanding woman director of a corforation, an outstanding woman 
lawyer. There are plenty such people in Africa, but they are not 
written about. 

BUCBI EhECBETA 

That's what I am saying? that the picture the African male gives of the 
African woman is either, if she is successful, she has to be a success
ful actress, or a singer, and you know when you research, if one of 
the books you used is mine that means that you are almost up to date. 
"Second Class Citizen" came out in 1975, 76, that means by that time 
we've had women _v·ho were playing very, very important roles, but they 
are not written about by a man. 

PROFESSOR KENNE.TH LITTLE 

Well, of course, this is my hope and I hope Buchi you will encourage 
your colleagues to write about that sort of woman. But unfortunately 
we don't get that sort of story produced. 

BUCHI EMBCHETA 

In East Africa, for example, I think half their ambassadors there are 
females, I don't think we have them in Ghana, but a s for Nigeria, 
as the result of research organised by 'Punch' recently, showed that 
there it would take another 500 years, I'm not talking of Nigeria now. 
But in East Africa, and places like Lesotho, for example, you know in 
Lesotho it is women who really organise things, who get things, 
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because men just go and work in the mines, and its women who r eally 
lead the country and everything going on there . No male writes about 
such people at all . 

ALEX 'I'ETTEH- LnRTEY 

Can I interrupt here , can we ask Miatta to express her views about 
wh~t has b0en expressed so far? 

hIATT1-: F'AB.NBULLEH 

I think the problem is our men have generally a chauvenisti c attitude , 
that's what it i s, and it is their dominance , especially on the West 
Coast of Africa, and until they can becom~ sensitive to the needs for 
the whole changing of attitudes towards women i t will be l ike that . 
You said i n your comment that they are more sympathetic towards actresses , 
I don ' t even think they are even sympathetic . I am a singer and yes, 
they will play my records and they might comment to me , but they never 
see me in terms of a successful woman . I am sure a lot of them think 
I am.a good time girl . This is their attitude and I would like to add 
t hat probably mos t of the publishers in Africa are men anyway and they 
are not going to be readily available to ~ublish publications of 
liberated independent women . 

F ROFESSOH KENI\E'l'H LITTLL:: 

Exactl y . 

flHATT.:-'.. FhHI\BULLEH 

So those that have been successful have had to make their way to 
Europe. 

PROFESSOR KENNETli LITTLE 

Well quite a number of authors have to think of their public , and their 
public is mostly male and many of the male public don't want the 
existing situation changed . 

ALEX TcTTEH- LARTEY 

Well , I think unfortunately we 've got to bring our discussion to a 
close. 

PROFESSOR KENNJ::.TH LI'l'TLE 

Well, I've enjoyed it very much ! 
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ALEX TtTTEH- LARTEY 

Well thank you very much Professor Little. 

tROFESSOR KENNE'r h LITT·LE 

I hope we shall meet Buchi in due course! 

BUCHI Ef'/illCHETA 

Okay . Thank you . It 's been nice speaking to you. 

ALEX Tl:.'l'TEH- LARTJg_ 

\foll , thank you very much Buchi Emecheta and Miatta Fahnbulleh . And 
that ' s all from Arts and Africa for this week. Don ' t forget to Join 
us again next week, until then this i s Alex Tetteh- Lartey saying 
goodbye . 
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