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Abstract 

This paper examines the roles played by the female characters in Flora Nwapa’s novel, 

Efuru, and, following that, advocates for the empowerment of women for sustainable 

national development in Nigeria. Efuru is widely acknowledged as the first novel that 

is written by an African woman in the English language. The novel interrogates the 

ideology of patriarchy and its attendant underrepresentation and misrepresentation 

of the African women in African literature; hence, in the novel, the female characters 

and their versatile and tenacious spirit are celebrated. One of the findings of the paper 

is that womem, as depicted in Efuru, play highly significant roles in their families and 

communities, as workers, wives, mothers and teachers of (cultural) values. Nwapa’s 

Efuru, though written more than fifty years ago, remains a reference point in the 

advocacy for the empowerment of women in Nigeria. The country presently beset by 

various issues of lopsided values, leadership, economy, security and sustainable 

development may well seek for solutions in their women folk. The paper, therefore, 

advocates that girls and women at all levels of human activity in Nigeria be 

empowered, that is, given the necessary opportunity and support, to contribute more 

meaningfully to the sustainable development of the coubtry. This work is a descriptive 

survey and relies mainly on the critical theory of feminism.  

 

Keywords: women, patriarchy, empowerment, sustainable development, Nwapa’s 
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Introduction 

Most human societies are patriarchal in nature, though some are more patriarchal 

than others. Patriarchy, according to the International Encyclopedia of the Social 

Sciences (2008), is a social structural phenomenon in which men have the privilege of 

dominance over women, both visibly and subliminally. Patriarchy is maintained 

systematically through the process of socialization, values orientation, attitudes, 

customs, expectations, and institutions of the society. In patriarchal societies, as 
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Baumeister (2010) observes, men are more likely than women to be presidents, 

ministers, members of Congress and Parliament, and CEOs of major corporations. It is 

again the men who are mainly acknowledged for the founding of institutions, 

discovery of cures for diseases, exploration of space, and the creation of great works of 

art. The immense roles women play in these same events, in their immediate and 

wider communities, including the care of the ‘hardworking’ men, themselves, are 

hardly ever acknowledged. In Nigeria and Africa, generally, the situation is 

compounded by the fact that the woman is seen as the property of her husband, with 

the primary function of bringing forth children for her husband. The result is that the 

African woman can only talk or make her contributions through her husband. Again, if 

she finds it difficult to conceive in a marriage, whether or not it is her fault, she is 

taken as a failure. These practices account for the total subjugation of the woman and 

her inability and that of her society to utilize her natural potentials in solving 

community and national problems. 

Literary works play a significant role in enshrining some of the cultural patriarchal 

practices. Traditional story books, for example, are replete with the stereotype of a 

female victim, a damsel-in-distress, passive and waiting for a Prince or a strong man to 

rescue her. They portray most women as weak, needing to seek solutions to problems 

from others rather than finding the answers within themselves. In this regard, Paynter 

(2011), citing Peterson (1996), asserts that romance series for young adults promote 

sexism and gender stereotyping. The heroine is usually beautiful and finds her sense of 

identity and fulfillment in a romantic relationship. She uses her feminine wiles – tears, 

fluttering eyelashes, appearing less intelligent than she actually is – to attract and trap 

young men. These conventional images raise the concern that young women will 

measure themselves against the girls shown in the books and harshly judge 

themselves against a false standard. Concerning this too, Hamilton, Anderson, 

Broaddus, and Young (2006) point out that “stereotyped portrayals of the sexes and 

underrepresentation of female characters contribute negatively to children’s 

development, limit their career aspirations, frame their attitudes about their future 

roles as parents, and even influence their personality characteristics” (p. 757). 

Even in Biblical and the Shakespearean literature, women characters are portrayed as 

passive, inconsequential, or lacking content or character. If they are not reticent and 

self-effacing, like Caesar’s wife, Calpurnia (Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar), then, they are 

thoughtless and outright cruel, like Lady Macbeth (Shakespeare’s Macbeth). In the 

Bible, it is Eve that prompted Adam to sin and Jezebel brought doom on her husband, 
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King Ahab, and herself. This is negative stereotyping. Why is it often the wife’s 

character or lack of character that pushes the husband into doom? In the African 

literary scene, particularly in the literary works of early Nigerian male writers, such as 

Achebe, Soyinka, Ekwensi and Amadi, women are largely stereotyped as “helpless, 

dependent, brutalized, disparaged...prostitutes or concubines or good time girls” 

(Amouzou, 2006, p. 98, citing Nnolim, 1989).  

