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ABSTRACT 

A number of studies have been conducted at both undergraduate a nd post 

graduate levels to study the portrayal of women characters in literature 

though most of them seem to lack depth for they were not analyzed from a 

clearly defined theoretical frame work. Besides, in previous studies, much 

attention has not been given to the discussion of the portrayal of women 

ch aracters in novels written at different periods to find whether strong and 

liberated women a re appearing in view of the changing real it ies. 

The aim of this thesis is, therefore , to analyze the portrayal of major femal e 

characters in four Amharic novels, written during the pre-Italian occupation 

(1908-1935), the post war period (1941-1958) and the modern period (1950s 

and 1960s), and see if new images of women are emerging. 

The novels selected for discussion include: Afework Gebreyesus's Tobya 

(1908), Hiruy Woldeselassie's Yelib Hassab: Yebirhanena Yetsion Mogessa 

Gabicha (1931), Negash Gebremariam's Setegna Adari (1964) anct Bealu 

Girma's Kadma's Bashager (1970). Major characters have been identified 

and discussed separately in the order of the publication of each book. The 

portrayals are analyzed from the feminist perspective. 

The thes is has five chapters. In the first chapter, the statement of the 

problem, objectives of the study, significance of the study, limitations of the 

study, methodology and organization of the paper are presented. In chapter 

two, feminist theories , literary criticism and review of related literature have 

been discussed. In chapter three, the portrayal of the female character s is 

discussed. In chapter four, comparative analyses of the portrayals are 

presented. Finally, conclusions are given in chapter five. 



The main finding of this s tudy is th a t women characle rs are portrayed in 

their traditional and biological roles . They are depicted as loyal housewives, 

mothers , mistresses, lovers and sex objects . For insta nce, Afework's Tobya is 

presented as beautiful, pious, selfless and physically a nd menta lly strong. 

However, despite her tremendous positive qualities, in the end she becomes 

a mere housewife, h er main role being bearing and taking care of children. 

Hiruy's Tsion Mogessa is presented as cute and intelligent. She ch ooses to 

learn writing and reading history instead of preparing tej a nd tella and 

cooking and baking enjera. Notwithstanding this however , after her marriage 

she becomes a mere housewife cheerfully performing domes tic duties su ch 

as cooking and serving within the traditional milieu. Negash 's Ena nu , a 

victim of early marriage, escapes from a jealous and cruel hu sba nd to fina lly 

become a prostitute. She bea rs a n illegitimate child for wh ose sake she qui ts 

her job and as a consequence she suffers from a bj ect poverty and en dless 

mishaps. Bealu 's Lulit is firs t presented as proud, asserti ve a nd aggress ive. 

After her marriage, however , she turns out to be weak , timid , se lfless and a 

devout wife who places her husband before herself. 

Even if glorified as virtuous, devout, intelligent and physically strong for 

thematic purposes, their ultimate ambition is ma rriage a nd they a re 

expected to be loyal, obedient and selfless mothers. Other than in the h ouse 

sphere, they don 't participa te in social and political life. Hence, educated , 

self-reliant and strong women who take part in all areas of life have not been 

portrayed in the four novels discussed. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Statement of the Problem 

In his work, Contemporary Literary Theory: A Student's Companion, 

Krishnaswamy (2001: 74), asserts: "In all traditions women have always 

been considered inferior and incapable of a ny serious thinking; irrespective 

of religion, country, race, the period in which they live ... " (74). Thus, just like 

a ll women elsewhere in the world , Ethiopian women have been, ever S!l1ce 

immemorial, considered to be inferior to men in many respects . 

There is no gainsaying that Ethiopia is a patriarchal society. Accord i ng to 

Levine (1974:54)," ... nearly all the people of Greater Ethiopia consider 

women generally inferior, express little if any appreciation of distinct ive ly 

feminine traits, and h arbour many idioms of contempt for alleged female 

attributes". As stated by Levine, in Ethiopia, one finds many proverbs a nd 

stories that demean women. For instance, here are two such Amharic 

proverbs. 

SJlt:,- )\~\9ne't;:f {}:~:'fl 'I"}!!.;;; {Jt\O)'9U :: 

As there is no hyena with horns, there is no woman with 
intelligence 

n.:'- o.IJ1 1 -)aU '} fIl'/ II :: 

Too many cooks (women) spoil the broth 

The first proverb categorically asserts that a ll women inheren tly lack brain La 

think rationally, while the second one implies that women a re talkative and 

sharp-tongued and as such when they gather together they sacrifi ce t.heir 

business a nd duties to talking over trivialities. This implies that women a re 

incapable of discharging their duties responsibly. 



As stated above, Amharic proverbs that stereotype and belittle women are 

pervasive . For his under graduate thesis, Tadesse Eshetie (1980) has 

collected and analyzed Amharic proverbs that reflect women's inferior 

position. Tadesse has organized the proverbs unde r socia l, religious, 

economic and political categories and tried to analyze the place of women 

from these perspectives. The findings were that women are inferior and hold 

second position in all aspec ts of life. Similarly, for her undergraduate essay, 

Nuria Ibrahim (1996) has gathered and analyzed Arssi Oromo's proverbs 

that focus on women. Her finding is not different from that of Tadesse. The 

proverbs depicted women as physically and mentally weak and economically 

dependent on men. 

Naturally, such deeply ingrained gender stereotypes do prevail not on ly in 

proverbs, sayings and songs but in literature, too. In this connection , many 

studies have been conducted, both at undergraduate and post graduate 

levels, to examine the images of women in literature. Most of these s tudies 

are, however, flawed either for lack of a clearly ddined theoretica l framework 

or for the ir focus on selected category of women. Others, despite the ir 

commendable effort to discuss the images of women from a feminist 

perspective, their coverage is either limited to only two books or books 

authored by one person and as such fall short of providing a comparative 

analysis to find out whether the images of women in literature a re showing 

any change through time. The objective of this study is, thus, to fill this gap. 

1.2 Objectives of the Study 

The purpose of this paper is to compare and contrast the portrayals of 

major female ch aracters in four male .. authored Amharic novels , written 

during the pre-Italian occupation (1908-1935) , the post war period (1941-

1958) and the modern period ( the mid 1950s and 60s). 
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The specific objective is to identify and discuss major female characters in 

the novels in relation to men as well as examine patriarchal assumption s 

and assess if new images of s trong women are emerging. 

The four novels are Afework Gebre-Yesus' Tobya (1908), Hiruy 

Woldeselassie's Yelib Hassab: Yeberhanena Yetsion Mogesa Gabicha (1931), 

Negash Gebre-Mariam's Setegna Adari (1964) and Be'alu Girma's Kadmas 

Bashageri1970) . These books are selected, in addition to being male­

authored, in the belief that they can stand as representatives of the time in 

which they were written. 

1.3. Significance of the Study 

The expectation of this research is to bring an addition al perspective to the 

study of the images of women in literature, particularly in the Amharic novel. 

It is also expected to serve as an additional resou rce fo r students of 

literature and other researchers to conduct more stud ies in the area. 

It can also make a modest contribution towards sensitizing seasoned , 

beginners and potential writers to become gender sensitive so that they can 

contribute through their literary works to on-going campaigns to ensure 

equality of women. 

1.4. Limitations of the Study 

To establish whether the images of women in literature are changing through 

tim e, it would have been more appropriate to consider more than four books 

for discussion. But, because of time constra ints a nd the limitations of this 

paper in scope , only four books a re considered for analysis. Besides, thi s 

paper can never claim to have addressed the different fem ini st perspectives 

in the novels. 
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1.5. Methodology 

Basically this study is descriptive criticism. The four novels have been 

selected and read between lines. Then, maj or characters have been identified 

and analyzed on the basis of wh at they think, do and say, the n a rrators ' 

comments as well as on what other ch aracter s th ink or say of them. 

Commentaries and reviews conducted on anyone of the selected works or on 

individual female characters have been read to enrich th e perspective of th e 

di scussion s of thi s s tudy. 

The discussions and interpretations of the portraya ls have been approached 

from a feminist perspective. In analyzing the portrayals of the female 

ch a racters, an eclectic mix or a comprehensive approach of feminist 

perspectives have been employed. Since the au thors of Tobya, Yelib Hassab 

and Kadmas Bashager are long dead, the only surviving author of Setegna 

Adari has been interviewed. 

1.6 Organization of the Thesis 

This thesis is divided into five chapters. The firs t chapter deals with the 

statement of the problem, objectives, sign ificance, methodology, limitations 

a nd the organization of the study. Th e second chapte r is devoted to 

theoretical issues and some local studies on the images of women. The third 

chapter deals with the analysis of the ch a racters in th e four novels. Thi s 

chapter is subdivided into four pa rts under which the characters in each of 

th e novels are discussed separately in the order of the publications of the 

novels. The fourth chapter deals with the comparative analysis of the 

portrayals while the fifth cha pter is devoted to conclu s ion s. 

4 



CHAPTER TWO 

Theoretical Framework and a Review of Related 

Literature 

In th is chapter , the emergence of feminism, core concepts of major feminist 

movements, literary criticism and review of related literature are discu ssed. 

2.1. The Emergence of Feminism 

The assumption that women are irrational and biologically or na tura lly 

handicapped was nearly universal. Women, especia lly in Western culture , 

started individual and collective struggle to counter what they ca lled the 

"perniciou s" artitudes directed again st the female . This resu lted in the 

emergence of feminist movement. In this regard, Stacey (1993), as quoted by 

Nicolson (1996 : 2 1) says: "Feminism is essentially a reaction to, and product 

of, patriarchal culture and one of its significant roles h as been to account for 

women's Subordination". Feminism is a movement that seeks to resist any 

and all forms of oppression and margina lization of women in patriarchal 

culture. It intends to change the traditional role and image of women to 

ensure the equality between men and women in the male dominated society. 

In this connection, Krishnaswamy (2001:74) says: "Feminism (of late called 

'womanism') is a seriou s attempt to formulate th e issues and fin d solu tion s 

to gender problems". 

The intention of feminists is to rectify the distorted images of women. 

W9men, a nd to be more precise, feminists feel that the negative attributes 

given to women are socially and cultura lly con structed. They argue that 

differences in character tra its , behavior, social relationships and social and 

economic s ta tus between women and men are not based on biological 

differences. 
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By disproving the vIew tha t women are irrational a nd inferior to m en, the . 

feminists want to achieve legal, social, political and economic equa lity with 

men. Though there are various international rights guaranteeing wom en and 

men equal rights, the feminists believe that women are sti ll under the 

domination of the male sex who controls vital ins titutions to promote hi s 

supremacy. 

Hence, the need for the feminists to continue their s truggle una bated. Thi s 

does not, however, mean that there is one unified feminist movement. 

Regarding this, Nicolson (1996:21) quotes Delmar (1986: 9) : 

"Within feminism itself there is evidence of many different voices, and it is far 
from a unitary or static concept: there is a naming of the parts: there are 
radical feminists, socialist feminists, Marxist feminists, lesbian separatists, 
women of colour, and son on, each group with its own carefully preserved 
sense of identity". 

Each of these groups attempts to analyze the root ca uses of women 's 

problems from different perspectives and suggest solutions accordingly . For 

instance, let's briefly look into the core concepts of liberal feminism , 

feminism and Marxism and radical feminism. 

2.1.1. Liberal feminism 

According to Donovan (2007: 17), "Theories developed during the so called 

Enlightenment or Age of reason were being put in to practice : the idea, for 

example, that people have certain inalienable or 'natural' rights upon which 

governments m ay not intrude .... " But since women were categorized in the 

Other, they were not entitled to the same n atural rights as men. Thus, they 

learned that they can achieve these rights only through arduous struggle. To 

th is end, women 's rights activists like Mary Wolls tonecra ft , Sara Grimke, 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony and John S tuart Mill had to 

develop and elaborate on a number of fundamenta l libera l doctrines aimed 

at bringing to an end the subjugation of women. 
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According to many fem inists ,Wollstonecraft, wh o wrote Vindication of the 

Rights of Women as early as in 1792, still remains to be the leading figure 

from among the women's right's activists. The cen tral argum en t of 

Wollstonecraft's Vindication, which is described as a classic feminist theory 

by prominent women's rights activists such as Donovan , is that "women 

remain enslaved becau se of corrupt processes of socia lization which stunts 

their intellect and teaches them that their proper purpose in li fe is to serve 

m en " (24) . 

Wollstonecraft feels that because of such corrup t pr cesses of socialization 

women are left with no choice but to cultivate their be uty, at the expense of 

their minds, in order to establish th em economi ally by a ttrac ting a 

husband. She writes: "". Women a re plunged by the p evailing opinion, that 

they were created ra ther to feel than reason , and thl t all the power they 

obtain must be obtained by their charms and wea knesses" (Wollstonecraft, 

1985 : 153). She adds: "Strength of body and mind are sacrificed to libertine 

n otions of beau ty , to the desire of establishing themselves- the only way 

women can rise in the world-by marriage" (83 ). Sh e goes on to say: "To rise 

in the world , and have the liberty of running from pleasure to pleasure, they 

must marry advantageou s ly, and to this object their t ime is sacrifi ced, and 

their persons often legally prostitu ted" (151). 

Wollstonecra ft believes that sound education and a ppro priate training would 

contribute towards developing women's cri t ical thinking. In this connection 

she writes: "Strengthen the female mind by enlarging it, a n d there will be an 

end to blind obedience; bu t as blind obedience is ever sou gh t for by power, 

tyrants and sensua lists are in the right when they endeavou r to keep woman 

in the dark, because the former only want s laves a nd the latter a plaything" 

(107). 

While strongly rejecting ideas promoted by Rousseau and oth ers that men 

and women think differently (124-1 25). Wollstonecra ft wonders whether there 

is 'sex in souls' and asserts that women and men have the same moral and 

7 



intellectual core. If women do reason differently or incorrectly, it is because 

they h ave not received proper training she contends, adding, "Women can not 

be confined to merely domes tic pursuits .... Nor can they be sh ut out of great 

enterprises" (294). 

Another liberal feminist, Frances Write, a Scotswoman, "asserts that only by 

thinking clearly about their situations will women be able to recognize age-old 

prejudices for what they are". (Donovan , 2000: 27). Just like Wollstonecraft , 

Write believes that "critical thinking can break through the mystifications by 

which women are duped into accepting a subjugated status" (27). 
I 

Sarah Grimke, like Wolltonecraft and Wright believed strongly in the efficacy 

of critical thinking; sh e asserted that women's natural rights had been denied 

them by m en, and a rgued that women and men were moral and intellectual 

equals (29). Grimke thinks th at men as a group or as a class keep women as a 

class under their domination because it is in the interest of the male sex to do 

so. In this connection she is quoted by Donovan as saying, "men condition 

women to please them, men deny women the possibility of a deep-nt education 

and prevent th eir developing powers of critical analysis" (30). 

Other liberal feminists, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, two of 

the great leaders of American nineteenth-century women's rights movement 

a re said to have developed and refined the Enlightenment theory a rticulated 

by th eir predecessors, Wolistonecraft, Wright and Grimke. 

Stanton rejected the "cult of true womanh ood which meant, among other 

things, that women were weak, incompetent, a nd pure and that they needed 

male protection from the evils of the world ' (33). Her central liberal doctrine is 

that women, as human beings, need rights in order to stand on their own . To 

this end, she says: "Grant u s minimal basic rights and th en let us take care of 

ourselves, our property, our children, and our hom es" (33). 

8 



Harriet Taylor and John Stu a rt Mill were two Engli sh Philosophers who 

contributed to the development of libera l theory in the n ineteen th century. 

Harriet Taylor argued for a complete c ivil a nd political equality for women , 

including th e opening of a ll public offices and occupation s. 

In his book, The Subjugation oj Women (1970), J ohn Stuart Mill , said, "The 

subjugation of women to men being a universal cu stom, any departu re from it 

quite na tura lly appears unnatura l" (14) . He adds: "The yoke is natura lly a nd 

necessarily humilia ting to a ll persons, except the one who is on the throne, 

together with, at most, the one who expects to succeed to it" (1 2). Then, h e 

wonders: "How different are these cases from that of the power of men over 

women!" (12). He further underlines that the main reason of public exclusion 

of women lies in the male's desire "to mainta in their (women 's) subordination 

in domestic life; because the generality of the male sex can not tolerate the idea 

of living with an equal" (50) Like oth er libera l theorists, Mill rej ects irrational 

customs and prejudices and calls for providing women an opportunity to move 

beyond their prescribed, limited sphere . 

2.1.2. Feminism and Marxism 

The idea of materia list determina tion , usu ally called historical materialism is 

on e of the centra l theories of Marxism. According to Donovan (2000: 80) 

"This holds that culture and society are rooted in material or economic 

conditions". Donovan quotes Marx as saying in a preface to his Critique of 

Political Economy (1859): "th e mode of production of material life conditions 

th e social , poli tical, and intellectu a l life process in genera l.. ." (80). 

Marx further states that the bourgeoisie, the ruling class have a to ta! 

superiority over th e ruled class, the proletariat because the form er has a full 

control of the m eans of production while the latter belongs to those who 

own no m eans of production and live by selling their wage- labour (81). 
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Based on this economic criterion , Marxists draw an analogy between the 

bourgeoisie and man on one hand and the prole ta riat and woman on the 

other. The reason for drawing the analogy is very clear: m an is associa ted 

with the bourgeoisie because he holds stronger m ateria l or economic base 

while the woman is equated with the prole ta riat becau se of here econ omic 

inferiority . To prove h ow economic factors govern th e re lationships between 

the two sexes, Engels, as quoted by Donovan (87), s tates in the Origin oj the 

Family that in the prehistoric, communistic time: 

While there is a division of labour between the sexes (the man 
hunts, the woman tends to the house), within those spheres they 
hold equal power. They are each master in their own sphere ... The 
woman, however, a ppears to be a little more equal, bec"L1se the 
material base of that society is centered in the woman con trolled 
gens ... This communistic household .. . is the material foundation of 
the supremacy of the woman which was general in primitive times 

Marxists believe that at one particular time the prehistoric, communistic 

matriarchate was overturned or superseded by the patriarchate. Engels 

elaborates this idea as follows: 

The first great change in the mode of production thaL led Lo thc 
patriarchate takeover and to the development of alienatiol1 ... was the 
taming of a nimals . Because there was a greater supply of food and 
animal products when cattle were herded rather than hunted, 
materials were available for exchange. Cattle therefore became a 
commodi ty privately owned (by men) a nd exch anged for other 
goods ... It was the male who benefited from thi s transition for all the 
surplus ... fell to him" (87-88). 

In The Origin oj the Family, Private Property and the State (1972: 221), Engels 

a rgues that the women 's domestic labour began to count less in compar ison 

to the wealth the man was accumulating in which "the latte r was everything, 

the former an unimportant extra" . As wealth increased, it made the man's 

position more important and he "now being actually supreme in the house , 

the last barrier to his absolute supremacy had fa llen ... This autocracy was 

confirmed a nd perpe tuated by the overthrow of mother right, the 

introduction of father right, and the gradual transition of the pairing 

marriage in monogamy" (221 ). Ma rx a nd Engles further say in the Selected 

Works: Volume Three (1972:233) "The overthrow of the mothe r right was the 
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world-historic defeat of the female sex. The man seized the reins in the hou se 

a lso, the woman was degraded , enthralled , the slave of the ma n 's lu s t , a 

mere instrument for breeding children" (233).Thus, the main reason for 

women's oppression is man's retention of economic superiority. 

To Marxists, as the root cause of women's oppression is economic and 

therefore political imbalances, its solution lies in giving women access to the 

area of public production. This includes urging women to fu lly enter the 

public workforce, thus eliminating their confinement to priva te domes tic 

labour. To this end, in The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State 

(1972: 139), Engels says: "With the transfer of the means of production into 

comm on ownership, the single family ceases to be the economic unit of 

society. Private housing is transformed into a social industry. The care and 

education of the children becomes a public affair; society looks after a ll 

children alike, whether they are legitimate or not" . 

All this would be ma terialized after the abolition of private ownership and 

the formation of what Marxists call a Communist Society . In the word s of 

Engles, this will be realized with "the transfer of the means of production 

into social property" (139) . This is to mean that s ince capita li sm and th e 

modes of production which support it are the sources of all oppression, the 

oppression of a ll classes and the subjugation of wom en will end with th e 

demise of capi talism. 

Though many feminists like Alexandra Kollontain, Clara Zetkin and Rosa 

Luxumberg strongly support the Marxists' view that the solutions of the 

women question were identical with the solution of the socia l question, there 

were and there are others who disagree with this. Some, though they 

acknowledge that women might well develop more sense of class solidari ty if 

they worked with others instead of being isolated in their homes, they say 

that "a move into the factories can hardly be seen as a liberating ste p" 

(Donovan, 2000: 89) . For instance, Dalla Costa, as quoted by Donova n 

argues: "simply entering the realm of public production, as it is, will not end 
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women's alienation. Slavery to an assembly line is not liberation from slavery 

to a kitchen sink" (92). 

Others totally disagree to attribute their subjugation to a mere economIc 

factor. They say they do not believe that "capitalism, or any other economic 

system, is the cause of female oppression, nor do we believe that fem a le 

oppression will disappear as a result of purely economic 

revolution"(Ruthven , 1984:18). For this group of feminists, the root cause of 

their problem is patriarchy, not economic issue. 

