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FOREWORD

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o

Many dramatic narratives about women and men in Africa tend to look at each as a uniform gender. Women, on the whole, are seen as victims of tradition, which, because of its roots in patriarchy, is often evoked by men as a justification for whatever they demand from women. Thus, more often than not, it is women who are expected to conform to time-hallowed customs, even when these have been emptied of their content. Tradition is often associated with rural culture, and it is contrasted with modern culture, which in turn is linked to urban and Western cultures. In such schema, tradition and modernity are in eternal opposition, and progress is seen as a leap forward from tradition to modernity. There is nothing in between, no selective borrowing and rejection; tradition and modernity are two polarities, always at war. In Tell It to Women, Osonye Tess Onwueme goes beyond the surface of the two polarities to examine their manifest realities in postcolonial Africa.

She looks at postcolonial Africa from the viewpoint of the rural women, those who till the land, those who have “the power to make and unmake the land,” as Yemoja, one of the central characters, puts it. In so doing, Onwueme is able to examine the many burdens the African woman has to bear, particularly the burdens associated with traditionalism and class domination. Traditionalism is not the same thing as tradition. Traditionalism is a way of appealing to rules and customs—even when they have been drained of their meaning and content by time and changed circumstances—simply because this is the way things have always been done. At the center of traditionalism and colonialism, even postcolonialism, is a system of patriarchy that privileges men. But where in precolonial society there were checks and balances ensuring that gender roles did not translate into the economic and political impoverishment of women, in the colonial and postcolonial eras the burdens of race, class and external influences and control compound those of gender. In the colonial and postcolonial eras middle-class women may very well share some aspects of gender oppression with peasant women. But as members of the dominant social stratum they share all its prejudices and attitudes, including negative attitudes toward rural culture, where the majority of women reside. For, by and large, this dominant social stratum is urban based and Western educated; it is the basis of the government and the bureaucracy of the new states.

Ruth, a feminist scholar, and Daisy, a government official, belong to that stratum. They espouse the noble aim of bringing about better life for rural women. This aim is applauded by the rural women, who initially accept the leadership of Ruth and Daisy. For they too want to improve their lot. They want to share in the benefits of modern science and technology. But it becomes obvious in the course of the action that Ruth’s and Daisy’s ideas about progress and development are very different from those of the rural women. For Ruth and Daisy, progress is directly related to their notion of a Western-based, global sisterhood and to their needs as middle-class African women. They clearly equate their middle-class problems with those of women as a whole. Their own narrow class needs become the needs of the entirety of women. By starting from the universality of global sisterhood—and, in fact, remaining there—their understanding of rural women becomes a matter of slogans and abstractions about gender rights and equality. Their middle-class prejudices make them despise the reality of rural women living in their midst. Rural culture represents the past which they want to put behind them. From their perspective, rural culture is little more than a reserve of cheap labor and endless source of maids, the most oppressed sector of the hewers of wood and carriers of water.

But what emerges from the drama is the capacity of rural women to organize themselves and express their own needs. They have a balanced attitude toward patriarchy and traditions. They know the weaknesses and the strengths. They do not want to break with their history as if it has nothing to offer. They want to add to it: they want to borrow the best from modern science and technology while discarding what is anti-women in their own traditions. They want creative changes, not wanton destruction. As Tolue puts it, what they are looking for in the notion of the better life is to add “the wisdom of the new people to our own . . . new things to our life . . . not taking away the good things we already have. . . .” They want cooperation between men and women and not perpetual warfare. But women must be equal partners in defining the common agenda and, more importantly, women have to define their place in it. They want to be actors in the economic, political and social drama shaping their lives. In this they have to rely first and foremost on their own organized strengths. Thus the journey of the women from the village to the capital for the launching of the “Better Life for Rural Women” program becomes not only an outward journey—during which the middle-class pretensions of the postcolonial middle class are exposed as merely neocolonial—but also an inward journey toward rediscovering their selves, their strengths and their capacities. They realize that they are the ones who produce what the cities consume. Their dance in the last movement includes the unveiling of various products from Idu: yams, cassava, beautiful hand-woven cloths and other things that women have made. Their experience in the city and their new self-knowledge are summed up by Yemoja as she addresses Sherifat, Daisy’s mother-in-law: “You know it is a dangerous jungle out here. We have seen and felt it together. We have a home. We have a place. Let us return to Idu where we know the texture of the land.” In realizing that they, the rural women, are indeed “the women,” and that they are the sea and land, they reject the leadership of those with a different class agenda. They now see and accept the necessity and the wisdom of generating their own leadership with a continuity that stretches all the way from the 72-year-old Adaku to 10-year-old Bose. One of the most moving scenes in the dramatic narrative is Yemoja’s and Sherifat’s transformation of Bose into the new masquerade and the symbol of the new yam. She is the future, marrying the positive aspects of tradition with the positive aspects of urban experience.

