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Abstract 
This study examines the tenor of gender metaphors in 

Ola Rotimi’s ‘Our Husband Has Gone Mad Again’ and 

Mungo Beti’s ‘Mission to Kala’ with a view to 

comparing how genders are portrayed by means of 

metaphoric expressions in two African nations of 

different colonial experiences. The heterogeneous 

nature of African cultures serves as a basis for the 

reader-based interpretation of gender representations 

involving an Anglophone African play-text and a 

Francophone African prose. The work assumes the 

narrative of gender value expression as a culturally 

conditioned attitude that could, however, be influenced 

through access to wider knowledge in cognizance of 

culture as a dynamic phenomenon. The notion of 

Womanism proposed by Kolawole (1998) and cited in 

Aliyu (2015), as a variant of the Afro-centric theories of 

Feminism that emphasises the significance of culture on 

gender issues is adopted as theoretical framework. 

Findings reveal striking diversity in both similar and 

dissimilar inter-gender and intra-gender practices 

representing the values assigned to males and females 

in the settings compared. The study, therefore, posits 

that relevant insights could be gained for improving 

mutual gender appreciation and positive 

interrelationships devoid of gender-based derogatory 

adjectives or related forms of discrimination, based on 
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the knowledge of different cultures and practices that 

are reflected in literary texts across cultures. 

 

 

Introduction  

Gender, as a concept, refers to a natural distinction of being male or female. Both the 

male and female genders are equal by birth and humanity cannot, in reality, be 

sustained in the absence of any of them. However, while scholars hold the opinion of 

gender as being a non- biological description created by society for the purpose of 

stereotype, the right biological concept which is sex that constitutes the main 

distinction has, in reality, always witnessed restricted usage.  The concept of gender 

occupies a position of high significance as far as the society and consequently 

literature, among other subjects of human interest, is concerned. The discourse covers 

a wide range of topics and is central to every aspect of arts, social sciences and other 

branches of knowledge, having been discovered as forming parts and parcel of 

existence. Every society, for instance, is populated by the male and female genders, 

which makes their forms of values and interrelationships germane to the literary arts 

and artefacts as mirrors of human existence. 

Over the ages, however, some kind of imbalance have not just been noted, but 

established as having been institutionalised against the female gender on the basis of 

physiological or emotional nature and upon which women have been restricted to 

certain traditional roles to mention just a few. For example, Salamatu (2009) cited 

Hassan (1992), who describes women in the traditional Nigerian societies as “having 

low status, objects of relaxation of men, caretaker of the house.” This is not to say that 

all is well with the men counterparts, as far as opportunities and gender relationships 

are concerned. 

Despite their remarkable contributions to nation building like the males, such 

discriminations and inequalities which the females experience permeate all corners of 

the globe as could be sensed in the general preference for the male child that has 

assumed the norm in most countries across the world, whether developed or 

developing. While some extreme cases also include the vogue in certain societies 

where the female child is highly detested, the patriarchal order of families in most 

nations has served as an underpinning factor to the view of women as subordinates, as 

against their ordained position as partners with the menfolk. Aremu (2016) views 

gender imbalance as a global problem, while also describing African society as “a 

cultural milieu in which women are subjugated, dominated and treated as second class 

citizens”. 
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However, women have not left anything to chance in challenging this lopsided 

treatment as   revealed in the various literary movements through ages and global 

affirmative actions including the declarations at the Fourth World Conference on 

Women of 1995 held in Beijing, China with the objectives of ensuring equal value and 

opportunities with the male counterpart in all spheres of life. Women have evolved 

movements and literary theories such as Feminism and its various brands as well as 

related notions like Womanism, Stiwanism and Motherism, among others, which are 

aimed at addressing gender based issues, particularly as affect the woman in the 

scheme of things. 

The need to enrich gender discourse, therefore explains the basis for this study which 

focuses on how girls and women in particular are portrayed in the selected literary 

texts in comparison with how boys or men are represented, as a reflection of subsisting 

cultures. The analysis of gender metaphors as literary techniques across the two 

national boundaries with different colonial experiences, from the perspective of an 

Anglophonic African play-text and a Francophone African prose is, essentially, aimed 

at making the study more robust.  