2.1.3. Radical Feminism 

As opposed to Marxists, radical feminists say that at the root of women's 

oppression is patriarchy or male domination and not capitalism. They say 

that the cause for all women's suffering is male supremacy and this trend, 

according to them , must be reversed through a kind of a revolution led by 

feminists. They assert that, "feminism had to be the basis for any truly 

revolutionary change (Donovan, 2000:156). To materialize this , according to 

them, " Women should identify themselves as a subjugated c lass or caste 

and put their primary energies in a movement with other women to combat 

their oppressors-men; that men and women are fundamentally different , 

have different styles and culture, and that the women's mode must be th e 

basis of any future society" (156) . 

As quoted by Donovan, in an article, Female Liberation as a Basis Jar Social 

Revolution (1968), Roxanne Dunbar asserts that "women are different from 

men that they have been conditioned to have certain 'maternal traits' such 

as caring for others , flexibility, non-competitiveness, and cooperativeness" 

(156). The radical feminists say that "the politically oppressive male-female 

role system is the first and original model of all oppression" (157) . As such 

they describe marriage as a source of women's oppression. Some of the 

radical feminists say that since marriage is "a primary formalization of the 

persecution of women, we consider the rejection of this institution both in 
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theory and in practice as a primary work of the radical feminists" (157) . The 

promoters of this idea are reported to have established a membership quota 

wh ereby no more than a third of the members could be living with a man. 

These same feminists also lambasted love as an organization that "promotes 

vulnerability, dependence, possessiveness, susceptibility to pain, and 

prevents the full development of women's human potentia l" (157). Like other 

radical femini sts, Firestone harbours the belief that the first task of a 

fem in ist revolution must be to bring to an end "the tyranny of the biological 

family' (161). According to her as quoted by Donova n, thi s will be realized by 

"seizing the means of reproduction, that is by using technology to release 

wom en from their biological destiny" 161). To th is end, Firestone urges" not 

just for birth control but new means of reproduction u s ing a rtificial devices 

like test-tube fertilization and artifi cia l placentas" (161). 

As is to be expected , Firestone's ideas have faced a series of opposition. For 

example, her dependence on technology-artificial means of reproduction was 

attacked as lacking humanistic prospect. They wondered "how sex (a 

biological fact) becomes gender (a social phenomenon)" (164). Other 

feminists questioned how such an idea can be materialized under a male 

domina ted situation. They expressed their doubt by saying: "Since 

technology is controlled by the male ruling class, it is unlike ly that it will be 

used to liberate women from their biology" (164). 

To withstand what they describe as deeply entrenched oppression, the 

radical feminists are of the opinion th at women must get organized as 

women with the purpose of liberating their own culture and that they must 

"raise the banner of the female principle. We a re proud of the female cu lture 

of emotion, intui tion, love, personal relationship . .. It is only by asserting the 

long suppressed and ridiculed female principle that a truly human society 

will come about" (158). 

13 



The radical feminists believe that all women, irrespective of clour, social 

status or race, are victims of male supremacy. Thus, they felt it was 

necessary for them to get organized under one umbrella to resist ma le 

domination. In this connection, they say, "We identify with a ll women of all 

races, classes and countries all over the world" (158). 

According to Millett, "the state maintains its rule through force , but also 

through ideological hegemony. Patriarchal ideology IS that of male 

supremacy, which conditions women to exhibit ma le serving behaviour and 

to accept male serving roles" (159). She adds: "thi s ideology permeates every 

aspec t of our culture and touches every aspect of ou r lives-even the most 

personal" (159). 

2.2. Feminist Literary Criticism 

Quoting Krishnaswamy, we have earlier said that in a ll societies, irrespective 

of religion , country, and race and the period, in which they lived, women 

have always been looked down upon as creatures that lacked all the positive 

qualities that men possess. It goes without saying that these distorted 

societal views are pervasive 111 languages, in literature, in proverbs and 

stories. In this connection, Ferguson (1977: 10) has this to say: "Literature 

both reflects and helps to create reality. It is through their preservation in 

works of art that we know what the stereotypes and archetypes have been 

and are; in turn. Knowing the images influences our view of reality and even 

our behaviour." 

Feminist literary criticism, therefore, intends to explore and critiqu e 

portrayals of women in any literary works. The task of feminist literary 

critics is to "try to explain how power imbalances due to gender in a gIVen 

culture are reflected in or challenged by literary texts" (Guerin et a I. , 1999: 

196). Kolodny in (Rice and Waugh (eds.), 2001:163), says, Feminist literary 

criticism involves, " .. . exposing sexual stereotyping of women in both our 

literature and our literary criticism ... " 

14 



In what follows, Ka te Millett is quoted by Moi in ( Jefferson and Robey (eds.), 

1986: 205) , as saying in her book, Sexual politics (1969: 25), " .. . the essence 

of politics is power ... and the task of feminist critics a nd theorists is to 

expose the way in which male dominance over females, ... constitutes its 

most fundamental con cept of power. " 

Wha t we can understand from th e above definition s is that fem in ist literary 

criticism a ims at analyzing litera ry works to see how women are portrayed in 

relation to men or wh ether the female characters a re presen ted as 

stereotypes. In other words, feminist literary criticism is a scanning too l to 

expose the oppressive nature of s tereotypical representations of women tn a 

male dominated society. 

Literary cri tic ism is n ot an end in itself, bu t rather a means to a n encl . Its 

u ltimate objective is to achieve th e equ a lity of women by chan ging existing 

misconceptions and assumptions people have about women. To this end, 

Moi says, "Feminist criticism .. . is a specific kind of political discourse: a 

critical and theoretical practice committed to the struggle against patria rchy 

and sexism , not s imply a concern for gender in literature ... " (Jefferson and 

Robey (eds.), 1986:204). 

As discussed earlier, feminism is not a monolithic movement . In other 

words, there is no one unified feminist m ovement. We h ave earlier said th at 

within feminism, there are diffe rent voices and therefore feminism is far from 

being a unitary or s ta tic concept. For insta nce, there a re socia li st fem ini sts, 

radical feminist , black feminists, liberal feminists etc. In this regard , in 

Guerin et a l. (1999:197) , it is s ta ted , " Feminists examine the experiences of 

women from all races a nd clas ses and cultures, including , for example, 

African American, Latina, Asian American, American Indian, lesbian , 

handicapped, elderly ... " 

However , though women's problems may differ in magnitude and their 

proposed solutions, generally speaking most women have one common 
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agenda: they all fight for women's political, socia l, economic, psychological, 

sexual a nd racial freed om. Their ultim ate desire is to ensure gender equality 

by doing away with culturally and socially con structed views. Thi s is why 

literary cri ticism is considered to be relevant to all groups. The valid ity of 

literary criticism to a ll voices is stated as: 

Despite their diversity, feminist critics generally agree that their 
goals are to expose patriarchal premises, and resulting prejudices, 
to promote discovery and reeva luation of literatu re by women and to 
examine social, cu ltural, and psychosexual contexts of literature 
and literary criticism. Feminist critics therefore study sexual, social, 
and political issues once thought to be 'outside' the study of 
literature" (Guerin et aI., 1999: 197). 

Another point that deserves discu ssion here is whether feminist literary 

studies should be left only to women for analysis . Some feminists argue that 

the auth ority of female li terary criticism resides only within the female criti c. 

Showalter, an ardent supporter of this view thinks that literature written by 

women should be analyzed by women. S h e says that feminist lite ra ry 

cri ticism can be divided into two distinct varie ties. The first one deal s, "with 

woman as reader-with woman as the consu mer of ml'll e produced literature, 

and with the way in which the hypothesis of a fem a le reader changes our 

apprehension of a given text, awakening us to the sign ificance of its sexual 

cod es" (Rice and Waugh (eds.), 2001:146). Showalter prefers to call "this 

kind of analysis the feminist critique." (146). According to her its purpose is 

to probe, "the ideological assumptions of literary phenomena. Its subjects 

include the images and stereotypes of women in literature, the omissions 

and misconceptions about women in criticism and the fissures in male 

constructed literary history" (146-147). 

The second type of feminist criticism, according to S h owalter, " is concerned 

with woman as writer- - with woman as the producer of textua l meanin g, 

with the history, themes, genres and structures of literature by women" ( 

147). According to her its su bjects include: "th e psychody namic of fem a le 

creativity, linguistics and the problem of a female language; the trajectory of 

the individual or collective female literary career ; literary history; and, of 
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course, studies of particular writers and works" (147). Showalter has coined 

the term gynocritic (woman centered) for such a s pecialized discourse . 

The central idea of this notion is tha t women writers deserve con s ideration 

because their works have been overlooked . Showalter a nd her d isc iples 

a rgue that literatu re written by wom en s hould be a nalyzed by women 

because if they are left open to m en they will fall victim to androcentric bias. 

They say that the m a in focus of male cr itics is wha t they think women 

should look like rather than reflecting the real fee lings a nd experience of 

women. 

As opposed to the promoters of the above idea, there ar e other femini st 

critics who disagree with such views. For on e, Ruthven (1984: 11 ) a rgues: 

... even this most recent of feminisms is heavi ly dependent on men 
to articulate its position, and continue to co-opt their services . In 
matters of theory, J ohn Stuart Mill's, The subjugation of women 
(1869) and Friedrich Engels' The origin of the family, private property 
and the state (1884) are s till treated as classic texts, and curren t 
feminist criticisITI would be inconceivable without Mic hel Foucault 's 
work on discursive formation, the semiology of Roland Barthes, the 
deconstruction of Jacques Derrida, and Jacques Lacan's 
imbrications of psychoanalysis with linguistics." 

He furth er argues: "In addition to these major contributions by m a le 

theorists towards the mobilizing of femini st criticism , there is the exempla ry 

feminism of various male writers who succeeded in not being prisoners of 

their sex" (11). The prominent feminist critic, Moi doesn't either support the 

idea of leaving feminis t criticism to women only . For Moi , "the words 

'feminist' or 'feminis m ' a re political labels indicating support for the aims of 

the new women's movement which emerged in the late 1960's" (Jefferson 

and Robey (eds.), 1986: 204). As stated by Moi, if feminist or feminism a re 

political labels u sed to indicate support for the feminist m ovement, it seems 

that there is no valid reason why a ny m a le with the wi ll a nd com mitment to 

support women's movem ent shouldn 't be accepted as a femini st critic. In 

further elaborating whether m en can be feminists or feminis t cri tics, Moi 
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comments: "If feminists do n ot have to work exclu sively on female au thors , 

perhaps they do not need to be females , either? In principle, the a nswer to 

this question is surely yes: m en can be feminists-but they can't be women, 

just as whites can be a nti-racist, but n ot blacks" (208). 

While stating this , Moi however realizes that, "Under patriarchy men wi ll 

a lways s peak from a different position than women ... In practice therefore lhe 

would be ma le femini st critic ought to ask himself whether he as a ma le is 

really doing feminism a service in our present situation by mu scling in on 

the one cultural and intellectual space women h ave created for themselves 

within 'his' male dominated discipline: (208). 

Before we wrap up the issue under discu ssion, let's take up one quotation 

from Ruthven (1984: 14) . 

If feminist criticism is to be a contribution to knowledge, those who 
write it must expect to receive adverse criticism from men as well as 
women , and to modify their work accordingly if persuaded that their 
initial hypotheses have been wrong. Many femini sts, however , treat 
adverse criticism nol as part of a process toward s knowledge but as 
a threat to an immuta ble truth which is known al ready , beli ev ing 
that those who a re not with them must be against them. 

The conclusion tha t we can draw from the above argumen ts seem s to bc very 

clear: feminist criticism should not and cannot be seen as a 'no go area' for 

male critics . As it has been said time and again in our earlier discussions, 

gender difference is a social and cultural construct and is not a biological 

one. So, such socially and culturally constructed notions can be 

deconstructed only through culture change or social transformation . If this 

is the case, how can then women intend to achieve su ch socia l 

transformation by excluding men who a re held responsible for causing the 

subjugation of women . 

Thu s, if the interest of femini sts is to achieve gender equ a li ty, thcy need to 

do away with 'isolationist a ttitude, reject a ny idea to form 'm en 's and 
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women's bloc' and accept with open h and anyone, be it male or fem a le, who 

wishes to genuinely promote women's cause. 

2.3. Review of Related Literature 

There are a number of s tudies dea ling with the im ages of wo men in lhe 

Amharic novels, short stories and p lays. Some studies underta ken at SA 

and MA levels are discussed below. Though this paper in tends to analyze 

portrayals of female characters in selected Amhari c nove ls, some st.udies 

focusing on the portraya ls of women in short stories and p lays a re reviewed 

in brief in search of relevant ideas regarding how women are treated n ot only 

in novels but a lso in other literary works. 

Yeshi Tadesse's study (1978 E.C.) focuses on the profile of women in five 

plays written before 1974, i.e. before the fa ll of the government of Emperor 

Haile-Selassie and the coming to power of the dergue. The plays a re 

Mengisu Lema's Telfo Bekisie and Yalacha Gabicha and Tsegaye Gebre­

Medhin's Yeshoh Aklil and Belg as well as Mekonnen Endalkach ew's 

Tewodros. 

Yeshi's find ings te ll that the feudal women characters a re depicted as 

insincere, exploiters, snobbish and backward in the ir attitude. [n the eyes of 

the feuda l women, a ll people are not equa l. The other female characte rs, 

according to Yeshi 's study, are portrayed as feeble, dependent and weak 

creatures, preoccupied merely with love a nd other petty issu es .. Despite he r 

praiseworthy work, Yeshi fai ls to base its analysis on a clearly defined 

theoretical fram ework 

Teferi Melesse's study (1 978 E .C. ) deals with the images of women in three 

post- revolution plays of Ayalneh Mulat. The plays are Yegeterua Fana, Yefit 

Edif and Dubana Kil. The playwrigh t, according to Teferi, has depicted the 

women positively. The study indicates th at the female ch a racters were 
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portrayed as strong women involved in activities re lated to social, poli tical 

and economic matters . Though they come from the lower class of the society, 

they strive to educate themselves, educate others a nd manage to assume 

responsibility in their society, The researcher, however, states tha t, at tim es, 

the portrayals lacked plausibility. Just like Yeshi's paper , Teferi 's analysis is 

flawed by lack of clearly defined theoretical framework. 

Jemanesh Solomon's research (1980 E.C.) covers five pre and post­

revolution plays. They are: Mengistu Lema's Bale Kabanu Bale Daba, 

Tsegaye Gebre-Medhin's Yekermo Sew, Belg and Yeslwh A/dil and Ayaln ch 

Mulat's Dubana Kil. Jemanesh 's paper bla mes the playwrights fo r copying 

societal stereotyping of women in their works as they are. She asserts that 

men playwrights like Mingistu Lema and Tsegaye Gbre-Medhin have failed to 

portray independent and assertive women . She states that the authors 

portrayed men of different personalities but their women characters are 

a lmost all weak. The women are portrayed as beautiful whose preoccupation 

is love and sex. If the female character, attempts to be assertive she is 

condemned for failing to conform to the convention. 

Jemanesh suggests that Ethiopian writers need to portray women of 

different personalities from various angles. She strongly criticizes the idea of 

portraying women only as sexual lovers and mothers. She states that wom en 

characters should be treated fairly and should be shown taking part in 

various social activities. Of all women, Jemansh identifies one woman 

character of Ayalneh Mulat who she says was depic ted as progressive. Even 

here, Jemanesh goes to a great length to show h ow the portrayal of this 

woman was rendered implausible. In spite of her deta iled analysis, 

Jemanesh, however, fails to look at its study from a feminist or other 

theoretical perspective. 

Askale Lema (1974 E.C.) Considers eight young female characters from 

eight Amharic novels for her senior essay. Askela 's finding indicates that a ll 

the young women are portrayed as weak and timid who seek men's 
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protection . They a re depicted as feeble creatures obsessed with cosmetics 

and glittering objects. On the contrary, men are depicted as courageous, 

committed to sacrificing their lives for the cause of their country. 

Tensay Yigezu (1978 E.C.) looks at the images of feudal women in Haddis 

Alemayehu's Fikir Eskemekabir, Dagnachew Worku's Adefris, Be'alu Girma's 

Kadmas Bashager and Yekey Kokeb Tin and Berhanu Zerihun's Ma'ebel. 

Tensay considers only one major feudal character from each novel for his 

senior essay analysis.The study reveals that a ll feudal characters are similar 

in that they are all snobbish, greedy, jealous, adulterous, pretentious and 

conceited . They are a ll con servative or resistant to change. 

Mulumepet Zenebe (1996) focuses on a comparative a nalys is of the images o f 

men and women characters in four novels and three short stories by fi ve 

Ethiopian women writers. The short stories a re Yekirb Ruk and Senait by 

Yezina and Enegrewalehu by Ymiwodish while the novels are Mehageba by 

Mekdes, Qwasa and Angus by Tsehay and Tsilmet by Elfinesh. The focus of 

Mulumebet's analysis is to find out whether the men and women characters 

are portrayed in a s imilar or different manner. Her finding is that some 

women are depicted as victims of the cruelty and ignorance of men while the 

others are subjected to suffering due to the patria rcha l system. Many male 

characters seduce women for their physical beauty and finally desert them . 

The women, in turn, become desperate and resort to revenge. 

She asserts that in most cases the authoresses are biased in favour of the 

women characters and that the feelings of the male characte rs a re not 

considered fairly . She says that without convincing justification, the women 

characters become successful while the men fail in life. Mulumebet states 

that men are made scapegoats for the women's own weaknesses and naivety. 

The researcher says that the writers lay greater emphasis on the themes of 

their works at the expense of plausibility. She says the authoresses cou ld 

not creatively portray plausible female characters because of lack of literary 

writing skills. 
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.../ Napoleon Kine (2006) deals with major themes in the works of four wom e n 

poets; namely, Aregash Seifu, Firmaye Alemu, Mekdes Jemberu and Senait 

Abera. According to Napoleon, the writers focus on general th emes such as 

love, self-respect and integrity, moral issues, poverty, tolerance, optimism 

and hope. The theme of the subjugation of women is treated by Aregash and 

Mekdes. According to Napoleon's study, the two poets have touched upon 

the issue of sexual harassment and abduction and depicted the position of 

women in the society and how they su ffer due to the traditional and 

backward cultural practices. 

Alem Bayelign (1984 E.C) exammes the images of women in a number of 

short stories by Yemiwodish Bekele and Vezina Worku and one novel by 

Tsehay Melaku. Alem 's analysis shows that the female characters a re 

depicted as beautiful and attractive and at the same time mentally strong 

and purposeful. The researcher says that the authoresses have depicted the 

feelings, problems and weaknesses of the characters. According to the 

researcher, at young age the women prefer to remain single, but as they 

advance in age, though very late, they start to realize the importance of 

marriage. Alem states that a t times the portrayals are implausible a nd 

unrealistic . 

....,...,. Mekonnen Zegeye (2001) analyzes the images of women in Fikremarkos 

Desta's four novels: Behind the Buska, Evangadi, The Love of the Zersis and 

Achame. Mekonnen's finding shows that the author has portrayed both 

strong and weak characters. Some of the characters are victim s of the 

cultures of their society while the others are strong and li berated ones. Some 

characters are denied the right to own property and move freely from place 

to place. They are merely passive and subservient to men. The other group 

are strong, liberated and educated who have the freedom to travel from 

place to place and take part in activities like modeling, acting and research. 

They can withstand ch a llen ges of life and they resist any pressure th a t 

comes from males. 
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V Yihenew Melese (2004) deals with the images of women in Afework Gebrc 

Yesus' Tobya and Assefa Gebre-Mariam's Endewotach. Kerech.. The findings 

of Yihenew's analysis shows th at though there are some portrayals thal 

show the positive image of women, generally speaking female character s are 

victim s of patria rchy. In Tobya, though there is a general tendency to 

associate women with various vices, the protagonist in the novel is glori fied . 

According to the findings of Yihenew, the protagonist, Tobya is depicted as 

firm , wise, physically strong, sympathetic and creative as we ll as a saviou r. 

The other characters in the two novels are portrayed as weak and coward. 

They are portrayed as insensitive to freedom, destructive, shorts ighted, 

traitors , whores and ch eats . In addition to accepting th e domination of the 

male they a lso tend to echo the patria rcha l views . 

../ 
Zerihun Asfaw (1997) analyses 33 snort stories written between 1949 and 

1985 E .C. by ten Ethiopian authors. He examines 100 women characters in 

view of their educationa l background , occupation, socia l c lass, the role given 

to them in the story, the setting in which the women were portrayed and 

their re lationship to men ch a racters. The findings indicate that mos t of the 

women a re portrayed as short-sighted, feeble-minded and sex objects. 

However, though few in number, there a re women who are portrayed 

positively. 

From our review of the studies undertaken so far on the images of women, 

we can safely conclude that the findings are similar in that a ll women a re 

portrayed as victims of pa triarchal system. Generally speaking, the women , 

be it young or old, ar e depicted as physically feeble, short-sighted, traitors, 

snobbish, vindictive, jealous etc. Some women characters are depicted 

positively though the researchers felt that they a re not portrayed in a 

convmcm g manner. 

Although the research er s have made commendable effort to a na lyze the 

portrayals of female ch aracters in Amaharic literary works, some of t.hem 

lack depth and fall short of presenting critical analysis of the portrayals by 
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using a clearly defin ed theoretical frame work. Unl ike the others, some 

researchers like Mulumebet Zenebe, Mekonnen Zegeye a nd Yihenew Melese 

have tried to a nalyze their studies from the feminis t pe rs pective. Particu larly 

Yihenew Melese h as made a lauda ble effort to show femi ni s t interpretations 

of the portrayals. But still, just like the other research ers; he doesn 't provide 

us with a comparative analysis of the female characters in the two novels to 

see whether the attitude of the society and the authors is changing through 

time. 

