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ABSTRACT

The “images of women” school of feminist critics is particularly concerned with how
women are represented in fictional texts. Feminists are generally not satisfied with
stereotyping of women as done in traditional fictional texts as a way of sustaining
patriarchy. In their fight for women emancipation, feminists have taken up an “Amazon
image” to construct female characters that resemble the ancient Amazons. The
Amazonian characters are constructed for women empowerment as a means of

achieving the feminist goal of gender equality.

The present study locates itself within the “images of women” school to determine from
which perspective female characters are portrayed in selected texts. It employs a
corpus of feminist theories that include Amazon feminism, to critically analyse
purposively sampled texts by two South African writers, Kopano Matlwa and Zakes
Mda. The aim of the study is to determine if female characters in selected texts are
constructed from an Amazonian perspective or from a patriarchal view which
dominates androcentric texts. The study thus juxtaposes stereotypically constructed
female characters with female characters constructed from an Amazonian
perspective. Amazonian characters are constructed as subjects, and are empowered

while patriarchal constructs are objectified, and are negatively portrayed.

A major finding is that Matlwa has constructed female characters from an Amazonian
perspective and that Mda has constructed female characters from a patriarchal view.
The conclusion is that the Amazonian character is an alternative representation of

women than the traditional patriarchal view of women.

Key words: Kopano Matlwa, Zakes Mda, Feminist theory, Amazon feminism,

patriarchy, images of women, stereotypes.
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CHAPTER ONE

1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCTION

The depiction of women in literature, particularly fictional texts, cannot and should not
be ignored. Rojas (2020) argues that despite many transformations that purport
women’s equality as a principle, women continue to be humiliated, raped, murdered,
rendered invisible and erased from historical memory. Fictional texts can protract this
dilemma by representing women as secondary and subjugated beings in relation to
their male counterparts; hence, Rojas (2020) proffers that literature needs to do its
part in contributing to gender equlity. Indeed, critics such as Felski (2008) are hopeful
in literature’s contribution to equality by arguing that literature can be a rich source of
personal meaning; and that literature might give us direction in our struggle to find out

what we are in this world for.

In lieu of the foregoing, the current study selected and analysed seven literary texts in
search of their representation(s) of women. The selected texts are Kopano Matlwa'’s
Coconut (2007); Spilt Milk (2010); and Period Pain (2017); and Zakes Mda’s And the
Girls in their Sunday Dresses (1993); Ways of Dying (1995); She Plays with the
Darkness (1995) and Little Suns (2015). Among the leading reasons for selecting
these texts were: (a) the necessity of juxtaposing a female writer with a male writer
and reflect on their thematisations of women and womanhood; (b) the desire to
investigate the argument that androcentric texts depict women as subhuman in
relation men and to challenge such as an ideological stance from an Amazonian
perspective; (c) the need to situate the selected texts within an ongoing discourse on
gender studies, politics and discourse in hopes of contributing to women’s liberation

and empowerment.

This first chapter of the study outlines the aim and objectives of the study; the research
approach and methodology adopted to navigate the study to its logical and

hypothesised conclusion. Furthermore, key terms and concepts are defined. The



chapter also introduces the feminist theory that underpins the study by reviewing
several extant literatures of feminist critics pertaining to the representation of women
in fictional texts. In tandem with the school of feminist scholars and critics, this study
is based on the delineation of “women’s images”, with particular interest in how women
are depicted in literature. Through the feminist theory, the study determines if female
characters are constructed from a patriarchal view or from an Amazonian perspective
in the selected texts. The study juxtaposes patriarchal constructs with female

characters constructed from an Amazonian image.

The Amazonian Feminism, a strand of feminist theory, underpinned the study. The
feminist theory enables the researcher to determine whether female characters in the
selected texts are constructed as a strategy for maintaining patriarchal and
consequently repressive ideologies or whether the writer's mode(s) of representing
female characters in fictional texts are utilised as a means of achieving gender
equality. For the present study, female characters that promote a sexist ideology are
deemed to be patriarchal constructs whereas empowered female characters are seen

as constructed from an Amazonian perspective.

Furthermore, Amazonian Feminism undergirds this study because the Amazonian
character features prominently in feminist literary critics’ discourse or what they
characterise as “images of women” (Meeder, 2008). Exemplary images of women
such as the Amazonian character are mostly presented in contemporary fictional
literary texts to showcase that there is a positive portrayal of women other than the
usual negative portrayals of women in fictional texts which, according to Ibinga (2007),
lead to negative perceptions of and attitudes towards women in societies. Amazonian
characters in fictional texts are thus presented to oppose and counteract female
stereotypes. Engaging the feminist theory, the study determines whether female
characters are constructed from the Amazonian perspective or from a traditional

perspective of patriarchy.



The feminist theory is a tool for feminism as a movement. Various feminisms engaged
for the study are: western feminisms, which include Amazon feminism, post-colonial
feminism, African feminisms, and South African feminisms. Western feminism and
African feminism are used together in the study because their ideas intersect in
challenging stereotypes and enforcing a discourse of empowering women. Feminisms
have a common goal of fighting the oppression of women in their various cultural
spaces. For Africans, western feminism cannot work alone as affirmed by Lockett
(1989:16) who argues that western feminism has failed “to go beyond the limits of the
white middle-class text”. Thus, this study adopts a transcultural feminist lens which
draws insights from both African and western feminisms to analyse the selected
literary texts. As Pucherova (2022:2) argues, transcultural feminism “suggests

mutuality, coimplication, and the interweaving of histories and struggles”.

McAfee (2018) defines feminism as both an intellectual commitment and a political
movement that seeks justice for women and the end of sexism in all forms.
Considering McAfee’s (2018) definition of “feminism” suggests that literature also has
a duty to contribute towards seeking justice for women. How women are represented
in literature is crucial. Ibinga (2007:8) argues that negative depictions of women can
be seen to contribute to the persistence of damaging cultural stereotypes of women in
the social world, which, in turn “implicitly but detrimentally” influence women’s

circumstances.

The call by feminist critics for a positive or fair portrayal of women in fictional texts is
not new. Decades ago, Daiches (1963:149) pointed out that literary critics believe that
the function of literature is to provide “a just and lively image of human nature.”
Likewise, Donovan (1983) argues that the negative portrayal of women in fictional
texts functions as furthering a sexist ideology; and that sometimes the suffering that
female characters are made to go through cannot be justified. Still on the negative
representation of women in fictional texts, Gaidzanwa (1985:8) notes that “the struggle
for justice can be handicapped if women have a negative image in society”. The critic
argues that a negative image delegitimises women’s struggle for fundamental rights

and freedoms such as the right to jobs, education, health, and other valued goods and

10



services in society. The 215t century has seen similar interventions. Murray’s (2010)
article, “Gender and Violence in Cape slave narratives and post-narrative”, focusses
on the ways in which bodies of slave women become sites on which both physical and
discursive violence is enacted. Murray’s article resonates with Kiguwa’'s (2019)
theoretisations of bodies out of place, where the phenomenological and psychosocial
dimensions of lived experience extend to the representations of the human body as a
subjugated and alienated space. In these representations, the female body, is typified
as a site of colonisation and commodification (Nkealah, 2008).

This study considers female characters that are negatively delineated in the selected
texts as stereotypes constructed in perpetuation of patriarchy. According to Ashton
and Whitting (1987), feminist theorists define patriarchy as a universal system of male
domination that has pervaded all aspects of culture throughout history. Undergirding
such an ideology are often patriarchy and phallocentricism. According to Lockett
(1989), the concepts ‘patriarchy’ and ‘phallocentrism’ are interwined in that both
foreground the primacy of the male over the female (see also Mogoboya & Sebola,
2022). Hence, feminists generally perceive patriarchy as a repressive phallocentric
ideology, doctrine, and practice. Androcentric texts therefore present female
characters that are portrayed negatively in the texts for the purpose of serving
patriarchy. On the other hand, feminist writers present not only a positive but also a
complex or more rounded portrayal of women in fictional texts as a way of fighting

patriarchy.