There are many other questions raised in this drama, including the value of abstract theorizing versus concrete reality and the issue of lesbian relationships. Tell It to Women is the first dramatic text from Africa to break the literary silence on issues of homosexuality. What is negative about Ruth and Daisy is not so much their lesbian liaison but rather their ideological class position. They do not see anything creative in national initiatives from rural culture; their visions for the women do not go beyond imitations and parroting of Western theories. In rejecting the rural women, Ruth and Daisy reject the unity of the sea and earth which is the basis of all life. Thus their activities and visions are life-negative rather than life-positive, the very opposite of the activities and visions of the rural women.

In all her work, Onwueme has shown daring in her exploration of ideas, even when they lead to subjects and themes which may seem taboo. She has a way of using images to express very crucial ideas. For example, in Legacies—where Ikenga is split into two halves—she explores important pan-African themes and sums up the historical tragedy of the first major division of Africa into continental and diasporan entities. Wholeness will come when the two halves come together.

Tell It to Women raises to a new level the daring and the intellectual range of her work. But there is also an unmistakable continuity. One of the most important links to her earlier writing is her continued exploration of the empowerment of African women. Here, as in The Reign of Wazobia, she raises questions of organization and political power. Only through organization and the consequent seizure and control of a measure of political power can any social group begin to dictate the uses to which that power is put. Rights are not given. They are asserted and defended, and this is necessarily a question of power. In this sense, Onwueme is eminently a political dramatist, for power affects every other aspect of a society. She explores these themes with a dazzling array of images and proverbs. Her drama and theater are a feast of music, dance, mime, proverbs, and story-telling. With Tell It to Women, Onwueme consolidates her position among the leading dramatists from Africa.
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SETTINGS

From Idu Kingdom to the city.

CAST OF CHARACTERS


	Daisy:	 	40 years old. A Western-educated woman, Director of Women’s Affairs in Government.

	Ruth:	 	41 years old. A feminist scholar, closely attached to Daisy.

	Okei:	 	45 years old. Daisy’s husband, Secretary to Government.

	Yemoja:	 	34 years old. Semi-literate rural woman and devotee of Onokwu/Yemoja, Goddess of the Sea. She is Koko’s wife and has been elected by the Umuada, the daughters of the land of Idu, to represent the village at the launching in the city of the “Better Life for Rural Women” program.

	Koko:	 	42 years old. Semi-literate rural man, Yemoja’s husband.

	Ajie:	 	74 years old. A farmer, Yemoja’s father-in-law.

	Ajaka:	 	63 years old. A rural woman, Yemoja’s mother-in-law.

	Sherifat:	 	61 years old. Daisy’s rural mother-in-law and Okei’s mother.

	Tolue:	 	60 years old. Yemoja’s rural mother.

	Adaku:	 	72 years old. She is Omu (female king of Idu) and the Ada or oldest among the Umuada, daughters of the clan.

	Bose:	 	10 years old. Precocious daughter of Daisy and Okei.

	Okeke:	 	75 years old. Yemoja’s rural uncle.

