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WOMEN AND PATRIARCHY: A TRAUMATIC ANALYSIS OF
NAWAL EL SAADAWI’S GOD DIES BY THE NILE AND
CHIMAMANDA ADICHIE’'S PURPLE HIBISCUS

YAFOUZA AMADOU Abdoul Salam (1) and LABO BOUCHE Abdou (2)*
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Abstract

The contact between Africans and the Westerners has impacted some African
traditions. They have been impacted, with mainly religion and non impacted customs,
oppress, restrict and reduce women to a lower position. As literature is about what is
going on in a society and or the reflection of the socio-cultural and political values of a
given society. From this definition, we can acknowledge that any writer portrays the
socio-cultural values of his or her community. For that matter, Nawal El Saadawi and
Chimamanda Adichie depict the socio-cultural values of their communities, especially
women tough living conditions. In both novels, the two writers bring out the traumatic
living conditions of Egyptian and Nigerian women through their protagonists Zakeya
and Beatrice. However, the focus of the current inquiry is to x-ray and analyze the
effects of trauma on the protagonists of the novels under study through the oppression
they undergo. Therefore, the trauma theory will be applied to the novels under study.
In God Dies By the Nile, Zakeya suffers a lot in the hand of the Mayor and Beatrice In
Purple Hibiscus in the hand of Eugene Achike (Papa). The sufferings cause them
trauma, which lead them finally to kill in order to be free. The current research will be
a qualitative one. The data collected, show that both female protagonists suffer a lot
from violence and injustice in the hand of men, which cause them trauma. The effects
of trauma push Beatrice to poison her husband in Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus and Zakeya
in GodDies by the Nile to smash the head of the mayor with a hoe.

Key words: injustice, literature, religion, suffering, trauma.

Résumé

le contact des africains avec 'Occident a impacté certaines coutumes africaines. Les
traditions impactées, plus précisément la religion, et non-impactées, oppriment,
restreignent et placent les femmes sur une position tres basse. Comme la littérature est
tout ce qui se passe dans une société et ou la réflexion des valeurs sociopolitiques et
culturelles d’'une communauté donnée. Partant de cette définition de la littérature,

nous pouvons déduire que, tout écrivain, décrit les valeurs sociopolitiques et
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culturelles de son environnement. Dans cette méme ligne, Nawal El Saadawi et
Chimamanda Adichie décrivent les valeurs socio-politico et culturelles en mettant
I’accent sur les conditions dures de vie de femmes Nigérianes et Egyptiennes. Dans les
deux romans, les deux écrivaines présentent les conditions de vie traumatiques des
femmes Nigérianes et Egyptiennes au détriment de leurs caracteres principaux, Zakeya
et Beatrice. Cependant, I'objectif de la présente étude est de ressortir et d’analyser les
effets de traumatisme chez les personnages principaux de deux romans a travers les
opprimassions qu’elles subissent. Par conséquent, la théorie de traumatisme sera
appliquée sur les deux romans en étude. Dans le roman, God Dies by the Nile,Zakeya
souffre beaucoup dans les mains de Mayor et Beatrice dans les mains de son mari
Eugene Achike dans Purple Hibiscus. Les souffrances les causent du traumatisme, chose
qui les a poussés finalement a tuer pour se libérer. La présente recherche sera une
étude qualitative. Les données collectées, montrent que les personnages principaux
souffrent beaucoup de violence et d’injustice dans les mains des hommes, chose qui
leur cause du traumatisme. Les effets du traumatisme poussent Beatrice a empoisonner

son mari Eugene et Zakeya percute la téte de Mayor avec une houe.

Mots clés : injustice, littérature, souffrance, traumatisme, religion.