On the representation of women in fictional texts, Ibinga (2007) argues that a positive
portrayal of ficticious female characters can frame societal perceptions and attitudes
towards women in a positive manner. Positive imaging of female characters could also
contribute to changing societies’ mores of regarding women as of lesser value than
men. A female character constructed with a positive image is one that is empowered
and is self-reliant, amongst other things. According to Gramstad (1999), the common
pattern of female victimhood and Othering works against the feminists’ broader

enterprise for women’s empowerment. This gives rise to a need to challenge a
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stereotyped female character with an exemplary female character to give hope to

women in society.

As a counter to the stereotypical view of women, feminists have taken up the Amazon
image from the twentieth century as the de rigueur icon of a strong, independent
woman. Amazon feminism uses the women warriors of ancient Greece as a symbol
of female empowerment, emphasising women’s agency and capacity for power. An
Amazon character is described as strong, courageous, and independent. Amazon
warrior women of ancient Greece had freedom of choice; they even chose to live
without men. Amazon feminism thus vanguards images and voices of an Amazon

female character (Meeder, 2008).

Amazon feminism is essentially concerned with gender equality and opposes all forms
of gender stereotypes and discrimination against women based on assumptions of
what women are supposed to be, look, or behave as if they are passive, weak, and
physically helpless beings (Gramstad, 1999). The Amazon female character shores
up as a plausible role model for women who aim to take leadership roles, stand their
ground against patriarchy, and refuse to be dictated to by patriarchal societies. For
this study, an Amazonian character counteracts a stereotypically constructed female

character.

A close analysis of the selected texts through the lens of the branches of the feminist
theory in general, and the Amazonian feminist theory in particular, aims to determine
whether or not female characters defy traditional archetypes and social stereotypes.
For the present study, if female characters defy stereotypes, it would mean that they
are constructed from an Amazonian point of view. If, on the other hand, female
characters are constructed in a stereotypical manner, it would mean that they are
constructed from an androcentric perspective, further implying that a sexist ideology
controls the text. The implications of each type of representation for feminist

advancement in South Africa is what is at the heart of this project.

12



On African feminism, the study discusses South Africa separately from African
feminisms, under the subheading “South African feminism”, whilst considering that
South African literature often focused more on the long political struggle against the
apartheid regime than it did with feminism. Although there were South African women
writers such as Sindiwe Magona and Miriam Tlali who were already dealing with
gender politics in their writings very early on, the goal foregrounded in their works was
always political freedom rather than gender equality (Lockett, 1989; Rafapa, 2017;
Montle, 2018). However, for feminists in South Africa, the struggle continued even
after the fall of apartheid. Trout (2021) argues that the struggle continued against
capitalism and patriarchy after the fall of apartheid because the transfer of power was
amongst men. In addition, South Africa gets special attention in this study because the
chosen primary texts are written within a South African context.

The historical background of South Africa has an impact on how fictional texts are
thematically conceived and constructed, particularly about the representation of
women. Boswell (2010) talks of a triple oppression of Black women, looking at race,
gender, and class as the common tenets of these women’s alienation, suppression,
and exclusion. In other words, Black women are denied access to varied opportunities
of self-empowerment such as education, work, and leadership on account of their
being Black, female and probably low or middle class. Shah (2008) discusses Black
people’s colonisation for hundreds of years, and the subsequent tyranny and
exploitation of Blacks by the nefarious apartheid rule. Fick (2008) mentions the
traditional Black patriarchy which stands against Black women. In lieu of this, the study
proffers that the patriarchal background of writers largely influenced how they wrote

fiction.

Lewis and Baderoon (2021) talk of the influence of contemporary Black South African
feminist writing on today’s scholars and radical thinkers. They submit that this type of
writing illuminates the dynamics of gender and its implications on liberation and
empowerment. Boswell (2020) notes that if South African Black women'’s fiction is read
as theory, then their works produce a feminist criticism that speaks forcefully back to

racism and patriarchal power. On radical thinking, Masenya (2009), a South African

13



feminist critic, refers to a strong woman or a strong female character as a Mosadi
(woman) from her coined Bosadi (Womanhood) perspective. According to the Bosadi
perspective, a Mosadi can stand on her own while respecting the communal mentality
of African people. Victimhood-defying female characters in imaginative literature are
significant agents to Amazon feminists in the fight against patriarchy. The present
study is set to determine if Matlwa and Mda have constructed female characters from

an Amazon perspective, or from a patriarchal view.

One other factor that the study uses for analysis is the patriarchal issue of violence
against women. If female characters in the selected texts are subjected to violence,
the study assumes it to be for the perpetuation of male power. In Patriarchy and
Women Abuse, Ademiluka (2018) argues that there is a correlation between patriarchy
and the problem of women abuse. Moffett (2006) argues that in democratic South
Africa, sexual violence has become a socially endorsed punitive measure for
maintaining patriarchal order. About the rape of women, Gqola (2015) argues that
patriarchy does not respect national boundaries; it is unashamedly promiscuous, with
rape taking place, be it in an empty street at night, a crowded bus, or a lecture hall.

These are sites of fear for women.

The seriousness of violence against women in South Africa has been highlighted by
the President of South Africa, Matamela Cyril Ramaphosa. On National Women’s Day
in 2018, the President delivered a live speech on television in which he said that a war
is being waged against the women of South Africa. It is a war against women’s bodies,
their dignity, their right to freedom, their right to security and equality. It is an affront to
our common humanity and a betrayal to the values of our constitution. On the same
issue of abuse and violence against women, the Deputy President David Mabuza said
in his speech that patriarchy lies at the root of the problem, and that men need to
confront themselves. According to Samuelson (2002), rape in the South African
society of the transition was an endemic social disorder. She argues that there is a
disjuncture between literary plots and social reality and that the metaphorical use of
women’s bodies distorts the social and political realities women inhabit (Samuelson,
2002).

14



The prevalence of violence against women in South Africa is also captured in Nduna
et al.’s (2021) research on violence against women and girls during the Covid-19
lockdown. The researchers argue that the Covid-19 lockdown rules prevented
movement which women used to escape from abusive situations in their places of
abode. Nduna et al. (2021) further aver that public life for most women and girls has
become a coping mechanism. If violence against women in South Africa is prevalent
and normalised in society, it is likely that female characters in selected texts are also
presented as abused. The feminist theory upon which this study is premised rejects
sexism and the abuse of women. In contrast, it promotes gender equaliy and women’s

agency.

Sathiparsad et al. (2008) argue that men often use violence as a means of control over
women and children. Russell (1992) defines femicide as a sex-based term to define
the intentional killing of females because they are females. Femicide applies to all
forms of sexist killing, whether motivated by misogyny, by a sense of superiority over
females, by sexual pleasure, or by assumption of ownership over women (Russell,
1992). Femicide accounts for 40-50% of all deaths of American women killed. Each
day in the United States results in the death of an average of four women. In South
Africa, 2930 were murdered in 2018 and 30 of these women were murdered by their

partners (Malekane, 2018).

Russell (1992) expatiates that femicide is on the extreme end of a continuum of anti-
female terror includes a wide variety of verbal and physical abuse. This abuse entails
atrocities such as rape, torture, sexual slavery, incestuous and extra familial child
sexual abuse, physical and emotional battery, sexual harassment, genital mutilation,
unnecessary gynaecological operations, forced heterosexuality, forced sterilisation,
forced motherhood, psychosurgery, denial of food to women in some cultures, and
cosmetic surgery (Russell, 1992). Whenever these forms of terrorism result in death,
they become femicide. If female characters in the texts under scrutiny are subjected
to what Russell (1992) refers to as forms of terrorism against women, the study counts
it as one other way of stereotypically constructing female characters. Sathiparsad et.
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al’s (2008) argument that men often use violence as a means of control over women
and children confirms that violence against women is perpetrated to maintain male

control in perpetuation of patriarchy.