	Her Excellency:	 	40 years old. Wife of the president.
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MOVEMENT ONE

Fatal Attraction—The Village Belle in Love with the Beautiful Monster

Stage is half-open; it is twilight, rather hazy, and nothing is distinct except for the voices of several women in the background, chanting or repeating after some other voices.

VOICES:

The launching comes up soon. The word for now is BETTER LIFE FOR RURAL WOMEN!

OTHER VOICES: (Repeating.)

Beta Laif for lulal women!

VOICES:

Again?

OTHER VOICES: (Repeating.)

Beta Laif for lulal women!

(The mood changes as the women break into a chant of “Yemoja! Yemoja! Yemoja!” We see female figures organizing themselves around a space that resembles the crossroads in a marketplace. At the center is the figure of a young woman who apparently is the subject of the chant, for the women have encircled her, drumming and chanting “Yemoja! Yemoja! Yemoja! Dance. Life is a dance. Dance, daughter, dance! Dance! Dance! Life is a dance!” They bounce her from one person to another, chanting “Dance, daughter, dance! Life is a dance! Dance, daughter, dance! This is your chance!” YEMOJA is bashful but soon warms up. The entire scene is filled with figures of women drumming, dancing and chanting.)

YEMOJA:

I know life is a dance

I know I must dance

I know I must move with the dance

I know I’m the new masquerade

I know it is my chance

Let me do my dance

Let me move with the dance

I know life is a dance

I know it is a chance

Let me do my dance

Let me take my chance.

(She arrives at center stage and begins to dance frenetically, with all the women, old and young, chanting “Yemoja! Yemoja!” as they disperse into the oncoming night Suddenly, light floods the stage, which is forced open.)

(Light reveals YEMOJA alone as she wakes in a corner of DAISY’s parlor. She starts and gropes with her hands, as if in search of her hearings. It is clear that she is disturbed, confused, and she darts her head from side to side to capture the voices around her. She rises slowly from the sleeping mat on the floor. Her mind is heavy as she searches for the women in her sleep, wondering where the women have gone. The firm tap of high-heeled shoes can be heard crossing the marble floor toward her little space by the corner of the living room, where DAISY has assigned her to sleep since her arrival in the city. Her only possession here is a raffia mat which she spreads on the floor of this room lavishly decorated with all kinds of artifacts imported from overseas. YEMOJA jumps up and begins dusting the chairs when DAISY enters. DAISY’s eyes, hooded by artificially elongated lashes, emit such sparks of anger that YEMOJA trembles. DAISY’s presence is so overwhelming that it is only after her initial blaze of words has burnt YEMOJA’s fledgling pride and self-esteem that she notices RUTH standing behind DAISY and nodding to the “dressing-down” that DAISY is giving her. This dressing-down has become a ritual, for these elite women must ensure that the village woman understands her place in the scheme of things. Silence as DAISY and RUTH confront YEMOJA.)

DAISY: (Facing YEMOJA threateningly.)

Yes, Her Excellency from Idu village! Still sleeping? Ahn? Sleeping! (YEMOJA is silent.) Well, go on and sleep and never stop! Woe to you if you do! (YEMOJA turns.) Look at the clock . . . that is, if you have any eyes. Tell me, what time is it? (Silence.) What does the time say? (YEMOJA is still silent but shifts backward to avoid DAISY’s menacing advancement.) I’m talking to you! Tell me what the time says! (YEMOJA is not only silent now, but increasingly nervous.) You cannot tell what time says just as you cannot read the clock! You are not only dumb, you are blind as well! (DAISY advances to slap YEMOJA, but RUTH’s hand is already in place to arrest her.)

RUTH:

No, Daisy, don’t! These villagers are evil. Don’t let them push you to the limit. You gotta be careful when driving on a road with animals crossing. . . .