INTRODUCTION

Any writer depicts the realities of his or her community. Literature is such microscope
used to x-ray the ills of a given society. Nawal El Saadawi and Chimamanda Adichie
Ngozie bring out the ills of their communities, mainly the tough traumatic
circumstances that women live in respectively God Dies by the Nile and Purple Hibiscus.
The current research is a traumatic analysis of the two literary works. In order to
subjugate women, men mostly use violence in its various forms. By doing so, those
forms of violence considered as traumatic events, for, perpetrated in a high degree of
violence, cause trauma and its effects affect their mind and push them to act in an
unexpected way. The smashing of the Mayor in God Dies by the Nile and the poisoning

of Eugene in Purple Hibiscus are the results of trauma caused by them.

1. Research methodology

The current research is a qualitative one. For that matter, Natasha Mack et al, asserts
about method that, “It provides information about the ‘human’ side of an issue — that
is, the often contradictory behaviors, beliefs, opinions, emotions, and relationships of
individuals” (M. Natasha, et al, 2005, p1). They continue arguing that, “ it also helps us
in x-raying all the aspects of any given community, “Qualitative methods are also
effective in identifying intangible factors, such as social norms, socioeconomic status,
gender roles, ethnicity, and religion, whose role in the research issue may not be

readily apparent... qualitative research can help us to interpret and better understand

9
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the complex reality of a given situation” (M. Natasha, et al, 2005, p2). As literature is
about what is going on in a society, the reflection of a community in all its aspects; at
this point Ugwu Chinyere and Eze Val H.U. opine that, “The aim of qualitative
research is to gain a comprehensive understanding of social phenomena in their
natural environments. It relies on the direct experiences of people as meaning-making
agents in their daily lives and focuses on the why rather than what of social
phenomena” (U. Chinyere and Eze Val H.U, 2023, P20). This method allowed us to
highlight and critically analyze the socio-politico-cultural and as well as economical
realities of Egypt and Nigeria, more specifically the tough living conditions of women
as Ugwu and Eze assert: “to better understand ideas, opinions or experiences,
qualitative research involves gathering and analyzing non-numerical data (such as text,
video, or audio) (ibid)”. We have brought out and analyzed within the two novels the
tough experiences that cause trauma to the two protagonists and conduct them into

killing the oppressors.

2. Theorefical framework

As mentioned above, this study is a traumatic analysis of Nawal El Saadawi’s God Dies
by the Nile and Chimamanda Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus. Therefore, trauma theory has
been used while conducting this research. Mandal Dipak K. and Sukhdev S. define

trauma in the following terms:

Trauma could be defined as a” psychic wound” caused by undesired events
through someone’s unpleasant thoughts, words, and actions. This
unacceptable memory is stored in our consciousness layers, carrying a volatile
quality. It splits the self and separates mental processes resulting in
functioning independently. It sometimes leads to disorders such as split
personality. When people get dissociate, they get disconnected from their
environment. It can happen during the event or later when reminded of the
trauma. That is why dissociation goes hand in hand with post-traumatic stress
disorder (M. Dipak K. and Sukhdev. S, 2022, p10256)

In the above quotation, Dipak shows that trauma is caused through physical or mental
violence. The beating that Beatrice and her children in Purple Hibiscus receive from
Eugene, her husband leads her to finally poisons him and Zakeya in God Dies by the
Nile all her troubles caused by the Mayor, pushes her to kill him by smashing the
head with a hoe. Respectively the Mayor and Eugene traumatize both Zakeya and
Beatrice. Heidarizadeh Negin opines that”...past trauma and traumatic memories
affect the mind of the characters” (H. Negin, 2015, p789). Moreover, Bloom Sandra L.
adds that, “It is how the individual’s mind and body reacts in its own unique way to

the traumatic experience” (B. Sandra . L, 1999, p2). Both main characters have reacted
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to the different forms of traumatic events they face. Zakeya smashes the Mayor’s head

and Beatrice poisons Eugene.