 

Gender and Literature 

Gender has always been a subject of great scholarly interest, right from the point of its 

definition. In the opinion of Goodman (1996) as stated in Aremu (2016), gender is 

described as referring to ways of seeing and representing people and situations based 

on sex difference, while sex is a biological category, such as male and female. The 

issue of gender has assumed a revolutionary dimension, going by the equal rights 

approach of the gender activists of certain persuasions, while another extreme is also 

occupied by the moderate movements and activists who are championing the course 

of the female gender in particular, including the quest for equal opportunities.  

The contributions of literature to the sustenance of human societies cannot be 

overemphasised, as it not only mirrors but reforms human interactions through its 

various genres. To study literature is to read texts, to practice “Close reading”, so as 

to discover an aesthetic unity from linguistic organization (Dominguez et al, 2015). In 

the words of Hadi (2009), “Literature helps to bring about awareness to the mind of 

the citizenry which in turn leads to sanity in such a nation.” Olatunji (2009) also claims 

that “Playwrights express a strong sensitivity to the ills of the societies in which they 

live through their works which are mostly people-centred.”  

Available as tools for literary writers and critics for conveying their gifted ideas and 

styles, therefore, are numerous literary devices like satire, imagery, pun, simile, 

personification, paradox, alliteration, assonance, rhyme, innuendo and host of others, 

including metaphor, which forms the focus of this comparative analysis. Longman 

Active Study Dictionary (2010) defines metaphor as “a way of describing something 
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by referring to it as something else.” While this serves the purpose of this study, it is 

important to recognise that there are several perspectives to the representation of 

metaphors that even extend over various spheres of both the animate and inanimate 

entities.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

This study on gender metaphors will adopt an Afro-centric variant of Feminism, 

particularly Womanism as proposed by Kolawole (1998) as cited in Aliyu (2015), as 

its framework. The choice is based on its recognition of the significance of culture in 

general with regard to the interpretation of gender issues. The approach is also family-

centred with primary focus on the African woman, while the male gender is not left 

out of the picture. The version is one of the Afro-centric notions derived from Alice 

Walker’s Womanism theory of 1983 that has been criticised for not representing 

African cultures.  

Feminism is recorded as the foremost gender-related theory that emerged in Europe 

and America through the left-wing white women in their clamour for equal right with 

the menfolk. It started as a movement and theory for addressing the problem of the 

white woman with impressive foot-print on the literary landscape. The mainstream 

feminism holds the opinion that every man and woman must be treated as equal, but 

its approach became hostile towards masculinity, especially patriarchy, along the line. 

Western feminism also began to breed unhealthy marital space, while it tended 

towards radicalism as well as other queer involvements like lesbianism, gayism and 

homo-sexualism that are considered as abominable acts in Africa. The shortcomings 

of Western feminism in failing to recognise the gender positions of non-Western 

women encouraged the introduction of the Womanist theory of Alice Baker in 1983.  

Womanism, generally, takes the position that the woman should not be discriminated 

against on the basis of her biological difference, while both the man and the woman 

should be accorded equal value and respect. The theory abhors radicalism and 

separatism but recognises family relationship in which the man and woman would live 

together within the marital space with mutual love and respect. Alice Walker (1983), 

cited in Kolmar and Bartkowski (2005) describes the woman as “always referring to 

outrageous, audacious, courageous or wilful behaviour.” This view serves as the lead 

for Afro-centric feminist notions which address the gender-related experiences of not 

just the woman within the African space but also, to a reasonable extent, the man. 

Womanism, from all intents and purposes, seeks to attain gender balance within 

cultural boundaries. 

The history of feminism has shown Western feminism as being concerned mainly with 

the gender-related problems of the white woman, with little or no consideration for the 

plights of women of other races, particularly the African woman whom they generally 
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perceive as docile and voiceless, among other adjectives. However, the common 

grounds for all the Afro-centric schools of thought as Aliyu (2013) asserts, as cited in 

Aliyu (2015), include “the notion that inherent in the various African cultures are 

structures and systems that permit the oppression of the woman and the idea that these 

need to be challenged to bring about the needed liberation”.   

