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ABSTRACT: 

This paper reviews the historical yardsticks for gender inequality in Habila’s Waiting for an Angel and Agary’s Yellow Yellow and argues that the challenges of environmental degradation, poverty and lack of infrastructure evident in most parts of Nigerian towns and cities have a great impact on the women folk. The purported exaggerated effect of underdevelopment on women in the novel is discursive, the reverberating societal values and systems of meaning that promote male dominance and demean the woman as the weaker breed, and non-resistant appendage is also looked into.  Based on these, questions such as ‘Why are the ills of underdevelopment so evident on the women than the men’ are asked.  Applying a critical discourse analytical paradigms of gender studies which views the woman as the “other” in society, this paper examines the discursive roles of women in the novels and argues that the construction of  women as cigarette-smoking delinquents and poverty stricken harlots do not just reflect social challenges but are in fact a reflection of the historically specific systems of meaning which form the identities of women rather than the present global reality of rights, opportunities and sufferings. 
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INTRODUCTION:

It is necessary to grasp the fundamental fact that women have had the power of naming stolen from us. We have not been free to use our own power to name ourselves, the world, or God. The old naming was not the product of dialogue-a fact inadvertently admitted in the Genesis story of Adam’s naming the animals and women….(Mary Daly 1973:3)

The new phase in which the oppression of women by men and the representation of women in literature is the subject of considerable literary discourse and analysis by the women’s movement and men who seek to improve not only the collective women’s condition but the quality of their  lives. In this vein one recognizes that the goal of any movement to end oppression whether of women or of blacks generally, first and foremost prioritizes the welfare of all those oppressed and for this reason the chapter takes a total look at issues these movements are trying to resolve. In this case, it examines womanist and feminists tenets that appraise women’s oppression using literary texts to bring to fore levels of oppression and the woman’s response to it.  For this reason also,  one recognizes the fact that the state of feminist literary criticism/thought in Nigeria especially at this crucial period is the direct focus of several of the artistic creations/expression by both men and women writers hence this chapter centres on novels by a male as well as a female author.

                     Since primordial times, one has witnessed that the woman has always suffered many hardships, from the family circle to the public sphere and this is because they are considered inferior to men. In most traditions and especially in Africa, women are devalued and considered “second-class citizens”. They are viewed as objects hence de Beauvoir in The Second Sex (1952) believes that women are constructed by men as passive and inconsequential objects.  Ezeigbo quoted by Amouzou (2006:26) in her reaction contends that this trend has resulted in the perpetuation of female self-effacement and self-erasure which have insidiously demeaned womanhood for a long time. It is often said that men are the subject of history, they determine concepts and create structures for others to adhere to and this is highly documented in literature as well as in real life. Men make all the rules and this has not helped the woman’s image/position much. She is not even seen as a positive contributor to the development of the society. If we agree that literature is the criticism of life as Arnold puts it, then Nigerian male writers’ portrayal of the female character has not built the image/position of the woman much, this may be the reason why some critics feel that the male writer has only succeeded in presenting the woman as a tragic heroine. They have succeeded in constructing the image of the woman whose destiny is linked to that of a man (see Ba, 1980&1981). This ideology is the basic principle that sustains womanism in literature. So to the womanist, the vital unity of the people evolving a philosophy of life acceptable to both men and women is better than a "debilitating and devastating political struggle for women's liberation, independence, and equality against men, to prove a feminist point" (Ogunyemi, 1996: 121). Womanism in this sense is trying to show the true nature of woman, her role, and her contribution to the development of her society, which were played down or neglected in the works of the male writers. This chapter among other issues will pay attention to womanist/feminist tenets in African literature in general and Nigerian literature in particular.

        The terms womanism and feminism have been in use for a while now. These terms have raised a lot of debates among scholars and gender critics alike. Womanism holds that men and women should make harmony their mutual concern; and this harmony should be in the home and in the society at large. Womanism is a more relevant concept because it upholds the respect for the family unit by Africans both on the continent and the Diaspora. Womanism is communal in its orientation and goes beyond the husband and wife situation. It is an ideology in which the destiny of distressed peoples can be urgently discussed in a meaningful context to avert disaster; womanism is not just to talk abstractly, it is not whistle-blowing but reality for a peaceful co-existence.