DAISY:

I hear you, darling. I’m sorry. . . . (Pause.) Just that these idiots who also call themselves women drive you crazy. But we gonna deal with them! (DAISY turns to YEMOJA.) Hey, QUEEN OF IDU! You know where you are? (Silence.) This is THE CITY! CITY! Not the cave you call home in the village! Understand? (YEMOJA nervously nods in agreement.) You do not know where you are, but I’m gonna tell you! That I offered to bring you to the city is no license for any reckless use of freedom. Understand? (YEMOJA nervously nods in agreement.) I’ve been watching you since you arrived here and I just can’t wait anymore. . . . I can’t wait to tell it. (Pause.) If you people think we make it by lying around here, you got to be kidding! City ain’t like that. City’s got its own rhythm. Understand? And you got a tail. There ain’t no room for no monkey business here. The city ain’t need no tail from rats like you ’cos your kind of tail too ugly and short to fit into the long body of this city. So get your dead butt off the ground or, better still, cut it off! No one is keeping any harems here. You don’t run a corporation on some big butts but on some big bucks! Hard buck and bread! Understand? And that means the code here is hard work! Hard Work! Take it or leave it! Wait in that same spot and the limousines will soon be right on your doorstep to bring you the Better Life! Ugh! Better Life for Rural Women! We’ll wait and see! You louse!!! (DAISY throws her key at YEMOJA. YEMOJA ducks to avoid losing her eyes. YEMOJA is now panting. She tries to open her mouth to say something, stutters, then says nothing. Before she can make any further attempt, DAISY shuts her up with the thunder in her voice.) I don’t want to hear a word . . . not even one word from you. You think we’re in contest or dialogue? Hey, her ladyship! There is no room for dialogue between us! (Silence.) Turn around and come over here! (YEMOJA does not move.) Come over here!

YEMOJA: (Trying hard to hold hack her tears.)

Hmm . . .

RUTH: (Breaking in.)

Hmn . . . what do you mean! Is she your rank? Don’t you know this woman standing before you here has a Ph.D.? And you better answer her ‘YES, MADAM’!

YEMOJA: (Cynically.)

Yes, Medem! . . . Sorry, Medem! (YEMOJA staggers and sulks out of the scene.)

DAISY: (Taking out her handkerchief.)

You see now? See the thing you’re trying to save? You should have let me give her that dirty slap so she’ll wake up from her deep slumber. See her insolence? It’s all happening right in front of you. I’ve been telling you this since we brought her here. These people are just so crude, so senseless, and so irresponsible that the best thing to do is just not to bother with them. It’s best to leave them as they are in their darkness. You’ll break your arm trying to show them the light. And I ain’t got no patience to smell their shit. You gotta know it: rural maids are nothing but stubborn pigs full of shit! . . . Excuse my language but that is what they are, these rural maids. . . .

RUTH: (Correcting.)

Rural women. . . .

DAISY:

Maids or women! Whatever they are . . . makes no difference. They are pigs . . . stubborn pigs. That is what they are. All their wealth is poverty . . . PO-VER-TY . . . breeding children whose legs can be measured against those of mosquitoes. And they’re so backward that even if the hand of that clock was turned back a century, they wouldn’t know the difference. Why? Because they’re so fixed in their ignorance. I don’t know why scholars like you spend all your energy theorizing and preoccupying your lives with trying to better the lives of these deadwoods. What on earth would improve the lives of these people who are so fixed in the past? Don’t you realize that for them the present died in the past?

RUTH: (Chuckling.)

And not to talk of the future. . . .

DAISY:

I am really serious! These people are doomed! Can you imagine that this thing here is the best of them?

RUTH:

Well . . . maybe she needs time to adjust. . . .

DAISY:

I ain’t giving no monkey no time to adjust its tail. I ain’t giving no one time to adjust to idiocy! (DAISY calls YEMOJA. YEMOJA enters and awkwardly tries to steady herself.) Now hear this. You may be their “Queen” in that village. You might be the most high in the blind eyes of the Umuada, daughters of the clan. But know this here and now. You are NOTHING! Nothing . . . not even good enough to be a messenger in my office. We do have some serious code of conduct and order and how things should be done here. And we don’t depend on “nothings” to achieve our goals. You better get your eyes open. And if you doubt who the boss is here, just stay there slouching! It won’t be too long before you know who the real boss is. (RUTH pulls DAISY aside to whisper something into her ear.)