The perpetuation of violence against women, as explicated above, often finds
expression in some literary outputs. Bertens (2014) argues that female characters
stereotypically constructed are put together not necessarily by the writers who
presented them themselves, but by the culture to which they belong. An Amazonian
female character is a counter representation to female characters that are constructed
from a phallocentric perspective to maintain male power. Meeder (2008) argues that
among other character traits, an Amazonian character is expected to be strong, self-
reliant; independent, and capable of taking action. According to Hurwit (1999), ancient
amazons in Greek mythology engaged in battles against men. This study analyses
selected texts of the two writers to determine if female characters are constructed from

a patriarchal view or from an Amazonian viewpoint.

1.2. DEFINITION OF CONCEPTS

1.2.1. Afrocentrism

The study is premised on the feminist theory. The theory is used as a lens to expose
the patriarchal propensities of texts. However, the study goes beyond western feminist
theory to include African feminisms to cater for the selected texts, which are set in
African contexts. Adherents of the Afrocentric view believe that their worldview should
positively reflect traditional African values. Rafapa (2006:10) refers to Afrocentrism as
“an attitude that directly combats European hegemonic discourse in order to negate
its inherent Eurocentrism as a pole diametrically opposed to that associated with
Africans.” As the selected texts are set in Africa, specifically South Africa, and written
by Africans residing in Africa and in the diaspora, it is logical that the Afrocentric view
be applied in analysing the texts. The study scrutinises and analyses female
characters in the selected texts from the perspective of Afrocentrism to determine if
there are patriarchal elements that are oppressive to women usually under the veneer

of African cultural practices.
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1.2.2. Agency

Agency refers to the ability to act either in the domestic or social and political spheres.
In the individualistic model of the person, agency is defined as a feature of each sane,
adult human being which, sadly, excludes women, children, and those “Othered”, who
are viewed as not fully human by a society which acts forcefully upon them and against
which they can only pity themselves. However, adherents of feminism celebrate
women who are seen to stand out from the collective and assert their presence in the
world. Feminism celebrates women engaging in specific tasks and conquering the
hurdles that the world puts in their way (Davies, 1991). Agency is one of the concepts
applied in this study to ascertain if female characters in the selected texts are able to
take action or take charge of their lives regardless of the situations they find
themselves in. Women’s agency for power is in reference to those female characters

defying the supposed logic of phallocentric societies about women (Davies, 1991).

1.2.3. Amazon image

An Amazon is a member of a legendary race of female warriors who fought against
men in ancient Greece. From the twentieth century, feminists have taken up the
legendary female warrior as a symbol in Amazon feminism for women empowerment
in the stead of the common pattern of female victimhood in fictional literary texts. In
defiance of stereotypes, qualities bestowed to Amazonian characters are, amongst
other character traits, independence, taking action, and the ability to take leadership
roles (Meeder, 2008). At the basic level, adherents of Amazon feminism are dedicated
to the image of the female hero in fiction as well as in real life — as expressed in the
physiques and feats of female athletes, martial artists and other powerfully built
women in society, art, and literature (Basow, 1986). The study explores the Amazon

image versus patriarchal constructs in the selected texts.
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1.2.4. Constructs

According to Bertens (2014), constructs are characters in fictional texts that are
portrayed in a way that does not have much in common with how people see and
experience themselves. Constructs can, for instance, be put together and advanced
to promote patriarchal ideology. The study scrutinises the texts of both Matlwa and
Mda to determine if their female characters are merely constructs for promoting
patriarchy or if they represent real women who may have their own aspirations other

than serving men’s interests.

1.2.5. Apartheid

Minh-Ha (1995) defines apartheid as an oppressive Bantustan system that
condemned Blacks to a life of misery in their own country. Minh-Ha (1995:232) further
refers to apartheid as a perverted logic which worked towards the erasure of Blacks
while urging them to keep their way of life and ethnic values within the borders of their
homelands “as long as [they] (Blacks) and [their] kind are careful not to step beyond
the assigned limits.” The selected texts for this study are written by South Africans in
a post-apartheid context. One of the primary tasks of the study is to determine if,
amongst other oppressions, female characters are subjected to institutionalised
oppression and exploitation such as those suffered by African women under the
nefarious apartheid system within which patriarchy was also entrenched. According to
Little (1980), apartheid forms part of what has come to be known as triple oppression

of black women in South Africa, namely, race, gender, and class.

1.2.6. African cultural tradition

According to Zulu (1998), culture refers to the ideas, customs, and social behaviour of
a particular people or society. African cultural tradition is predominantly patriarchal, as
women are subordinates of men in most African societies. Suppressive, unwritten
rules which are carried from one generation to another are meted out to women. Zulu

(1998) expresses astonishment upon noting that compounding the problem is that

18



women themselves are the main monitors of this system to ensure that all women in
that society adhere to the rules. The study scrutinises female characters in the chosen
texts to determine if the characters are constructed according to the oppressive African

cultural traditions.

1.2.7. Othering

Othering refers to viewing or treating a person or group of people as intrinsically
different from and alien to oneself. Turksma (2001) argues that the identity of females
is constructed by men to serve their own interests by presenting women as what
Simone de Beauvoir (1949) calls “the other”. In Feminist as Other, Bordo (1996)
argues that to be “the other” is to be a non-subject, a non-agent, and a mere thing.
Women'’s selfhood has been systematically subordinated. The study scrutinises the
selected texts to determine if othering has played a role in the construction of female
characters. As the primary texts are in South African settings, othering may possibly
have been applied by the two writers in the construction of female characters
fictitiously belonging to different tribes, ethnicities, or nationalities. Othering in this
study may also relate to racial discrimination stemming from the now defunct apartheid

regime.

1.2.8. Patriarchy

Patriarchy is a system of society or government in which the father or the eldest male
is head of the family, and in a patriarchal system men hold the power and women are
largely excluded from it. Mudau and Obadire (2017) argue that at the core of the
debates on the system of patriarchy are notions that perpetuate women’s suppression
around the world and outdated practices that suggest that a woman’s role in the family
is subordinate to that of a man. The relevance of this concept to the study is that the
feminist theory upon which this study is premised challenges patriarchy. The aim of
the study is to scrutinise if one of the two or both writers have managed to defy

patriarchy by constructing female characters in the Amazon image vis-a-vis
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stereotypes. Amazonian characters can, according to Meeder (2008), hold their own

in their sometimes harsh world.

1.2.9. Phallocentrism

Phallocentrism concentrates on the idea that masculinity is the central focus and
source of power and authority. All male interests and needs are exalted while females
are made subservient to male desires. Phallocentrism has similar foci with patriarchy
(Rine, 2010). The study thus scrutinises the chosen texts to determine if
phallocentrism has played a role in the construction of female characters. Female
characters in phallocentric texts are stereotyped. Having studied various feminist
critical texts, the researcher believes that stereotyping is “a thorn in the flesh” for
feminists. If, however, female characters in the chosen texts are accorded power
similar to their male counterparts in the social, political or economic spheres, the study

deems such female characters as confirming the notion of Amazonism.

1.2.10. Stereotype

A stereotype refers to person or character that conforms to a widely held but
oversimplified image of the class or gender to which they belong. Patriarchy almost
always stereotypes women and men'’s roles; stereotypical expectations not only reflect
existing differences, but also impact the way men and women define themselves and
are treated by others (Ellemers, 2018). The study scrutinises roles assigned to female
characters to ascertain if they are stereotypical. Stereotyping in this study would be,
for example, of female characters in a work situation where they are employed only as
“kitchen girls”, a derogatory reference to house maids in South Africa or if female
characters are ever cooking or ever selling tomatoes in the streets. Stereotyping is
thus one of the aspects used in the study to determine if female characters are either

Amazonians or patriarchal constructs.
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1.3. RESEARCH PROBLEM

The starting point of this study is that a negative portrayal of women in fictional literary
works has consequences for society, particularly women. Negative delineations of
women perpetuate patriarchy — a system that works against the attainment of equality
between men and women. Basow (1992:12) affirms that gender stereotypes are
powerful forces of social control; people can either conform to them, and be socially
acceptable but restricted, or they can rebel and face the consequences of being
socially unacceptable. Of concern is that negative perceptions of women may in the
end look normal or be acceptable to society. If society accepts women’s plight as
normal, it suggests that negative behaviour towards women has become part of the
matrix upon which that society is built. Children, especially male children, may grow
up “knowing” such negative societal behaviours as the status quo, which would then
promote and sustain inequality between the sexes. Inequality may may even propound

the ongoing vicious cycle of violence against women.