The portrayal of the female child as being less equipped than the male child, as often 

depicted in literary works, usually frame the early child education that girls receive at 

home and in school. The result is that the girl-child suffers inhibitions and is prevented 

from living to her full potentials, at the domestic and the professional levels. In the 

Igbo community of Abor, in Udi Local Government Area of Enugu State, the 

researcher’s hometown, for example, there is a folk poetry line, used to eulogize the 

good woman: “Nwanyi tobuolu n’ogba ka O ji nu ihe di kwuolu’e!” (It is rendered in the 

Abor-Udi North local dialect of the Igbo language). A literal English translation may 

read: “A woman who stopped growing in order not to be disobedient to her husband”, 

or better still: “A woman who purposely limits her development in obedience and 

respect to her husband”. This implies that “girls and women should consciously limit 

their progress so as to remain submissive to their future or present husbands”. 

Ironically, though, it is the mothers, women themselves, who teach this to their 

daughters and in the process help to enthrone patriarchy and gender inequality. For 

Sadek (2014), citing Peter (2010), negative gender stereotypes play a significant role 

in denying women of rightful opportunities to stand up for themselves and make a 

mark in their families, communities and offices, thus giving substance to “the 

marginalization of females from important decision making processes in their 

communities and families”(p. 170). Hence, Sadek, in his study, exposes the modern 

African male author’s shift from portraying women as objects to that of subjects, and 

as survivors of the harshest conditions. This is a positive turn which must be 

encouraged. 

Since patriarchal values play a major role in putting women down and limiting their 

capacity to contribute to societal and national development, and literature texts, 

including the African literature, help to promote these values, there is, therefore, need 

to use these same literary works to interrogate patriarchy and portray the strengths 

and potentials in the African woman. Flora Nwapa is one of the early African female 

writers who have made giant strides to remedy the distorted image and under-

representation of the African woman in African literature. The purpose of this paper, 
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therefore, is to examine the female characters in Nwapa’s novel, Efuru, to determine 

the extent of their contributions in the welfare of their families and communities, and, 

drawing lessons from there, to advocate for the empowerment of women for 

sustainable national development in Nigeria. This paper is analysed using the feminist 

theory of criticism. 

 

The Feminist Theory of Criticism 

The feminist theory came up as a rejection of the ideology of patriarchy. For the 

feminists, society is wholly patriarchal: organized, controlled and ruled by men, in the 

interests of men and with the aim of subordinating women to men in all areas of life, 

work and culture (Stephen, 2000). For these critics, though the anatomical differences 

between the sexes exist, all the things which make up the concept of what is feminine 

or masculine is a cultural construct. The idea that men are brave, strong, rational, 

creative; while women are passive, emotional and supportive is largely a factor of 

socialization. Women are not born, they are made by society. Incidentally, women 

themselves, in their ‘influential’ position as mother and the child’s first teacher, are a 

major element in their own enslavement and subjugation.  

 

Originally, feminist critics sought to redefine three main issues: (a) Women writers 

were not usually included in the literary canon – the list of great works of literature. 

Mostly men’s writings were recognized and compiled in the anthologies; hence, the 

feminists sought to rescue the large numbers of women’s works hidden from the 

larger public, proving them to be worthy of attention. (b) Women characters and 

themes were usually very poorly treated. This is in contrast to the men who usually 

took the centre stage and were generally favourably portrayed in literature; for 

example, Okonkwo in Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and Caesar in Shakespeare’s Julius 

Caesar. When women appeared at all in literary works, they were mostly portrayed as 

weak, immoral or wicked. For example: Anasi, Okonkwo’s wife, in Achebe’s Things Fall 

Apart, who cannot provide her husband’s meal on time; Calpurnia, Caesar’s wife, in 

Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, who cannot express herself well before her husband; and 