RUTH: (At the door.)

Easy, babe. It’s no use trying so hard to humanize these deadwoods. Easy. I must take care of some important business. See you soon. (DAISY opens the door for RUTH to exit)

YEMOJA: (Aside.)

Ogwugwu, God of Iron, will smelt your lips for your injustices to me!

DAISY: (Returning.)

Ehn? What did you say?

YEMOJA:

No-thing . . . nothing . . .

DAISY:

Then better hold your stinking breath!

YEMOJA: (Stammering.)

B . . . but . . .

DAISY: (Interrupting immediately.)

Hold it! I’m not asking your opinion on this or any matter! And make no mistake about it! You came here for orientation, education, and remember no one forced you into this. The point was clear from the beginning. You agreed to serve . . . to work for a living. So prepare to take up the mantle of leadership. Prepare to herd your crowd in the village. . . .

YEMOJA: (Exploding.)

But! But . . .

DAISY: (Cutting in.)

And I haven’t finished with you . . . yet! (Tense silence. DAISY quickly steps into the next room to bring out a list of rules and regulations, which she soon begins to read out to YEMOJA. While she’s out of sight, YEMOJA curses and fumes.)

YEMOJA:

Onokwu, my totem River Goddess, will pour dirty water in your belly! You think you have found a cow. You will see! I’m going to show you pepper. . . .

DAISY: (Returning.)

Were you talking to me?

YEMOJA:

No! No! How can . . . ? Not at all!

DAISY:

You dare not! (Silence as DAISY studies YEMOJA’s countenance and the sudden change that is taking place.) Hmm . . . better watch yourself here. (Pause.) From now on, you must know your place in this household. We are not . . . cannot be equal in any way in this house! No way! Got it? (Silence.) So know your limits. Your rights freeze once you come near my refrigerator. Your duty is to cook, not steal the meals. And “I” will dish out the food for you and everyone else in this household. Note that you eat after me and my family. (YEMOJA is silent, but protest is fast shaping up on her lips.) Under no circumstance must you dig anything, spoon or fork or finger, into my pot of soup. Understand?

YEMOJA: (Sarcastically.)

Yes Ma’am . . . (It is becoming more and more obvious that YEMOJA’s protest is gathering force as her confidence returns to her.)

DAISY:

By three o’clock in the morning, you are up. You start each day by ironing my daughter’s clothes, mine and my husband’s! Clear?

YEMOJA:

Yes Ma’ . . .

DAISY:

Clean the house. Prepare the breakfast. Set the table for me and my family. Under no circumstance must breakfast be late in my house.

YEMOJA:

Yes Ma’ . . .

DAISY:

Wash your hands clean! Always . . . always. . . . Do you hear the emphasis? CLEAN ALWAYS!

YEMOJA: (Studying her hands.)

Yes . . . but . . .

DAISY: (Cutting her off.)

And don’t you go touching my food with those fingers of yours with which you go digging into your nose. . . .

YEMOJA:

Ma’ . . . but . . .

DAISY:

And make no mistake straying into my bedroom, or that of my husband, for that matter! I do not share anything with you, least of all a husband! So, don’t ever . . . ever encroach on my space!

YEMOJA: (Exploding.)

Now, how am I to clean it up if I can’t get into . . .

DAISY:

Just stop there! Only with my permission!

YEMOJA:

Hmmm . . . (Footsteps are heard. RUTH is at the door.)

RUTH:

And under her supervision too! (RUTH walks straight to the refrigerator in the kitchen, pulls out a bottle of wine, pours out some for herself and some for DAISY. Then she returns to the parlor. They start drinking.) Note her words! (Between sips of wine.) You people from the village must learn a lesson or two about privacy and respect for human and individual rights!