In literary fiction, a problem arises when studies that expose the oppression and
exploitation of female patriarchal characters do not depict female characters that can
counteract the stereotypical female constructs. On studying literary representations of
female characters in South African fiction, Machaba (2011) concluded that male
writers project biased perceptions of women by constructing stereotypical female
characters. Makgato (2010) studied the way in which selected novels portray various
forms of sexual abuses of women in South Africa. Farfan’s (1988) study oflbsen’s
female characters, concluded that female characters in Ibsen’s texts do not stand as
exemplary figures in the struggle for women’s emancipation in literature and society.
The studies mentioned exposes the misogynistic status quo and existing paradigms
of power but do not bring in an alternative female character that can counteract the

stereotypes.

For the present study, a problem arises in literary fiction when only patriarchal female
constructs are analysed and presented in studies on the portrayal of women. The
study regards it as a gap in knowledge on the representation of women in fictional
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texts if only patriarchal female characters are presented in critical studies. Patriarchal
constructs do not contribute to the emancipation of women as they are constructed in
perpetuation of patriarchy. The present study aims to bring together both female
patriarchal constructs with female characters that are constructed from an Amazonian
perspective as a way of demonstrating the affordances and problematics of each
representation. Amazonian characters are convention-defying and empowered female
characters constructed as a means of promoting the feminist goal of gender equality.
Feminists have taken up the Amazon image as an icon for women emancipation and

empowerment to attain their feminist goal of gender equality (Meeder, 2008).

The present study juxtaposes empowered female characters with female patriarchal
constructs. Female writers that are cognisant of women’s misrepresentation in
traditional fictional texts and consequently write back to such phallocentric texts and
societies ought to be brought to the fore so that their texts could be scrutinised and
analysed to determine how their depiction of women advances the feminist cause.
This study’s discussion of the need for the construction of female characters that
exhibit the Amazon image in fictional texts adds an important dimension to the feminist
discourse. Texts with Amazonian characters counteract what Lockett (1989) describes
as masculine texts that have degraded, vilified, and depicted women as “the other” to
play out their own neuroses and fantasies. The Amazon image offers a contrastive
dimension to this norm in that its authorial vision thematises the empowerment and

emancipation of women.

Literature then has a significant role to play in the emancipation and empowerment of
women. Fialho (2019) argues that the purpose of literature lies in the experience itself,
and that this experience is informative. According to Donovan (1983: 215), “literature
on its most profound level is a form of learning. We learn and we grow from the
knowledge of life, of psychology, human behaviour and relationships that we discover
in works of art.” Donovan’s view is supported by an advertisement on racial prejudice
aired on a South African television channel (eNCA) in October 2017, which purported
that “we are what we learn.” It follows then that if literature provides opportunities for

societies to learn, phallocentric fictional texts also can perpetuate societies’
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normalisation of derogations, abuse, rape, and killings of women. Emanating from
Donovan’s (1983) view that in literature people learn, a question such as the following
can be asked: “What is the role of South African fictional texts in teaching the public,
young and old, boys and men, to treat women with respect and as equals?” The
phallocentric literary order has to be challenged. Feminists call for the centering of

acceptable and positive representations of females in literature.

1.4. AIM OF THE STUDY AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1.4.1. Aim

The aim of the study is to explore the notion of the Amazon image versus patriarchal
constructs on the representation of women in selected texts by two South African
writers, Kopano Matlwa and Zakes Mda, a female writer and a male writer,
respectively. Matlwa is a young female contemporary writer, while Mda is a seasoned
older male writer. Both Matlwa’s and Mda’s female characters are scrutinised and
analysed to determine if they are constructed from an Amazonian perspective or from

a patriarchal point of view.

As mentioned earlier, feminist theory underpins the present study. Arinder (2021)
argues that feminist theory falls under the umbrella of critical theory, which has the
purpose of destabilising systems of power and oppression. Feminist theory often
focuses on analysing gender inequality. In using feminist theory, the study is able to
determine from which perspective female characters in the selected texts are
constructed. The struggle faced by feminists in South Africa is highlighted by Thorpe
(2018) who argues that feminists in South Africa explore their often vastly different
experiences and perspectives in accessible and engaging voices. Her book on South
African feminism affirms that even after more than two decades of democracy, there
is a necessity of feminism in South Africa to challenge patriarchal ideologies and

inspire women to action.
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Lewis and Baderoon (2021) acknowledge the presence of problems around feminism
in South Africa. One such problem cited is that young feminists sense that their elders
have not produced enough theory or activism to help them make sense of and
challenge the new. However, Lewis and Baderoon (2021) boast that their book,
Surfacing: On Being Black and Feminist in South Africa (2021), is dedicated to
contemporary Black South African feminist writing influential to today’s scholars and

radical thinkers.

Ibinga (2007:6) argues that, in the context of the current “intense debate about human
rights and principles of freedom in newly democratised South Africa, the redefinition
of gender relations cannot be put aside: a critical analysis of the portrayal of female
characters in noteworthy novels is needed in so far as it can highlight significant ways
in which women are seen in this transforming society.” Lockett (1989) says South
African women writers were concerned about South Africa’s delay in addressing
gender issues vis-a-vis other African countries, due to its political climate of racial
discrimination by the nefarious apartheid regime. As a result, women used their literary
texts to contribute to the discourse on gender, equality, liberation, and women’s
empowerment. The “new” struggle after apartheid is confirmed in Lewis and
Baderoon’s (2021) work which has contributions from scholars addressing post-

apartheid challenges confronting black women.

The present study explores the notion of the Amazon image vis-a-vis female
characters who may be perceived as patriarchal constructs in Mda’s and Matlwa’s
selected texts. Although several studies (Hegemann, 2005; Ibinga, 2007; Crous, 2010;
Mahasha, 2014; Montle, 2018) have scrutinised Mda’s literary works, these studies
have not intensively explored the juxtaposition of female characters in Mda’s texts with
Matlwa’s female characters. Furthermore, the foregoing studies have not reflected on
the Amazon image as a contrastive characterisation of a female created from a
patriarchal perspective. Therefore, this study sought to foreground the Amazon image
as a character worth popularising in postcolonial fiction. An Amazon image is radical
in its construction as a subject while a patriarchal construct languishes in objecthood

which may include violence ‘perpetrated’ against female characters. Moffett (2006)
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argues that cruelty against women could be a social conditioning rather than ordinary
criminality. Negative social attitudes and perceptions towards women could be lying
at the root of the evil deeds against women. Studies that intend to show that it is
possible, desirable, and appreciated, that female characters be given roles that are
traditionally reserved for men in androcentric texts are encouraged as a contribution
to the feminist goal of gender equality. A project that investigates the ideological
differences between constructing female characters from the traditional patriarchal
perspective and constructing female characters from a radical Amazonian view is a
worthwhile project in determining if there is progression in how women are portrayed
in fictional texts. Mixing the gender of the writers whose works are scrutinised further
opens up possibilities for checking if writers’ gender has a bearing on how they write

women.

1.4.2. Research questions

In order to achieve the aim of the study, the following research questions guided the

study:

e How are female characters represented in Matlwa’s texts from a feminist
perspective?

e How are female characters represented in Mda's works from a feminist
perspective?

e In contrasting the representations of women in the two writers’ texts, what

unique insights emerge from the feminist perspective?