 We are aware that Walker in 1973 began this whole talk about womanism which she claims is an offspring of black feminism and it is meant to account for the spiritual survival of black people. It is also meant to address the oppressions, the insanities, the loyalties and the triumphs of black people. To Walker, black women are the most fascinating creations in the world (Walker 1984). Through the ideology of “Womanism" African, African-American and Caribbean writers now have the opportunity to present and distinguish the particular context and struggles of women in these cultures against Western /European views of feminism. The question one must ask before moving further is who is a womanist? A womanist as defined by Walker is a black feminist first and foremost. Womanist in this case refers to someone who is outrageous, audacious, courageous, wilful and responsible. 

She is a woman who loves other women, sexually and/or non-sexually, she prefers women’s culture, women’s emotional flexibility and women’s strength. She may love individual men sexually and/or non- sexually. She is committed to the survival and wholeness of her people, male or female. She is not a separatist except periodically for health. She is traditionally a Universalist. She loves music, dance, the moon, the folk and she loves herself. She is to a feminist as purple to lavender. She is generally conscious of her race or colour.. 

       Several views do come handy wherever the issue of feminism is raised. First there is the question of the accurate definition of the word; there is also the question of its universal acceptability across cultures. These and other views make it imperative for the African to appraise that aspect of feminism that adequately discusses African experience. With this in mind, many have come up with different postures. Emecheta talks about ‘feminism with a small f’’, Ogundipe-Leslie quoted by Adebayo (1996:1) proffers ‘Stiwanism’, Acholonu (1995) refers to ‘Motherism’ and so many other views have come up in recent years. 

Like most theories, womanism has undergone some modifications as others have tried to include even non-blacks in the movement provided they are decolonized because the essence of the whole thing is the peaceful co-existence of people regardless of race, class or sex. For this all inclusiveness, womanism as a concept is being adapted by women writers across cultures. If we take Okafor’s definition of womanism as a multilateral growth that incorporates the woman, her family and her male relations (Okafor 1997:89) then we recognize the fact that womanism subscribes to equal partnership and mutual support and with this in mind, this chapter appraises the images accorded the woman in literature and how these have helped galvanized support for her inferiority. This is presented through the works of Helon Habila and Kaine Agary.

                    The novel, Waiting for an Angel by Habila raises a number of questions about the plight of people under an obnoxious regime, a regime that limits the freedom of those it is supposed to lead as it neglects and cages people under its iron grips. The novel examines issues that are vital to the survival of man in an environment, an environment degraded, exploited and abused. It captures the pain of the people of Nigeria by revealing the lives of people living in abject poverty in the midst of so much wealth. The novel also reveals the shortcomings of military rules in Nigeria. Kehinde (2008:340) laments the activities of the military in Nigeria showing that: 

The military dictators are shown as corrupt and inhumane rulers who do not care what crimes the indigent masses resort to in order to pay their taxes and make a living. In fact, the texts are full of surreal horrors skeletons of the anonymous poor victims of road accidents… It is a brutish nightmarish world where anything is possible, and nothing surprises. 

This same experience is replicated in Agary’s novel Yellow Yellow where the people of the oil rich Niger-Delta region groan under the evil hands of the multinationals that exploit the land at the detriment of the people. She mirrors the disastrous effects, both human and environmental, of oil exploitation in the Niger Delta and what one sees is a society that is abused and plundered with the collaboration of the profiteering local chiefs and corrupt government bureaucrats

      Habila shows in his novel, the Nigerian experience under the Abacha regime, a regime that no one will forget in a hurry. Habila’s Waiting for an Angel recounts the story of young  Nigerians who find their existence cowed by a regime that does not allow creativity to strive. Lomba, an aspiring journalist and writer who ends up in prison, his aspirations and desires are shattered and his future becomes clouded. Using the technique of flashback, Lomba recounts the scenario that surrounds his arrest and imprisonment. As a journalist, he covers a demonstration and along the line is arrested by the police and abandoned in jail without trial.