Thus, this pa per will attempt to fill this gap. In other words, this pa per is 

different from the previous ones in that it focuse s on th e portrayals of major 

female ch aracters in four novels and undertakes a comparative an a lysis to 

see if th e images of women in literature are changing over the various phases 

in the development of Amharic Novel. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Portrayal of Major Female Characters in Four 

Amharic Novels 

The objective of this chapter is to discuss and analyze the portrayal of major 

female characters in the selected novels from the feminist point of view. 

While the main focus is on central characters, minor characters are also 

addressed either in detail or in passing depending on their relevance and 

contribution to the topic under discussion. The novels are discussed in the 

order of their publication and synopsis of each book is provided to help 

facilitate the discussions. 

3.1. Lib Weled Tank (Tobya) (1908) 

3.1.1. Tobya 

3.1.1.1 The Synopsis of the Novel 

This novel, believed to be the first Amharic prose fiction, tells about the 

conversion of a powerful Muslim king and his followers to Christianity 

because of a charming, beautiful, selfless and a devout young Christian 

girl-Tobya. 

In a war of attrition between Christians and Muslims, the Christians were 

defeated, their king and three of his generals or Dejazmachs and most of his 

soldiers killed while the remaining soldiers left in complete disarray. The 

fourth Dejazmach, the only surviving higher official, is taken prisoner and 

turned into slavery by the conquerors. At home, his wife and his twin 

children, a girl and a boy, hear that their father's enslaver was willing to free 

him provided that the ransom he demanded is paid. His family makes a 

futile effort to raise the money though to no avail. 
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The Dejazmach is later freed when an unknown merchant pays the ransom. 

Shortly after the father's happy reunion with his family, Wahid, his son, 

separates from his father, mother and twin sister to find the charitable 

merchant and thank him for his benevolent deed. But all his effort to finel 

the merchant boils down to nothing when he fa lls into the hands of en emies 

who sell him to slavery. 

When Wahid fails to return home, the father, accompanied by his daughter, 

Tobya, embarks on an unknown journey to find his lost son. But they are 

caught by a young Muslim king whose invading army is involved in merciless 

killings and capturing of people and plundering and ravaging the resources 

of the Christian land. 

Fortunately, the young king treats the father and his daughter with 

kindness. As Tobya was dressed like a boy, the king doesn't realize that she 

was a woman but attracted by her charms and physical appearance, he 

appoints her as his courtier. As she gains popularity around the royal 

palace, the other courtiers become jealous and falsely accuse her of 

attempting to seduce the king's cousin. For this she is made to appear before 

the king either to reject or accept her alleged involvement in the sexua l 

scandal. To save his daughter and himself from impending punishment, the 

father is left with no option but to reveal to the king Tobya's real identity. 

When the king realizes that Tobya is female, he wishes to marry her and as 

part of his effort to make her happy in order to accept his marriage proposal, 

he manages to find Wahid and the generous merchant. But when the king, 

through her father, offers her a marriage proposal, she turns it down saying 

that she cannot marry a non-Christian person. Thus, the young king, along 

with his followers , is converted to Christianity and Tobya happily accepts his 

proposal. The king also makes Wahid marry his cousin. 

In what is to follow, the portrayals of four female characters-Tobya , the two 

kind women, and the king's cousin- are discu ssed. The Dejazmach's wife is 
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not considered because nothing significant is said about her. But, first, 

chauvinistic views reflected in the novel are discussed in brief. 

3.1. 1. 2. Manifestations of Chauvinistic Views in the Novel 

The story is set in an environment where women are considered to be 

inferior to men in many respects. This assertion is evidenced by the fact that 

the novel abounds in expressions, comments and arguments that imply that 

women are weak and incompetent who need men's support and protection. 

Such patriarchal assumptions are reflected by both the male and the female 

characters and the narrator himself. A few examples from the novel are 

provided below to support this assertion. 

On one occasion, as Wahid was traveling to find the merchant, the sun sets 

and darkness settles down. As he was by himself and as there was no trace 

of people in the area, fear grips him. He takes everything that he saw 

through the darkness for a hyena, a leopard, a lion and it seem ed to him 

that the imagined wild animals would spring at him and crush him to death. 

At one time, he even falls down imagining that he has been struck by a lion. 

When he regains consciousness and when he realizes that all what 

happened was his own troubled imagination, he feels happy that n-obody saw 

him in such a hysterical state. Then, he wonders: 

/1"1" ',:CI·I, (/I').~: AR: iJ·· .. 7,1>'..'1' J'.(/IY::J·A(15j 
How can a man fall down because of a self-inflicted fear? 

Interpreted from a feminist perspective, Wahid's remark is a clear reflection 

of patriarchal assumptions that elevate men and demean women. For Wahid, 

a man, even amidst imminent danger, is not expected to show fear and 

cowardice just like a woman . Thus, for Wahid, valour, courage and gallantry 

are the traits of the male sex while fearfulness and spinelessness are 
i 

women's attributes. 

The father also shares similar views with his son, Wahid 111 reflecting the 

socially and culturally,.con structed views regard ing women. When he dec id es 
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to leave home to search for Wahid, Tobya expresses he r wish to accompany 

him. But he rejects her idea by arguing: 

~,'F': t'l.:,. A)!' 1'" { ..... I..~. ~ ·IiI ~,·F':·} 7 .. h KS '1Ir:,~' ~,"}'H,'IiT "IO'}'l.f: (,.. :" .y.'1i 
OJ':) -ran·" I.·HI 'i't.I.1,9"(:·n,'" I,'H',,')' :l" I\'1i 1/),), :Jr: ~, 'J(; ~'IC ""I'C 
J~ lnA'(iA? (24) 

You are a young girl still in your tender years. In the face of extreme 
cold and heat and the thirst and hunger that accompany it, how 
can you stand such a long and arduous journey? 

But she declines to give up her insi stence on traveling wi th her beloved 

father. Finally the father was left with no choice but to yie ld to her demand. 

The mother, who was quietly listening to the arguments between the father 

and the daughter, poses a question to h er daughter: 

),(IJ' ~ ;" A;( I,(;"}'r 'l'An''''-Ii '} 'H'''Y{''''~''' I\'lin (25) 
My child, do you really trust your strength? 

What is worth considering in her is that the father and the mother didn't 

show similar concern when Tobya's twin brother, Wahid left home alone to 

look for the merchant. Being born from a well-to-do family, both Tobya and 

Wahid have never been exposed to any hardships before. Then, if Wahid has 

the stamina and determination to resist fatigue, hunger, thirst, the 

scorching heat of the day and the biting cold of the night, why can't his twin 

sister possess these qualities to bear the suffering which her brother 

endures. Of course, there is no justifiable answer to this. There is no doubt 

that the father and the mother were merely resounding the socially and 

culturally constructed views that women are inferior to men even in 

situations where sexual difference doesn't count much. 

Such patriarchal assumptions are reflected not only by the father and the 

mother but also by the narrator himself. For instance, as the father and 

Tobya watch helplessly the advance of the invading a rmy towards their 

hiding place, they were highly disturbed and terrified. Commenting on this, 

the narrator says that the worries and fears of the Dejazmach, a former hero, 

was not for his own life bu t for the sake of his daugh ter's well- being. The 

narrator farther says: 
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,1'./' ''''''O"m:: (33) 

Since one who is in the company of a woman is the same as a 
woman himself, he knew that it was not possible for him to fulfill 
his manly wishes and, thus, he had no choice but to mere ly 
entertain his sorrow. 

We know that , though a hero of his time, the Oejazmach i ~ now a 

vanquished army general, There IS nothing that he can do to s top or 

withstand the countless and strong advancing enemy army. Thus, his being 

with a woman cannot be an excuse for h is inability to fulfill his desire or to 

do any heroic deeds. Hence, by making such a remark that belittles women , 

the narrator was merely reflecting his bias against the female sex. 

The points discussed above a re but a few examples of the many chauvini stic 

views that undermine women's equal status in the society where the novel is 

set. Paradoxically, however, in the novel there are female characters that 

depart from the stereotypes discussed above . These characters are portrayed 

as physically strong, virtuous, selfless, pious, firm, decisive , kind-hearted 

and generous. Now, we will start our discussion with the portrayal ofTobya. 

3.1.1. 3. The Physical and Mental Strengths of Tobya 

As discussed above, the ingrained VIew IS that women are physically and 

mentally weak when compared to men. The protagonist, Tobya, however, 

manages to disprove the inbuilt belief that women a re inherently 

incompetent and irrational and lacked strength of body and mind. Let's try 

to substantiate this assertion by raising some instances of what Tobya does 

and say to prove her physical and mental strength . 

To begin with, when her mother and father attempt to discourage her from 

taking part in the search for Wahid, she displays her skill a nd power of 

argument to convince her parents to do what she thinks is right a nd proper. 

In his effort to make h er chan ge her mind , the father tell s her that her idea 
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cannot be materialized because she is a young girl in her tender age who 

was brought up with much comfort and lUxury and, hence, if she is a llowed 

to go with him she would not be able to endure the thorn s of the wilderness, 

thirst, hunger, the heat of the day and the cold of the night. He insists that 

she will easily get tired on the way and obstruct his mission to find Wa hid. 

But Tobya refuses to yield to her father's argument and expresses h er 

determination to go with him by saying: 

t,'H' (\),~, t"NI'II "'H\') .1':11',;,· '/,:,,',:,. .ell<tu,v,A, iI''''?'' A~: ', '}'. 
I, r\9" 1. 'r" iI ' :: (25) 

My dear father, do not worry about me. It is possible to get used 
even to life of luxury let alone to poverty. I am still young and can 
easily get used to new conditions of life. 

She further argues that unlike the dissolute and the corrupted type of 

rich people, the disciplined and intelligent person can easily ge t u sed to 

poverty and hard life and that however arduous the journey will not be 

difficult for her. She tells her father that if she is le ft behind, her worries 

about her beloved father and brother would almost kill h er. So she 

contends that it is much better for her to go along with h er father and 

participate in the search for Wahid. Because of her resolve and rational 

argument, she makes her father accept her request and by doing so she 

exhibits her power of argument and her resolve to do wha t s he thinks is 

right. 

Again, when she, along with her father, embarks on the search for Wahid , 

she proves her ability to translate her words into action. Contrary to her 

parents' fear that, if she is a llowed to go with her father, she will preven t him 

from walking at a 'male's pace', she copes remarkably well in the arduous 

journey to find Wahid. During her travel with h er father , a t no time does she 

say she is tired, hungry, or thirsty. By his own admission, the father says : 

9"'} A'IUI'Ii 'II,}: A:( '/-(\11'1 ' 'Ii 9" \' w'} "q'.'} IJ'~ ,,'}l( (27) 

My daughter, not only your clothes but you r strength has also 
turned out to be that of men 
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From the father's comment, we can gather that he is admitting in earnest 

that his daughter was able to resist any hardships on an equal footing with 

him. 

Besides her physical strength and ability to convince others, Tobya also 

proves to be intelligent and creative . For instance, when her father gives her 

his consent to go with him, she suggests that she wears men's clothes in 

order to avoid any danger that may happen to her because of her being a fair 

sex. Unlike her father and mother, she appreciates the society's and the 

enemies' attitudes towards women. This amply demonstrates her ability to 

anticipate impending danger. 

Furthermore, Tobya's intelligence and her ability to rationa lize situations 

and forward solution to problems at a critical time is revealed when she and 

her father were about to fall into the hands of the invading Muslims. At one 

time, as they were on their way to search for Wahid, they see behind them a 

massive cloud of smoke and dust caused by the invading Muslim forces that 

were advancing forward on their way killing men, taking women captives as 

well as burning Christian houses, churches, crops and plundering property 

and taking domestic animals. 

Riding on a horse, Tobya and her father attempt to escape the enemy though 

to no avail. The father and the daughter were not only unable to run away 

from the enemy but also they were at a middle of a large interminable plain 

where there were no trees and places to hide. Some distance from them, they 

could see a desolate hill rising sharply from the middle of the plain. The hill 

was small but very high. The father, though a former h ero army general with 

a lot of experience, fails to see the possibility of this hill to serve as a 

sanctuary for both of them. In stead, it is the young Tobya who brilliantly 

understands the strategic importance of the hill when she says: 

1\~1'! J':I"I "'(.,<) I"'?fl" :hn· {I'C {/U'L:9" U·I\. till'll:" ~(IJ . ),}j[ II"/C l,Y.·It'l"IMu:: 
II-n:,' -,"'I\m· rtm· (II!.): {I1J.-'\OI'''' Y.:JAllAI OU'}Y.C {lU'}f.<;.'} p,I/eci.A A'}}}: ('OIJ; 

11'11:" I,IJA: ",c '}'. ·IIC III\.I\II·} 1'1.'11:)' J"P' t,· 11·11 II.IIC'.: I,.!',l/ual?":: 111111.11 
1.",:9" 1111,,1' (WI""'} {lu'H:'} ·11<7<)A&.m· J'. ~·~A:: (32) 
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My dear fa ther! An invading a rmy involved in looting resources is 
likely to march forward with the use of horses and not on foo t. 
Those who use horses will ride on the flat area, plundering each 
village. Otherwise they will not find it useful to climb the hill where 
there are no people, no livestock, no grain, no gold or s il ve r to 
plunder but only vultures' waste. So it is better fo r u s to h ide 
ourselves there to let the trouble pass. 

Surprised by Tobya's brilliant idea, the father agrees to her suggestion. 

Leaving their horse behind, the father and the daughter climb up to the top 

of the hill and from there they watch the large Muslim army pass by 

endlessly on both sides of the hill with no one attempting to climb or even 

look at their hiding place. This hill helps the two not only to escape the 

imminent murder by the blood thirsty soldiers but a lso to observe the 

infinite number and might of the enemy army. Perturbed by the number a nd 

might of the enemy forces, they conclude that there was nothing short of a 

miracle that can withstand the enemy. As we will see later the only force that 

confronts this mighty army is the charm and beauty of Tobya and her 

unflinching trust in God. 

The two keep their eyes open for the whole day to see the a rmy ma rching 

forward and as the sun sets, the last contingent, that comprises the Muslim 

king and his escorts, decides to pass the night at the bottom of the hill. This 

of course shutters the hope of the two who expected to be safe a fter the ta il 

of the enemy soldiers passes their hiding place. 

To further worsen the fears of the two, flanked by his officia ls , the young 

Muslim king climbs the top of the hill to inspect the surrounding a rea. To 

his surprise, he finds the two in the desolate place but luckily saves them 

from his officials who were eager to murder them like their other fe llow 

Christians. Though no expla n a tion is given as to how they cam e to kn ow 

each other's languages, a ccording to the narrator , the king trea ts them 

kindly and invites them to go with him and advises them to ta ke care of 

them selves lest they be killed by the blood thirsty soldier s . 
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Thus, due to Tobya's brilliant idea, they were saved from being murdered or 

from being taken captives. In fact , as will be discussed later, it is their 

encounter with the king th at causes the complete freedom of a ll the 

Ch ristian s and their country. 

Besides, because of h er unwavering tru st In God, s h e is known for her 

confidence and stability of mind. This helps her to console and encou rage 

her father in times of heightened tensions. According to the n a rrator , when 

the father observes the cruelty of the enemy, h e becom es disturbed and is 

worried for the fate of his daughter. Having observed this, Tobya, however, 

tries to console and encourage her fath er by saying: 

All I"" ),"/11).-11,'.1: hll.1! " 'J?9" "'~,9"1: "'c,r, A'H") "'lIn :,' ~,,,,Jr , r· !'.Il 
h(t'f'} l A,"lIl.)dl,lhC {)(''J.e.l.l.l,C .... (U··} 'I 'le }",.e~9nC9u:: )-,IJ"}9U T },C(}· }\·}Y.~(l:{lilt. 

tI:}·9"~·r,· fI9".1,I,',: y!t:'6A I ,/'t14· ','II: f.(J",·I,r,AI ~,'V}9" ~':"lIq ~,)', I/I! / 

hl:ll,r'll ~,~'}.v.' '/./1, ;J'9"C ~\)~"'t.·9" )',{/UIlA'/A 7 ... :: ~,II"}9" >,)', '/1) / >,·)I(r·'I'} 

11),1:,)· >"}o/'''''II:'':: (31) 

My dear father, in the past, God has made us all happy when He 
freed you from slavery through his miracle. God doesn 't start that 
he doesn 't intend to complete. Now also, He will save us, He will 
protect us from evil through Hi s n1iracle and mercy. Now, too, don't 
worry, be of courage. Do you think that Christ does no t perform 
miracles more than once? .. Now again be of courage! Let's leave a ll 
our worries to him. 

What we can gather from the above discussion is that Tobya has succeeded in disproving 

her parents' assumptions that as a girl she will fa il to endure the hardship of the long and 

strenuous journey and thereby prevent her father from accomplishing his task of finding 

Wahid. 

3.1.1. 4. Tobya: A Paragon of Beauty 

In a ddition to her physical a nd mental strength, Tobya is p or trayed as 

exceedingly beautiful. Her beauty was such as would make one believe that 

God must have taken specia l pain in creatin g her. In this regard, th e 

narrator says: 
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),"'")dl,'.C J: ~ .1'1101· M :' · ·h.I.l."M''o· ·'·m·n/l "'C·y· 'I (':~ I'II/'·f) :'· :'·(/"~~II:y. 
,,'}j{ (nfl..'} }\ '}I. (tm' ~1·httllt.··l"· )"".,.(luftA?U ·!lIC:: ... (IIrt . .'} /,,:J -'-(/"AO(l. 
n~ ·,..,'c llon~. h'/ll~· nA I' ;"c·n II?".r:" 1"'?A'mC ~nr::: (47 -48) 

It seems as if God has created Tobya, when he was in a good mood, 
with all the care and attention to details (of her body). But in no way 
does she look like an ordinary human creature. Apart from the fact 
that Tobya bore human flesh, she looked like a close relative of the 
cherubim as regards to her behavious. 

In further describing her beauty, the narrator compares her eyes with the 

morning star, her eyelashes with the grass that grows duri ng the belg season 

(small rains season), her lips with the blooming morning rose, her teeth with the 

glistering snow, and her waist with that of the queen bee. Besides, her nose, her 

h air her legs, her fingers and her neck are described as exceedingly beautiful. 

After a ll these descriptions, the narrator says that it is in vain to try to describe 

Tobya's beauty with full elaboration . 

When the king first meets the father and his daughter, he takes Tobya for a 

male because she was dressed like a boy. According to the narrator, as the 

old proverb goes, "even angels fall in love with the beautiful" and so does the 

king like Tobya very much and decides to make her one of his courtiers 

though without imagining that she is a woman. 

As Tobya gams swift popularity at the royal palace because of her charm, 

beauty and good behaviour, the other courtiers harbour jea lousy and 

conspire to accuse her of illicit relationship with the king's cousin. As this 

was a serious accusation, the father was left with no option but to reveal to 

the king her femininity in order to falsify the enemies' accusation. As the 

king was already bewitched by her beauty and charms, this revelation makes 

him feel extremely happy and starts to think in earnest to marry her. 

In order to make her happy and thereby win her hea rt, he manages to find 

her lost brother, Wahid and makes him one of his chief courtiers. On 

Wahid 's request, he a lso manages to find the merchant who paid the ransom 

for the release of the father. Having done all these , the king asks the fa the r 

and Wahid to give him Tobya in marriage. Stunned by the king's unexpected 
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demand and knowing well Tobya's firm stand on matters of religion, the 

father was, however , unable to give an immediate answer to the young king 

who has done them so much favour. Thus, he asks the king to give him time 

to think it over. On hearing this, Tobya was overwhelmed by surprise as she 

has never thought that such a great king would think of seeking the hand of 

a poor Christian girl. Nonetheless, putting aside the king's wishes, for Tobya, 

it was unbecoming of a truly Christian girl to marry a pagan irrespective of 

his wealth and power. 

The next question IS: Will this helpless young girl manage to resist the 

demand of the powerful and wealthy Muslim king? This is to be discussed in 

the next sub-topic. 

3.1.1.5. Tobya: the Selfless Redeemer 

For a poor girl like Tobya, an offer to be the wife of a powerful and rich king 

is too good to resist. But Tobya does decide not to accept su ch a tempting 

offer. Though she seriously acknowledges the king's favour and his 

kindness, she refuses to marry him because she thinks marrying a pagan is 

tantamount to committing the worst crime. For her , marrying a non­

Christian person amounts to denying one's religion and undermining the 

Heavenly glory for the sake of worldly pleasure. Of course, she rea lizes that 

this decision can mean risking h er life and that of her father a nd brother. 

Thus, after offering a solemn prayer for God to protect h er father and her 

brother from any harm , she writes a letter to the king expressing her 

decision not to accept his offer. While rejecting his offer, she, however, 

attempts to be more diplomatic and systematic in her approach in order not 

to embarrass him and in order to avoid any confrontation. To this end , she 

starts her letter with the polite term 'my lord ' and then she writes about his 

greatness, the vastness and enormity of his power and his wealth. Then, she 

wonders how such a great and a highly respected king condescend so much 

as to aspire to have as his wife a poor girl like her. She goes on to write: 
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.eli ','Ie Qt.??" IIM!"/ h~"1 h,ner, h(I:'I'~: "UlC"1 .!',Int.d ',nc:: ','IC "J'} 

M,Cfl9' UDln ~,A 1fJ9"C,' .e·I·m·;~:: (64) 

If this was to happen, it would have been great honour and privi lege 
for me. But leave me alone because I cannot be a su itable match for 
you. 