The above questions guided the study and its interest in the “images of women” from
a feminist perspective, which, inter alia, is concerned with how women are portrayed
in fictional literature. The study used textual analysis to discuss the representation and
depiction of female characters in the selected texts. As already stated, the study
specifically juxtaposes the notion of the Amazon female character with the patriarchal
constructs in the selected fictional works of Matlwa and Mda, both of which are set in
South Africa. Since the setting is South Africa, the researcher deemed it fit to adopt
African feminism, in addition to other strands of feminism, including western feminism,
as a tool for analysing the fictional characters in view of the foregoing research

guestions.

25



1.5. RESEARCH APPROACHES AND METHODOLOGY

1.5.1. Research Method

The research problem identified above required a systematic approach to address it.
Such an approach is the identification and utilisation of a relevant research
methodology. Research methodology refers to the scientific procedures by which
researchers go about their work of describing, explaining, and predicting phenomena,;
it is a systematic way to solve a problem (Rajasekar, Philominathan & Chinnathambi,
2013). Ryan and Van Zyl (1982:12) proffer that “literary study, like any other fields of
inquiry, needs a theoretical foundation, that is, an articulation of its basic paradigms,

methods, assumptions, and the like.”

The study is a qualitative research primarily because textual study locates itself within
the diverse approaches of qualitative research. Blaikie (2010) avers that approaches
to qualitative research consist of a variety of philosophical paradigms, such as
interpretivism, phenomenology, semiotic, ethnography, ethnomethodology, feminism,
constructivism, social realism, contemporary hermeneutics and critical theory, as well
as symbolic interactionism and others. The present study was premised upon the
feminist approach, which encompasses Amazon feminism, Western feminism,

Postcolonial feminism, African feminisms, and South African feminism.

As the texts in focus thematise (South) African settings, it is necessary to include
feminisms of formerly colonised countries to account for the exclusive experiences
unknown to western feminism. Ibrahim’s (1996:900) observation is that “feminisms
informed by colonial experience suggest a very fundamental departure from western
feminisms and are defined by a need to resist but not reject the world we are given,
phallocentric though it is.” This is a view of postcolonial feminists, not only in African
countries, but also in other continents that were subjugated by imperial conquests.
Consequently, a qualitative feminist research method was deemed appropriate for this

study.
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1.5.2. Research design

Literary inquiry is selected for the purpose of determining how women are represented
in the selected texts from a ferminist perspective; whether the female characters are
constructed from an Amazonian or patriarchal point of view. According to Frey, Botan
and Kreps (1999), considerations to be taken in textual analysis include selecting
types of texts to be studied, acquiring appropriate texts, and determining which

particular approach to employ in analysing them.

1.5.3. Sampling

Matlwa and Mda’s texts were purposively selected to answer the research questions
posed to guide the study. Teddlie and Yu (2007:77) define purposive sampling as
“selecting units based on specific purposes associated with answering a research
study’s questions.” Two South African writers were purposively selected: a seasoned
male writer, Zakes Mda (born 1948), and a young female contemporary writer, Kopano
Matlwa (born 1985). The generational gap between the two writers signals a need to
study their writing to determine whether change is taking place in the representation

of women in literary fiction.

Primary sources chosen from Mda’s multiple works are Ways of Days (1991), And the
Girls in their Sunday Dresses (1993), She Plays with the Darkness (1995), and Little
Suns (2010). Matlwa’s texts are Coconut (2007), Spilt Milk (2010), and Period Pain
(2016). From Mda’s works, four texts with different genres were chosen because of
the vast production behind his name. The choice of a drama text and three novels was
for the purpose of checking if there was a transformation in the way he constructs
female characters in different genres. Only three novels by Matlwa were analysed for
the study because at the time of this study, only three novels were available as
published texts. Matlwa’s writing is contemporary, which makes it possible to see if
there is a difference in the representation of women between her texts and those by
Mda. Secondary sources used for the study were books, dissertations, theses,

scholarly journal articles and websites.
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1.5.4. Data collection and analysis

Patton (2002) states that the distinctive features of qualitative data collection methods
are also reflected in the methods used to analyse data. This study used textual
analysis to collect data from the texts selected. The tool employed to determine which
data to collect was the feminist theory. Krippendorf (2007) argues that textual analysis
is a way for researchers to gather information about how other human beings make
sense of the world. Tannen (1996) argues that by applying feminist theory, a text is
analysed on its representation of the biological differences between sexes as
contrasted with the social and historical constructs of gender roles and stereotypes.
The study employs feminist literary theory to determine how women are portrayed in

both writers’ works.

This study compared, and contrasted how women are depicted in Matlwa’s and Mda’s
texts to determine whether their female characters are constructed from an Amazonian
perspective or from an androcentric view. Social, political, and economic aspects in
the texts are scrutinised to determine the specific roles women play. On issues of
labour, the focus is on whether men and women are treated equally at work, or if there
is segregation of roles based on gender where women do not feature in leadership
roles. The institution of marriage is scrutinised for signs, however subtle, of domination
of women or if marriage is used as a weapon of women subjugation. The study also

considered the role of African cultural tradition and religion in the lives of Black women.

Furthermore, to scrutinise power relations in the selected texts, Tannen’s (1996)

guestions in this regard were found to be helpful:

Is the protagonist male or female? Are female characters in power or
powerful positions? How many female characters are represented in the
narrative and how important are they to the narrative, and in what way?
Who is powerful in the narrative, how and why? Are there any shifts of
power, and if so, how do they occur, are they sustained? If the speaker or
protagonist is female, what is her point of view? How are her experiences
different from other females and males? How does she treat others? Does
she celebrate femininity and the roles of mothers, wives, and independent
women? Are there assumptions that men behave or talk in a particular way,
as opposed to how women talk, look, do or behave?
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These questions enabled the researcher to delve deep into the chosen texts to unearth
problematic female representations. The aspect of ‘dualism’ was explored to
determine if female characters were stereotyped based on “bad woman” and “good
woman” caricatures. Significantly, in African literary criticism, dualism does not seem
to be applied to male characters. It is argued in this study that the “good woman”
categories objectify female characters in the texts so serve the interests of men or
male protagonist(s). An example of a “good wife” would be an ever-working, patient
and silent wife. The “evil woman” category is reserved for female characters
considered deviants by not marrying or professionals accused by patriarchal societies
of not serving men properly by working outside the home. On the other hand, female
characters that are Amazonians are educated, career-oriented and even occupy
leadership roles. They can take action and take charge of their lives. Amazonian
characters thus assume positions that can be perceived as exhibiting deviant
behaviour in patriarchal terms. Amazonian characters defy stereotypes that
perpetuate women’s objectification and victimisation. An Amazonian character is a

“self’, not an “other”.

Other aspects for analysis in such a feminist project are language, voice, and silence
(Ibinga, 2007). According to Ibinga (2007), language issues call for the interpretation
of novelistic discourse to determine if language is used as a weapon for women
subjugation. Analysing discourse enabled the researcher to interpret ‘silences’ and
‘voices’ to discern their different connotations as ascribed to female characters in
varied spheres. Ibinga (2007:11) asserts that through the interpretation of silence and
voice, oppressive codes are read between the lines, and women’s resistance to
various forms of oppression is discerned. People’s attitudes and perceptions of women

are exposed as discourses emerge.

Characters’ responses to situations and events around them are crucial in determining
if characters are merely constructed to cater for male characters’ interest in texts under
scrutiny or if female characters appearing in the texts serve their own needs.
Characters’ responses determine if they have a self-defined critical consciousness or
if they have a stereotypical/stereotyped identity. Female characters with a
stereotypical/stereotyped identity are denied feelings. Female characters in

androcentric texts are simply there for the growth and salvation of the male
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protagonist; they have no identity of their own, they display neither feelings nor

emotions, and they do not share their experiences with the reader.