 Bola, another character in the novel partakes of this turbulent time as well, so much so that on hearing of his parents’ death in an auto crash, he is not spared the disillusion of the era as he immediately runs mad, the poverty of the people also gets mentioned in the novel, to think that almost all the wealth of the nation is gotten from a particular region and the majority of the people still live in abject poverty. 

  Standing out in the novel is “Poverty Street”, a place one can truly categorize the people as “the wretched of the earth”; the battered and the beaten in the society in on this street.

     Poverty Street’s real name was Morgan Street, one of the many decrepit, disease-ridden quarters that dotted the city of Lagos like ringworm on a beggar’s body…Behind the Women centre was Olokun road, the shabbiest and poorest of all the quarters on Poverty Street. (P120-21) 

 

 One of the fundamental themes of this novel is that of exploitation and it is the writer’s duty to portray the society the way it is and Habila brings to the realization of the readers the reason why military government should not be desired by any right thinking person by making his characters Lomba, Joshua; Kela etc go through different phases of terror.  The writer portrays his characters Lomba and Bola as sacrificial lambs that are made to suffer the consequences of bad governance.

The novel raises a number of questions about the plight of the people under an obnoxious regime that limits the freedom of the people, it talks about the plight of  people caged under the iron grip of terrible forces all in the name of politics. The novel also examines those issues that are vital to the survival of man in an environment, an environment degraded, exploited and abused.  The author dwells on the condition of the people of a particular class and region who in spite of so much wealth surrounding them live in abject poverty and he reveals that, the Nigerian government does little or nothing to alleviate the suffering of the masses, particularly those of the Niger-Delta region.

The novel serves as an eye opener to the fact that the problem of leadership is responsible for the mess that Nigeria has been plunged into since independence. Instability in governance has become the in-thing while coups and all manners of atrocities have been committed to compromise the peace of the country.

                The story recounted in Waiting for an Angel is a practical representation of a country that waits and hopes for an agent of change or the biblical messiah to come and rescue her from the hands of abusive and hostile rulers. The question is, will the messiah ever come or will the people just wait perpetually? Waiting is also visible in Agary’s novel Yellow Yellow in the sense that the protagonist Zilayefa waits for the messiah that is to take her out of degradation, want and backwardness but what she sees is rejection and abandonment. Her mother before her has to wait for the Greek sailor but ‘he left Port Harcourt without saying goodbye…no message he; was just gone, leaving behind his planted seed in my mother’s belle.  Her father abandons her, left her with her mother to live a life of quiet desperation and so she dreams of finding a prince charming that will come in shinning armour and take her away from the colourless, backward and empty existence to a place where she will be seen for her worth. ‘I did not care as much as she did about finishing school; I just wanted to leave the village’

In looking at the problem of leadership as the bane of the society, particularly Nigeria, Habila and Agary paint different phases of terror and what the characters are made to go through; the regimes that help to impoverish the people they are supposed to care for and in looking at this, Habila mirrors the Abacha era in Nigerian where the ordinary citizen lived in fear, fear of victimization, of being fed to the crocodiles , fear of disappearance without a trace, fear of being tagged a traitor, fear of being hanged for daring to express yourself freely,’ …. They were taking Nkem away…dragging him forcibly to their own van…his face was bloody, one eye was swollen…’ (p84)  Agary on her own part dwells on the activities of the multinational oil companies operating in the Niger-Delta without consideration for the people’s suffering, ‘I watched as the thick liquid spread out, covering more land and drowning small animals in its path. It just kept spreading and I wonder if it would stop, when it would stop, how far it would spread. Then the smell. I can’t describe it….. (p4) 

A number of issues are raised in these novels but it is pertinent to emphasize that this work particularly examines the role of women in Nigerian society, taking cognizance of the different images accorded the black women in male literature.