DAISY:

This is not a communal house. . . .

RUTH:

It’s the product of some hard-earned Dollar and Naira. You hear that?

YEMOJA:

Hmmm . . .

DAISY:

Control your steps. This is neither your village slum nor your mother’s. . . .

YEMOJA:

My . . . my . . . mother . . .? (Before YEMOJA can pronounce the next word, DAISY has turned her back, pulling RUTH’s hand after her as they walk with all their majestic arrogance upstairs, slamming the door after them. YEMOJA is now alone, battling between flashes of this deadly reality and the glamour of the beginning. Hot tears begin to roll down her face. She begins to dust the chairs.) OH! So this is it! The city and all the shining lights . . . I . . . we saw from a distance? Whoever told me that it was going to come to this? (Pause.) And these women? These women? Tossing me about like a piece of rag? (She returns to her sleeping mat and seats herself slowly on it. Pauses as she studies the scene around her. She searches and soon fixes her eyes on the plaque that was presented to her in the village by these same urban women. YEMOJA picks up the plaque, her hands trembling as she studies it. She turns it around and around as she reads the inscription aloud.) “First steps to woman’s freedom.” (She sighs. And then she explodes, tears freely flooding her face.) So this is it! This is it . . . my bondage in freedom? (Pause.) With this, they bonded me? How would I know? How am I to know that women are not the same? How am I to tell the difference? (Silence as she stares at the plaque.) How would I know that when I accepted this, I was also accepting a new kind of chain? How is one to tell that there is so much beneath these gold-plated words and their worm-filled souls? They will answer to my totem Goddess, Onokwu. They will . . . the women will tell it to the River Goddess! (Silence again as YEMOJA’s eyes survey this new world.) So here I am! This is the bait! For this I turned away from my mother and father! For this I turned my back on husband and children? For this I sold all so that my name too will be written in gold, like this? Where am I to go now? If I return to my father, he will have no place for me. I’m already cursed. And I turned my back on all else to be here. And now this is what my life has turned into: another slavery. Slavery . . . slavery . . . another slavery. If I am not trapped in a husband’s chain or father’s chain, I’m trapped in another woman’s chain. Where is the way? Where is the way? Where is the fre . . . free . . . freedom that these women talk about? Where is the freeeeeedom . . .?

(Light snaps. Blackout.)
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MOVEMENT TWO