On the other hand, characters with a critical or reflective consciousness, delineated as
Amazonians in the study, carry the reader along with them in their emotional journey
throughout the narrative. Characters with a critical consciousness are capable of
forming projects of their own as opposed to being used for facilitating or redeeming
projects of men. Culture’s moral view of women was also scrutinised. Texts were
scrutinised for cruelty, evil, or suffering that might be meted to female characters to
the point where boundaries of appropriateness and moral context of the narrative are
broken. According to Donovan (1983), there can be no separation between the

aesthetic and the moral aspects of literary texts.

Another literary aspect considered for analysis is setting. Setting has played a crucial
role in the study from the beginning because of the Africanness of texts selected, which
informed the inclusion of African feminisms and South African feminism for analysing
the texts. Ibinga (2017) argues that the dichotomy between rural and urban settings
plays a role in influencing characters’ actions. Interpretation of settings enables
researchers to establish distinctions between women depicted in terms of their
domestic activities and those represented in social activities or public sector. Analysing
images in different settings enables researchers to uncover cultural archetypes and
stereotypes. For the study, portrayals of women in rural and urban settings were
scrutinised and analysed in both domestic and public contexts to determine whether,
or not female characters in both settings are subjected to African cultural tradition and

other social pressures.

1.5.5. Quality Criteria

Schwandt, Lincoln, and Guba (2007) state that the onus lies on the researcher to
ensure that the research findings are trustworthy. The trustworthiness criteria to
ensure the rigour of qualitative findings are: dependability, credibility, transferability
and confirmability. Qualitative researchers ensure that dependability, credibility,

transferability, and confirmability as trustworthiness criteria account for the rigour of
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gualitative findings. Babbie and Mouton (2001) stress that a qualitative study cannot
be called transferrable unless it is credible, and it cannot be deemed credible unless
it is dependable. The researcher thus strives for trustworthiness of the findings of the
study by applying what each criterion demands.

In striving for the trustworthiness of the research findings, the researcher prolonged
time to extensively study the feminist theory on which the study is premised to enable
the researcher to analyse collected data correctly. Sampling relevant texts was a
daunting task because the researcher had to go through various writers and narratives

to get to texts which would be relevant for Amazon feminism.

The research project was under the guidance of the allotted supervisors. Support was
also sought from professionals willing to offer scholarly guidance. Peers were also
invited to give feedback. Description of the study detailing methodology, data analysis,
and context was provided to “allow comparison of this context to other possible
contexts to which transfer might be contemplated” (Shenton, 2004:69). For
dependability, help was sought from some researchers to engage in data evaluation
procedure by analysing the same data separately and compare results. According to
Tobin and Begley (2004:392), confirmability is “concerned with establishing that data
and interpretations of the findings are not figments of the inquirer’s imagination but are
clearly derived from the data.” In collecting data and in its analysis, the researcher

desisted from bias by following the precepts of feminist critical theory.

The researcher applied relevant methodology and theory to arrive at scientific
resolutions. Marshall and Rossman (1999) assert that qualitative research provides
enough freedom for researchers to explain in their own words, phrases, sentences,
language and style, and experiences the problem under investigation. Therefore, the
researcher freely explained the findings after scrutinising chosen texts to determine
whether female characters subscribed to patriarchal constructs or assumed positions

of Amazonian characters.
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1.6. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

The significance of the present study lies in its deployment of a comparative literary
feminist approach in understanding the representation of women in South Africa. This
approach brings to the existing body of knowledge valuable information in the field of
literary studies, in particular representations of women in fictional texts. In contrasting
the (stereotypical) patriarchal image with the Amazon image (a convention-defying
character), this study encourages an ideological metamorphosis from the portrayal of
women negatively to positive depictions of women in fictional texts. The study is also
significant in that it highlights that there is an alternative to the traditional stereotypical
representation of women. The study juxtaposes “negative” portrayals of women with

“positive” delineations of women.

Previous studies on works of Mda and Matlwa have been done in isolation of each
other or independently. It is, however, of necessity to analyse the two authors’ works
in conjunction with each other. The study encourages the idea of an Amazonian
image. The study may stimulate debates on feminist theory in general and varied
representations of women in fictional texts. The study could also trigger further
research in the academic arena. It can be useful to students interested in doing
research on issues pertaining to gender. If the study could ever find its way to the
social sphere, it could probably influence men and boys to value their women in
societies by “unlearning” patriarchal tendencies imbibed through socialisation. In the
literary world, writers may improve their ways of writing from a “negative imaging” of
women to a “positive imaging” of women. Women themselves may be empowered by

Amazonian characters in fictional texts.

Language boards in the Department of Education could be challenged to
conscientiously select for learners fictional literary texts that are motivating and
empowering. At a political level, modern politicians, including all spheres of
governance in the country, might take the call for gender equality more seriously. This
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should be done considering the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa which

advocates equal rights for its citizens.

1.7. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

The scope of study is limited to two South African writers, a female and a male. Seven
texts produced by these writers were selected for scrutiny and analysis. The selection
of the two writers and their seven texts limits the study in that other writers, and even
other texts by the same writers, were excluded from the study. It is possible that the
texts the selected writers produce later will portray female characters in a different
light, thus implying the authors’ ideological shifts in gender constructions. The study is
also limited in that the texts were analysed from the perspective of feminist criticism
where only the portrayal of women was the focus. Viewed from other theoretical

perspectives, findings might be different from the ones presented in this study.

1.8. CONCLUSION

The introductory chapter has covered the following aspects: the aim, background of
the study and its relevance; research methodology and design, and data analysis
technique(s). Chapter one contextualises the researcher’s understanding of women’s
images in literary works from a feminist perspective. Justifications for undertaking the
study on the representation of women in fictional texts were provided. Texts that form
the primary focus of the study were also listed. The study’s significance and limitations

were also discussed in this chapter.

1.9. ORGANISATION OF THE STUDY

The thesis comprises seven chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the study as summarised
in 1.8 above. Chapter 2 discusses the theoretical framework of the study, including the
history of feminism as a movement and its theoretical apparatus, the feminist critical

theory comprising western feminism, post-colonial feminism, Amazon feminism,
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African feminism, and South African feminism. The relevance of the various feminisms

to the study are also discussed in the chapter.

Chapter 3 is a review of existing literature on the topic of female representation. It
looks at how patriarchy constructs women in the African context and the western

context, and also engages with the Amazonian character in fiction.

Chapter 4 deals with the portrayal of women in Zakes Mda’s texts. A critical analysis
of female characters is done to establish if there is, inter alia, bias, stereotyping, or

domination of female characters or if the characters emerge as Amazonian characters.

In Chapter 5, Kopano Matlwa’s texts are scrutinised. Female characters are critically
analysed to ascertain if they are constructed from an Amazonian point of view, that is,
if female characters are, amongst others, in leadership roles, are independent, and

capable of decision-making.

Chapter 6 presents a comparison between Mda and Matlwa’s female characters as
analysed in Chapters 4 and 5, respectively. Matlwa’s and Mda’s female characters are

juxtaposed to discuss their differences and similarities, if any.

Chapter 7 contains the conclusion, observations and findings of the study.