3. Trauma and its effects in God Dies by the Nile

Nawal El Saadawi is an Egyptian female writer. All her writings bring out the socio-
politico-economic and cultural realities of her country. She is a feminist writer who
strongly advocates for women’s betterment living conditions. That is why, in all her
works, she uses female protagonists. Through her novels, we learn that Egypt is a
highly patriarchal society where women are molested, their rights restricted, reduced
to lower position and considered as sexual object. For that matter, Nawal El Saadawi
denounces patriarchy in her writings and incites women to take action so that to be

free and have their rights not only as women but as human beings.

In God Dies by the Nile, she x-rays the tough living conditions of Egyptian women
through Zakeya her protagonist. Her sufferings in the hands of her husband and
majorly in the hands of the mayor cause her trauma. Zakeya is married to a man who
unjustly beats her because she gives birth to daughters; but if she is giving birth to
male children, nobody will hit her. When a boy dies naturally his mother will receives
beatings as said in the following quote: “Every time a son of hers died he would strike
out at her blindly, and beat her up with anything he could lay his hands on. And the
same thing would happen whenever she gave birth to a daughter”. (Saadawi, God Dies
by the Nile 76) Her sufferings in the hands of her husband will condition her action in
the future. In the hands of the mayor, Zakeya suffers a lot. The poor economic
conditions that the people of Kafr village live, the capitalism system that exploits them
exaggeratedly through the Mayor’s attitudes to fulfill his needs and the social issues
that mainly the protagonist faces. Zakeya has only one child, Galal, her brother
Kafrawi and his two daughters, Nefissa and Zeinab. All of them find themselves in
tough problems thanks to the mayor who unjustly uses them to satisfy his needs and
protects his evil attitudes. They represent a lot for Zakeya since they are her only
family, her source of happiness. But the Mayor via his lustful, exploitative and unjust
attitudes ruins Zakeya’s happiness by sexually taking advantage of Zeinab and
Nefissa, accusing unjustly Kafrawi and being responsible for taking away Galal from

Zakeya and enrolls him in the army.

To the time when her spouse Abdel Moneim would beat her with his stick,
then climb on her and bear down on her chest with all his weight. To the time
when she bore him children and bled, then buried them one after the other
with the dead. To the time when Galal put on his army uniform and never
came back, and the time when Nefissa ran away, and the children’s chorus

rang out as they sang ‘Nefissa and Elwau.” To the time when the car came to
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the village carrying the gentlemen from town and the dog, then took Kafrawi
with them and left. (80)

The above quotation brings out the social situation that faces Zakeya, mainly her
family. Those circumstances affect her and cause her trauma. Those traumatic events

will push her to act violently so that to be free psychologically.

Once back home after four years on the field, Galal is accused by the Mayor for
stealing a bundle of coins as in the following, ““your son Galal is a big thief, Zakeya. He
stole this from the Mayor’s house, said Sheikh Zahran, holding out the small bundle.
‘Look!” he added, opening it. ‘It’s full of silver coins.” (Saadawi, God Dies by the Nile
127). Moreover,

Since the day they had taken Galal away and Zeinab had gone after him,
Zakeya continued to sit on the dusty ground of the entrance to her house
without moving or saying a thing. Her eyes stared into the night with a
terrible anger like the anger of some wild beast being hunted down. In her
mind something was happening very slowly, something like thinking, like a
tiny point of light appearing in a dark sky. At moments it would be there and
at others it disappeared. She groped in her mind for this tiny star in the
infinite night like someone searching for the tip of the thread in a tangled reel
of cotton, but it always managed to escape her. (Saadawi, God Dies by the
Nilel32).