 

Synopsis and Analysis of Ola Rotimi’s Our Husband Has Gone Mad Again 

This comic play has its plot around a retired military Major addressed as Major 

Rahman Taslim Lajoka-Brown, son of a late wealthy cocoa farmer, who selfishly 

delves into politics for the sake of position as a step to embezzle public funds, which 

is the order of the day in postcolonial Nigeria. Major makes an adventure into 

polygyny as an acclaimed adherent of the Islamic religion that he hardly practices nor 

understands. Another reason for the second wife is to corner the votes of the market 

women associations, since Sikira is the daughter of their powerful president. 

Metaphors in Female Inter-Gender Oppression: 

Major has little or no regards for women whom he underestimates in general. He 

marginalises his two Nigerian wives as their home is being run on a master- servant 

relationship. Imagine the level of relationship from the question asked by Sikira : 

SIKIRA:  Has my lord finished eating? (p.3). 

Surprisingly, Major ignores the respectful question by refusing to respond. He also 

enjoys passing down orders to his women like the manner he displays while 

introducing his friend, Okwonkwo; 

LEJOKA-BROWN:  H-e-e-n, just returned from…[hiccups] from England. Are you 

              there…? So take good care of him whenever he comes here. 

              SIKIRA and MAMA RASHIDA:  We will, my lord. (p.6). 

Major exhibits no love or respect for his women and sometimes uses demeaning 

metaphors in referring to them as in the following example; 

SIKIRA:  [Teasingly polite]. Sorry sah. (curtseys and exits). 

              LEJOKA-BROWN:  [Indicating Sikira]. I married that Problem only four 

months 

              ago.                                   

              OKWONKWO:  Without telling Liza either! 

              LEJOKA-BROWN:  Her marriage is for emergency, in order that….(p.10). 

Metaphors in Assigning Low Value to Uneducated Women: 

The emphasis on the “P” of the word “Problem” in the text cited above also alludes to 

the low value that Major places on his women and which is buttressed in the following 

discourse  involving Major and his friend Okwonkwo; 

             OKWONKWO:  Enough, Major look – your wife is laughing at you! 

             LEJOKA-BROWN:  Hep…a woman…hep…an ordinary…hep… woman! 
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             What does she know…hep…about army…hep…exercise?  

In one of her discussions with Mama Rashida, Sikira has observed that she is not loved: 

             MAMA RASHIDA:  Unless you have no shame, you ought to care! 

SIKIRA:  Shame! My spit! [Spits]. In this house? Ha! A slave, that’s what I am. 

             Did he marry me because he loves me, or because of his crazy politics?.... 

Metaphors in Female Intra-Gender Intimidations:  

Major’s preparations towards the election and his countenance portrays him as one of 

the ideological misfits who dominate the nation’s political space with the sole aim to 

plunder resources, while also lacking in self-control.  

The arrival of Liza brings to the fore the issue of negative intra-gender metaphors 

among the women. Let’s consider the response of Sikira to Mustafa’s question 

concerning Liza: 

           MUSTAFA:  …What time is the young lady arriving? 

           SIKIRA:  Young lady – ha! The witch is old enough to be to be my 

grandmother! 

The contact between Sikira and Liza further amplifies the intra-gender problems as 

they exchange abusive adjectives in the presence of Mama Rashida: 

            LIZA:  Someone ought to have told you my dear girl, that it isn’t proper 

            for a housemaid to go peeping into the bedroom of her master at night 

            or at any other…. 

            SIKIRA:  Housemaid! Did you hear that grasshopper? I told you she would 

            come and kick everybody round and round…. 

            MAMA RASHIDA:  Patience, you, patience, I say…. 

            SIKIRA:  Let go, Mama Rashida that fool wants her feathers plucked! 

            MAMA RASHIDA:  Calm down! 

            SIKIRA:  I would rather die than let that cockroach kick me around! (p.24).  

The quarrel continues until Mama Rashida threatens to hit Sikira; 

            MAMA RASHIDA:  [pinioning SIKIRA’S arms behind her]. Now you…calm 

            that hot temper right now, or I’ll hit you!  

            SIKIRA:  Didn’t you hear what that antelope called me? (p.24). 