Having said this, she provides further reasons why she doesn 't wish to marry 

him. She says neither the worldly honour nor pleasure can tempt her into 

marrying a person who has not been ba ptized in th e name of Christ. She 

says she would rather extend her hand to God rath er than marry a person 

who doesn't believe in God . By doing so, Tobya exh ibits h er unparalleled 

devotion to God and h ence to Christianity and h er strength to resist any 

earthly pleasure and comfort. 

When the king learns that his offer has been turned down, desperations and 

frustrations engulf him. He gets confused and doesn 't know what course of 

action to take. According to the narrator, he refrains from marrying her 

forcibly because he knew forced marriage would not sustain . He a lso realizes 

that it is unbecoming of a king of his stature to try to achieve whatever he 

wishes by force. He also remembers the promise he made earlier to let them 

go home a t any time and he felt that it is unexpected of him to take his word 

back. 

Notwithstanding a ll these considerations, however, he could not give up h is 

idea to marry her because h e was in a fervent love with her. According to the 

narrator, he felt that his kingdom , his crown, his riches and his entire royal 

splendor became irrelevant as compared to Tobya . Because of his love for 

Tobya, he was disturbed throughout and as a result h e suffered from 

restlessn ess, chronic headache a nd stomachache. He was so troubled that 

he began to avoid people. Except Wahid n o one was a llowed to see him. He 

spent hours and hours in meditation. He understood clearly th at Tobya 

wouldn't change her mind at all unless he became a Christian. Thu s, after 

going through tremendous p sychological crises and prolonged suffering, he 

decides to m ake a h ard decis ion, i.e . to convert h imself to Christianity and 
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marry Tobya. Th en , he sends Wahid to tell her about hi s decision. On 

hea ring this news, according to the narrator, Tobya says: 

(1Ifl.'p 1/)'(:(I'Pm' ')"Ifl:"',:" .eA') flM:fl'/' 9"10.1':" ,I") .1'111.1 :,,1.1;" .1'(.(11'), ,),/,(1 

hC(I :",r') flOI'II"(' .1'.(1 ~,~'1' ... " /'''I11)''/LC)9'' ~,OD(J'I'":;''' (65-66) 

Tobya was very happy not because she was going to be a queen but 
because for being a reason for the conversion of the powerful pagan 
king to Christianity. For th is she thanked God. 

After securing Tobya's consent to marry him, the Muslim king issues a 

proclamation officially declaring his conver sion to Christianity and calling 

upon his follower s whether to fo llow suit or to r e ta in their faith. Luckily fo r 

him and Tobya and her people , a ll his follower s agreed to accept 

Christianity. On observing this, h e was d elighted and proclaimed th at 

henceforth 'Christians are to rule and never be ruled'. On this , the narrato r 

comments: 

'l'B:' ', : ''<'" (JfI '/I 11'1'1· .... " Ij').r.' (J.:" 9"h,l':" 1/'1'1. ~,(II"'" I)'} .~: ') ./,(1 .'1'1.1 
h"H' i\' ,f' ,y,uu" (68) 

All were saved because of one merchant. All believed because of one 
woman. Ethiopia came into existence because of the word of a ki ng. 

What we can gather from the above discu ssion is that because of her cha rm 

and beauty, h er selflessness, her unwavering trust in God, a nd the concern 

for the safety and well-being of her family a nd fellow Christian s at la rge, she 

has su cceeded in subduing the powerful king a nd hi s mighty army. Had it 

not been for h er, the Christia n s would have probably lived for many years 

under the subjugation of the invaders. Because of her, the perennia l wars 

and the mutual killings and destruction between the two belligerents have 

come to an end a nd a s a result peace and tranquility h ave prevailed in the 

land of the Christians. 

However, such unparalle l achievement by a poor girl is likely to cast doubt 

on th e plausibility of the story. For insta n ce, in his dissertation, Fikre 

Tolossa (1982:64) a rgues, "From a realistic point of view, th e conversion of 

the Mohammedan king to Chris tianity for the sake of Tobya's love is 
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incredible. " While su ch arguments seem to be valid, there ar e a lso other 

questions that are likely to be asked by a critical reader. For ins tan ce, even if 

we assume that the king has changed his religion becau se of hi s love for 

Tobya, how is it poss ible for all the king's followers to agree in unison to 

accept Chris tianity following a one-time declaration by the king? Naturally 

there will be some if not all who would oppose the king's call because it is 

unlikely that the multitudes of his followers wou ld think in the same way. 

These are just some examples of the m any incon sistencies which are likely 

to mar the credibility of Tobya's triumph over the king. 

Leaving the issue of plausibility as it is, from the feminist perspective, Tobya 

is, however, portrayed positively. She is elated for her piety a nd virtuous 

deeds. Her courage, farsightedne ss, indomita ble spirit and h er selflessness 

implies that she is morally, rationally and socially equal to men. The fact 

that Tobya has exhibited the qualities of devotion, sacrifice, faith and 

boldness can signify that she is equal in conviction and dignity worth a s that 

of the men. In other words, Tobya's intelligence, physica l strength, 

selflessness disprove the pa triarchal assumptions that tend to look at 

women as materialistic , irrational, weak a nd dependent. 

Notwithstanding her tremendous good qualities, a fter marriage, she is made 

to play the traditional role of a loyal wife. Though she had displayed her skill 

as a courtier at the royal palace, she ultimately becomes a mere housewife 

charged with bearing and taking care of children while her brother is 

appointed as the second man in the newly formed Ch ristian governm en t 

hiera rchy. The author's major concern might not be to undermine the role of 

Tobya but the implied meaning of the portraya l is that whether women a re 

strong, rational, far-sighted or courageous, their ultimate fa te is to bear and 

take care of children and look after the house. 
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3.1.2. The Two Kind Women 

Apart from Tobya, there are two unnamed minor female characters that are 

portrayed positively. Though they are far from possessing the larger- than­

life qualities of Tobya, they have acquired positive traits for their kindness 

and sympathetic attitude towards people in need of help. Of the two, the first 

woman is acknowledged for her huma nita rian deeds when she saves Wahid 

from possible death. 

On one occaSIOn, as Wahid was on his fu tile journey to find the kind 

merchant, in the middle of nowhere, the sun sets and darkness falls. As he 

was by himself and as there was no trace of people in the area, fear grips 

him quickly. Besides, he was tired, thirsty, hungry and exhausted. As he 

was helplessly sliding and crawling down a hill clenching grass, and thorny 

plants, by accident he comes across a pond at the bottom of the hill and a s 

he tries to quench his thirst, he encounters a mule which broke loose from a 

merchant's camp . 

As if to have understood his suffering and exhaustion, the mule makes 

herself available to him to make use of her. Wahid accepts her "offer" and 

rides on her hoping that it will take him to a place where there are people. 

Unfortunately for him, he is soon caught by the attendants of the mule and 

thinking that he is a thief, they beat him mercilessly and depart leaving him 

on the verge of death. As h e was lying unconscious in the deserted 

merchant's temporary camp, the unnamed woman who was in the area to 

collect fireweed comes to his rescue. 

When she sees him from a distance, she takes him for a dead person. But as 

she comes closer and closer to him, she realizes that he was still alive. 

Shocked by what she saw, she cries and beats her chest in sorrow. She run s 

to her house to bring water and milk. With the water she makes frantic effort 

to soften his dried cracking lips and to make him drink some milk. 
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After Wahid regains conSCIOu sn ess because of her ti reless effort, s he ca ll s 

her husba nd , who was plowing his farmla nd in the nearby a rea, to help he r 

take him to their house. Wahid is nursed a nd provided all the necessary care 

and support by the woman and her husba nd. 

When he recove rs fully from his serious injuries, he decides to leave a nd the 

couple provides him with food for his journey a nd a dvises him to ta ke care 

so that he doesn't fall again in the hands of cruel people . As part of their 

advice and warning, they tell him that their only son has been captured and 

sold into slavery by Muslim merchants. In expressing his tha nks for their 

extraordinary support and help, he says: 

1,"'")1'11 ,/0,(: 'I')")'·", ~,,(,l'i'I'r:IJ:)""':: "'9"1'1:)'" liN: I,), l"'U.r:",~:f,,· ','If: 
I' II :~ 9":: (20) 

May God repay you for whatever you have done for me. Except 
expressing my thanks, there is nothing tha t I can do for you in 
return. 

Before departing, Wahid takes the name of the couple's lost son. The couple 

is later rewarded when Wahid finds and makes their son his chief courtier 

when he is appointed as the king's top official. 

From the above analysis, we can see that the woman is portrayed as kind 

and selfless. When she finds Wahid lying on th e ground helplessly, s he 

doesn't leave him to his fate. In fact she even takes the risk of being 

implicated in the beating and possible murder of the boy . Instead of running 

away, she comes closer to him and when she observes th e severity of 

Wahid's injuries and bruise, she cries, beats h er chest and begins to tend to 

him leaving h er business aside. She even asks her husband to s top his work 

and join h a nd s in helping the boy who is unknown to both of them. The 

couple's kindness a nd selflessness is exhibi ted even more when they let 

Wahid sleep in their private bed. 
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As mentioned earlier , there is another unnamed woman in the novel who is 

portrayed as kind and hospita ble. When Tobya and her father approach a 

house seeking an accommodation for one night, this kind woman who 

happens to be the owner of the house and who h ad evidently been crying at 

the time, rushes towards them to ask where they were coming from a nd 

whether they have a ny news. Tobya's father declares that they don 't have 

any significant news worth telling and shows her the direction they had been 

journeying. The father and the daughter are later to lea rn that the woman 

was crying on hearing the news that the Muslim forces were marching 

forward to invade the country for the second time. 

When the woman realizes that the man and the girl were waiting to h ear 

from her regarding their request, she tries to put her grief aside, and invites 

them to stay in her house by saying: 

">,',,,. nn,:),'·)','} hll:"r,'·/Ifi.',' .1':1.11 1","/11).-11".(; ,,}"/,V, h'H~AIl' 1l.,!'.\':CIl:" 
J'.!J:I\'PA I -,",', ',·IJ.lt.\(}:'" m·';'J~ "r} Ill!'} .'''(II·:J>A? (27) 

As long as we have a command over our hou se, any God's guest is 
welcome to stay in it us he pleases. However, who knows what is to 
happen tomorrow or the day after tomorrow. 

What we can gather from what the woman says is that she is a lways ready to 

fulfill God's wish by making her house open for Guests. But this time, she is 

not sure whether she will continue to have a say over her house and 

property because she fears that they may be burned, destroyed and looted 

by the invaders, 

The woman's husband is also no less hospitable than his wife. When the two 

guests settle in the house, the husband who was sitting on a stool calmly 

and thoughtfully joins them and asks them to excuse him for not paying the 

attention deserved to guests. He says he was carried away by thought over 

the impending destruction by the invaders. He tells them that the pagan 

king and his army were advan cing forward to invade their country and 

convert a ll the Christians to his religion and annihilate those who refuse [0 

be converted. 
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The father and daughter become highly disturbed by this n ews. But they are 

comforted by the immense hospitality accorded to them by the rich 

p easants. They were provided with lavish dinner. Besides, the modes ty and 

the entertaining hospitality of the couple were more than anything else. This 

made the fath er and his daughter to relax and feel at hom e. Also on th ei r 

departure, the two guests were provided with abundant food and drinks for 

u se on th eir way. 

J u st like the woman discussed earlie r, this woman, too , is portrayed as kind , 

hospitable and generou s . She renders extraordinary service to her guests' 

even amidst the impending danger. The woman's kindness is vividly depicted 

when we see h er grief and sorrow on one h and and the effort she makes to 

please, comfort and make h er guests feel at ease. Like the kind woman 

discussed earlier, n either her name nor her physical description is given. 

Nonetheless, her kindness and generosity speak louder than anything else. 

3.1.3. The King's Cousin 

The king's cousin is another minor female character worth considering. As 

the young Muslim king had lost his parents while sti ll a ch ild , he was 

brought up by his uncle who had a daughter of h is age. Besides, the king 

and his cou s in loved each oth er as a brother and a s ister and as such they 

h ad no secret to hide from each other. Their relationship is so close that he 

would not leave her behind even in times of war. This being the case, during 

the second invasion , too , she was with him. This enables her to meet and 

talk to Tobya when she became a courtier. 

When Tobya, assumes h er responsibility as a courtier , she soon starts to 

gain popularity and draw the attention of everyone around th e palace. Of all, 

however, it is the king's cousin who gets attracted most by Tobya. She easily 

falls victim to Tobya's beauty and ch arm and with each passing day her love 

towards her increases though without realizing that she was falling in love 

just with a woman like her. 
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In the hope that her brother would one day ma ke it possible for her to marry 

Tobya, she tells him openly about h er feelings towards her. She only doesn 't 

want her old father to know that she is in love with a lcafir. But, as fa r as she 

is concerned , she is willing to marry Tobya irrespective of her religion . Thi s 

means for the king's cousin, love is more importan t than religion or any 

other considerations. 

Despite this, however , she lacks courage to make her love known to Tobya. 

Though sh e spends a lot of time with Tobya, she doesn't take any initiative 

or make any effort to talk to her or show her any indication abo ut her love. 

What sh e does instead is she a lways talks in appreciation of Tobya by telling 

her brother that she has never seen such a n extraordina rily handsome and 

cultured young man. 

When people who were unhappy with Topya's popularity design an evil 

scheme to deceive her into entering the tent of the king's cousin and then 

accuse her of illicit sexual relationship, the king, though Tobya's femininity 

h as been revealed to him by her father , decides to dismiss her from her 

position to m ake his uncle and her accusers believe that he has taken the 

a llegation seriously. While this news brings happiness to Tobya's enemies, it 

apparently turns out to be very sad news to the king's cou si n. After hearing 

Tobya's "dismissal", she weeps and weeps a ll day long and could neith er eat 

nor drink. 

Though the king knows that his cousin's love is in vain , he could not , 

however, revea l to her about Tobya's identity lest the secret leaks to others. 

So, in order to mitigate the suffering of his sister he thinks of deceiving her 

into marrying Tobya's brother, Wahid. On many instances, the reader is told 

about the complete resemblance between Tobya a nd Wa hid. For instance, on 

one occasion the father tells the king that the two twins looked like each 

other so much that it was difficult even for the parents to di stinguish the one 

from the other. Also, when Wahid and the king met face- to- face for the first 

time, the king is surprised to see that the two a re similar in almost a ll 
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respects though , according to the narrator , there is a s light difference 

between the two: 

'1'<1:'''' (/';h.f:t; {It(l.P ~/t11J. I\ .(Jt'~tI :,· (Ud'PJ'~: (I~,'I:)'H:(,' In:":,' -11:1: ',fie:: (nfl,p 
9U '}9" t.\ifli"lI) 'II:I"/\m' ','Ii'': 1)'1\· wJ.'. It:,·,,:/; .I'J.'.~'l :" ',IIr::: (59) 

Wahid and Tobya were identical though they s ligh tly differed in 
their manner of looking, talking and agility. However hard Tobya 
tried to hide her femininity, the delicacy and tem perament of a 
woman was visi ble in her. 

For the king, the resemblance between the twins is more important than 

their slight differences, and, thus, he says: 

>, '}",·';.IJ I\',IH: itA ),'rfo'"'''' uu:r:9u ,,CO. t'l.'l (lUll",,'} )';"I\~J(/I'9\1 I J/CJI' 

I'm J.'..I': I)':" (1I1l . .I' ,,'n .. t\t\t.\'~ 'II~ ',m' J.'.11 I'''Y. ~:'·:: (59) 

I have now therefore found a husband for my sister. She wi ll not be 
able to tell that he is a different person. She will only be happy 
thinking that her beloved Tobya has been reinstated in his former 
position. 

Based on this assumption, the king tells his cousin that if she is really in 

love with Tobya, h e can recall him to the palace . When she hears th is s he 

becomes extremely happy and a 'flood' of tears rolls down her cheeks a nd , 

according to the narrator , she tells h er brother: 

... ),m· ~:' · I.I.l,e<'l J.'.11 .P.M·)· .I't.\1! ~'}J.'.tI", 1111111 • .1' ).-f.'''' 'I:;"r: ~,.~· I :'· II>;:t.\r,' 
t\),(:t\, "Y.Il:"',:,· h'II ~I"~:: h.~ ','J(: ~,~Il ": ",eI!9'" '/':"'1'1:9" " ·t\·9" .I'. ~'r:·I1'~ 
h'}P',));,": "I. .f:1! "'r:''; ),'It\",t.\UW' :: (61) 

If you want me to have complete happiness. enable me to become 
'his' wife because I a m seriously in love with 'him'. 111 not bother 
you a bout anything. I am ready to renounce my royal privileges 
and serve you as one of your cooks or maid-servants. 

Wha t we can gath er from the above quotation is that, to materialize her 

marriage to Tobya, the king's cousin is determined to do a nything a nd to 

sacrifice anything including her pride, privileges a nd even h er religion . 

Having concluded that his cousm will not be a ble to make a difference 

between Tobya and Wahid, he decides that the wedding ceremon ies of the 

two-the king a nd Wahid- takes place on the same day. And just on that day , 
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the king arranges a meeting between Wahid and his cou s in for the fir s t time. 

When the king's cousin sees Wahid in his new costumes of honour, she 

never doubts who she is looking at is not Tobya. She completely takes him 

for Tobya though she thinks he has s lightly increased in height since she 

saw him last. Otherwise, for h er he was Tobya. It was him and no one else. 

Then, as usual because of happiness she bursts into tears. 

Now for the king, a ll is well except that his cousin might wonder why her 

husband's name is changed from Tobya to Wahid. To avoid su ch possible 

confusion, the king tells his cousin: 

(lUI), '1' r"hY: J'."' " ·fIYf\!J ·r; ~'t)t.\ '1i (}9D ~·}f.·I · f\(/Im 6(11'/:(11' :: 'I' ;h .\': (1 ,/1\:,' 
J'd.Oo,!S h{l'!/'· )\'-H~' U", ",/1\:,- 'IlJJ'c,' :: {''' C{'J·9'' (}91l t\>\~. (IlI.I):'_ ),Y:C 'I.'I'tW·:: 
(69) 

You need to know that your husband's name is changed. [ have 
declared your husband's name to be known as Wahid. Wahid 
means the pagans and Amharas have united as one. I have given 
your husband's name to my wife. 

As usual she happily accepts what her brother tells her and sh e says: 

Alright, it is a good name, it has a good meaning. 

Then, according to the narrator, the wedding ceremony of the four-the king, 

Tobya, Wahid and the king's cou sin-took place on the same day and their 

marriage turns out to be a very happy one for many generations to come. 

What is bizarre in the above discussion is that the king 's cousin is easily 

deceived by her brother into h appily marrying a man she doesn't really love . 

Sh e loves Tobya but she marries Wahid. Here what easily comes to the 

reader's mind is the king's insin cerity and his cousin 's naivety or 

foolishness. In fact the king seems to have the ha bit of underm in ing 

women's intelligence . He also seems to fail to recognize that women are the 

real owners of their body. For instance, when he wanted to many Tobya, he 

asked her father and brother to give him Tobya in marriage though Tobya 

being a strong woman rejects the very idea of marrying a pagan. Again, the 
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king promises Wahid to 'give him ' hi s sister in marriage. This implies that 

for the king women just like men do not have a say over their body and fa te . 

For him women are just like commodities to be 'given' and 'taken' by men. 

The king's cousin as s he lacked Tobya's intelligence easily falls victim to her 

brother's manipulation . When she meets Wahid for the first time, she fails to 

observe the difference, however slight, that exists between the two and she 

easily takes Wahid for Tobya and resorts to crying because of 'happiness'. 

When her brother advises her to convert to Christianity in order to marry 

Tobya, she agrees happily and she starts to pursue education on 

Christianity. When he tells her about the exchange of n ames between Wahid 

and Tobya, she agrees without complaint. She doesn 't even bother when she 

hea r s that her lover 's name has been given to h er b roth er 's wife. What is 

worse is that sh e even fa ils to rationalize how a man's name can be u sed for 

a woman . 

Besides, instead of expla ining or providing any indication to Tobya about her 

love , she tries to achieve her wish of m arrying her throu gh the in termed iary 

of her brother. Instead of making a little effort to achieve her desires by 

herself, she waits idly for her brother to do thin gs for her. Becau se of h er 

weakness or ina bility to do things by herself, she expresses her wish to give 

up h er royal privileges and reduce h er self to a maid- servant. 

Interpreted from the feminist critics' point of view, the king's cou sin is 

portrayed as a victim of patriarchal ideology. She is portrayed as dependent, 

naIve , irrational and as a stupid and weak who is fond of crying to express 

her h appiness or sadness. She is a creature who doesn 't have any ambition 

other th an love and marriage. 

As indicated in 2.l.3, love for the radical feminists is an organization th at 

"promotes vulnerability, dependence, su sceptibility t.o pain that prevent the 

full development of women huma n potential". However, for instance, for 

liber al feminists, love is a natural phenomenon. This implies that just like 

men, wom en can love and be loved. They can marry, bear and rear children 
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for this is a biological fact. But these are not the only opportunities open for 

women. While loving, marrying and bearing children, they can desire , 

compete and occupy any position open for men. Unfortunately, the mam 

preoccupation of the king's cousin remains to be love a nd marriage . 

3.2. Yelib Hassab: Yebirhanena Yetsion Mogessa 

Gabicha 

This section focuses on the portrayal of the protagonist, Tsion Mogessa in 

Hiruy Woldeselassie's Yelib Hassab: Yebirhanena Yetsion Mogessa 

Gabicha,written in 1931-about 23 years after the publication of Afework's 

Tobya. But first the synopsis is presented . 