Suggestions for further research are also included.
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CHAPTER TWO

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1. INTRODUCTION

The present study is premised on Amazon Feminism as a strand of Feminist Theory.
However, since feminist theory has varied strands, it is imperative to discuss some of
those strands to elucidate their stance on issues related to gender equality and
empowerment. The various branches of feminism discussed in the study are African
Feminism with its variants, Western Feminism and its branches, Amazon Feminism,
and Post-colonial Feminism. To explicate the multi-dimensionality of feminist theory,
Eagleton (1991:2) argues as follows:
Feminist theory is a broad church with a number of co-operating and
competing approaches. It is probably more appropriate to talk of feminist
theories rather than feminist theory. For those who are looking for a
consolidated political position, or a uniform feminist practice, or even simply
for clarity, such diversity is distressing. For others, pluralism is an indication
of feminism’s creativity and flexibility.
The study concurs with Eagleton’s (1991) argument that feminist theory is looked
at from various angles by people with different experiences, taking into account
geographical spaces and cultural practices of peoples of the world. | think a
“straight jacket” approach to feminism can hardly work. The study is comfortable
with feminist theories which allow the use of some aspects of western feminisms
for analysis together with the African and South African variants of feminisms.
Thus, it appropriates a transcultural feminist lens (Pucherova 2022) as earlier

indicated.

| chose to draw from both western feminism and African feminism because the
basic precepts of analysis are the same. An example could be a female character
constructed as an object for patriarchal purposes or she may be constructed as
a subject; be it in Africa or the West. Secondly, feminisms may vary in continents,
but they have a common goal of attempting to liberate women from the
oppression of patriarchy. Bayu (2019) argues that, internationally, feminism aims
at realising the liberation of women from all types of oppression and providing
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solidarity among women of all countries. An insightful argument in Pucherova
(2022) may assist in understanding why we may need to use other feminisms
from outside our continent. This feminist critic argues that contemporary South
African feminist writing cannot be seen in isolation from American feminism,
which should not be seen as imperialist but as enabling. Similarly, the trope of
the New South African Woman must not be read as an isolated phenomenon,
but in continuity with first-wave feminists and as part of a transitional feminist
consciousness. Agreeing with Pucherova’s views, | adopt a feminist theoretical
approach that is multivalent and dynamic in outlook rather than insular and

parochial.

2.2 FEMINISMS AND THE FEMINIST THEORY

Feminism is both a movement and a literary theory. Feminist theories are tools for the
feminist movement. According to Walters (2005), the term “feminism” can be used to
describe a political, cultural, or economic movement aimed at establishing equal rights
and legal protection for women. Feminism involves political and sociological theories
and philosophies concerned with issues of gender difference, as well as a movement
that advocates gender equality for women and campaigns for women’s rights and
interests. Over the years, feminists have campaigned: for women’s legal rights: for
women’s right to bodily integrity and autonomy: for abortion rights and reproductive
rights; for protection of women and girls from domestic violence, sexual harassment,
and rape; for workplace rights, including maternity leave and equal pay; against

misogyny; and against other forms of gender-specific discrimination against women.

Feminist theory is described as an extension of feminism into theoretical or
philosophical fields. It aims to understand gender inequality and focus on gender
politics, power relations and sexuality. While providing a critique of these social and
political relations, feminist theory largely focuses on the promotion of women'’s rights
and interests. Themes explored in feminist theory include discrimination, stereotyping,
sexual objectification, oppression, and patriarchy (Walters, 2005). In this study,
precepts of the feminist theory are used to scrutinise and analyse female characters

in the selected texts to determine if the characters were depicted in a stereotypical
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manner or if the tenets of Amazon feminism were deployed to bring about gender

equality.

2.2.1 Historical background of feminism: Towards a theory of the Amazon

The term “feminism” is used to refer to the women’s movement whose political history
began in the late eighteenth century. American and French Revolutions inspired
women to demand a larger share of human rights. In 1789, a French woman, Olympe
de Gauges, issued a Declaration of the Rights of Women, and in 1792, an English
woman, Mary Wollstonecraft, published A Vindication of the Rights of Women. Both
works had a profound effect on women’s perspective of themselves. The result was
the formation of the first movement for women’s rights. In 1848 at a convention
organised by Lucretia Mott, the first women’s rights movement was formed, and the
Woman’s Suffrage Organisation of the United States and Europe was inaugurated
(Eagleton, 1991).

The movement was based on the notion that society did not treat women fairly; that
men benefited from this gender inequality, socially, economically, and politically; and
that men were seen by society as superior and women inferior and subservient.
Friedman’s The Feminine Mystique (1963) criticised the idea that women could only
find fulfilment through childrearing and homemaking. The writer hypothesises that
women are victims of a false belief system that requires them to find identity and
meaning in their lives through their husbands and children. Such a system causes
women to completely lose their identity (Eagleton, 1991). The relevance of feminism
to this study is that even today, in the 215 century, some writers are still guilty of writing
women as inferior and their male counterparts as superior. In other words, some
writers still perpetuate traditional archetypes and social stereotypes in imaginative
writing regardless of some strides made by the feminist movement towards women

emancipation globally.

The feminist movement, the feminist theory, and female writers who, according to

Showalter (1977), have tried to adhere to male values in their writing have progressed.
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From the inception of the feminist movement in the nineteenth century (Humm, 1986),
activities of the movement have led to a formation of variants of feminism that include
Amazon feminism. According to Meeder (2008), feminists in the twentieth century
adopted the Amazon image to celebrate women’s achievements and for women
empowerment. Meeder (2008) goes on to say that the Amazon image is also used in
the construction of acceptable female characters in fictional texts and is for promoting

the feminist goal of gender equality, thus challenging patriarchy.

Feminist theory was a useful tool to this study because it enabled the researcher to
determine if female characters in both Matlwa’s and Mda’s texts were constructed to
delineate women empowerment or to perpetuate patriarchal stereotypes. To the
researchers whose thematic interests are similar to those of the present study, Grosz
(1995:280) says:

Any form of commitment to feminist principles and politics involves some

degree of challenge to phallocentrism; the relations between a text and the

prevailing norms and ideals which govern its milieu must be explored.

Feminist texts must render the patriarchal or phallocentric presumptions

governing its contexts and commitment visible. It must question, in one way

or another, the power of these presumptions in the production, reception,

and assessment of texts.... a text’s having a female author in itself carries

in itself a certain probability of shaking up or unsettling the phallocentric

equation of masculinity and humanity. Moreover, it implies that where men’s

occupation of the authoritative position of knower is challenged, there must

also be a feminist subversion of the patronym.
Grosz’s (1995:280) argument is that a feminist text must not only be critical of the
patriarchal norms governing it; it must also help. This help comes “in whatever way, to
facilitate the production of new and perhaps unknown and unthought discursive
spaces — new styles, modes of analysis and argument, new genres and forms — that
contest the limits and constraints currently at work in the regulation of textual
production and reception” (Grosz, ibid). Feminist theory, and one of its branches,
Amazon feminism, were relevant to this study in that they helped the researcher to
identify phallocentric inclinations in the selected texts. In this manner, feminist theory
brought to my mind an image of how a magnet attracts nails onto itself; thus, coining
the phrase “magnet on nails” refers to how feminist theory extracts gender stereotypes

in patriarchal texts with ease.
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My preference for a feminist analytical tool evokes Barthes’ (1977) argument that
many feminists would readily accept the notion of “death of the author” and would even
celebrate the demise of textual integrity and the abandonment of the search for a
singular meaning or received interpretation, and revel in the multiplicity and ambiguity
of texts as well as their openness to re-interpretation. In place of the singular meaning
of a text assumed to be the author’s property, plural meanings are desired by feminist
critics. In light of the above, Grosz (1995:275) argues as follows:

The elevation of multiple readers to the position of textual creator has had

a number of liberating effects for feminist theory. For one thing, it has

opened up a whole history of patriarchal discourses to feminist

appropriations and recontextualisations. Any text, however patriarchal it

may have been at its outset and its author’s intentions, can be read from a

feminist point of view. This may explain why, over the last two decades or

more, the most privileged and analysed texts were those written by men —

and often recognized as phallocentric by feminists working with them. Any

text can be read from a feminist point of view, that is, from the point of view

that brings out a text’s alignment with participation in, and subversion of
patriarchal norms.

Thus, the usage of feminist theory for the study enabled the researcher to forge a
different direction other than that which the writers of the chosen texts might have
intended. The focus and contribution of the study is to bring in an Amazon image in
the representation of women in fictional texts that defies the androcentric literary
tradition. The researcher concurs with Farfan’s (1988) observation on the power of
feminist theory when arguing that some texts can be actively situated within the
parameters of an affirmative feminist discourse despite the fundamental patriarchal

bias with which they are created.