Simi, in Soyinka’s The Interpreters, who is only a good-time girl. Attempts were, 

therefore, made by the feminists to create specific female subject-matters, characters, 

and styles of writing. (c.) Lastly, language itself seems to be hopelessly biased towards 

male dominance – “men writing about men”. For example, the common term for the 

human species is “mankind” or “man”. Other examples include “manpower”, “man-

made”, “manned”, “masterpiece”, “chairman”, etc. These linguistic usages emphasize 

the man, and neglect the woman. The feminist critics sought to change all these. 
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Regarding the feminist ideologies, Gilbert and Gubar (1984) proffer that the 

nineteenth century women have reclaimed the heritage of female creativity taken 

away from their fore-mothers; at the same time, they have refused the debilitating 

cultural roles of ‘angel’ and ‘monster’ assigned to them by the patriarchal society. In 

the same vein, Kramarae and Treichler (1985), citing Billington, state that feminism 

can be described as a movement seeking the re-organisation of the world upon a basis 

of gender equality in all human relations; a movement which would reject every 

differentiation between individuals upon the grounds of gender, that would abolish all 

gender privileges and burdens, and would strive to set up the recognition of the 

common humanity of women and men as the foundation of law and custom. In 

summary, by rejecting the inferiority of the woman and recognizing her contributions 

in society, feminism seeks to give the woman a sense of self-worth and fulfillment.  

 

One of the problems of the feminist school is that it is male-oriented, which means that 

even while criticizing patriarchy feminism still focuses on the male. Again, the term 

‘feminism’ is sometimes viewed negatively by even female African writers. Nwapa, for 

example, in most of her interviews, insists that she is not a feminist. Most African 

women critics and writers have developed a number of alternative terms, such as 

African feminism or Africana womanism (Hudson-Weems’s ideology). In the opinion 

of Thompson (2001), the African women, at home and in diaspora, are no feminists, 

but are ‘womanists’. Thompson, citing Hudson-Weems, lists eighteen distinct and 

diverse characteristics of the ‘Africana Womanists’ agenda, which includes “Self-

namer; Self definer; Family centred; In concert with males in struggle; Flexible roles; 

Genuine sisterhood; Strong; Male compatible; Respected and Recognized; Whole and 

Authentic; Spirituality; Respectful of elders; Adaptable; Ambitious; and Mothering and 

Nurturing” (p. 179). These principles of the Africana womanists buttress the fact that 

most African women are family-centred and appreciate the men in their lives. In this 

regard, Ogunyemi (1996) proffers that ‘womanism’ is black centred; it is 

accommodationist; it believes in the freedom and independence of women, like 

feminism; but, unlike radical feminism, it wants meaningful union between black 

women and black men. The African womanist is committed to the survival and the 

wholeness of both the man and the woman.  

 

Having examined the theory of feminism, and its African update of ‘womanism’, it 

should be mentioned that the analysis in this present paper is guided by these 

alternate ways of recognizing the woman and what she can contribute to society. The 
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principles of African womanism are particularly important in this discussion because 

the author of Efuru, as well as the present writer, is an African woman discussing the 

African people. 

 

Analysis of the Female Characters in Efuru 

Efuru and Ajanupu have been chosen for analysis here. They are the two major female 

characters in the novel, Efuru.  

 

Efuru 

Efuru is a beautiful, hardworking and generous woman, of noble parentage. Her father, 

Nwashike Ogene, is described in the novel as a mighty man of valour, a great warrior, 

fisherman and farmer, but her mother has died when Efuru was only a child. 

According to the story, “It was not only that she [Efuru] came from a distinguished 

family. She was distinguished herself.” (p. 7). The root of Efuru’s travails comes from 

her engagement and eventual marriage to Adizua. The marriage has started 

unconventionally, without the traditional support of the bride’s family. Efuru’s family 

has not supported their daughter’s relationship with Adizua; hence Efuru runs away 

from her father’s house to Adizua’s house, without the formal traditional marriage 

ceremony. Rather than Adizua working hard to marry Efuru, properly, as he has 

intended, it is Efuru herself that legalizes her marriage by providing her own bride 

price and other things needed of Adizua to perform their marriage ceremony. 

Meanwhile, Adizua is described as poor by every standard and without a good family 

background.  

 

Efuru’s marriage to Adizua, despite all her efforts, eventually ends in Pyrrhic victory. 