3.2.1. The Synopsis of the Story 

In BuIga Awraja (province) at a locality called Atisa there lived a man called 

Kibret. His first wife being barren , adulterous and of bad behaviour, he 

divorced her according to the provisions of Fitha Negest and married a nother 

woman with whom he lived happily because she was a woman who fears 

God and respects and adores her husband. After two years, she bore him a 

girl baby who was named Tsion Mogessa. 

At the age of seven, Tsion Mogessa is given a chance to make a choice as to 

what type of education she would like to pursue . She chooses to learn 

writing, reading and handicraft instead of household chores such as 

grinding flour, spinning cotton by hand and brewing tel and tella. 

Accordingly, she learns reading and writing at a school run by a priest while 

an old nun helps her to practice handicraft. 

In the meantime, a young man falls in love with her and proposes to marry 

her. She tells him that since she is only 13 years of age she is too young to 

marry. Though she declines to marry him at the moment, she nonetheless 
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expresses her willingness to marry him if he can wa it unti l she is 15 . He 

complies with her wish and later on they marry and bear four children. 

Having presented the synopsis of the story, an attempt is n ow made to show 

whether th e protagonist is portrayed as a stereotype or as one who viola tes 

the norms a ccepted in a patriarcha l society. 

3.2.2. Tsion Mogessa's Views towards Education 

When Tsion Megossa is seven, the father and the mother agree that it is time 

for their daughter to follow certa in training but they disagree over the type of 

education that their daughter must pursue. The mother wa nts her dau ghte r 

to learn spinning cotton, baking enjera, cookin g, prepa ring tej and tell a while 

the fa ther wants his daughter to lea rn reading book s, writing and h andwork. 

When the husband and wife fai l to reach an agreement, the father doesn 't try 

to impose his will on his wife according to the norms of a patriarcha l society . 

Ins tead , they agree to ca ll their fa ther confessor to intervene. He in turn 

advi~e~ them to leave the decision to the seven-year old child by say ing: 

.. {Jllt.. IItllI '} 1:\ "f. ',f, >~·}Y. 'I'J~'flll /I ' /II '} A "ji.:t· }'\.£l, Y. fI·?" l tl fl./I ,IJ AX'I"'} fl'l ",) 

{JtI?il'":,,,} :,'yuIU: :" I\,e :,; (\(/IJ ('" 'IC }'\t.\:r,tVI:9u :: .(~ .;. "I'} I\f.\ X: f~:J·\Jfp(.\r,· 

M:fl'P'} ('· fl'P'} 1':"",' 01' ''''9''IIC:'' .I'.~·~A '1I1\'} ,rl'}m.l'.:'·:'· '):"~"J I. '} },:'"''r:''' 
-111\01' ouMI· (2) :: 

This day's children are not like those of the old genera tion . So, I 
cannot precisely talk of what kind of education is good for Tsion 
Mogessa. But, since children have intuitive knowledge, she would 
probably be able to tell us if we ask her directly as to what kind of 
education she would like to pursue . 

In keeping with the priest's suggestion, Tsion Mogessa is a sked to tell wha t 

type of education she would like to fo llow. The fa mily's father confessor is 

surprised by the young girl's brightness and inte lligence when she pu ts the 

ques tion back to them by saying: 

... }\~. f,d;~: ()t\ I" '} II ' \'·l9"IJC ·I:'} t~P.i:'· 11'1'1 . 1\,"':1: 1\"'/(11:" ) \f':,'.fA''''," 
1}:"9n lJ(>I:'} f~Jl.'I :" ",·},L~'I};'··} h,'t\J/:h,· tI·h~· ·{I ·""/"H.:}" I'\(/II,"/"J' },:Y.ltl\lI· ... 4) 
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As I am a child, I am not in a position to differentiate all the types of 
su bjects. Therefore, I will only be able to make a choice if you could 
tell me the types of subjects one by one. 

Then, the priest asks her whether she would like to learn bakin g 

enjera, spinning cotton and preparing tel and tella. She says she is not 

interested in lea rning su ch tedious, cumbersome and dreary work. 

She argues that there is no reason why she should choose to engage 

her self in such tiresome work when she could easily buy injera or 

bread in the market for a small amount of money. She also says s he 

doesn't want to involve herself in the wearisome and lengthy process of 

brewing tel and tella when she could easily buy soda water or wine. 

She says if soda and wine are not availa ble she prefers to drink clean 

water to preparing tel or tella. 

When asked wheth er sh e would like to learn reading books, writing 

and h andicraft, she responds happily in th e affirmative. She con tends 

that by reading books she will be able to know the hi s tory of "our 

an cestors, our country" and works of modern civilization. In the 

spiritual sphere, she says, reading books will help her to understand 

the Trinity of God, the CrucifIxion of Jesus Chri st for the sake of 

human beings and his Resurrection . 

Speaking a bout why she likes to learn writing, Tsion Mogessa says 

writing will help h er to record her thou ghts and her ac tivities, write 

letters to her parents, re la tives and friends when she is away from 

them a nd compose fIction and write history which she thinks will be of 

great service to her self and her people. 

Expla ining to her fath er , mother and the family's father confessor why 

she likes to lea rn handicraft, she says s itting idle will only make her 

s ick but if she engages herself in some activities, she will be able to 

maintain her h ealth by making a ll her sensory organs perform their 

natural duties. She further says that learning h andicraft wi ll help her 

knit mufflers, scarves and sweaters for herself and her children and 

49 



C' 

even for sale so that she can u se the proceeds for buying food and 

drinks. 

The father IS highly deligh ted to see that things have gone his way 

while the priest is surprised to hear su ch intelligent a rguments com ing 

from a seven-year old child. The fath er confe ssor, then, compares her 

to Mary who was hailed for preferring to hear th e Words of God to 

doing household chores. According to the Bible, it happened that 

Jesus en tered a certain village wh ere he was welcomed by a certain 

woman called Martha. She had a sister called Mary who preferred to 

s it at His feet to h ear His Words. Martha who was preoccupied with 

h ou sehold work complained that her s ister was not he lping her. To 

this, Jesus says, " Martha, Martha, you are worried and trou bled 

about ma ny things. But one thing is needed , and Mary has chosen 

that good part, which will not be taken away from her". (Luke: 38-42) 

Likewise, the fath er confessor praises Ts ion Mogessa for making the 

right decision, i.e. for ch oosing to learn not househ old chores like her 

mother but reading and writing, knowledge which will not be taken 

away by anyone from her. 

Then, with the blessing of her parents she learns reading and wri ting 

by an old priest known as Aba Wolde Hiwot, a local community 

children's teacher. After learning reading and writing fo r two years, 

she spends another two years in revisin g and consolidating what she 

learned . In addition to reading and writing, she has a lso learned 

handicraft by an old nun called Wolete Kidan. Again , with her choice 

and the approva l of her pa rents, she goes to Debrelibanos Monastery 

to pursu e spiritual education for another two years. 

From the preceding discu ssions, it is likely that one will raIse many 

questions regarding the plausibility of what Tsion Mogessa says and 

does?For instance, is it possible for a seven-year old rural gi rl to speak 

with su ch an in -depth knowledge about the importance of read ing and 
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writing? Is it also possible for unedu cated peasant pa rents Lo give so 

much freedom to their seven-year old child? 

In this regard, in his dissertation , Fikre Tolosa (1982 : 71), find s it 

difficult to believe that a seven-year old child can ma ke such 

rationalizations and analysis of situations. He says, "It is indeed 

unlikely for a seven-year old nineteenth century peasant girl from th e 

remotest part of Ethiopia to speak such things some of which even her 

pa rents them selves would not comprehend." 

In a similar manner, while discussing Afework's Tobya, Fikre argues 

that the convers ion of the Muslim king to Christianity fo r the sake of 

Tobya's love is incr edible . In this regard , he contends, "".his 

convers ion to Christianity is not convincing" (64) . In tryin g to refute 

Fikre's a rgument , Taye Assefa (1986 :26), in his dissertation, quotes 

Tzvetan Todorov as saying regarding verisimilitude" a relation not with 

reality (as is truth) but with what most people believe to be reality-in 

other words, with public opinion ... " (26). 

Taye further argues," Afawarq's novel was written for an audience 

whose outlook, unlike that of its more skeptical counterpart in 

twentieth century Europe, was not conditioned by the cause a nd effect 

premises of a scientific culture" (26). 

Taye's a rgument seems to hold some tru th in regards to our 

discussions of Hiruy's Yelib Hassab. Just like Afework's Tobya, this 

novel seems to have acceptance by a society that strongly believes in 

God 's a bsolute determinism. Like Afework's Tobya, Hiruy's novel 

a bound s in words, phrases a nd sentences that express strong bel iefs 

in God's omnipotent power. For in stance, when Tsion Megossa, who is 

a devout Christian like Tobya, tells her pa rents that she has decided to 

go to Debrelibanos Monastery to pursue spiritual education , they 

express their fear that she might opt to become a nun. Then, she 

consoles them by saying: 
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'''Il",":':m'9n 'I'll: U·(\· J'tI ),"III)dl,ILC 6.:J~.(}: ft,f. t. "/l',.e.':"·t:\ 9u r;' (Jf.'fI !. (\,W;'(19" 
n.t"'} nll.V9" ltV"} 1'\}\·"')dl,h .. C U·I'\·I)" ,, 'H': 'Ilfl' :: ;hf.uH; ~.:I· .I~. 'IAI)", 

(l6'. :J ·:h'·9u fi.lJ"} (lUI,,,., .. ),j" "'C9" I 6.:"P'.?" 1111"/ 1I }~.t: )',t. .'I?:'·9" :J/. . _'''''{lIt 'I' 

~\A '/u:"9" (18) :: 

For there is nothing that can happen withou t the will of God, be it 
in Debrelibanos or here everything is the same fo r God. If God wi ll s, 
my death can just happen in front of you. And if He wills, I can live 
with wild animals and yet they cannot cause me any fatal harm . 

Throughout, th e novel is replete with su ch expressions that s how 

God's unrestricted influen ce over human lives as we ll as over huma n 

actions a nd m ovements. Thus, for the priest, the pa rents of the 

protagonist and the community where the novel is set, Tsion 

Mogessa's actions a nd deed s are guided by God. Therefore, it seems 

that there is no reason for the protagonist's community a nd for all 

those who share the Christian values and ideals to doubt the actions 

a nd s peeches of the protagonist. 

In addition to the points raised above, the priest's emphasis of the 

s h a rpness of mind of the present generation and his emphatic u se of 

the Amha ric saying: ""A~ .I'.;rI"PA",which implies that children a re 

a ble to intuitively know in advance what is good or bad, is likely to 

contribute towards the plausibility of the portrayal of the protagonist. 

Notwithstanding this, however, as s ta ted by Fikre Tolosa, for a critical 

reader, most of what Tsion Mogosa says a nd does a re inconceivable. 

3.2.3. Tsion Mogessa's Outlook towards Marriage 

Tsion Mogessa's a ll -round knowledge is not limited to wh at is 

discussed above . She is also well acquainted with the knowled ge of the 

right age of marriage , the disadvantages of early marriage a nd the 

proper way of child upbringing. 

On e day a well-behaved young man of good stature named Birhane is 

mesmerized by Tsion Mogessa 's charm a nd beauty when he sees her 
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by accident. Like Afework's Tobya, Tsion Mogessa 's physical beauty is 

not described in greater detail. She is generally appreciated mostly by 

Birhane and neighbours and rela tives for her charm, beauty, for the 

beauty of the manner of her talking, for her righteous actions and her 

vast knowledge attained through education. These descriptions a re 

given sparingly throughout the novel. 

Attracted by these qualities, Birhane one day approaches her and 

explains to her about his wish to marry her. Surprisingly, Tsion 

Mogessa doesn't get flabbergasted for being directly asked by a young 

man to marry he even though for such practice is unusual in the 

traditional Ethiopian society. Instead, the 13 years old rura l girl is 

astonished for receiving a marriage proposal before she reaches the 

age of 15 which she thinks is the right time for a girl to marry. Though 

she doesn't in principle oppose his marriage proposal, she tells him 

that she is too young to marry at this stage. 

Birhane wonders why she wants to wait until she reaches 15. In 

responding to his question, she adequately exhibits her knowledge of 

the dangers of early marriage by telling him: 

Xl; '1(1" ,'" <\,(',II",'-;r, t,lll\ (lDIIlI <\t.lI'.C(L.. IJt.I h''i'lFL: 1'0''''111' ','II'.IJ'i ,)'~'I' 
·ne',: t,.e1l"19"I ',).9" nl'.lIr, 1\(I"'~1t.1 t,t.I:l'·t.I?":: 9"','t.lIJ,"·9" >dlli 'I" ,'" 
J'l'.e():~ J~II' <'·t.I ". (11):: 

If I marry and get pregnant before I reach the age of I 5 and attain puberty, 
the child will not be strong and 111 not be able to deliver safely. Probably 
this may even cause my death. 

But Birhane fails to appreciate her argument and says: 

'}D'} '/lll' Irl'l: {'O?.c"}(}. (L,Y:'j" flI '}U":)':/:(II' 1]/.\ h,!"/fI· flY.IIC,· }""I·'I~'/I\· 

Y,w/.\ ,'I. {'()'J"'):: I]'}'f: ,I!!/: '}D') {/D'I"Y"I)i'i/.\ ". (11) 

But why! Aren't women younger than you getting married at the age 
of 10 and yet bear chi ldren safely. What m a kes it different with 
you? 
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To this, she respond s : 

t1JPt~ 11',e,I f,IIA },(I)·'/,'I·r, (loAf!?" 'I'l e: }",f,9"()AU::9ur,AtJ:" }",il(\ {mm '} 
",e, ~c:()· flA {W?J"l0· fl.·Y,:}" ?ur,AlJ')' 11fI"'Y' (IJ' IIm r,m' 'lu,l'tn' ,.,fl~, or.V(' 
" "'~ "llIm' J'.U'r, A (11) :: 

Oh my dear friend! Don't think this is right and a proper practice, 
Of those who marry before puberty, perhaps 90 per cent of them 
might have died while only 10 per cent delivered safely. 

To further elucidate her point, she cites the example of a tree, She says 

while young, a tree can easily be uprooted and thrown by a small child, 

But many saws and axes will be required to cut a fully grown tree , 

When he fails to convmce her to marry him right away, he comes up 

with a new suggestion, He tells h er that if she agrees to m a rry him, he 

would promise not to commit any sexual relationship with her until she 

reaches the age of 15, When she hears, according to the na rrator , such 

improper and unrealistic idea, she becomes unhappy and blames him , 

though with respect, for his naivety and lack of maturity, In further 

extending her argument she says: 

CIJ'}.l':r;' l'l.:" WH': n,:,' ·" "'911 mm.l',· 'l'1J': ),A:J " ';~'h/)' n""1I1. A:I ().f','II";" 
J',';'('·II, ,IIIII! ,II""""/(: t,h?"c:' .1'11(11' {)m' III''', h(ll'~:" ~"', '1111" I.'} ).'.?"'} II:"IIAI) 
,e+~A:: ~, ''''''} 11"111) ",'!l'r n.n'/·m·:'· '/tIl'(II' 'lJ',:"mA" '),I','d: ,I',"'("A'; (13) .. .. 
How do you expect a person with the right mind to believe you when 
you say a man and a woman can live under the same roof and 
share the same bed without committing sex? If you put fire inside 
chaff, isn't it inevitable that the chaff will burn and burst into 
flames, 

Though described by the narrator as cute and sharp minded endowed 

with modern knowledge, Birhane is ridiculed and outsmarted in a ll the 

arguments and counter arguments conducted between him and Tsion 

Megossa, When he loses in all counts , he is left with no choice but to 

give in to h er demand to wait for two long years, After two years, they 

get married in line with the rules and regulations of the Christian 

Orth odox Church, The wedding ceremony was modest and alcoholic 
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drinks were not served. Just one year after their marr iage, i.e. when she 

is 16 years of age, she becomes pregnant and gives birth to a baby boy 

safely and without seriou s labour. 

As is to be expected, besides her awareness of the conseque nces of early 

marriage, h er compreh en s ion of modern child rearing is a lso superb. 

Being educated, the narrator says, Tsion Mogessa has kept herself we ll 

and as a resu lt she was healthy. Her child who depended on breast 

feeding was a lso healthy though he was briefly sick when he was ten 

months old. 

When her baby boy gets ill , people advise her to treat him with a variety 

of traditiona l medicines. But she rejec ts this a nd with the consen t of her 

husband s h e comes to Addis Ababa to have her child diagnosed by a 

doctor. Her child is cured with the help of the doctor who a lso gives her 

detailed or ientation on what to do when children are ill as well as on 

how to nurture and take care of chi ldren. When she return s home , she 

shares her newly acqu ired knowledge with her neighbours and 

community. 

All in a ll, Tsion Mogessa bears two boys a nd two girls. The two boys go 

to the nearby town of Debrebirhan to read the Psalms of David, while 

the two girls are taught at home the Psalm of David and handcraft by 

their mother. According to the narrator , the two girls were confined to 

the house to h elp their mother in the household work. 

From the foregoing discussions, we can gather that Tsion Mogessa is 

portrayed as a devout Christian , a firm , intelligent, responsible wife and 

mother a nd knowledgeable woman. Furthermore, she is acknowledged 

for her fear of God, loya lty a nd high regard for her husband. 

Th is being the case, however , the plausibility of many accounts of the 

story seem to have been undermined particu larly by the detai led and in -
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depth knowledge of some sophisticated issues by the rural based 

protagonist. For instance, no explanation is given about her profound 

a nd comprehensive knowledge about the serious risk of child marriage. 

Her knowledge abou t early marriage, for example, turn s out to be 

almost the same as the following research result conducted under the 

title, "Causes a nd Consequences of Early Marriage in the Amhara 

Region", by experts in July 2006. 

O ne of the many sufferin gs early married WOJl1C: 1l face is tile 
physical pain associated with sexua l intercourse due to the 
physiological immaturity of the sexual organs. Physical pain during 
intercourse, obstetric fistula due to youthful delivery, when girls are 
not physically matured, and other complications due to pregnancy 
are among the many health-related problems faced by young 
Inarried wOlnen. 

Besides, we are told that at one time sh e has traveled from h er village to 

Addis Ababa by herself to h ave h er child examined by a doctor. But no 

explanation is given as to h ow sh e came to know about th e doctor. Given 

her rural background, how did she manage to travel a ll the way from her 

locality to Addis Ababa by herseJJ? These are but few examples that seem 

to h ave marred the plausibility of th e story. 

The improbabilities of some accounts of the story seem to have been caused 

because of the primary focus given to the intended theme rather than to its 

credibility. In the preface to the n ovel, the a uthor, Hiruy Woldese lassie, exp la in s 

his purpose in writing the novel as follows: 

,JA'{I },I)'II " 'I-ClI\ },"J."(: £/UX',hl",: '1'('" 9"1)1\ ,'''': f1'1.fl:'· flN''I'',q:,'{. /.\.~: 

(}(\{/U(IJ'I\J~'I A~:'}?n O"J", :J" I: t;' 1I ''''9"''OC :,' lln "'/,)'/'/ ',m-''' fI'I,fl:" 1\",/"/1) :" 
'''''',/../.\''1 U1'}Y:(i 'lA 1\'''/''/1) :'' ,19"'''''' .1.\''' n,:" ''''''''\':(/IIrII' p.ln (lIIX',h(,: 
II'}'}'''''' '' nlfl/lH,ll'/'\ It.J" ,O·:" m.l'.. lI11 A i l?" (,:;{tI'J, 'H1'1.y~r:fl 9")H: ."'1";.(1 :)'/'\ :: 

Since the main exemplification of th is short book, entitled Yelib 
Hassab, is about man 's marriage, bearing children and educa ting 
and bringing them up with care, any man or woman who wants to 
marry can get long last ing advice if he/she reads it in earnest and 
meticulous ly. 

Due to this, we see the author 's didactic aim being explicitly reflected in 

the portraya l of the protagonist. Besides, though the novel raises current 
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women 's issues such as the danger of early m a rriage, the importance of 

marriage based on mutua l consent and understa ndin g, the importance of 

marriage between couples in the same age bracket, the need to provide 

educational opportunity for women, it fai ls to give the heroin e a chance to 

go beyond the confines of the house . In this regard, th e narrato r says: 

flII,tJ9U tt :'r.'l ·OC'/i'. !'m· l'I,I'(J)"} }\J'('l','}~ X:\,"} 11""'W" {'m·('",,'} !\Y(H"I'I ,',':i· 
:,·J:t,'''m'') ~.:I"H''''' n<,':,'c',' nl'.f1:J' ~';''., ~ouc (41) 

Afterwards (after their marriage) Birhane took cha rge of the outside 
home ac tivities while Tsion Mogessa assumed fu ll responsibility of 
managing the household chores and subsequent ly they started to 
enjoy deep marital bliss. . 

In such a clearly pola rized woman 's place as the home and man's a s the 

outside home, Tsion Mogessa was m ade to play its biological role as a wife 

a n d mother. As a housewife , her duties will obviou s ly includ e grinding 

flour, cooking, preparing tej and tella and nurturing ch ildren. At the 

beginning of the novel she refuses to learn baking injera, preparing tella 

and tej, clearing seeds from cotton a nd spinning by hand. Instead she 

prefers to learn reading, writin g a nd h andicraft . But a fter her marriage we 

don't see her a pplying wh a t she learned in keeping with her choice a nd 

aspirations. 

The feminists would h ave certainly liked to see her readin g, writing 

his tory a nd fiction books instead of doing household chores which s he 

hated most. Bu t this didn't h appen because the natu ra l development of 

the character was curtailed for thematic purpose. 