The above quotation highlights when trauma begins to cover Zakeya. After the
departure of Galal and Zeinab, the traumatic effects start appearing to Zakeya. She
begins thinking about her situation, because now her entire family is taken away due
to the complicity of the mayor to protect his evil acts towards Zakeye’s family. Now
everything is clear for her. she knows that the Mayor is the cause of her solitude,
misery and unhappiness. Those situations keep her haunted as in the following, “Her
wail went back and back to such times and others she could not forget like a lament
which has no end, and sees no end to all the pain in life. It seemed to be as long as the
length of her life, as long as the long hours of her days and nights” (Saadawi, God Dies
by the Nile 80). That is why she decides to kill the Mayor as in the following:

The Mayor saw her come towards him. ‘One of the peasant women who work
on my farm,” he thought. When he came close, he saw her arm rise high up in
the air holding the hoe. He did not feel the hoe land on his head and crush it at
one blow. For a moment before, he had looked into her eyes, just once. And
from that moment he was destined never to see, or feel, or know anything
more (Saadawi, God Dies by the Nile 134)

12



Environnement et Dynamique des Sociétés (EDS) N° 010, Juin 2024

The critical circumstances that Zakeya’s family lives conditioned her action at the end
of the novel. The unjust exploitation whether economic or sexual one, the misery of
life, the beating from her husband, the unjust accusations of her son Galal and her
brother Kafrawi, the departure of Nefissa and Zeinab, her brother’s daughters, all
those tough situations caused only by the Mayor, affect Zakeya psychologically which
finally cause her trauma and justify her act by the end of the novel by smashing the
head of the Mayor with a hoe.

4. Trauma and its effects in Purple Hibiscus

Purple Hibiscus is one of the famous novels written by Chimamanda Adichie, a
Nigerian female writer. She exposes the socio-political issues of the post independent
Nigeria. She sheds lights on the postcolonial living conditions of Nigerians, by
accentuating on women through the family of Eugene. The physical beating and
torture that Eugene’s family receives from him, condition his being poisoned by his
own wife Beatrice supported by their biological children. Indeed, the novel is mainly
about the domestic violence that a product of colonialism subjugates his family under.
Eugene starts throwing figurines at his son when his daughter is around “... that when
Papa threw the missal at Jaja, it was not just the figurines that came tumbling down, it
was everything. I was only now realizing it, only just letting myself think it”. (Purple
Hibiscus 14)

He unbuckled his belt slowly. It was a heavy belt made of layers of brown
leather with a sedate leather-covered buckle. It landed on Jaja first, across his
shoulder. Then Mama raised her hands as it landed on her upper arm, which
was covered by the puffy sequined sleeve of her church blouse. I put the bowl
down just as the belt landed on my back.... Papa was like a Fulani nomad —
although he did not have their spare, tall body—as he swung his belt at
Mama, Jaja, and me, muttering that the devil would not win. (Purple Hibiscus
73)

In the above quotation, it is clear that Eugene molest his family physically. He tortures
his family which may cause them trauma that would justify his poisoning by own wife
supported by his children. The torture continues when he puts Kambili in a bathroom
and sheds boiled water on her feet, “I watched the water leave the kettle, flowing
almost in slow motion in an arc to my feet. The pain of contact was so pure, so
scalding; I felt nothing for a second. And then I screamed. “That is what you do to
yourself when you walk into sin. You burn your feet,” he said”. (Purple Hibiscus138) He
punishes his family always by claiming that they commit sin and therefore should be

purified. Whereas beating and shedding boiled water on someone are not ways to
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purify someone’s sin. Any time he tortures his children, his wife Beatrice is around and

doesn’t really like it as stated below:

I did not realize that Mama had come into the bathroom. Tears were running
down her face. Her nose was running, too, and I wondered if she would wipe
it before it got to her mouth, before she would have to taste it. She mixed salt
with cold water and gently plastered the gritty mixture onto my feet. She
helped me out of the tub, made to carry me on her back to my room, but I
shook my head. She was too small. We might both fall. Mama did not speak
until we were in my room. “You should take Panadol,” she said. (Purple
Hibiscus 138)