A Dream Retold

YEMOJA sobs until she falls into a deep sleep and begins to dream. In her dream, she is back in Idu. It’s the first ritual in preparation for the celebration of the new yam festival in Idu at the beginning of the moon cycle. Festive atmosphere, gathering of women. For the most part, traditional dances of maidens, wives, and daughters of the clan all converge. There is definitely an air of excitement as drum sounds blend with the heavy feet of women of all ages dancing and denting the earth with the new energy of a new dance step. The dances go on for a while, but from time to time, one can hear discordant notes of protest from men gathering in the near distance. It is the droning voice of the men of Idu, denouncing this unusual gathering that is empowering the women and threatening the age-old stability of “the traditional family setup,” as the men would say. The backdrop screen reflects this scene of protest, which is in sharp contrast to the apparently harmonious spirit of women gathered for this all-important occasion when urban and rural women meet. Soon the music quiets down. The women begin to take their seats according to their age and status in the community. One young woman in the crowd looks different: you cannot tell whether she is urban or rural. She is YEMOJA, currently a fervent devotee of Onokwu, Goddess of the Sea and of Child Wealth. Onokwu is also called Yemoja. YEMOJA, the young woman, was once a student at a teacher training college but has fallen by the wayside as tuition fees increased and her parents had to choose which child to keep in school, YEMOJA or her younger brother. The choice was obviously her brother, since he was a male and YEMOJA was already old enough for marriage. YEMOJA has been resigned to her fate until now, but she has been hopeful that her own children would never have to face similar circumstances. YEMOJA married a court clerk, who had little to do in the village except read and write letters for people. This day, however, offers so much for YEMOJA. Today RUTH and DAISY, two modern, educated women, will arrive to speak to the assembled crowd; their appearance has a very special meaning for YEMOJA. The presence of these ultra-modern women will soon set off a replay of memories and emotions, as she recalls what she hoped to be and never became. YEMOJA sees RUTH and DAISY as images of herself outside her own immediate world. As the lights reveal, YEMOJA has a sour look about her that distinguishes her from the other village women who never had any formal education. Light moves away from YEMOJA to rest on two very talkative elderly women, SHERIFAT and ADAKU. ADAKU in particular has a truly ancient look about her. SHERIFAT chews away at her Kolanut, after throwing a few pieces onto Ani, the Earth Goddess, chanting incantations and imploring the goddess to sustain, nurture and open up their vision in Idu. SHERIFAT then shares the remaining pieces of Kolanut with ADAKU next to her. ADAKU takes a bite of her own piece of Kolanut and tucks the remaining piece into the upper corner of her right ear. She has Uli tattoos on her face and her arms, giving away her age as somewhere in her early seventies. But she still looks fairly strong and well coordinated for her age. SHERIFAT wears some kind of blouse, but the straps of her oversized handmade brassiere are so high up that the brassiere is way above her blouse and is the most prominent feature about her, besides her chattering away with old ADAKU. The other women who can be identified in the crowd are YEMOJA’s mother, TOLUE, and other rural women who have never traveled out of Idu. There is a look of excitement on their faces as they sit, drums still throbbing in the background. ADAKU and SHERIFAT are obviously the center of focus for some time.

ADAKU: (TO SHERIFAT.)

I knew it would happen some day. But I didn’t know it would happen in my life.

SHERIFAT:

Hmm, our mother. The gods are kind to us. I know they will smile on us. How can our gods and ancestors close their ears to our pleas for better days?

ADAKU:

Before our very eyes, they have taken our own sons to go and fight out there in eh . . . eh . . . what do they call it now?

YEMOJA: (Within earshot, supplies the answer.)

India and Burma, Mother.

ADAKU AND SHERIFAT: (Excitedly.)

Ehn! My daughter.

ADAKU:

You see? Our daughters raised from this very soil supplying answers to our questions? God be praised!!

SHERIFAT:

That is why my heart foams like new palm wine on a hot afternoon, because of what we are experiencing this very day.

ADAKU:

I knew it would happen! Our daughters will one day speak for us. Our people say that “your mouthpiece is your child.” That is why we have children: that our children will be greater than we are. That is always our prayer . . .

SHERIFAT: (Interrupting.)

But the female child is more valuable. That I can defend anytime. Look at me now in my old age. It’s my daughters who know that I need fish, crayfish, firewood, and soap for me to wash my clothes now. My rattling bones compete with the pestle. . . .

ADAKU:

Are you telling me? “Nwanyi-bu-ife.” The female child is truly something of treasure. Look at me now! Five male children! They throw plenty of money at me, as if money will answer my call. When I was younger I was filled with pride that I had so many sons. And of course, I had a special place in my husband’s heart because I gave him the yam seeds for his lineage. You all here commonly call me “Obi Diee”—the one who knows the heart of her husband. Where is all that now? He gave me a special place among his other wives who had so many daughters. That is why you people with daughters don’t know what your god has done for you. “Aku-aza-oku”: wealth cannot answer the rich man’s call no matter how much of it he has. That is why we value children more than anything else in our own world here. But our world is no longer what it used to be. Enu ofuu—New world . . . Oyibo rules our world: they have ruined our world. Modern ways come with this thing—money, money, money.

SHERIFAT:

And our people are now running after it like . . .

ADAKU:

Hmm! Is it that one you are saying? Our sons who go out there no longer remember us. They come back from far away speaking in tongues we cannot understand. Some of them even come back with white women as wives. You remember Dede’s son who came back with this white woman . . . eh . . . what do they call that place now . . . eh . . . eh . . .