According to Walters (2005), several sub movements of feminism have developed
over the years and often overlap, which means that some feminists identify themselves
with several types of feminist thought. Consequently, the following feminisms are
discussed and adopted in different ways to read the selected texts: radical feminism,
liberal feminism, socialist feminism, African feminisms, Postcolonial feminism, and

Amazon feminism.
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2.2.1 Radical feminism

In radical feminism, the male-controlled capitalist hierarchy is described as sexist and
considered to be the defining feature of women’s oppression. Feminists generally
agree that the present system is male dominated, and that this forms the foundation
of women’s oppression. Radical feminists are adamant that women can free
themselves only when they have done away with what they consider an inherently
oppressive and dominating patriarchal system. Radical feminists feel that the male-
based authority and power structure are responsible for oppression and inequality.
They also feel that if the system and its values are in place, society will not be reformed
in any significant way (Humm, 1986).

Some radical feminists, probably the most radical, believe in the total uprooting and
reconstruction of society in order to achieve their goals (Ruthven, 1984). Regarding
the marriage institution, radical feminist Cronan (1970) argues that since marriage
constitutes slavery for women, it is clear that the women’s movement must concentrate
on attacking this institution since freedom for women cannot be won without the
abolition of marriage. However, critics such as Shibles (1989) points to the fact that
feminists themselves characterise radical feminism as involving sexism because it
advocates the superiority of women over men and the goal to establish a separate
world without men. This is seen as gynocracy (Shibles 1989). In this view, radical

feminism is contrasted with humanism and seen as antihumanistic.

African feminists do not seem to align themselves with the western radical view of the
abolition of marriage and uprooting family units because their societies are based on
communalism. One feminist, Aidoo (2001:13), derides western feminism as an
“‘embarrassing western philosophy, which is imported from America to ruin nice African
homes.” This implies that African women did not need a borrowed feminism because
they have never been complacent about women’s oppression. They have always
spoken out against what is wrong with their societies. One such critic is Ade (2000)

who argues that polygamy is a bane of society, and it is a vice to be dealt with, not by
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procrastination but by divorce. The point Ade (2000) is making is that African men
have a tendency of hiding behind claims that their culture allows them to do so. The
result is that men horde women as wives in the name of culture. Ade (2000) seems to
be taking a radical stance in her reaction to polygamous relationships, while feminists
argue against patriarchy, irrespective of whether they are radical or liberal, as Farfan
(1988:21) argues as follows:
The present patriarchal system is harsh, authoritarian, vengeful and
inhumane, and modern society has become progressively more
dehumanized as patriarchal peoples place more importance in property
rights than in human rights and more emphasis on rigid conformity than on
concepts of justice and mercy.
Radical feminist thought has a basic relevance for this study, as its concern is the
liberation of women. The present study focused on the unjust representation of women
in patriarchal literary fiction on the one hand, and on the other hand it scrutinised
female characters to determine if they were represented according to the tenets of

Amazon feminism.

In accordance with Frye’s (1983) argument, another form of radical feminism is
separatist feminism, which does not support heterosexual relationships. Its
proponents argue that the sexual disparities between men and women are
unresolvable. They also feel that men cannot make positive contributions to the
feminist movement and that even well intentioned men replicate patriarchal dynamics.
Separatist feminism is described as separation of various modes from men and from
institutions, relationships, roles, and activities that are male-defined, male-dominated,
and operating for the benefit of males and the maintenance of male privilege — this

separation being initiated or maintained, at will, by women (Frye, 1983).

However, some African feminists such as Acholonu (1995) are in favour of the
inclusion of men in their programmes on women emancipation. The inclusion of
African men is informed by the fact that the majority of policymakers in many African
countries are men, and women believe that inclusivity is important if women are to
gain ground in policy changes that affect them. Furthermore, the importance that many

women place on communalism and family results in their desire to work with men to
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develop an inclusive approach to solving gender issues. The developer of Motherism,
Acholonu (1995) explicates that for Motherism to work, there has to be a male-female
complementarity that ensures the wholeness of human existence in a balanced

ecosystem.

The study concurs with the suggestion of inclusivity to solve problems of Africa, be it
gender, political or economic issues, taking into cognisance Africa’s history of
colonialism and the communal nature of African societies. However, warnings are
sounded against the inclusivity approach. Adimora-Ezeigbo (2012), herself an African
feminist critic and the proposer of Snail-sense Feminism, warns women to work slowly
when dealing with men in the tough and very difficult patriarchal society they live in.
On the question of language, Lorde (1981) argues that it is futile for women to use the
discourse such as that of the male establishment in power because it leads to some
women sinking into oblivion. In For the Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the
Master’s House, Lorde (1981:232), a postcolonial feminist, warns women: “they (men)
may allow us (women) temporarily to beat [them] at [their] own game, but they will
never enable us to bring genuine change.” Lorde’s (1981) argument is similar to Frye’s
(1983) warning against inclusivity on arguing that even well intentioned men replicate
patriarchal dynamics. Feminists and feminist critics in Africa are thus warned. Ruthven
(1984) clarifies that feminists are primarily concerned with the oppression of women
in an androcentric society, and a feminist critic is one who considers gender as the
crucial determinant in the production, circulation, and consumption of literary

discourses.

2.2.2 Liberal feminism

While some feminists have chosen a radical path, others, according to Bryson (1999),
are liberal in their approach. The latter opt to transform society using personal
interactions between women and men. Liberal feminism focuses on women'’s ability to
show and maintain their equality through their own actions and choices. According to
liberal feminists, all women can assert their ability to achieve equality, and therefore it

is possible for change to happen without altering the structure of society. Issues
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important to liberal feminists include reproductive and abortion rights, sexual
harassment, voting rights, education, equal pay for equal work, affordable childcare,
affordable health care, and bringing to light the frequency of sexual and domestic
violence against women (Bryson, 1999).

Liberal feminism is mostly welcome in African feminisms and in postcolonial feminism
involving other formerly colonised countries such as India. On discussing modes of
African feminisms, Nkealah (2016), for example, reveals several commonalities that
African feminisms share: African feminisms incorporate gender inclusion,
collaboration, and accommodation to ensure that both women and men contribute,
although not equally, to improving the material conditions of women. On postcolonial
feminism in India, Mishra (2013:133) concluded that heterogeneity is the key theme of
postcolonial feminism, and that postcolonial feminine writers are not interested in
dismantling family order, custom, and tradition; rather, they seek for balance, mutual
respect, and harmony. According to Davis-Kimball (2002:46), Amazons lived a
nomadic life in which men, women, and children work side-by-side, “often at the same
tasks with little of the type of role playing that is often associated with patriarchal
cultures.” Thus, liberal feminism speaks to both Amazon feminism and African

feminism included in this study.

2.2.3 Socialist feminism

Critics such as Bryson (1999) have noted that a common element in the various
schools of thought is the liberation of women. That which makes them different is what
its proponents believe is not covered in the other schools of thought. Socialist feminism
connects the oppression of women to Marxist ideas about exploitation, oppression,
and labour. Socialist feminists argue that unequal standing in both the workplace and
the domestic sphere holds women down. Socialists see prostitution, domestic work,
childcare, and marriage as ways in which women are exploited by a patriarchal system

that devalues women and the substantial work they do.
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The uniqueness of socialist feminism is that it focusses its energy on broad change
that affects society as a whole, rather than on individuals. They see the need to work
alongside not just men, but also all other groups, as they see the oppression of women
as part of a larger pattern that affects everyone involved in the capitalist system
(Bryson, 1999). African feminisms have some common views with socialist feminism
in that they concentrate completely on all people instead of individuals. Masenya

(2009) regards socialist feminism as akin to the African mentality of communality.

The socialist version of feminism was relevant to the study because socialist feminists’
efforts are targeted at freeing women from exploitation and oppression by phallocentric
systems (Bryson,