Thu s , from the fe minist criti cs' point of v iew , Ts ion Mogessa was 

portrayed as a stereotype, i.e . as a loyal and a responsible hou sewife and 

a loving mother. 
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3.3. Setegna Adari 

3.3.1. The Setting of the Novel 

This novel, which deals with the experience of a woman who earns her living as 

a prostitute, is written by Negash Gebremariam, a journalist by profession. 

Speaking to this writer about his motivation to write the novel, he said he wrOle 

it in reaction to people who attempted to humiliate prostitutes. He said hi s 

colleagues, being regular night-club-goers, used to write articles that disgraced 

and misrepresented the prostitutes. Such disparaging articles , he says, made 

him ask him self, "What would these women say if they were able to write aboul 

their customers and their experiences?" Hence, according to him , he decided to 

write th e experiences of the prostitutes and to be related from the point of view 

of the heroine. 

Since he wanted this story to be to ld by the central character , under the 

Pseudonym, Enanu Agonafir, he had to totally disassociate himself from th e 

novel. Thus, Enanu Agonafir was made to take up the real author's place. In 

h er introduction to the novel, she says she wanted to use an assumed nam e, 

first and foremost, to show that it is the voice not of one individual but of all 

prostitutes, and secondly, to avoid being scoffed at by others. 

Enanu being his mouthpiece character, essentia lly this novel, therefo re, 

represents th e views of the real author, Negash Gebremariam . 

3.3.2. Enanu Agonafir: A Victim of Circumstances 

In Assefa Gebremariam 's Endewotach Kerech, Yeshialem jilts her husband 111 

favour of prostitution . Likewise , Birhanu Zerihun 's Abeba, in Hulet Ye'enbo 

Debdabewoch turns herself into a prostitute by migmting to Addis Aba ba 

leaving behind her n ewly born baby and her husband. A minor character in 

Setegno Adori tells Enanu that s he became a prostitute not because of a broken 

marriage or economic reason but because she flirtingly ran away from her well -
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to-do family to ultimately become a com mercial sex worker. Unlike these 

women, Enanu, nevertheless, becomes a prostitute because or the pressure 

exerted on her by her parents a n d two hu sbands. 

She was born in Gojam and brought up in Dessie. Her parents gave her in 

marriage to a man when she was only 12 years old. Unable to bear his jealousy 

and beatings, she decides to migrate to Addis Ababa to live with her aunt. As 

she was traveling alon g with ten people by a sluggish Italian truck, a midd le­

aged bald man approaches her and enquires about her name, life history and 

wh ether she h as been to Addis Ababa. In response to his qu ery, she says : 

',).9° )"\ '}~ii! (WCP(),'7-1:1 !l'(\-";';: (JII.P') '1.11 . {)9u~·(I<l'tfl' YU'}?" 9"/"(I),C 
MA',II I. :~ 1' !J'g,,'} IICllto ', 'u:II·:":: ... f,,':,11 f,IIW} 1111.11 "'1'.9" f"e,:,:",· f'~""+9":: 
/",bfH:9u (J9" :" Ii'cn:,"} H'ke 'It; til))"': "'1",.f:,' /"\t'l'fI:~ 'IU) ')"/'/,(II" /'{U-:1 ~J(h/J'I)(/) ' 
(.,:" /..'/"1 ,111\" 'I'C,)· 'flA ,.,.'. f,l\:: f,'}.": "'C,)· 0/. ·1· ""I''',,') ",,,"1\1/ ,,,,1/.;: (LJ ) 

Being na'ive and as I had no secret to hid, I told him everything 
open-heartedly. When I told him I have never seen Addis Ababa and 
that I was yet to know the residence of my aunt, the man smiled 
and his teeth gli tte red. I noticed that one tooth was partly broken . 

Having realized her naivety and innocence, he comforts her by promising 

that h e would h elp her meet her aunt. When they reach Addis Ababa, she 

knows that she had nowhere to go except accepting his invitation to go with 

him to his house. He fails to live up to his word to help her find her aunt and 

she understands that being a stranger to the city, she could not dare to try 

to find her relative on her own. Thus, she lives for two-and-half solid years 

with the man. Surprisingly, a ll these years it was not clear to the naive 

woman whether sh e was a wife or a m a id-servant. 

},'}.':"i.\': '1.11. (1I1.tI:'·I }\ ·}.'~·H': '1.11. Y."/(I" '11.J': OIlIJ'i.'; I/m:U: J',()tI'(l; 
',IIC:: , . . OOIl1"I' M'j.'} J'tl.m· 'Vi « },"/I.,'; '\lIlfl :~ » )',11/'\:: '11..t': (/"In:i 
)'.0"'1;';:/'\ :: ,",AI;: )"Al,': I)J'. r'ltiC m~'t :" {JlIn(f) ','-}J.'.tr'/ < < (L:" {/u1/tlC(;' ',I 
(fI't"'} )',('\I):,,!» h"'Jtl'l:9n (Jl)y. SJ(),:,' qA:'.c,. {~. ,} J'{lOO"/(, A :: 
.eJ.'.·}:)'A9":: .. }"1.1J 1),£'. 1I'1.(}'''' (.flJl1·~:} ,e,(lfIlJA:: (9-10)) 

I used to feel at times as a wife and at times as a maid-servant. 
When he came home drunk, he would say," wash my feet." Then, I 
would fee l that I was a maid-servant. When he rarely came home 
sober, in addition to saying, "women should be respected and 
freed", he would praise and appreciate my cooking .... Thi s time I 
would feel like a wife, 
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Being inexperienced and imma ture, she might be deceived in to considering 

h erself as a wife when this in sincere m an fla tters her. But the truth is her 

s tatu s ranks below a maid-servant. Literally, he treats her like a slave and a 

'prison er' confined to his house to carryout household chores and serve as a 

sex object. She says he is generou s a nd frank but no informa tion is given to 

tes tify this assertion. In fac t out of his monthly salary of 150 birr , he gives 

her only 50 birr for their house expenses while he allocates 60 birr for hi s 

cigarette and drinks. She says, when ever she asks him to go to school like 

her immediate neighbours, he would frown and say: ' Is it in search of 

youngsters?' Also , if sh e happens to come a bit late from the market, he 

would ask mockingly, ' Haven 't you found your aunt yet? 

This man thinks that Enanu is his property who must be kept under his 

strict control. If she is given the opportunity to learn she might become self­

reliant and subsequently she may leave him. So, he must keep her at home 

and sh e must remain ignorant in order to be easier for him to control and 

posses her. 

As u sual, one day he comes home dru n k and asks for h er advice by saying: 

< < (1 :" -o·c :,:-hIt? J~ -(V,· -II {lDm·I'!'l- - {J{/I';~ - '1111· - II{/p'} -Ir',;~ :: ,,'} 11,11- ~\ '} "1.111 /,. """­

')",}- :,.{lDht~:II'iP» (11) " I have been hoping for years to con struct my own 

house and free myself from living in a rented house. What do you advise me 

to do in order to save money' . She gives him a short a nd a brilliant answer 

by saying:« 1I1~:'} :'''Y·II'/.II, m.l'.l1, ,1, {/D"/q:,. '/lJl' » (1 1) "Quit teja nd come 

home early' . On h earing this, he glares with anger accusing her of callin g 

him a drunkard , h e picks a stick and beats her m erc iless ly without giving 

her time to explain what she meant by what she said. She manages to run 

away from him and passes the night with th e neighbours . The next morning 

he hesitates to allow her to enter his hou se, After servin g this man as a 

ma id-servant and as an object for hi s sexual satisfaction for two-and -ha lf 

years, she is driven ou t without any money and property. 
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Afterwards, she seeks 'refuge' with her old woman friend and manages to 

find her aunt. She a lso finds a job at a tej house, with a monthly salary of 10 

birr with free provision of food and lodging. At the outset, the owner of the tej 

house, Bayush Yidengitu orients her as follows: 

}\~. n.:'· 91V}911 
/,,/.. '~(HrIi 9u;: ' !). '''' () . ~' :h(,eA 'Ii:: 'V V; (1'1 )' 1Il.f 

:,, ·,,){.C' t\('j:nJ'(;'9U >, '}.\': i'le "'len:" (Jf"I:JIli/ )', {\:n')", ,'i,fl )',(lil Om' <I:/'\S ·H I/\ ~o,:/.\ 

"If ', 0 (11' >d/1> ·flI19u )", )', (1) .(':911 :: ., .,!I .,'M·},m :';I Ollm 'l' IJU'I. :J(II/·li'1 ".t'I . ) , {/Ufl, 

)",·l tlp. ::oum '1' \, tI'I. :J·fI ",./i '; f,,(,:/."n 1i {J'lIm l'·1' J,, :'· (",=tI ),:"k!'?":: fI ·" I. /.. \'(,·t/'(i'; 
n/l·n l" I',I' ·/i 'lm·l'lin:/,! 1t.9u lJ",· '/"A:I:A (13) :: 

In my house, you don't have any work to do . You will prepare coffee 
in the morning. You will serve tel during the day and evening. But 
there is one thing that you need to know. The people of Addis Ababa 
don't like foolish and clumsy people. Be cheerful and jovial and 
don't turn down any invitation for drinks. Don't feel shy and don't 
be afraid to ask people to buy you a drink. Otherwise, if you are 
able to smartly handle your money, there are plenty of youngsters. 

In essence, th e old and the well-experienced prostitute is advising the naive 

rural woman to develop a skill in making customers fee l at ease and happy 

in order to make them drink more, spend more money and also make them 

come again to enjoy her cheerfulness and her body whenever they need. In 

other words, Bayush is training Enanu to make h er an established 

prostitute. 

After receiving Bayush's orientation, Enanu assumes her new task of serving 

tej to customers and at the same time meeting sexual needs of those 

interested in h er. After serving for eight days, she says th at every par t of her 

became tej- h er clothes were smudged with tej, her body smelt tej and her 

stomach was fu ll of te). The now matured Enanu also recalls with pain that 

customers started to call h er 'tejie' (my tej) in stead of calling her by her real 

name which was given to her by her parents. This implies that when a 

woman becomes a prostitute she loses not only her reputation, her d ignity 

a n d pride but also her real name, her identity. 

After working as a waitress and a prostitute for two years and four months 

at the tej house, she contracts Syphilis. When Assefa's Yeshialem in 

Endewotach Kerech, contracts gonorrhea she fails to see a doctor bCc[lLIsc of 
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her boss's advice. Ena nu , however , though her boss s trongly advi ses hcr 10 

use traditional medicin e, she modestly rej ects her suggestion and gets c ured 

by a doctor. Interpreted from the feminists ' point of view, this indicates that 

the central character is a strong woman who is capable of making a n 

independent decision. Though well-treated by a doc to r, greedy neighbours, 

however, spread mean rumors around saying that she has inflicted a 

dangerous disease that can never be cured. Because of this mendaciou s 

rumour the number of her clients and that of the tel house is drastically 

reduced. Subsequently, her boss pays her her monthly salary a nd asks her 

to leave. Following this , s he goes to the wider market of prostitution -the red ­

light quarter of Wube Bereha. Here, she is employed a t a modern ba r that 

sells not tel but other alcoholic drinks like whisky, cognac and gin. 

This clearly shows that Enanu became a prostitute not beca use of her own 

will but primarily du e to the crime committed aga in st her by her parents 

who denied her an opportunity to pursu e her education by marrying he r off 

at early age to a cruel m a n . Besides, the in sults , beatings a nd mistrea tme nt 

by h er two husbands have forced her to move from place to place to secure a 

m eans of living. 

3.3.3 Denial of Expectations 

At the bar, Enanu is employed to work as a waitress and as a prostitu te . As 

a waitress, she, along with her colleagues, is expected to induce more and 

more people to flow to the bar and lure them in to consuming as much 

alcoholic drinks as possible . As all the waitresses are not paid fIXed monthly 

salaries, their income essentially depended on their a bility to attract, tempi 

and give sexual gratification to customers. 

As she is not any longer na ive and is a s harp minded woman, Enanu tries to 

acclimatize to the new situation through observation a nd listening to wh at 

others say. In this regard , she says: 
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11I')"I .~:'''': '''t/'),,':,' '1'</::,. "If: .I'.IIt\ ' } l'I)f. I IIm·n, 1I t.1! t\""';'f: 1"'7 .. c' Il/..f.\"m") 
/I.e" M'''",,) 1'/"(,· :11'.',":', ') Id"',,"MJ'/·II· ·f·(\" """7f: ,J:f.\l l,:: (25) 

Thou gh initially I was slightly perplexed because of being a new to 
the situation, I was able to learn fast from my eight colleagues all 
the intricacies required to live in Wube Bereha. 

Thus, from her observations. Ena nu find s prostitution to be a highly 

competitive profession at the red -light district of Wube Bereha. Women vie 

with each other to attract more clients by wearing fashionable dress, s hoes 

and modern ornaments, of cou rse. physical beauty a nd a ppealing postures 

being th e primary pre-requisites for bewitching more and more m en. She is 

well aware th at her physical a ppearance and behaviour are the two most 

important things that a re likely to give her competitive edge over her rival s. 

Speaking about her physical a ppearance. she says, from what s he heard 

from h er friends and what her mirror tells her, she cannot be described as 

an ideal beauty. But they tell her th at s he is attractive, s lim a nd tall. She 

has a short nose, pretty round face. snow-white teeth, big eyes a nd dark and 

thick eyebrows that looked as if they were painted by an eyebrow-pencil. 

Besides, s h e is good-mannered and reserved from exhibitin g u ncultivated 

behaviour. Realizing that no bar girl can survive the competition withou t 

capturing the attention of men, she carefully selects sh oes a nd clothes th a t 

would prominently feature her protruding teats, thigh s, buttocks a nd legs. In 

her words: < < ... m .. I;'}<;· .l'.I.'I;'}I,'1t'1.ft'}'i" q'l;'} 1"''1..1' .l'.'H: (II '}}!.:}".',' fl"I9" 

1"''/.0117..)- (}.,f·:f· IHJII,l' ~,:J1'(lo;;: A:: (33) > > "I h ave com e across many men 

who a ppreciate a nd women wh o envy my breasts, ch est, legs a n d buttocks" 

Fully aware th at many are those who a re bewitched by her posture and 

manner of dressing, s he feels that she has no reason to flirt around or 

chatter on or di s play any indecent act with the inten tion of attracting clients 

sexually. Because of this, Enanu has now becom e a center of attraction. 

Besides, she has become well accustomed to the way of life at Wube Berha. 

When sh e first joined the bar, she was lau ghed at and ridiculed for not 

knowing how to dance. Now, she has learned that. Thus, she has s ucceeded 

in displaying great lU XUry in her manner of dressing a nd attracting many 
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adorers. This phase can probably be described as the peak of he r success as 

a prostitu te. 

But, as years pass by, life at Wube Bereha becomes mon otonous and 

repetitive to her. All what she sees and hears becomes dull a nd boring LO 

her: a lways rau cou s mu sic a nd raucous squabbling, end less f10w of 

customers of all sorts, immense consumption of whisky just like water. One 

day goes a nd another day com es. Hence, to avoid such routine life a nd to 

materialize her long time dream to continue her edu cation and thereby to 

find another decent job, s he, with the consent of her boss, joins a private day 

school. After completing sixth grade, she a lso starts to learn typing to widen 

her employment opportunity. 

Unluckily, her effort to relinquis h her ill-reputed job is cut s hort when s he 

falls in love with a man. In full r ealization of the peril that love can cau se to 

a prostitute , she says: 

.. ,{'l'ltJ·,·:" lJ·fI· ?,'Cfl";: {'tJ·;m· (/0(1)' II(: }\ ·}fJ/lltJ'~. {/"IIlTf },'j,\!: .,,'; -hfi /. .. 
(f"",!'II. ~\IV) I'Y''' I'W:,'') .1'A : Joi'l1l 1' 11:1'.1'. ', ·1:' n .. I'llh:'·A·(I'} :)'·1.A:: (58) 

As a human being who is the prisoner of a ll mistakes , I was one day 
overcome by love and as a result I now find myself exposed to 
unexpected life of suffering. 

When s he fa ll s in love with the man, she abandons a ll h er c li en ts and she 

sticks to h er new lover. Her source of income dries up a nd she has to rely 

only on 100 birr that her lover gives her out of hi s monthly salary of 250 

birr. Consequently, she quits he r education a nd thereby her hope to become 

self-reliant shutters. Besides, she finds it very difficult to live on such 

meager income. Her s uffering doesn't h owever end here si nce this is only the 

beginning of much greater misery that is to com e la ter. 

Enanu makes another stupid mistake: she bears a n illegitimate child. 

Consequently she d ecides to move to ' Gedam Sefer', a s habby area 

populated by 'low level' prostitutes and street vendors of a ll sorts such as 

enjera ,shiro, green peppers, potatoes a nd tomatoes. She hi res a two-room 
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house where she can sell alcoholic drinks in a small scale. But she finds it 

difficult to sustain her living a nd that of her ch ild with the small a mount of 

money that she gets from her child's father and the daily sales of three or 

four glasses of alcoholic drinks. For fear of another pregnancy, she decides 

to abstain from sex. Thus, she had to withdraw mon ey from her savings . 

Finally her savings diminish a nd she starts to live a miserable life. 

Deplorably, her suffering doesn 't end here for she is yet to be s macked by a 

succession of misfortunes. 

Her husband dies in a car accident. To overcome her finan cia l cr isis , she 

breaks h er decision to abstain herself from sex. Subseque ntly she is 

impregnated by a man that she never remembers hi s face or his name. This 

forces her to perform illegal abortion, which a lmost resulted in her death had 

it not been for a doctor's help. When she returns home a fter be ing 

hospitalized for two weeks, she finds her house stolen and after a while her 

son dies of illness. 

Now, one may be tempted to ask: why do such endless calamities strike 

her? Do these mishaps happen to h er because of her follies or because of 

God's wrath or because of the author's intention to show others what 

prostitution does to women? On her part she doesn 't seem La understand 

why she is exposed to suc h end less suffer in g. At one Lime, ,,[ter wntching 

helplessly her ch ild die in fron t of her at the hospital , she says: 

m, "?Il!n (l11"HI··)· n.. ,.~: ~\ P't M H·.!'{' :,· h"IIIJd' ,M: rttll~ :~ " 01' Ii A iI~n:} 
(/I(nll·" ... Mu~tL'} 9"') (/.I:· r,.m· j', U' ')? j~ illi 11'1\· t."·r,- (I), ), ~ j', ),'}.e.:,. l\ .f.C Ii 
/ I\ ? '(I{' ''-'~ tn (l A O, 1I"1'''I I.C 111)'(1"(::"1\. I)') ~ (/1"111'" (9 8) 

In the opinion of a poor prostitute like me, I concluded, it must be 
because God hates me .... 1 left the hospital building by complaining 
to my God from the bottom of my heart, 'What ha rm cou ld I 
possibly have done to my Lord? And how is it that all this trials 
could fall on me? 

At first, Enanu th inks that she was destined to go through all these ordeals 

because God is angry with her though she doesn 't know the reason why. 

However, after the burial of her child a nd when she realizes that there is 
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nothing that she could do about what h appened, she starts to rationalize 

a n d to think with a clear-head. She recalls that after m igrating to the city to 

escape the inconvenient rural life, sh e was able to enjoy improved life with 

money she obtained by doing a job that doesn't require much physical and 

menta l effort. But this life is short lived. Sh e wan ts to fi nd out why. 

()},'} Y: &.:" f. "'(IU r}(\9u rI(I'L ":"&.(11' (J1)'.e -"fln'll: :',: /H :)f~:} /. (,:-'" (J(lU'} ') .", I 

t\(IIJ·} &,ttS (\;'dI.S~t (}(,:/.:" '} I (\1111/.\(,' (\A"TIJ~' im·C·} W"/i'i.Tll.. r II f. (\';: {lIIln, 

.e.fl"7fj!/.\ :: J~ tJ9u 11" ;' (J(lIIt;'Cl (Jil'Jf."' l (J(lu;'i '(iA (III",:':" ~\·} .r •. : , ' tV;'C ),f.-·r· A?" ? 
I'),). II.r:A 11" '1·:" :1 ... ',":" 1""1\1' I)";' II"? ... "I J!.A·)· a"",'y,:,"} MIIH' I\:: .1'.11 
)..., .... :,. I').. ). (It)·" :,, I\.I)") J''-·HA ? tllI.II '\1\9" (n:,' 1' '''l:ll:a'' ' \, ', " 1: ),I\ ? (104) 

On the other hand , I feel gu il ty for denying my body rest by 
engaging myself in a universa lly abominated business, fo r bringing 
about shame upon my spirit and conscience and for passing on 
immoral practice to culture and norm. That bein g the case however, 
how can't there be the ambi tion to live, grow and improve? My luck, 
unlike that of the rest of my friends resulted in my fa il ure rather 
than in my progress. How can this be my fau lt? How many things 
are there in this world that surprises met? 

From h er words, we can see that while admittin g that she h as transgressed 

social and religious values, sh e is bitterly criticizing herself for denying her 

body comfort a n d respect by involvin g h erself in the most h ated and 

despised trade. Having m ade this confession, however , she marvels why h e r 

ambition to grow and improve becomes wron g. She wonders why s h e is 

destined to fail while her friends who are engaged in the same profession 

grow and prosper. Enanu's argument is absolutely sound and logical for 

there are commercia l sex workers who succeed in li fe just like other women 

involved in other business activities. Hence, it is difficult to argue that her 

su ffering is the result of God's wrath. Her anguish was rather in tended to 

show that prostitutes n ever succeed in life a nd that wom en, unlike men, are 

vu lnerable to mistakes. Th is argument can fu r the r be supported by the 

following points. 