Like other African male writers, Habila paints the picture of a debased African woman who is pushed into unpalatable activities in order to sustain the family. This representation is also found in Yellow Yellow where the woman is made to suffer a lot of debasement, from the oil companies whose major aim is profit maximization, from poverty, diseases, backwardness and even nature is unkind to the woman in this novel. And like other presentations of the female characters in African literature, one recognizes the image of the girl-friend, wife, free woman, mother, courtesans, prostitutes, political woman and workers in these novels.

T M Aluko’s Chief the Honourable Minister has Gloria, a female character as the girl-friend of Alade Moses. Clara is Obi’s lover in Achebe’s No Longer at Ease, Aduke Olowo is Amadi’s lover in Ike’s Toads for Supper, Elsie is first Odili’s girl-friend and later chief Nanga’s in Achebe’s A Man of the People, Olama is professor’s lover in Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun. The list is inexhaustible so one is not at all surprised that these images are also found in Waiting for an Angel and Yellow Yellow for anywhere the female character is seen in these  novels, she wears one or more of these images which brings to mind Chukwuma’s assertion that:

       The female character in African fiction… is a facile lack luster human being, the quiet member of a household, content only to bear children, unfulfilled if she does not, and handicapped if she bears only daughters….Docility and complete submission of will is demanded and enacted from her….Image of women as indeterminate human beings, dependent, gullible and voiceless stuck. (Chukwuma, 1990:131). 

The images accorded the woman in fiction as well as in life as far as African culture is concerned are laced with heavy contradictions because the woman who is said to be sublime, perfect, beautiful, caring and nurturing is at the same time ‘awful, stupid and contemptible’ after all man is the image and the glory of God while the woman is the gory of the man (Ruth 2001: 128 & 152). The woman is 

 the mother of God as well as the traitor of the garden. She is the tender young creature man marries and protects as well as the treacherous, manipulative sneak who tricks him into a union he never sought. Keeper of virtue, she is yet a base and pretty creature, incapable of rational moral judgment, cosmically wise, concretely stupid.  Explicitly or implicitly, women are represented as having dual natures, of being all that is desirable, fascinating, and wonderful yet also being extremely destructive and dangerous.(Ruth 2001:128-9)

But Ruth is of the opinion that the images accorded women just like other conceptualizations are totally male-created, they are male projections, for this reason, she thinks that women  see these images as outward expression of masculine attitudes. In African literature, particularly those written by men, the woman’s limitations are numerous. The man in most societies is presented as the ultimate, the subject, the human being, the essential and so the woman becomes the other, the object, the suffix, the inessential. Otherness, though recognized as a fundamental category of human thought (de Beauvior 1973) does not isolate the fact that the woman has been made to do all the ‘shit work’ in the world. Otherness is an idea that is as primordial as consciousness itself and in Africa; it has helped to boost the man’s ego in every area of human endeavour. Foucault and Fanon also dwell on otherness but otherness in this respect defines the woman as the other half of humanity (Ruth 1980:85). The woman is the adjunct whose existence is only recognized when she relieves the primary beings (men) of their chores, she is an alter in that she must yield to her man at all times. She has to bow under the supreme power of her man in which case, her economic, political social and even sexual power rest solely on the man and all geared towards pleasing her man.

It is in this light that one may say that Habila and Agary reflect on the totality of the society, a society in which military activities render every member, male and female impotent. Impotence in all its ramifications colours the woman’s entire being in these novels, as she is made a complete “other” in this society. And in a society such that is depicted in these novels, where oppressive norms exist, where social values and structure of institutions are determined by super powerful male, it is not surprising to find characters such as Alice who will only be remembered for her sheer beauty even though Lomba is quick to add that there may be some other special attributes in Alice. That other thing in Alice according to Lomba is what makes art collectors pine and ache with longing the moment they see a rare work that they just have to have (p64). Auntie Rachael fondly called Madam Goodwill is another character in the novel. She provides the rallying point in Poverty Street because her restaurant is not only an eating point; it is also a meeting point for dissatisfied inhabitants of the street. From Kela’s description, Auntie Rachel is a 