Efuru is hard working and is faithful to her husband, but Adizua shows no sense of 

loyalty to his wife or responsibility to his family. Adizua suddenly disappears while on 

a presumed trading trip to a neighbouring village. He has begun a secret illicit 

relationship with a free woman. News eventually arrives that he has travelled with the 

woman and is living with her in a city that is not quite known. Efforts are made to 

reach him but without much luck. Efuru is shattered, but she decides to put up with 

the public shame and to hope for Adizua’s eventual return. The climax of her pain at 

this time comes at the death of her only child, Ogonim, after a very brief illness. 

Ogonim is Efuru’s only child, and a great source of joy and comfort, having been 

conceived after six years of her childlessness with Adizua. The great pain of the loss of 

this child, for Efuru, is also followed closely by another great pain: the absence of 

Adizua all through the period of mourning for this child. Adizua has not been moved 
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enough by the death of his own child to come back home and mourn for her. Yet the 

question is not that Adizua has not heard about this misfortune; there were proofs that 

messages got to him concerning that. 

 

Efuru’s disillusionment is not over the fact that her husband may want to marry 

another woman; she already plans to marry a wife for her husband, for, according to 

her, “only a bad woman would like to be married alone by her husband…” (p.57); 

theirs was a polygamous society. What worries her is the scandalous way her husband 

goes about the affair. Efuru’s mother-in-law, Ossai, and her sister, Ajanupu, are great 

sources of consolation and encouragement to Efuru throughout her trying moments. 

When, eventually, she decides to leave her husband’s house to go back to her father’s 

house for good, nobody has blamed her.  

 

While Efuru is in her father’s house, her marriage having failed, she does not yield to 

any feelings of self-pity or succumb to any emotional breakdown; rather she joined the 

other women in her father’s large household, and others in the community in teaching 

values to the children through moon light tales, housekeeping exemplary lessons, and 

children’s games. In all these, she continued with her trading and was making a 

comfortable living for herself, even helping out, financially, in her larger family and 

community in many different ways.  

 

Efuru’s second marriage, to Gilbert (also known as Eneberi), ends in much the same 

way as her first. She has encouraged her husband to marry a younger wife after four 

years of happily living with him, but without being able to conceive a child:  

‘…This is the fourth year of our marriage and I have not had an issue for you. 

We have lived happily these four years. And I am worried. If I get another wife, 

a young girl, she will have children for you and I will love the children because 

they are your own children.’ (p.174) 

Fortunately, with Efuru’s support, Gilbert eventually marries Nkoyeni, the sister to his 

old school friend, Sunday. Efuru remains devoted to Gilbert and his family, in spite of 

Gilbert’s strange affairs and disappearances. Gilbert has been absent when his family 

has needed him most. He is mostly absent during the time of his new young wife’s 

pregnancy, even up to her confinement. He is also absent at the death and funeral of 

his father-in-law, Efuru’s father, the highly respected and noble Nwashike Ogene. 

Efuru is left to cater for all this alone. For the second time, she is exposed to public 

disgrace by the absence of her husband when she has needed him most.  
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Eventually, Efuru discovers that Gilbert has been jailed for three months at Onicha, 

solving the riddle of his absence at her father’s burial and the birth of his son. She also 

discovers that her husband has had another baby boy through another woman whom 

she does not know. Though she feels so wretched and terribly deceived by her 

husband in all these, reminding her of what she has suffered with her first husband, 

she resolves to forgive him and to forget all the wrongs. This goes to portray Efuru’s 

accommodating nature. Nkoyeni, Gilbert’s young wife, in contrast, continually fights 

Gilbert for the flaws in his relationship with her. 

 

To bring peace back to their marriage, Efuru, again, arranges that Gilbert take a third 

wife. This time, Efuru’s choice for her husband is Ogea, Efuru’s own foster-daughter, a 

distant relation of hers, who has been living with Efuru since her first marriage, when 

Ogea was brought to baby-nurse Ogonim, her late child. However, before the 

conclusion of the arrangements for the marriage between Ogea and Gilbert, Efuru 

suddenly falls ill. The great dibia who is invited makes a shocking divination that Efuru 

is guilty of adultery: “Let her confess and the sickness will leave her. She has wronged 

the goddess of the land and she is being punished accordingly” (p. 215). The greatest 

shock to the sick Efuru is that Gilbert, her husband, and his mother, Amede, have 

accepted the divination of the dibia and expected Efuru to confess to the sin of which 

she is innocent. Ironically, no one, including the dibia, has raised a finger against 

Gilbert, in spite of all his licentiousness. The unwavering trust that Ogea and Ajanupa 

have in Efuru is expressed here. Even in the face of the dibia’s terrible divination, Ogea 

protests vehemently: “My mother cannot be guilty of adultery,” “I don’t believe a word 

of it” (p. 216).  