As an Anglophone literature, Our Husband Has Gone Mad Again serves as a suitable 

work for comparison with other foreign texts concerning the theme of gender 

metaphors. The sudden arrival of Major’s foreign wife takes a dramatic turn on his 

domestic problems as well as his political ambition as the women he has been 

disrespecting prepare the ground for his catastrophe, both marital and political. A 

drama plays out when Liza returns from the Bar beach wearing a bikini when political 

activities are at their peak with all eyes on the key players, Major orders her into her 

room to avoid being seen by news reporters around at the period. Major screams, 

loosing self-restriction: 
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            LEJOKA-BROWN:  Go! You cheap, street woman! (p.64).  

Major Lejoka-Brown’s frustrations resulting from the actions of the women eventually 

culminate in the destruction of his political ambition, while his two Nigerian wives 

who have become enlightened also abandon Major at the most critical period. He 

openly admits the power of women at the end. 

Not less than four languages feature in the English play by Ola Rotimi in which both 

Pidgin English, Yoruba and Arabic are also commonly employed to achieve some 

literary effects. As an Anglophone literature, Our Husband Has Gone Mad Again 

serves as a suitable work for comparison with other Nigerian and foreign texts 

concerning the theme of gender metaphors. 

Synopsis and Analysis of Mungo Beti’s Mission to Kala 

The story centres around Jean-Marie Medza who, having failed his examination at 

College managed to return with heavy laden heart to his village in the Southern 

Cameroon, only to be chosen for a mission to another far away village, Kala to retrieve 

Niam’s wife that suddenly abandons her husband. 

Metaphors in Assigning High Value to the Female Gender: 

The use of metaphors in portraying different genders and even inter-gender usage 

abounds in The Mission to Kala being analysed. The female gender, for instance, is 

rarely presented in vulgar language in the work that mirrors the people’s custom, even 

when they have done something bad. For instance, when Jean-Marie Medza arrives 

the home of his uncle in Kala, he narrates that; 

           A young, extremely presentable girl served us with a light supper… 

           I asked Zambo if she was his sister or some relative? He burst out laughing, 

           then told me with shrugging indifference, that she was his mistress (p.29). 

The fact that an unmarried girl staying with her boy-friend, is still described as 

‘’presentable’’ and is also called his ‘’mistress’’, shows some modesty to the female 

gender in this African community. At a party, one of Zambo’s friends known as 

Duckfoot Johnny, while informing Medza about girls in the Kala, also says;   

           ….see all these pretty girls dancing? They all belong to our tribe, worst luck. 

           Sometimes I wish I belonged to another tribe, just so I could come over, and 

           screw ‘em all (p.38). 

The girls are referred to as ‘‘pretty’’ which shows the value that the culture attaches 

to the female gender. For instance, despite the fact that Medza has slept with his 

girlfriend, Edima, he still speaks affectionate words about her, like ‘’she was a 

wonderful girl’’ (p.98). Even when alluding to having slept with her, he compares with 

any other girl that; 

          “She needs to be an angel, like Edima, or a saint to keep your affections.” (p.98). 

This also compares with what Medza says about the Endongolo’s sister. As he 

describes her; 
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          The sister appeared, she had charming manners, but was distinctly plain (p.105). 

At yet another party, Medza narrates that ‘’the actual cooking had been done by the 

boy’s sweethearts who came from other neighbouring tribes.’’ 

Metaphors in Male Intra-Gender Intimidation: 

The culture of portraying the female gender in good light is maintained throughout the 

text, such that even when Niam’s wife, Helen whom Medza has come to retrieve back 

to his village suddenly surfaces with her lover, Medza utters no foul language 

concerning the cheating woman, but rather states that the lover ‘’was a stupid, gaping 

clod of a peasant, and as ugly as sin…’’ (p.147). 

The metaphors employed in Mission to Kala for reflecting the male are, rather, 

unsavoury as the male gender is mostly involved in employing negative intra-gender 

adjectives. Beginning with all the friends of Zambo who are called by derogatory 

names which reflect their individual appearance, such as ‘’Duckfoot Johnny’’, because 

of his flat feet, ‘’Big Mouth’’, as the name suggests, and ‘’Boneless Wonder’’, who 

appears thin and frail. The older men suffer the greater effects as we can see when the 

father of the run-away wife that Medza has come to retrieve from Kala is described by 

Zambo as ‘’the dirty swine.’’ (p.43). 