Secret drinker. She had ran away with her sweetheart when she was only eighteen, he was a no-good lay about whom her father swore she’d never marry…but that her husband died at Nsukka fighting the Biafrans (p105)

To some Auntie Rachel is a strong woman and independent just because she refused to remarry after her husband’s death even though she had no child. To her nephew, Kela, Auntie Rachel’s once beautiful life is gone because the brightness has disappeared, so also is the laughter. In their place are faintness, faraway look and elusiveness (p106) 

Hagar is Joshua’s student; she is seen as a brilliant student and wants to go to the university to study English and Literature, her mother remarried. Her step father is described as a drunk and soon squandered her mother’s money, he also “pinched” Hagar’s bottom whenever her mother turns the other eye. Her mother finds out one day and accuses Hagar of snatching her husband and for this reason throws her out of the house.  Hagar drops out of school and becomes a prostitute; Hagar is portrayed as very intelligent with a promising future until the death of her father. Hagar sees herself as a person not worthy to be identified with as a result of her past.

“Tell him it won’t work.  Tell him to forget me.  I belong to the past.  I am like an appendix useless, vestigial, and even potentially painful. Tell him that” (p153)

 Hagar therefore, is a victim of exploitation; as she puts it, “a left over” (p153) she has been exploited and harassed sexually, a painful experience for any woman worth her salt.

 Nancy is also a product of parental insensitivity as she is chased out of the parents’ house when it is discovered that she is pregnant. She is short and dark, she is said to have quick, springy steps of a tomboy, she is not pretty and she does not laugh much. She is also said to be fond of cursing and screaming and she has a child out of wedlock. Nancy is also fond of writing graffiti on the wall of the restaurant just to express her frustration with the world- she writes proverbs, clichés, epigrams, even couplets, so far they express how she feels at any given moment (p 101-103). She came to live with Auntie Rachel because the latter picked her up from the street. Bibi, Zilayefa’s mother is said to have had her life well planned out, migrating from the rural area to the urban center. She had dream of moving up the ladder in life and this dream is given stamp when she meets her Greek Merchant/sailor boy friend. Like some women of her time and place, this dream is aborted with abandonment and unwanted pregnancy. Mama Ebiye is a happy-go-lucky village woman with four boys, no girl-child and for this reason; she “spoils” any girl that she likes. One of such girls is Zilayefa whom she had taken to Port Harcourt for shopping. Young people usually converge on her porch for merriment in the evenings. The women in the village wear different degrading images as they are either, typically local or have gone out before but are disillusioned with the reality of urban life. 

                  It is not a new thing to see women whose competence and accomplishment may never be seen or recognized, these characters are also present in these novels. For example, there are Alice, Madam Goodwill, Janice and Hagar in Waiting for an Angel. Bibi, and the other village women who single handedly nurtured children saddled on them by the merchants and sailors who invaded their land and their womanhood in Yellow Yellow. It is not also surprising to locate women whose past time is to please their male folks, women who are placed there to “see” and “hear” things but never to “say” things rather, they are viewed by this society as “inner lamp” and not “outer lamp” (Mortimer 1990 ) This society gives no access to a voice. in Waiting for an Angel, it is inconceivable for anyone during the military rule to voice out any discontent. Doing this could earn the individual incarceration without any consideration for fundamental human right, disappearance without a trace and endless persecution. The regime described in Waiting for an Angel is not the type that allows for assess to quality education and good health care. 

Since the woman is a complete “other”, one does not really expect a better deal for her in this society. This is a society that defames and abuses the woman, it is the one that does not allow the woman to take possession of her body and glory in its power hence one sees characters such Alice whose beauty is her only possession, “there was her sheer overpowering beauty” (p83) and “boys turned to stare at her as they passed” suggesting that Alice is a beautiful girl which makes her a natural   play- thing for men. There is this thing about mulattoes that makes every one think oh! And Zilayefa is beautiful, both men and women acknowledge this about her which makes her wear the image of the “illicit pleasure” but unlike Alice who adapts to a life that actualizes this myth-a care-free attitude towards her study in the university, following different men with the recognition of her beauty, Zilayefa knows where she is coming from and so pays attention to her studies as well as her life. But in Alice’s case, it is that:

“She did look stunning; she was dressed for going out, most likely to a party…. She looked self-conscious”. (85)

Alice is Lomba’s girl friend, through flashback; one is made to understand that the two had met in the university many years back.  This encounter is given life as

Lomba, goes back to his university days and shows how Alice’s beauty captivated

him.  Between the period when Lomba was still in school and the time of meeting Alice in the hospital, is a long period, yet Alice’s beauty is untainted and irresistible to Lomba.  The situation that Alice finds herself as a result of her mother’s sickness and her father’s neglects and indifference (like other women in the novel- circumstances of birth and life generally) leads to her marriage to an old rich man who is responsible for the payment of the hospital bill.

    The readers also discover the general life in Poverty Street which is mostly captured in Madam Goodwill food center.  Here, anger, sorrow and self pity are expressed especially by the customers who visit Goodwill food center. ‘Because we carry our hard earned money come de chop for, na’im you de call us poor abi? Poor man’s Paradise! Na our fault say we poor?’ (p 102)

 The uncultured Nancy is also characterized as a victim of the imbalance in society. She is portrayed as a sadist in the novel, she is rarely in any mood for play or laughter and her terrible disposition is usually vented on the customers who patronize madam goodwill. Like Hagar, she is a product of hard parental decisions. She is thrown out of the house by her father when it is discovered that she is pregnant out of wedlock. Hard life on the street conditioned her outlook to life, smoking marijuana, drinking alcohol, having to go through pregnancy without a roof over her head, having and nursing her child all by herself is not what a teenager looks for in life. But this is the lot of Nancy until Auntie Rachael picks her “up from slavery”.

The picture of an African woman is differently portrayed in this episode.  Here the modern African woman smokes, drinks and does all manner of things, very different from the traditional idea of the African woman.

      Habila and Agary give a panoramic view of a society that constantly reminds the woman of her guilt and shame. Through Hagar and Zilayefa, one sees a society that wastes her prized jewels. Hagar becomes a prostitute, drinking and smoking her life into oblivion, her dream of reading English and Literature just like her teacher, Joshua is aborted. Like others before her, with dreams deferred, dreams terminated, Hagar loses interest in life but strives to be relevant in the political struggle that sweeps her off her feet in the riot at the Poverty Street Local Government.  Her interest to support Joshua’s political passion is therefore short lived. She then sees herself as an appendix; useless in every sense of the word.

Zilayefa is portrayed as an extraordinary girl even at her age. She is from an ordinary background but very intelligent, young and she is a representative of the down-trodden in the Niger-Delta, encountering the difficulties of growing up under the politics of silence and decay in the society, a society racked by Neo-colonial exploitation, above all environmental degradation and social injustice. Like Hagar, Zilayefa from birth has to face the harsh reality of living in a debased society but unlike Hagar, Zilayefa survived the decadence and pushed for a better life for herself. In spite of the circumstance of birth, for she soon finds out that:

there were generations of yellows in the Niger-Delta area and each one had a different story. There were the yellows from the 1800s…there were the yellows from Portuguese traders…the next generations were those from the Syrian, Lebanese and Greek businessmen and sailors…the rest of us were born-troways, rejected by our fathers or worse, nonexistent to them.(p74)

           Habila and Agary reveal a society that denies the woman something to desire, something to look out for, to make, achieve and something to give. This may be the reason why they make some of their female characters to assume a passive role or position all through the novels.  Aunty Rachael, (Madam Goodwill), Kela’s aunty, assumes a passive role in the novel because to her life is a waste and one must not expect much from it, so she lives the day as it comes. She refuses to remarry after the death of her husband, though she has no child. Auntie Rachael used to be happy as Kela recounts his first visit to Auntie Rachael’s place “my memory of the visit was of the fried chicken that I almost choked myself on. And of her white teeth, bright like pearl”(P137) this signifies affluence or good living, after her husband’s death in the Biafran war and as a result of hardship prevalent in the society, “the brightness was gone”(137) and in its place comes gloom and bitterness “she didn’t laugh much any more”(p137). With this bitterness and a new perspective on her society, Aunty Rachael resorts to internal torture, self remorsefulness and also to alcohol. She calves an unbreakable edge around herself especially through alcohol consumption. 