 

Efuru again loses another husband, not to death but to lack of loyalty and trust. 

Ajanupu, Efuru’s first mother-in-law’s sister, has remained a strong ally to Efuru, ever 

since her first marriage. Ajanupu is the one who has taken Efuru to a hospital in Aba 

where she has received her cure. Thereafter, Efuru calls it quits with Gilbert and his 

family and returns to her father’s house. Later, she is vindicated by the goddess, 

Utuosu, where she has gone to swear over her faithfulness to her husband. After that, 

this woman of sorrows decides to dedicate the remaining part of her life to the service 

of humanity.  

 

From the foregoing, Efuru is revealed as a distinguished person; a devoted wife –

loving, accommodating, kind, generous, honest and hardworking; enterprising; 

influential; a community teacher; and a woman of great strength – in character and 



 
 

31 

emotion – who is prepared to suffer alone rather than get involved in reckless frivolity. 

Above all, Efuru is a woman of integrity. 

 

Ajanupu 

Ajanupu is Ossai’s (Efuru’s first mother-in-law) sister. Her actions in the novel are 

reflective of the Igbo extended family relationship and community spirit. She is ever 

ready to help a neighbor, offer useful advice on social and medical issues, or rebuke, if 

need be. She is a nurse, doctor, economist, trader, friend, and great disciplinarian, all in 

one. She is the first to notice that Efuru has become pregnant, and thereafter becomes 

her regular “gynecologist”, until she is delivered of the baby. After the baby is born, she 

turns into a pediatrician, taking care of the child’s health and well being, the much that 

her level of education and societal superstition at that time can allow.  

 

Ajanupu is always available whenever there is a problem. When Efuru’s debtors refuse 

to pay up, she takes it upon herself to go to collect the debts, with all the trouble 

associated with that job. Ironically, though, when her own creditor shows up at a 

certain occasion, she herself offers a stiff resistance before finally giving in. When 

Efuru loses her precious daughter, Ogonim, Ajanupu stands solidly behind her all 

through that period, to care for, console, protect and advise her. She remains a friend 

and strong ally of Efuru even when Efuru is no longer married to her nephew, Adizua. 

It is Ajanupu that midwifed the birth of Nkoyeni’s (Efuru’s co-wife in her second 

marriage) baby. 

 

Ajanupu is strong-willed and has a strong sense of justice. For example, she puts the 

blame of Adizua’s irresponsibility, and eventual desertion of his wife and family to the 

permissive nature of her sister: ‘…. You are the cause of your child’s bad ways. You 

never scolded him, because he was an only child. You delightfully spoilt him and failed 

to make him responsible. …’ (P. 80). 

 

Ajanupu and other women in the village are the custodians of the village customs. 

They insist on certain cultural practices – example, that children should greet adults 

whenever they meet them. A few of the village practices enforced by women are 

superstitious, though. Ajanupu, for example, scolds Ogea for sweeping in the evening. 

This, to her, means sweeping out the wealth in the house, and when Ogea nods in 

response to a question posed on her, Ajanupu also lashes out: ‘I have told you that we 

don’t nod at night.’ (p. 212). These women train the village kids, whether their own 

biological children or not. Ajanupu, for example, makes the point that Nkoyeni Eneke 
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should greet her elders (Ajanupu and Efuru) properly on the day they meet her along 

one of the village paths and she greets them in a casual manner and is about to leave: 

‘You must greet your elders, my daughter. I know your mother very well. So when you 

see me next time, greet me. There is nothing in greeting. How is your mother?’ (p. 

179). Ajanupu still remembers to ask after Nkoyeni’s mother, after reprimanding her. 