SHERIFAT: (Helping.)

“Fa-lan-si!”

ADAKU:

Ehn! Falansi! The woman was so skinny; just bones. And when she visited us here in the village, you couldn’t tell whether it was some stick cracking or her feet like those of a kite. I tell you, in spite of her youth (at least so our son said) her bones rattled so much, even my own sounded like child’s play. And you would have thought those were sounds from rattle beads! (The women laugh.)

SHERIFAT: (Helping.)

And the worst thing is that she was speaking so much from her nose like some ghost from beyond. We all kept wondering what could have broken her nose inside! Even when some of our people who have mastered the white man’s language spoke to her, she kept saying . . . ehm . . . ehm . . . (ADAKU nudges YEMOJA on the shoulder.)

ADAKU:

My daughter, what was it that white-bone Dede’s son brought home used to say?

YEMOJA:

“Que-ce-que-se?”

ADAKU: (Repeating.)

Ehn! “Kasi-kasi.” (More laughter from the women.) They say she spoke “Felenchi.” Imagine a woman our son imports from the white man’s country when our home is full of Assia . . . the best of the best fish? The woman was just illiterate like me. She didn’t know “Twi” and she couldn’t speak Ingrisi, just like me. Can’t even write her name! Hmm, my children? Next moon, it will really shine!

SHERIFAT:

My sisters, power starts with the pen. Is it not because our daughters can write their names that they now ride in long cars?

TOLUE:

When Oyibo tells them come here they all go there. Wonders shall never cease! I never heard of Oyibo who could not speak English until Dede’s son brought that bone home.

ADAKU:

So how come that Oyibo woman could not speak “Ingrisi”? Where was she when her men were learning? And come to think of it, I have never seen a white man that could not speak Oyibo.

SHERIFAT:

That woman is not the only one. I have heard of so many others. Where were the white women when their men were answering the school bell? (Demonstrating.) And she was such a sight with that wrapper tied around her waist as she hopped about like a frog! (They all laugh.)

ADAKU:

And what made me laugh more was that she really wanted to impress us by dressing like us.

SHERIFAT:

There is nobody I blame but our sons who have betrayed us to the white man. . . .

ADAKU: (Pointing in the opposite direction.)

Ahn! The moment has come. Our daughters are here! (Everyone turns in this new direction. Two ultra-modern women walk majestically toward the crowd. They move with great confidence. They wear enough lipstick to paint a room. Their clothes look very expensive. There is no doubt at all that these women exude comfort, authority, power and control. The two male guards leading them to the gathering bow and hand over some files to each of them. Even though the rest of the people do not hear what the women are saying, it is obvious the men are taking instructions as they salute the women in military fashion. The crowd has been watching the entrance of these women with extreme admiration, and the moment these women receive the salute from the men, the crowd is ignited and rises as one, clapping and ululating with drum accompaniment. This euphoria empowers ADAKU’s feet, and she lifts one after the other and then moves to a point that could be called the center of the circle. All the women turn their seats around so that everyone has a good view of her and is part of the circle. There are two special executive seats on the platform, and one of the younger women runs across to bring them forward for the special visitors. Everyone is now seated. ADAKU takes up her position at the center as the “Ada” of the clan. The Ada is a very important position of power, authority and respect among men and women. As the oldest daughter of the clan, she is “first among equals,” the Umuada or the daughters of the clan. The Umuada are very powerful; they wield so much influence in the community that sons and other men of Idu can never rival or disrespect them. Umuada are, in fact, in command and control of the world, as well as the arrangements for this day. The other group of women who sit together, distinct from Umuada, are wives of the clan. You can tell from their manner that the women who are daughters of the clan exhibit much more confidence, authority and power than the women who are wives of the clan. A younger woman among the Umuada brings to the center a keg of palm wine and some Kolanuts. This is part of the ritual of the gathering of women, perhaps reflecting their role as earth mothers. ADAKU,
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