The village Chief who has just married a seventh wife in Kala is variously referred to 

by other males as ‘’an old bastard’’ (p.131), and ‘’an old pig’’ (p.132), respectively. 

Zambo also describes him as ‘’an old goat.’’ (p.155), while the author stresses, that: 

          The chief would wrap himself round the girl and hold her tightly against him 

          for a considerable time, like the stupid vulgarian that he was. (p.132). 

Zambo himself is not spared as his cousin, Medza at one point at the Chief’s house 

refers to him as ‘’an indefatigable ghost.’’ (p.77). 

It should also be mentioned that even Medza does not portray his own father positively 

by stating that his father ‘’was like a bloody policeman – no worse; a private dictator, 

a domestic tyrant….’’ (p.164).The fact that women are generally presented in positive 

metaphors in this Mango Beti’s text notwithstanding, the women also take part in 

intimidating the men as we notice in Aunt Amou outburst over Niam whom she claims 

‘’was a coward.” As if that is not enough, she raises an alarm shouting;  

           Men! Stupid, pretentious, conceited beasts- (p.7). 

Medza finally returns to his village after Niam’s wife has expressed her wish to return 

to her husband. Jean-Marie Medza, however, finds himself unable to adapt, any longer, 

to the ways of life of his own people and therefore has to re-locate.  

 

Findings 

Having interrogated the trajectory of gender metaphors as reflected in the select texts, 

it has been found that both similarities and dissimilarities exist in the ways the female 

and the male genders are portrayed in the different societies from where the two works 
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originate. The tendency to oppress the uneducated woman, both by the husband and 

the society at large is amplified in the play by Ola Rotimi in which both the husband 

and other elderly males are referred to as “my lord” by the uneducated woman, while 

the case is different with the liberated woman as exemplified by Liza in the text. While 

the men love, value and respect one another, the women abuse themselves using 

animal metaphors like “antelope”, insects like “cockroach” or one can even refer to 

another as “witch.”  

The reverse is the case in the Francophone novel by Mungo Beti in which the females 

are portrayed with fondly or romantic metaphors by the males such as “sweetheart”, 

“angel”, “charming manners”, “dear” and “saint” among others, as a mark of value. 

However, the text also reveals intra-gender problem within the same society, whereby 

the males engage in using foul adjectives for inter-personal references to despise one 

another. Such negative metaphors include; “old goat”, “Big Mouth” , “coward”, 

“wretched man”, “domestic tyrant”, “Duckfoot Johnny”, “Boneless Wonder”, “stupid 

vulgarian” and a host of others.  

The comparison, therefore, reveals a marked difference in the value which the different 

societies place on the woman as well as varying inter-gender relationships. For 

instance, while Sikira abandons her husband in Ola Rotimi’s play-text without raising 

any eye-brow, the departure of Niam’s wife, Helen, from Jean-Marie Medza’s village 

instantly becomes the concern of the entire clan, which initiates the choice of Medza 

for the mission to retrieve the woman back from Kala.     

 

Conclusion 

This paper has compared how gender metaphors are represented in an Anglophone 

play-text, Our Husband Has Gone Mad Again by Ola Rotimi with a Francophone 

prose, Mission to Kala by Mungo Beti. The findings indicate that the female gender is 

generally more valued and respected in the Francophone societies, while the 

uneducated woman in the Anglophone societies are being oppressed by the male as 

shown in the inter-gender disrespect as reflected in the texts.  However, there exists 

the intra-gender problem of men vilifying one another by use of negative metaphors 

in Francophone communities, whereas the men in Anglophone cultures value and 

dignify one another. This order is also reversed in the intra-gender trajectory of 

negative metaphors that was established among the women in the Anglophone society 

reflected in the text. This study of gender metaphors has been able to shed necessary 

light on both inter-gender and intra-gender values, oppression and intimidation across 

different cultures as portrayed in the literatures compared, with findings that are 

capable of addressing unwarranted gender discrimination as well as fostering positive 

interrelationships among human beings, whether of same or different gender.   
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