 Janice is another of Habila’s women, educated as far as the standard goes, a teacher and the superintendent’s lover. She is portrayed as a woman who loves poetry hence her lover strenuously tries to impress her with his love poems and very much like the persona in Spencer’s sonnet “Happy ye Leaves” the superintendent woos his Janice with love poems but he is not the poet. Janice develops an insatiable appetite for more of these love poems which perform ‘magic’ in favour of the superintendent who could not but express his joy and gladness having made the poem to voice his heart, but on the part of Janice, being an educated lady, a teacher in that sense; it sends or sparks a sign of suspicious thought down her spine.  She pays a visit to the prison two days later and requests to see Lomba, and having met with him, the shadow of doubt was dispelled and the truth surfaced. “… I told Muftau I wanted to see you.  The poems, I just knew it wasn’t him writing them…” (P26) 

 Janice is the only female character that is portrayed in a positive light in that she is well read, a teacher for that matter, an intelligent woman whose horizon is not limited to domesticity. She is a lady who feels the impulse of a society in dare need of change, a lady in touch with the pain of the masses (p28-30).

Agary also in Yellow Yellow talks about unfulfilled dreams, dreams deferred, dreams aborted as a result of imbalances in society. Her presentation of Zilayefa’s mother shows that the society at times can be wicked to its people. Bibi is an Ijaw woman whose dream is aborted mid-way as she finds herself involved with a Greek sailor who takes advantage of her naivety. At eighteen, Bibi has the whole world before her with the completion of her secondary school education with which she hopes to get a lucrative job especially with the oil boom. But she meets the Greek and falls in love with him and ‘for the few weeks that he was in Port Harcourt, she was in heaven. She believed that she had found her life partner and that this man would take care of her. This never happened as the man leaves her heavy with his baby, disillusioned, Bibi returns home to her village to face the shame of an unwanted pregnancy’.  Emerging from the intricate web of a disastrous relationship is a new Bibi whose sole aim is to see to it that her child does not go through the same experience. Refusing to be relegated to the position of a congenial ‘other’ who endorses her own subjugation, Bibi asserts that current self-expression reinvigorates a sense of wholeness embedded in a viable past, she refuses every overture from men by remaining single and drumming some sense into her daughter.

   Habila and Agary present in these novels, a society that cherishes the woman be in constant need, a society that continues to disregard the yearning of its people, particularly its womenfolk.

But Agary very much unlike Habila portrays some very remarkable women, strong, competent, ambitious, courageous, hardworking and successful in their various activities. Because Sisi, Lolo, even Emem are economically independent, they are also self-reliant, rejecting all subjugation and male oppression, and protesting against the second position of their gender.

The novels reinforce a second major theme, the rise of a marginalized sub-group - a community within the larger disadvantaged community of Nigerian womenfolk. This distinct group consists of those who suffer the social isolation of miscegenation as well as the responsibilities of single parenting and absent fathers. In these novels we are confronted with the reality from which sprang the key trope of postcolonial discourse, that hybridity is an enduring postcolonial condition. In those colonial times in the Oil Rivers – and now in the Niger Delta, hybridity is seen beyond a figure of speech it is a reality, a reality so glaring that the scares and pains are in the recognition that one processes dual identities. It is the reality no one can shy  away from. Agary’s novel particularly surprises the reader as an imaginative voice for a hitherto unacknowledged hybrid community in Nigeria, a community with its own evolving ideology and life style. The story as narrated by Zilayefa traces her tentative search for meaning from her present village existence to her making a mark among a sophisticated community of Port Harcourt women. She manages to sustain her dignity by disentangling herself from the trap into which she is lured by the seductions of father figures or ‘sugar daddies’, and by aborting the foetus inside her, she finally arrives at a final rejection of the fate before her, that of the hybrid mother of a hybrid child repeating the mistakes of her own mother. She is able with that singular act to discard an unpredictable future for life as a university educated Nigerian woman- the woman her mother wants her to be.