 

Ajanupu is a disciplinarian. Her no-nonsense nature is displayed in the way she goes to 

get Ogea from the stream, following Ogea’s delay to come back from the stream 

because of fear of being reprimanded or whipped on the day she has accidentally 

broken the pot with which she has gone to fetch water in the stream. Ajanupu, being 

unaware yet of the reasons for Ogea’s delay but suspecting some mischief, makes sure 

she has a whip with her while going to look for Ogea. Eventually, Ajanupu’s suspicion 

is confirmed and, sure, Ajanupu is equal to the task: “‘Foolish girl, have this, and this,’ 

she gave Ogea two strokes of the whip. Ogea jumped up to the air and ran.” (p. 43). 

 

Ajanupu is a courageous woman. It is revealed that once thieves came to her house 

and her husband was not in; as she heard the digging going on at the back-yard, she 

was afraid, but she put up a bold front and said in a very clear voice: “You thieves who 

are digging at the backyard, I am waiting for you. When you finish digging, come in. I 

will show you what a woman can do”. The thieves became disorganized and the 

exchange of words which ensued between them and Ajanupu attracted help to 

Ajanupu, and the thieves took to their heels. 

  

Finally, it is Ajanupu’s support and trust that have saved Efuru from condemnation 

and death. Efuru’s second husband, Gilbert, including Amede, his mother, have already 

succumbed to the dibia’s wrong accusation that Efuru’s ill health is a punishment from 

the gods for her sin of adultery and her refusal to confess to it. When Ajanupu arrives 

at the scene, she is so annoyed that she rebukes Gilbert, reminding him of his own 

infidelities and when Gilbert makes the mistake of slapping her, she “got hold of a 

mortar pestle and broke it on Gilbert’s head…” (p. 217). Ajanupu’s action lands Gilbert 

in the hospital, where he remains until the end of the story. Meanwhile, Ajanupu takes 

Efuru to a hospital in Aba and there Efuru receives her complete cure. Ajanupu is an 

embodiment of the typical strong Igbo, Nigerian or African woman. 

 

From the women characters examined, it can be proffered that women are the pivot 

around which actions revolve in the society that Nwapa portrays. This brings to light 

Ezeigbo’s (1998) assertion that though women seem to have little power and influence 
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in patriarchy, “in practice, they have their own significant spheres of influence and 

they do pull strings for things to happen” (p. 53). In addition, these women, as 

portrayed, are naturally endowed with the qualities of honesty, kindness, generosity, 

long-suffering, leadership, integrity, energy, entrepreneurship, role modelling, all the 

right potentials needed for societal development and nation-building. 

 

Women Empowerment and Sustainable National Development: Lessons from 

Efuru  

Women empowerment, as viewed in this study, means the participation of women in 

policy and decision-making process at both the domestic and public levels. Drawing 

insights from Nwapa’s Efuru, the study canvasses for increased participation and 

contributions of women at these levels to facilitate sustainable development in 

Nigeria. Sustainable development, as defined by Brundtland Commission (1987), is the 

development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

the future generations to meet their own needs. Boyi (2013), citing Munasinghe, views 

sustainable national development as a process of improving the range of opportunities 

that will enable individual humans and communities to achieve their aspirations and 

full potentials over a sustained period of time while maintaining the resilience of 

economic, social and environmental systems. Sustainable development stresses the 

setting of a path for the future generations, and the building of the required human 

capacity to enable the individual to carry out his/ her expected responsibilities 

without restrictions. This entails that both the male and the female, the rich and the 

poor, the black and the white should have equal opportunities to participate on a 

broad basis in development and decision making. As regards the building and 

utilization of the capacity of the female members of the society for sustainable national 

development, many societies have continually denied themselves in this area. They 

have largely left latent and under-utilized the huge resources inherent in their 

womenfolk, thus undermining and under-developing themselves. This paper, 

therefore, advocates for the empowerment of women in this regard. The distinguished 

roles played by the prominent female characters in Nwapa’s Efuru serve as pointers 

and rationales for the empowerment of women for sustainable national development 

in Nigeria. 

  

In the Igbo community, where Efuru is set, it is revealed that social, economic, cultural 

and religious activities are set in motion by women. In the marriage institution, for 

example, the women’s roles are so diverse that the only role left for the men is to take 

the bride price to his prospective in-laws. In the case of Efuru, in her first marriage, 
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she even provides her own bride-price, in order to support Adizua, her husband. After 

that, Ossai, Efuru’s mother-in-law, takes over. She receives the bride, takes care of her, 

and guides her first paths in her new home. She organizes Efuru’s bath (circumcision). 