Amaka’s eyes still bored into me.”It was Uncle Eugene who did that to you, okwia?”
she asked.I let go of the railings, suddenly needing to ease myself. Nobody hadasked,
not even the doctor at the hospital or Father Benedict. I did not know what Papa had
told them or if he had even told them anything. “Did Aunty Ifeoma tell you?” I
asked.”No, but I guessed so.”“Yes. It was him,” I said, and then headed for the toilet. I

did not turn to see Amaka’s reaction. (Purple Hibiscus 153-154). Moreover,

“You were in hospital? What happened?” Aunty Ifeoma asked quietly. Mama

looked around the room. She stared at the wall clock for a while, the one with
the broken second hand, before she turned to me. “You know that small table
where we keep the family Bible, nne? Your father broke it on my belly.” She
sounded as if she were talking about someone else, as if the table were not
made of sturdy wood. “My blood finished on that floor even before he took
me to St. Agnes. My doctor said there was nothing he could do to save it.”
Mama shook her head slowly. A thin line of tears crawled down her cheeks as
though it had been a struggle for them to get out of her eyes.”To save it?”
Aunty Ifeoma whispered. “What do you mean?””I was six weeks
gone.””Ekwuzina! Don’t say that again!” Aunty Ifeoma’s eyes widened.”It is
true. Eugene did not know, I had not yet told him, but it is true.”(Purple
Hibiscus 173-174)

In the above quotations, it is clear that Eugene perpetrates tortures to his wife and
children. He severely beats Kambili, his daughter till she loses consciousness, because
she brings the figurine of Papa Nkwa in the house. Then he beats his wife Beatrice till
she miscarries a six weeks pregnancy when he breaks on her belly. Those daily tortures
that she and her children undergo in the hands of her husband cause them trauma. The
effects of trauma affect Beatrice and push her to resist the torture and act by poisoning

Eugene her husband.
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“They did an autopsy,” she said. “They have found the poison in your
father’s body... “I started putting the poison in histea before I came to
Nsukka. Sisi got it for me; her uncle is a powerful witchdoctor.”For a long,
silent moment I could think of nothing. My mind was blank, I was blank.
Then I thought of taking sips of Papa’s tea, love sips, the scalding liquid that
burned his love onto my tongue.... Somebody at St. Agnes Hospital had
contacted them, and they had a copy of the autopsy report with them. Jaja did
not wait for their questions; he told them he had used rat poison, that he put it
in Papa’s tea. They allowed him to change his shirt before they took him
away. (Purple Hibiscus 201-202)

The beating and torture that her children and herself undergo with Eugene blank her
mind and decides to poison him. In the above quotation, it is clear that Beatrice
experiences traumatic events that affect her and finally condition her act. By the end,
Jaja understands the act of his mother and supports her, for he is also affected by the
effects of trauma. His father Eugene beats his mother and his sister in his presence.
Those daily cruel situations that his mother, his sister and himself live affect him and
declare himself as guilty of poisoning his own father just to cover his mother from

being jailed.

Conclusion
Through the trauma theory applied to both novels, the data show that the main

characters, Zakeya and Beatrice, undergo different forms of traumatic events. Zakeya is
psychologically traumatized and become mentally unstable. She wonders why her
family faces all those problems. She keeps asking herself what happens to Galal her
son, her brother Kafrawi, her nieces Zainab and Nefisa. Finally, she has got the
answers after a deep thinking. She comes up with the reason that the Mayor is the only
responsible for all her family’s troubles. Highly affected by the trauma effects, she does
not even realize that she takes a hoe and finally smashes the Mayor’s head with it. As
far as Beatrice is concerned, her children and herself undergo physical mistreatments
and even torture from her husband Eugene. This physical violence caused Beatrice to
have miscarriages and Kambili to be hospitalized. He goes too far in mistreating his
children when he puts Kambili in the bathroom and shacks boiled water on her feet.
All those daily traumatic mistreatments affect Beatrice’s mind and decides to poison
him. Both Nawal El Saadawi and Chimamanda Adichie want to show that if violence is
over perpetrated, women sometimes are compelled to free themselves from any form
of violence by using all means. They are drawing people’s attention that violence is not
men’s exclusivity or distinctiveness. The qualities of being a man are his ability to
consider, protect and show respect and love to women in general and housewives in

particular.
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