Though she was awfully frightened of b ecomin g pregnant, s he repeated ly 

fails to see a docto r to seek his advice regarding contraceptives. No 

convincing reason is given for this for we know that when she contracted 

syphilis twice s h e was cured with the help of a doctor. This s hows that she is 

well aware of the value of modern health service. Despite this , when she 
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becomes pregnant for the second time, sh e th inks of committin g su icid e and 

wonders: « ... Un9" (V,- {\Oil'!..\': k'lt..'} 1',1'1/(11' 9"'} ~\·H·.ln ~\'1(11"}9" :: » (84) 

"I don 't know what prevented me from going to a h ospital." Also, for fear of 

becoming pregnant, she refrains h erself from indulging in sex at the expense 

of the badly needed income. Again, wasn't it easier for her to seek a doctor's 

advice and thereby ascertain the flow of her income without any fear and 

worry? The possible explanation [or this seems to be that she was destined 

to make mistakes in preparation for her imminent downfall. Another possible 

explanation IS that Enanu 's m istakes a re reflec tions of patriarchal 

assumptions which imply that women a re inherently exposed to com mittin g 

fata l follies. 

Again , after begetting her child , it was possible for her to hire a maid -servant 

wh o would take care of her child and start h er work at her previous work 

place or look for another one for there were plenty of bars at Wube Bereha. 

For sure there is no justifiable reason why she coudn't continu e her work 

a fter bearing h er child. After a ll , the reader is told that because of her well­

built physical appearance and good manner, she was well liked by her boss 

and her customer s . Really, sh e was unjustifiably m ade to move to th e 

disheveled a rea of Gedam Serer only to speed-up her impending downfall. 

Thus, it seems that the series of mishaps that befall Enanu are necessitated 

by the didactic obj ective for writing the story. The intention seems to be to 

show that though prostitutes temporarily su cceed in displaying great lUXUry 

in their dresses , shoes and ornaments, their ultim ate fa te is infl iction by 

venereal d iseases, bearing illegitimate children, suffe rin g from illegal 

a bortion a nd impoverishmen t. 

In the preceding discu ssions, we have seen the ordeals that En anu has gone 

through . In the following sub-topic we will talk about her representation. 
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3.3.4Enanu's Representation 

Thou gh Enanu comes to the city as a n aive and a n unsoph isticated rura l 

wom an, sh e man ages to easily and quickly fa milia rize her self with the 

intricacies of urban life . As a ba r girl, sh e displays her incred ibly high 

capacity to rapidly unders ta nd h er environ ment , to observe an d descri be 

cu s tomers' behaviour and their interes t. This is pa rtly attribu ted to h er 

realization that knowledge can be acqu ired through observation , seeing and 

li s tening. Speaking a bout h er experience during h er firs t evening a t the bar 

a t the red-ligh t-distri ct of Wu be Bereha, she says: 

·.,.?"UC :" (U'y:rr nJ' hf'~'J :" I 1111,/ J,':{/lJIrt; },fllJ'rHHI II (\tI"I .. . I,I.l,1\91l t\911 til.v, f\ f/) ' "'1Mn 
Ill:) ·m} fH · ·I·(I/l'1~ll· n:\/t I {JW·}.i~.·}t;" "IL ' I:'} tJ·r,·I: (}U"II t.d I:" 1I1 .,J,(I'I, II"j' ~\·rrtJ··"':: 

(26) 

As lessons can be learned through seeing, observin g and listening, I 
fou nd it use fu l to sit in the darker corner to observe the way the men and 
the women behaved. 

Ena nu has su ch a sha rp mind that within five days of he r s tay a t the bar, 

she demonstrates h er a bility to cleverly identify a nd describe the variou s 

cu s tomers in terms of their age, physical appearance , actions, ma nner of 

talking and oth er peculiarities. Here is an example of h ow sh e describes one 

category of the cu s tomers . « 11'/\"';;'(11' f."J'I" 'I'I"··f· (/I>IIIIA ~\·}f..r,(/fl h"r;'''1 

():I"? /\A 11'f1:"'",,<;' "J.f1'I/'''', '/"A .y. p.:) . .I~(J."t. 'dlC:: > > (29) "While the secon d 

category postured a round like a bull s tanding am on g cows con s picuously 

dis playing his animal-like behaviour and hypocrisy." 

The narra tor is so intelligent that she is also a ble to understa nd the 

beh avior, expectations and interests of the cu stom ers . According to he r , 

some are pretentiou s and hypocrites, some a re showy , some a re ge nerou s 

while othe rs a re s tingy. Thus , such an in-depth knowledge of th e customers' 

behaviour helps her to gainfully en gage them and at the same time to 

ha rmoniou s ly serve their needs and respond to the ir enqu iries . Bes ides, she 

is endowed with great skill in involving m en in seriou s discu ssion s. Unlike 

he r colleagues, she hates wasting her time p laying card s, gossiping, 

backbiting, going to for tune teller s a nd flirt ing a rou nd. When ever she gets 



the chance, s he likes to raise serious issues, subjects of na tional concern 

such as the problem of prostitution or matters related to marriage. In th e 

course of her discussions with different people, s he prefers li ste ning to 

talking and even during a heated debate or a rgum en t s h e dislikes 

interru pting people even if they go off the point. In this connection, s he says: 

< < !tp,,!t(,·!tc ~,'}WH': ,"'')''uc :/. (1I'1 ' f '/: MI"'/')"'}! \"'YS'I t. Y> 0(11' '1' 11" ·'1')" 

lIoyo'f :/. ~,A/'.A "I')":: > > (56) Because of my conviction that some lessons can 

be drawn from arguments, I prefer not to disrupt people hastily in the middle 

of discussions." 

Sh e realizes that some of her cu stomers are irritating and insulting. They 

a lso trample upon the dignity of others at will. And yet when she e ncounters 

such arrogant and rude people sh e handles them skillfully and with utmost 

patience. Here is one such example. On one ccasion, a married man decides 

to pass the night with her and in the course of their conversation , he 

wonders why a n attractive woman like Enanu fails to lead a happy marital 

life instead of earning her living as a prostitute. Though t ired of such 

comments by the radio, newspapers a nd individuals, she responds to him by 

saying : « .. .I""I.y"Il'} f.·~c; 0(11' n.J':)'!'P" '} 11(,,(11"/' ~, ',I] ',IIC » (55) " ... If I 

could get a suitable man who wishes to marry me, I wou ld have ma rried 

right today." The m a n was quick to say: < < ~\'H\'> f.'~r,'(11· (/IJ'r(::(II'')'' 

fH"rfA'/i:: ~,'H': (Il'}J': I'''flf. flfI 'H'C ~\'>g .. ;/. J'(,.~\ (J, ') ' J" ,qA t » (55) "Let 

a lone a suitable man, it would have been good if it was possible to get a bad 

one for you. Unless one goes crazy, how cou ld he marry a woman like you?" 

Being a realistic and a tolerant woman , she doesn 't become a ngry by hi s 

conceited and irksome remarks. Instead she wonders why he thinks it would 

be wrong for a man to marry h er. In an inhuma nly manner , the man says 

that it is not proper for one to marry her because , for one, the entire 

Ethiopian people know her or have s lept with her. Secondly, sin ce s he is 

inflicted by various d iseases she wi ll not be a ble to beget c hildren. Thirdly, 

she is addicted to cigarette, alcoholic drinks and uncontrollable d esire for 

sex and lastly, she is not different from him for she has forgotten a ll a bou t 
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household tasks. Disregarding most of the points he raised , sh e poses a 

question on one point. < < A~ ~,'H'":" l,A(JIA.'.!:?"? > > (55) "How is that J 

can't beget a child?' To this he responds : < < o"hS nOY,fIP"It\MI:" {lII'}'/.\': "I .t', 

~,'H' .. :" "Ie .l',/F/'''IA ? » (55) "How can grass grow on a busy roa d?" 

When she cites concrete examples of long time prostitutes who begot 

chi ldren, he says that this must have happened with the help of medicines 

and the intercession of Saint Gabriel. When she asks him whether such 

medicines would fail to work for her, he realizes the seriousness of her 

challenge and discontinues the 'discussion ' by switching to another ruthless 

question. As he was undressing himself to sleep with her, he asks her 

whether she is completely free from a ny disease. She becomes tempted to 

say: what about you? But since she realizes the need to be patient with her 

cu stomers, she suppresses her temptation and entertains him with modesty . 

Astonishingly, after som e time she finds h erself inOicted by syphilis by this 

cruel and pretentious man. 

Such encounters are usu a l occurrences for the heroine. It is also usual for 

her customers to wonder why the narrator and her colleagu es fail to marry 

or look for other decent jobs. But, for instance, when the issue of marriage is 

raised they a ll agree that it is inappropriate for any man to ma rry a 

prostitute. When discussing issues related to finding a job for prostitutes, 

they initially pretend to know every thing and to have ready made solutions 

for every problem. But when the narrator challenges th em by raising brief but 

critical questions either they withdraw their discussions or s imply say, the 

government must do something about it. Fed up by the harsh c riti cism of 

the media and individuals, the narrator says: 

~,~:?U l\·}J:'."~\.}/"rl···} /,,/.. ~\ 'H':(," I :~ ~Ja'l.f."I/.:} ], '}.\': J':(::~::" (11./'.9" J,' })': 
11.\'." (/U,:'mC ),1\(1:'-:: p:fi ,)o'} p. ;J: 1:\ n.u·'; (111.0' n9u C;-m· ·hu- 'lOP ),/..i)':i-Ti 
1\(II/f'·'-}Lr.c ()A''' 'P/O),C ),:"cu·'I'r)·'g ],:,"H'';, '; ! ,, ;J-(}:':"";, '}I h/'\-(I (II p. 9" 
h', '})':;" .('AIJ'~ · I',r,C!J:I.~ ;J· ·.)"U"}9" ,,,Jot'''''''):: (77) 

.... An orga niza tion or a ny other method must be created to help 
each of us lind a job according to our ability. If this is not possible 
since we must try to support ourse lves with the profession that we 
know, don 't blame us , don't criticize us , don't bo ther us a nd don't 
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make us listen to your hypocritical concern that doesn't emanate 
from the bottom of your heat. 

This is an expression of the central ch aracter' s fr u stration over th e 

pretentiousness of men or th e society at large. Th e n ewspapers, the radio 

a nd th e socie ty a t la rge try to unfairly h old the prostitutes res ponsible for 

n o t getting married or for not looking for a decen t job. Th e narra tor 's 

disappointment grows even m ore when she sees men advising prostitu tes to 

get married though th ey strongly believe that they are not eligible to becom e 

wives because they a re of ba d repute. This is the reason why s h e tells them 

with emphatic to stop shedding crocodile tears. 

3.3.5. Enanu's Fate 

Following the death of her son and going throu gh untold mishaps, Enanu 

becomes exhausted and d ejected . But being a strong and realisti c woman, 

she manages to withstand h er suffering. As a sen s ible and pragmatic 

wom an, s h e decides to accept whatever happened to h er with courage and 

brace herself for future challenges. In her words: 

/,"/II)dl,/LC l\()m' t.\.~: IU'lIHII ' 'flr,' 'IU,' q,."ht.?" ')"' lI · fl -/: ''''c'I'''fl :''(, (lIIC ' )'''' 
r,:':(f).:: /\()hll/.. J~'I.(,) }\·H·: ~Y,/.·(fIJ.t·:{,· I..O,'} /,'}.\':I.I) .e(')'Ir.r.1: I~t.\:( ','U: ',0(,":: 
JI/,'}", ·I:.tI (lI .'i.u 11.;'i \ tI.'u-~ r -11/..1.\"; "/CY:{; _"""1'1.. (\(//I 1j'C ()l\,"TA I /'.('1. 

I..E'/" M :',:/' 1,11'.,,,,,, .y.mclt·:/·:: (\03) 

Patience and forgetting (Putting sorrow out of ones mind) a re two of 
the major human traits given by God. It is because of my 
preoccupation with my child that I was forced to lead a miserable 
li fe and disregard myself. From now on, I totally feel relieved for I 
can earn my living either by being em ployed as a maid-servant or by 
begging. 

Though s he says she felt libera ted from 'enslavement' after the death of h er 

child, h e r life however, remains the same as before. As u sual, s he continues 

to m a ke her living by selling a few pints of alcoholic drinks in her singJe­

room ed cabinet like dilapidated house. Haunted by fear of becom ing 

pregnant again , s h e tota lly stops sexually enterta in ing h er customer s. As a 

result it becomes d ifficu lt for h er to susta in a living by m ere sales o f 
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insignificant amount of alcoh olic drinks. At times, she becomes so bankrupl 

that she fails to provide herself with regular meals a nd she had to take 

enjera on credit. At times she and her impoverish ed neighbours had to 

deliberately put a lot of sugar in their coffee in order to suppress their 

hunger. 

Just like her prostitute friends, she either stands or sits in the cold and in 

the dark for long hours to wait for customers without losing hope. Som e of 

the guests who visit her 'bar' are relatively good while some of them are bad 

and insu lting who sometimes like to pick a quarre l with he ,' an d leave 

without paying for what they drunk. So her life turns out to be so 

precarious, bleak and gloomy. Apprehensive about her future , she asks an 

old prostitute: < < l'iCl/Oof// (};h~.~: 9"'} .I'. (J:p';J'/'\ ? » (115) "What is the fate of 

a prostitute when she grows old?" The old woman who roams from house to 

house with the support of a stick to beg responds, < < ~\H'o~' :"U'c,° 1 .... + > > 

(115) "She becomes just like me." This old woman h as apparently lost her 

beauty, grace and the charm that used to lead so many lovers to their feet. 

So now she earns her daily bread by begging and entertaining the young 

prostitutes by recountin g to them her story and her pas t experience . So will 

Enanu become like this old woman if she gets the chance to live until she 

grows old? 

Speaking about the future prospect of prostitutes, the heroine thinks that if 

prostitutes don't die at early age, their destiny will be one of the following 

four. However rare, some save money, construct a hou se or open a hotel for 

use during their old age. Some somehow manage to find a husba nd before 

they grow old a nd their beauty withers away by immense alcoholic 

consumption and illness. Others advance in age without accumulating any 

wealth and ultimately die desolately, while others give the ir illegitimate 

children to their different fathers or relatives and despe rately go back to their 

respective villages to die there wretchedly. And which one of these does 

Enanu think her future will be? 
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(I"'I .. CI(}Y:}:" (,:~r '/'''' ·y·n" ,Jm.r.." 'f/I·'} ~Jt..l'l.'} ;h.fJ.m:'· (}(/III\l!·/"tll· l!)d::e:r;(II' 
c)A.r..C() )\{/II'}'IJ': )\'}Y..9u·"C: /hI\Sf~. f.'t"II.t;:A:: (116) 

When I see the incredibly speedy downfall of my life , my conscience 
tells me that I will die before I advance in age. 

While expressing her fear of dying at early age, she however hopes to 

continue her education and work with social service providing institutions or 

women's associations to rai se the awareness of women on the danger of 

prostitution. She thinks this will be possible if she finds a publisher a nd 

buyers of the nove l she intends to write . 

So, will she be able to achieve her long time dream to quit prostitu tion or will 

she continue to suffer and die in abject poverty. This is open for speculation. 

But her moral, strength and good intention makes her a strong a nd 

responsible woman. 

3.3.6. Recapitulations of the Discussions 

As can be gathered from our discussions, the protagonist is portrayed as a 

victim of circumstances. She became a prostitute not becau se of her choice 

but because of the mishandling of her parents and her two hu sba nd s . She IS 

forced by h er pa rents to marry at early age, thereafte r to be exposed to 

beatings and mishandling by her cruel and j ealous first husband. Again , 

despite her desire to lead a marital life, she is treated like a 's lave' or a 

'prisoner' and later beaten and driven out by her second 'husband'. Thus, 

because of the cruelty of men she is left with no choice but to become a 

prostitute, one of the most socially abhorred businesses. 

Later, from her bitter experience, she realizes that prostitution is a degrading 

a nd a dehumanizing trade. The realization of this motivates he r to con tinu e 

her education so that she could secure a decent job. It is also the 

a pprecia tion of this problem that prompts her to discu ss th e perils of 

prostitution with different people though none of them helps her to find a 

way out of the hated bu s iness. 
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Enanu is a woman of 'ill repute' with low level academic background. And 

yet she is a responsible, realistic and an intelligent woman who is capable of 

understanding and analyzing the sufferings of all women involved in the 

profession. What makes her different from her colleagu es is her a bility to 

sense the problem and discuss it openly and courageou s ly with different 

people in search of possible solution s to it. Regrettably, notwithstanding he r 

intelligence and her desire to quit prostitution, she is unable to make it. Thi s 

is because in order to show the ugly face of prostitu tion, she must make 

mistakes, she must fa il and ultimate ly she must suffer. The patriarchal 

assumption being that women are weak and susceptible to errors, Enanu is 

made to make a series of blunders that led her to her doom. 

Though men such as her father and two husbands have contributed to h er 

endless suffering, nothing much is said about them. In fact , ultimately it is 

the innocent Enanu who is made to take the brunt of the evils of 

prosti tution. After all, is it right to associate prostitution with women only? 

Isn't it evidently clear that men too have their own contribution to the 

expansion and perpetuation of prostitution? What we see in Negash 's 

Setegna Adari is women being blamed and being described by the customers 

as "women of ill repute", who are unfit to mix with the society through 

marriage or otherwise. But such customers, whether married or unmarried, 

have the freedom to drink, dance, and sleep with different prostitutes as they 

wish and roam throughout the night around the red-light-district of Wube 

Bereha and Gedam Sefer and yet unlike the women prostitutes they are free 

from any blame. What we see in Setegna Adari is the perils of prostitution 

being discussed in relation to women only as if it has nothing to do with 

men. 

3.4. Kadmas Bashager 

This popular novel by Bealu Girma was written in 1970. It is dominated by 

male characters and Lulit is the only major female charac te r in it. Thu s , the 

discussion focuses on this woman. Since the other wom en characters a re 
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made to play mmor roles, they a re con s idered only in passmg. Before 

starting to discuss Lulit, first the synopsis of the story is presented. 

3.4.1. The Synopsis of the Story 

Ka.dmas Bashager deals with the desires an d aspiration s of a young I11An 

who wants to be an a rtist instead of a c ivil servant. A holder of an A. M. 

degree in political Science from a university in the United States of America , 

Abera Worku thinks that he is born to be an artist a nd becomes bored and 

frustrated for not pursuing his true calling in life. 

His feudal mother and his traditionalist and childless brother, Abate , wants 

the res tless Abera to settle in one job, hold a higher position in the civil 

service structure, construct his own house, marry a woman from a well -to do 

family and have children in order to perpetuate his family line. On the other 

hand, his long time intimate friend , Hailemariam advises Abera to quit his 

job and fully commit his time and en ergy for the realization of his a rtistic 

inclination. Hailemariam , who s tudied with Abera both at home and abroad , 

says that h e is prepared to sh a re his monthly sala ry with Abera. 

Hailemariam, whose artistic inclination is writing, says, unlike Abera, he ca n 

do his writing and his office work simultaneously. 

In the meantime he marries a young lady called Lulit who readily supports 

his decision to quit his job to fully focus on his artistic work. Just like 

Hailemariam she tells Abera that he doesn't have to worry about fman cial 

matters for they can live on her income. Following Abera's marriage to Lulit, 

envious individu als spread rumours that Lulit has made it a habit to have 

illicit sexual relations with different people. Blinded by jealousy and anger 

and based on wrong information, Abera goes to a hote l and kills a woman 

believing that she is Lulit. He gives himself up to the police and is later 

sentenced to three years imprisonment. To his dismay, he realizes Luli t's 

mnocence. Having excused him for what he did , Lulit goes to the priso n , 

presents him paint bru shes as hi s birthday gift anci expresses to him her 
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determination to wait for him until his release. Abera, however, discourages 

her not do so and advises her to lead her own life. 

After receiving the paint brushes from Lulit, he returns to his cell though not 

as the old Abera, but as a new person who saw beyond the horizon of th e 

prison. In other words, it was with a new vision and mission that he 

returned to the prison. 

3.4.2. Chauvinistic Reflections in the Novel 

Kadmas Bashager is stuffed with remarks and comments that debase 

women . For instance, at one time, Abera remarks: < < (JI~, ,(':j'-'} 'I",)'. IJ'/";)':""'} 

&,(111.,1, ,n'i'A »(135) . "We have become spineless and cowardly like 

women", 

Commenting on Abera's worries regarding his decision to qu it his job relying 

on Lulit's monthly income , the narrator says: 

... /11'1.\:', fill..!'?" ~.I', n,I\:" ~"Il':(,. ~,·}(,·n. IJA fi""I/''''' fin.:" 'I'~ nr: /IIr.·Y·'; 
,)(I?l'l:" "r',';: (J't;- OI"i'':·'} ' .... '·IIA ),A:J:t\9" (134) :: 

Being a man and on top of that being the family's daily bread 
earner, it became difficult and unacceptable for him to fall under 
the hegemony of a woman , depending for his living on a wife . 

This implies that man is superior to woman in every sense of th e word and 

that he is inherently obliged to earn bread for the family while the woman is 

inherently destined to live within the confines of the house. For ailemariam 

women are irrational and incapable of using their mind to make conscious 

decisions. In this regard, while talking to Abera, he says: 

9u t;"t.\q:," ),:)·(IJ·<l'tn·9" 1"\~}J[ },'}f.t\, . .,. Of.UII -',(,:{) -11:1: im' n''':r(l(lm':: )\'-}.I~·}.r.' 