For Mojola (1988), women are the specialists playing the combined roles of doctor and 

midwife in Efuru. As revealed, Ajanupu takes charge of the birth of Efuru’s only child, 

single handedly. She also sees to it that Nkonyedi is delivered of her baby, safely.   

 

It is mainly the women who engage in trade in Efuru’s community. When Gilbert 

(Eneberi) is courting Efuru and he asks her to visit him on an Nkwo day, she pointedly 

remarks: “You talk as if you are a stranger in our town. How can a woman visit 

anybody on Nkwo day?” (p. 116). At his insistence that Efuru can come after the 

market, she retorts:  

“…No woman in our town has time for any other thing except to buy and sell on 

Nkwo day. After the market, she goes to collect her debts. Nkwo is not a day to 

make social call, it is a day of business” (p.116).  

In Efuru’s first marriage, she is the one who manages the family business, as the 

narrator informs us that Adizua is not good at trading. This is not entirely peculiar to 

Adizua, as the narrator, in some other place in the text, observes that even when the 

men do well in trade it is usually the wives who are behind their successes. It is Efuru, 

for instance, who advises Gilbert to invest in a canoe in order to make more money by 

hiring it out, rather than build a house of his own. Her suggestion soon yields fruits 

and another canoe is bought within a short time and their business continually grows 

in that way. Before long, the building of their new house has commences.   

 

It is the women who sustain positive values and traditions in the family and society. 

They tell folk stories to the children; instruct and discipline them – all in order to build 

their character and sustain values. Women also provide the social support needed by 

any member of the community in cases of ill-health, child-birth, circumcision, or other 

eventualities such as robbery attacks, deaths, where support and fellow-feeling is 

usually needed. In this regards, Ezeigbo (1998) argues as follows: 

Nwapa exposes the influential roles of women in a communal setting; the way 

they grapple with personal dilemmas and problems of communal living. Each 

person’s individuality is subsumed in the lives of others and an individual’s 

problem becomes an issue that interests the whole community (p.58). 

 

Some of the values propagated by the women in Efuru are sometimes based on 

superstition and their traditional beliefs about God, yet those values are important for 
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sustainable (community) development. Refer to Ajanupu’s admonishments to Ogea 

about sweeping at night, as discussed earlier. The value of cooking the evening meals 

early enough before it gets too late, and doing the right things at the right time is what 

some of the superstitions are generally geared to inculcate. An example is the belief 

that “one sweeps out wealth when one sweeps at night”. From the strictly religious 

angle, Uhamiri is the lake goddess on whose kindness the villagers ultimately rely. 

Efuru is believed to be the human parallel of this supernatural figure. Like the goddess, 

she has no child, but she is blessed with wealth by the goddess.  

 

One is compelled to agree with Ezeigbo (1998) that Nwapa’s primary aim in Efuru is 

“the restoration of the dignity of the African woman and the appreciation of her true 

nature, her role, and her contribution to her society – which were played down or 

neglected in the works of the male writers” (p.58). The male characters in Efuru, in 

contrast to the female characters, are depicted as weak, irrational, selfish and 

irresponsible. Adizua, for example, has no worthwhile reason to forget his beautiful 

wife, his precious child, his loving mother, and other comforts of his home for the arms 

of a worthless woman? Adizua could easily have made open the relationship and, as 

Efuru has revealed, she would have given her support, since theirs is a polygamous 

society. In the same way, had Gilbert been more open to Efuru, Efuru would have 

advised him to marry the mother of his first son, traditionally, rather than marrying 

another woman, Nkoyeni, at the time he did. The major male characters in the text, 

Adizua and Gilbert, are totally confused, without focus, and lacking in character.  

 

As revealed in Efuru, women’s traditional roles as workers, wives, mothers, and 

traditional educators naturally place them as very influential members of their society. 