We see other major themes that set the context for these novels, first is the tragic consequences of the socio-economic exploitation of the country and in the case of Yellow Yellow, it is the Niger Delta that is most portrayed as exploited. The second theme should be the marginalization of women in both novels. Although these are the dominant themes of contemporary Nigerian discourses, the Niger Delta theme is constantly recurring because of the discovery and the activities of the oil companies which have brought numerous problems to the people of the Niger-Delta. But with successive government, what is visible is the degradation, exploitation and squandering of riches by very few individuals.
         Habila and Agary like others before them do not decry debilitating African traditions that seek to perpetuate oppressive roles for the African woman., they show the woman’s lack of development in sophisticated thought and action with such characters as Auntie Rachael, Nancy and Alice in Waiting for an Angel,   Zilayefa’s mother and her village friends in Yellow Yellow but with the creation of Janice and Zilayefa, they are at some point able to show that, adaptation to changing norms must be accompanied by attainment of power within the changing society. Agary in particular is able to show Zilayefa’s evolving personalities- from a typical village girl to the narrator of events through the inflection of her family background and its significance for the emergence of a specific Nigerian community of half-castes brought up in single parent families. The reader is made to see this evolution through the changes in Zilayefa’s status and aspirations. From her narration also, one glimpse at the strategies employed by her in order to side-track being trapped in a family fate whose origins are as much historical as they are ecological. Agary through hints and allusion does not entirely shy away from the armed resistance that has characterized discourse on the Niger-Delta but her response to the degradation and pollution in the area is escape from the environmental pollution and human degradation, escape from the rural area to the more comfortable urban world of Port Harcourt.
     Habila lets the reader into the world of the ‘other’ in society-the poor, the outcastes, the widows, the prostitutes and the rest of them as represented in Poverty Street. He shows the daily struggles of the ordinary man in Nigeria today by reflecting on the daily occurrences in their lives. In the same vein Agary reveals to the reader the bridge built around the world of the so-called free born and the marginalized sub-group - a community within the larger disadvantaged community of Nigerian womenfolk. She shows a community of women saddled with the burden of taking care of their children alone. Agary presents the reader with the reality from which sprang the key trope of hybridity. Hybridity in this sense is what DuBios calls ‘two souls in one body, double-consciousness’, it what J P Clark implied in his poem 'Ivbie: A Wrong Song' quoted by Bamikunle (1993:315) as ‘cultural mulattorism’. It is situation where the individual gropes for meaning, for identity.  Zilayefa tries to know herself by disentangling herself from some dangerous traps. Many issues of concern to feminist/womanist thought are raised and addressed in these novels.  Among the issues taken up by the writers under consideration are the importance of feminism as a literary critical method; Habila understandably may not have specifically thought of this but his creation of some images of the woman goes to further female inferiority in male literature. The representation and misrepresentation of women in these literary texts go to show that the female character is not there yet; a lot needs to be done to highlight the positive side of the woman in society. By stressing the importance of the education of women and access of women to the economic means of survival being aptly documented in these novels especially in Janice, Zilayefa and her city friends/mentors, these writers have been able to achieve something; by presenting motherhood and women in the domestic sphere, they have been able to document that both old forms and new forms can function together without clashes as seen in Nancy, other women in Poverty Street in Waiting for an Angel Waiting and Zilayefa’s mother in Yellow Yellow; these novels also present women as part of their communities and show women's role in politics and revolution. Underlying this array of specific interests are questions of gender representation and of the reality or realities of life for women in Africa--past, present, and future. The arguments found in the novels may not have been explicitly expressed but they present a multiplicity of views, a few of which may even be that of non-conformism, but all of which make gender a basis of discussion, and all of which offer much for the consideration of feminist thought with respect to peculiar Nigerian thought and creativity. 
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