Additionally, women are naturally empathetic, patient, and resilient, and thus have the 

capacity to persevere, while trying to find solutions to a problem. Following from this, 

it is advocated that Nigeria and other African countries should build on the natural 

capacities of women and empower the women for a greater and more sustainable 

development of Nigeria and the African continent. The women themselves must be 

aware of their potentials and must not shy away from making positive changes in their 

environment.  

 

Conclusion 

Nwapa in Efuru challenges the myth of the strong man, as most patriarchal cultures 

and literary works would have us believe. Women, too, have their spheres of influence 

and can cope in dire circumstances. In this regard, Mojola (1988) remarks that the 
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most interesting view about the Igbo traditional woman communicated to the reader 

of Nwapa’s text is that “the ascendancy of the Igbo man in traditional life over the Igbo 

woman is only an illusion; in reality, she is independent of him” (p. 32) 

  

Being women or men does not refer too much to biological nature; it is more of a social 

construct. This means that being women and men in society depends on our feelings, 

our minds, and our beliefs and values, and all these are shaped by the type of 

education and training – formal and informal, familial and social, and, to a great extent, 

religious – that we receive (Tietcheu, 2005). The emerging complexities of the world 

today, including religious intolerance, leadership issues, the single-parent 

phenomenon, the cybernetic information explosion, economic recession, wars, and 

epidemics challenge the myth of the strong man. Hence, the capacities of women as 

well as those of men should be harnessed in finding solutions to these global issues.  

 

Further on this, Tietcheu asserts as follows 

We shall never overcome the challenges of our society today if we continue to 

view leadership as a single thing, if we do not address and approach it 

collectively, which means mobilizing all the living forces of the community. 

Applying that to the relationship of women and men will mean recognizing 

women and men both as leaders in their different capacities in society—

building a social system where the leadership, including economic, political, 

religious and spiritual, is no longer the affair of men only. (pp. 123-124) 

In the same vein, Ukoko (2013) points out that: 

“When the world continues to witness armed conflicts, man-made famine, 

tragedies, forced migration and monumental abomination against our 

humanity then, we should know that it is time for women to stand in the gap”. 

This study has thus attempted to reveal some of the actions of the characters in 

Nwapa’s Efuru that are of significance in the advocacy of women empowerment, 

especially in Nigeria. 

 

Women empowerment and gender equality should be promoted in today’s world. All 

is affected when women are subjugated in society, even the men too are affected in the 

consequences. Men are the children of women, and children receive most of their early 

training from their mothers. So when girls/women are prevented from actualizing 

themselves, gaining sound education and contributing their quota in society, that 

society suffers. The boy who may later become the president, minister, governor, or a 

very influential policy maker cannot give what he does not have. Furthermore, it has 
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been observed that men admire and respect women who wield power – be it economic 

or political. This fact dismantles the confusing and misleading notion that successful 

women are abhorred and constitute a threat to the society and especially to their 

husbands and associates. 

 

Recommendations 
Girls and women, in domestic and official quarters, should be empowered. That is, they 
should be trained, supported and encouraged to contribute positively to the 
development of their family, society and nation. Empowering women is a requirement 
for the sustainable development of any society or nation. In the same vein, it enhances 
the self-confidence, self-worth, self-reliance, self-esteem, and, ultimately, the capacity 
of the women, and, by extension, those of the men, who are the children of women. 
Some specific recommendations here include: 

1. Parents should not shy away from giving their girl-children, together with their 

boy-children, the necessary training they need, both at home and in formal 

schools. 

2. Heads of governments, the public and private sectors should bestow more 

confidence on the female folk by appointing them wherever they are deemed 

worthy or qualified, in terms of capacity.  

3. There should be extensive and intensive public enlightenment campaigns on 

the advantages of women empowerment, positive gender balancing and 

mainstreaming and the disadvantages of gender imbalance.  

4. Teachers, curriculum designers, and literary authors in Nigeria should ensure 

gender neutral or gender-balanced texts and instructions to avoid discouraging 

the girls. Also, literary texts which expose the issue of women empowerment 

should be recommended in schools. Examples are: Efuru, Idu, and One is 

Enough, respectively, by Flora Nwapa; Say You’re one of Them by Uwen Akpan; 

and Mammy-Water in Igbo Culture by Sabine Jell-Balsen, among many others.  

5. The girls themselves should sit up to the reality that they have quite a lot to 

contribute to society and nation for sustainable development.  
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