'1.11, '·I."·H'~:'·ln 'hll"'?"fi:" (82) :: 

May be you don't know it but (the truth is) you think only 
instinctively like women. At times you need to make use of your 
mind. 

76 



Having tried to look at only few prejudiced remarks and sayings that abound 

th e n ovel, we now proceed to the discussion of the central character , Lulit. 

3.4.3. Lulit: A Mysterious Woman 

The reader is first introduced to Lulit at the Genet hote l night club. It is 

Easter Eve and women and men of a ll sorts have gathered at the night club 

which was fu ll of cigarette smoke, full of deafening noises coming from 

people, glasses, bottles a nd the musical band. After sitting at a just vacated 

table, Abera and Hailemariam are deep ly immersed in d iscussions about 

their weakness, their lack of courage and their fu ture engagem en t . To their 

irritation, they are joined by the Shakespeare's lago -li ke Gecl lu. As 

Hailemariam is exchanging u n favourable words with Ged lu , nicknamed 

Machiavelli by his friends, Abera is talking to Hailemaria m half-hearted ly for 

his big eyes were distracted by the s ight of a woman s itting not fa r from 

them. This woman h appen s to be Lulit. Describing the way in which she was 

sitting, the narrator says: 

11",1.1\. '1 '/"~<'} 1'1",:). ),U :',I"} t,','1 ·II t.· ',..,""" /11'·)"·:: I/'}>:':} ",1.1\.'1(11' ~"'. 
~,flY. "J1~ (/II}~(J: "f~ :)f.')U ·"'tfl :}"- :: ~l(11·t,· "1 ;1: tHI ),'Jf.I!l. (H: 'J'II 'Y' 0,\.1) 111:1: 
'V1M:) .'} ,,'}~l1nl)' ), ,eft:)"· :"" ' )IIIIi',)" - /Jt)'(I ~JJJII(IJ ' mJ} .. 1)1I (1 '1"11.(1" ')(11' Y.(/II(lf.\ :: 

'r·I:c r {W? .fI·I)t\(.I ,),/.V'S," "'{/'I.('l. {Jj'i'''lm' '} {II'·II /-·:" f'I.tHII },'}.l'. )",A,II'I'II 1!(IlI.y t1/..(II. 
,/.:,,;,:tp out.\(~ .em/. m· I.'IIf,\:: (I ',·I\f.9" "(Ue:,> " '(\9n tlt'\m' '/tIllt I>"I, O'} '/) (JI'r.'1' 

IHI:J:m· flAb Iwr·Y· IItI'l.:J' I'(I)· ),(I)' /" "1:1: '} lll\ 'J~ /.\.~: 9u 'll'l ,(J,IJfJ{)A ,)m· "y . 
.I'~· 1.A I !',"'AI\A:: (37) 

With the table on her side, she sat with crossed legs, her elbow on 
the table and her head leaning against her palm. Placing her thumb 
u nder her chin , she was soothingly scra tching her cheek in a 
thoughtful manner-like a person deeply immersed in thought or like 
someone caugh t by surprise. 

While her shining black dress attracted the ligh t from the candle , 
her ear jewelries that scintillated like diamonds reflected it back. 
Her big toe, which appeared prominently out of her golden sandal, 
seemed to ridicule or make fun of people just like the tongue of a 
naughty boy. 

As Abera continued to s peak to Hailemariam h a lf-heartedly, his gaze 

remained ftXed n ot only on the manner of h er sitting but also on some of her 

sensitive bodily or gans. He was unable to turn them to Hailemariam from 
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where they were fixed . < < (]~\.e';,:,' (""I..,y,"'I/1"} J'.I.:/:'} ,. 1.~:9u ~\'}'I:':'HtHI 

'Hli)''1''H (')\'1,0\ ~\9U(]"r ('OIl(tt\(II"} h'}6,&:'} .1'. ,'\ 1'11)(.\ < < (37) :: "W ith his eyes, 

he was fondling her uncovered bosom , long neck, circular s houlders and lip s 

that looked like a blossoming flower'. 

Lulit is well aware that Abera was looking at her with evaluative and sexual 

intent. They try to stare at each other though they avoid direct eye contacts. 

The momentary glances of the two are described by the na rrato r as follows. 

~\(I . I'C fl:'"A .",e.+/.'u: ~\·})~·H' .. ?U ~\J1.t;-':J:r(ll· ,fJ. : Jt./'/,t\.:: (t.'Jt,I.I : 1""\'1:9" 
h{/n·hl'II')' ,'e J~~t'I.r.('.:)·'·'I,t'I·fJ~m't'I.lt\.:: (37-38) :: 

When she turns her eyes away, he stares a t her. At times their eyes 
meet head on. When their quick looks collide head on , they both 
turn their eyes away instantly. Their eyes meet head on aga in . they 
turn them away again. 

Such momentary looks a t each other con tinue until communication is 

enhanced through eye to eye contacts and without verba l communication , 

Lulit gives Abera her consent to dance with him. As they dance, the reader is 

given more information about Lulit's physical appearance a nd her character 

traits. The details are given by the narrator as observed a t close ra nge by 

Abera . 

As far as her physical a ppearance is con cerned , s he is not extremely 

beautiful as such. But she is attractive with an imposing feature. She has a 

slender waist, a short forehead , a mu sical voice, large radiant eyes , and a 

straight nose with a little bend upwards at the lower end. 

As they danced together , Abera hold s her so tight , so c lose bu t wha t he fc('l " 

is only his own warmth. As fa r as she is con cerned , she was as cold as ice . 

She was either unable or unwilling to res pond to his emotional feelin gs. He 

can see her shinning beauty and yet he cannot fee l her warmth; physically 

she was so close and yet mentally she was far away. Frustrated by her 

failure to reciprocate his emotional feelings, he dances with her only 

following h er steps and not to the tune of the mu sic . He asks for her name 
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[or the third time and she only responds by saying with a melodiou s vo ice , , 

what [or do you need my name , let's simply dance' . Ange red by her response, 

Abera suddenly says, , You can go to hell with your n a m e' a n d t ri es to go 

leaving her at the dancing f100r. But being an assertive woman she wou ld 

not let him go. She holds him tightly and overwhelmed by anger, she says, 

< <"TWo w'}J'.: I\.rd"> 'h~ .. 'l°g.·)· 1\.'1..1'.: ~,f.:r·A'l""? > >41) 'No man can ever go 

walking over Lulit', He is unable to free himself from her tight grip and says, 

«~,'F1: "?~'iir,'! » (41) 'Who do you think you are' and she responds, 

«1\.1\':,. ;J'J',.(J::» (41) "(I am) Lulit Tadesse," 

Then, he says, , so what' and tries to free his hand [rom h er grip [or the 

second time though to no avail. When he understands that she would no t 

easily let him go, he starts to dance again [allowing her steps and holding 

tight her slim waist with his sweating hands, The aggressive Lulit is irritated 

by his attempt to leave her disrespectfully in the da n cin g noor . She fee ls th a t 

her pride has been trampled upon. Thus, she wants to m a ke it c lear to h im 

that she is not the type o[ a woman who can easily submit to m en 's wish es . 

In response to his arrogance, she tells him emphatically: < <>,'H','i ~,'H'r,' 

"?'>'l" (J·t 1';)0(0'" w'ts: 0'l.<l 'If. 'l'f\"i I\.'I.!~; ~'f.:r·A'l"!» (41). "Let alone 

you, no man wearing trousers can ever go living me in the middle of 

nowhere." By this she is trying to imply that Abera is not a real man- he is 

less than a real man. Hence, she is challenging his manhood. To her 

insulting remarks, he responds calmly by saying, < < >,~. mrt olJil{{,'n ~(/I.I 

»(41). "Who do you think I am?' She says that she knows who h e is and 

that she has heard many things about him from his secretary , Senait Adera. 

She tells him about her knowledge that he first worked with the Ministry of 

Education; afterward he joined Addis Ababa University , next h e wa s 

employed by the Mini s try of Information and now h e is working with th e 

Ministry of [n terior. 

She goes on to say that Senait and other women who knew him at the 

different institutions where he worked has told her that he exhibits conceit 

and arrogance on women and that he never pays attention to them until they 
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go down on their knees to beg him. Having said this s he warns him that sh e 

is different from these kind of women by saying: < < "'IrJ'1' .e1'l·/l1I ~\~. 9" 

~\'}""'H' h·~· £/I'ln:} 'UII':: > >' (42). "What you need to know is that I am also 

as prou d as you are." 

As they continue to talk and dance. he gets frustrated by her cold ness. her 

irresponsive attitude as well as by the continuous flow of sweat from his 

ha nds and body. Notwithstanding th at she is still close and yet as cold as 

ever and distant; he suddenly 'burns' with sexual urge. Afterward. he a n d 

Hailemariam, who was immersed in deep thought, ru s h to the prostitutes' 

di stric t so that Abera can find a vent for his highly charged sexual desire. 

From the preceding discussions, wh at easily comes to mind is that thou gh 

presented as sex object, Lulit is an aggressive a n d assertive woman. 

Observing her behaviour , it IS. however likely for one to raise many 

ques tions? Why does Lulit show unconventional behaviour while dancing 

with Abera? Why does sh e refuse to tell h er name to a ma n \Vith whom shc 

agreed to dance? Why does she look so distant and so cold? Is she a born 

eccentric? Abera tries to get an a n swer to these and other questions from 

his secretary. Senait who is a close friend of Lulit. 

3.4.4. Lulit: the 'Seductress' 

To know a bout Lulit, one day Abera ask s his secretary to tell him all wh at 

she knows a bout this mysteriou s girl. To his surprise. his secretary is 

infuria ted by h er boss's interest in knowing about Luli t, and s he says. 

« OJ'H': 1/'1'1. I'll'l!l. {""I.IIl./'."' :>; 1'19''',J':'} 'UII'? ~\~. ),1\','1'1,\':'.\'1" m.e.1'l ),:""11.'" 

~:>;? > >(74). "Why do a ll m en ask me a bout her? I was not there while she 

was being born! Or a m I a go between for her?" Though taken by surprise 

over her capric ious reaction . he later realizes tha t s he was ri o in p; this 

because of he r interest in him. He waits calm ly . and after s he cools down, 

she gives him the following information. 
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(H\.:'·'-~ ),p .. y. IHll/f.{/IIr,: :" (~fl911 .... {)t\I\.I\,:,' )",m',"'f\(}' (/'/1\:,' IH):" 
'J(IJ·:=I·{1'1.fllJ·.~>;'· {'{\9 11 ::'J-(!'(/) V·fl· (ff''l}lm,C {,."t/lm ! {""II:} 1I11.~"flC (",-:,,:: :f"/1 
),'I.I:"'l.I\'} ·I .. ,.f: ·"j-?"IJC:'· n,..,. mIlC)(H' 'I.IL ~,'I,f:9" \'(1,"" '1.1:".' ~,A',I1(":"9u . 
IIm'II;/: ~,A',1It.9":: ,,.,,.n";?" IUJ"} h"7'1?" ~"""IA'r9" ',IIC:: "1'1 .1'.1,;" iJ·l\· 
f,flur,::" ',flC:: (,\lIU""'t.\'O ,e,,,:,' ',fie:: t\!l. n,A. },(,I,I,"l/';J::':(I)"} }\C"/{,: ),Y:C'ICl1' 

,J'hn'?" ), -". :J'm·?":: (76 -77) 

There is no one who happens to see Lulit but who doesn 't desire 
her.. It is impossible to know about Lulit. There is no one who 
really knows her. Her whole life is su rrounded by mystery. She is a 
closed vault. When we were at the Commercial School, as far as I 
can remember, she never had a single female friend .. . lt was not for 
her beauty for beauty wise, she was not better than anyone else. 
But everybody who saw her used to desire her. They used to say 'let 
me die for you'. It is more likely that there were who completely 
abandoned their fi ancee in preference to her. 

Senait goes on to tell Abera about Lulit: 

II(Jllj!{JfJtP wi?:)"'} c<.:,. )""-'1(,:"19":: ,,'}.It ,em-?\! 'dll)<":';- W''1''/qq,'" 
~'")";'N:a,:" ;J'.l:C", 'dlr::: ",'I!;, \'A,II A'II ,,·M",Y·:'· 1\.111,":" h:~:(I"(, II;\~ "1'1 
I'C 'fllI ),:}'('m'9u :: },C"'4: ),'\~'C:J :'''I'mCI) t'\:r:: (77). 

She never turn s down men at first encounter. [n fact she used to 
approach them with beaming face in order to lure them into coming 
closer to her. Nevertheless, when men come closer to her believing 
that she is interested in them in earnest, she never pays any 
attention to them. She just abandons them completely. 

[n farther explaining to Abera about Lulit's behaviour , Senait c ites an 

example of what she did to a banker. The bank employee, according to 

Senait, was in serious love with Lulit. Though she had totally 'discarded' 

him, this poor banker, however, always waited for long hours leaning on the 

school walls merely to see her. In fact, some mischievous girl students 

deceived him into buying them ice creams by lying that they will call Lulit for 

him. Feeling highly sorry for the man, one day Senait appeals to Lulit to 

stop punishing the man and at least to tell him to his face that she doesn' t 

love him so that h e can look for other alternatives. To this, Lulit says with 

sarcastic and cold smile, «(II'}}';')" r'l.n:J'I~ "'/\'-)- f.() .e1l~:AI rJ,(','/rl'1i 'UII' ~,'}}[ 

~\"n,9" n~· 1,',1,!17,~:}'· r,:':OJ·-'\t.OD~,9):f·! » (77) "It gives me satisfaction to see 

men suffering. It is because you don't understand, they are dreadful and 

pitiless-beasts! ' 
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Having intently listened to what Senait said, he finally asks her if she knew 

anything about her parentage . Senait says she knew nothing a bout her 

family but that from friends who studied with Lulit at the Menen School she 

has come to learn that Lulit is not her original name though she can't 

remember it now what its first name was. 

What we can gather from the revelations by Senait is that Lulit has 

numerous admirers and she has made it her life's purpose to deceive and 

entrap men into loving and worshiping her like a goddess and when she 

makes sure that they have fallen in love with her she 'closes' her eyes to see 

them She disregards them tragically and she derives utmost satisfaction 

from their suffering. For Lulit, according to the narrator: < < (/OY: ~\"/7; ()(; 

-1-'H1Chll 1\1'19°<,"1'1 1\"'111-':')-1 1\,l'oPAII'1' 1/'"11':" 1'(I(\m fJI;)- I""l.r'ifl/:" ~'IC 

1'(\\1":: > > (92 "There is nothing that gives her happiness other than to see a 

man kneeling down on her feet and imploring and pleading for her 

acceptance) .' 

Gedlu, nicknamed Machiavelli for his intrigues, is one such victim of her odd 

desires. Gedlu, a notorious rumour monger and schemer, has abandoned 

his first poor wife to marry an old wealthy woman from whom he takes an 

abundant amount of money to lavishly spend it on Lulit. For three 

consecutive years, Lulit enjoys his money and attains happiness and 

contentment from the ordeals that he goes through to achieve her real 

acceptance and posses her. 

Unfortunately for Gedlu, despite his generous financial support and his 

tolerance to endure her torment, she becomes fed up with him and wishes to 

abandon him totally. She does this because her mission is not to stick to one 

person but to entrap as many men as possible to make them suffer from her 

love. So, who will be her next victim? 
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3.4.5 Lulit: From a Sadistic Seductress to a Sensual Lover 

Though Lulit t ried for so long to abandon Ged lu , she was unable to do so 

becau se whenever one of her admirers tried to approach her, he would 

in tervene and find a way of sending him away. This time, in order LO free 

h er self from Gedlu's tenacious grip a nd at the same t ime to punis h and 

subdue Abera for his pride and arroga n ce, she secretly tries to strengthen 

h er relationship with the la tter. According to the narrator: < < fl'l J': 1'1. 9"·'1-11 

Mit· ~,'n.: llr. YHIr.hl. (J).l'."J~ ~,'L'J{/l o."?I'I.l'..·lI ';}.l'."l)':'· fI.J'{/IIAII·)· ,,'} ,'\r,::) . 

;)',1")').':: > > (92 "For a moment, she visualized Abera, in place of Gedlu, 

go ing d own on his knees a nd looking upwards soliciti ng and worshiping 

her, }) 

To quic kly put her two pronged objectives into action, she gathers courage to 

ask Abera to marry her. But Abera is dumbfounded by Lulit 's sudden 

marriage proposal. He was astounded by Lulit 's unexpected propOSAl 

because fir s t a nd foremost she made this offer right afLer she went La bed 

with him for the first time . Secon dly, h e was not interested in marriage for 

he was preoccupied with the idea of qu itting his job in order to become a 

full-time artist. For that matte his feudal mother, W fro Bafena and his 

traditiona list elder brother, Abate h ave repeatedly been exerting maximum 

pressure on him to get married and beget children to continue the fa mily 

line. But h e has long resisted this pressure to avoid any and a ll en gagements 

th at cou ld dis tract him from performing wh at he calls hi s natural calling. 

Nevertheless, his fight against marriage is ended when Lulit throws a 

marriage proposal in front of him. When sh e observes th at he was 

speechless, she asks him why he was quiet. His response was, "how could it 

be?' She was quick to ask: "Am 1 lower in statu s to you?" He replies: "1 don 't 

mean that..." "Or is it becau se I am not a virgin", she asks. After ask in g this 

question, s he becomes furi ous; sh e is overwhelmed by wrath a nd looked like 

a wounded wild a nima l. Then, s h e says with rage and with heavy drops of 

tears: < < A}f'It..I': IJl'IlflJln, ~(/l' ,, '}}(! "r, 'H' ~,t.lfD~,9)+ .l'..9" 1'''t..o iH·I!· (/"'1,: 

~tf'}"T:~,A! » (107) "(The reason is) it is because I am not a virgin! You 
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brutal (creatures) you never get satisfied unless you shed blood (unless you 

deflower girls) ." 

Abera tries to explain to her why he doesn't wish to accept her offer by 

saying firstly, they have not known each other properly and secondly, he is 

planning to quit his job to pursue his mission in life which is art. As a strong 

woman who is determined not to easily give up her idea, she tells him that 

she is ready to support him financially to pursue his artistic inclination. She 

says her monthly income which is 400 birr will be enough for both of them. 

Regarding the importance of the need to properly know each other before 

marriage, she says: 

< < )111.11 I'll A 111 Ji.· 'I"" ),).1,,,:,. A:h""" 'i :,···HAIP I,}!': ,).:" It (,·~. l'IIA II1 Y" ,) 
A'h'J'rlJ :":l"'~A :P fII!', ~ ' ,: ;/'(: IIA 'I' II :\ ~ flA :) 'II ;}: ), ',fl 'lI " 'lA :,' U ',, /I' ;» 

( 108) 

"More than this, how would you like to know me? What else can a 
woman give you more than herself? Or do you mean to say that we 
need to think about marriage after (our) love fades away?" 

Having left no stone unturned to convince Abera to accept her proposal, she 

succeeds in making her argument heavily weigh on his mind. While listening 

to what she says, Abera ponders over his mother's , elder brother's and 

s ister-in-law's eagerness to see him married. Abera's brother, Abate, despite 

his marriage to many women, most of them virgins, was bitter for not having 

a child. His last wife, Elfinesh who is very close to Abera was day-in-day out 

cursed by her husband and mother-in -law, Bafena for her inability to bear 

th e family a child. Abera's mother who was advancing in age has a lways 

been pu shing Abera to get married so that she can see her grand child ren. 

Based on all these considerations and to avoid being a burden to 

Hailemariam who has already promised to share his monthly salary with 

him if he quits his job, he finally concedes to Lulit's suggestion. 

When Abera announces to his fami ly of his decision to marry Lulit, his 

brother is qu ick to reject the idea saying that Lulit is not Abera's match 

because of her 'inferior' class and low family background. Besides, Gedlu has 

concocted a smear campaign saying that Lulit is a th ief and sexually 

insatiable woman who has turned herself to the level of a prostitute. As this 
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malicious campaign has been reverberated by the rumour-monger Tesema, 

Abera's colleague, it falls on th e ears of Abate. Thus, Abate beseeches Abera 

never to think of marrying Lulit. But later when he rea lizes that Abera will 

not ch ange his mind, he accepts his decis ion. He even borrows money to 

organize a wedding party and advises h is brother not to use any birth 

control methods. 

In an unexpected turn of events , after ma rnage , we see a to tally different 

and transformed Lulit. Her intent in marrying Abera was to find a way of 

avoiding Ged lu and to punish Abera for his pride. But a fter their ma rriage, 

she falls in love with her new husband and gives up her initial plan to 

punish him. She fully supports him and encourages him to put into practice 

his artistic inclination. She makes her h a rd earned savings of 1300 birr 

available to Abera to use it for repaying th e money borrowed by his elder 

brother for th eir wedding ceremony. But she extends h er full support to him 

without even making sure that Abera has a talent to become an artist. 

Hence, one is likely to wonder why sh e fails to question herself or ask Abera 

wheth er h e really has the potential to become an artist. Abera him self is 

always doubtful whether he would be able to become a successful a rti st. 

But Lulit hastily and passively takes his word for gra nted a nd devo tes her 

time , energy an d money to support his ca u se an d she eve n declares \ ha l s he 

would be much happie r to live with a su ccessfu l man who struggles to know 

himself ra ther than live in comfort and luxury with a ma n who doesn 't strive 

to know his real calling. Obviou sly, her act seems to be suggestive of her 

passivity, dependence and ina bility to an a lyze things critically . 

Besides devoting her money to Abera, as a gesture of her trust to him , she 

a lso confides to him why she decided to be cruel and hard to men . She 

reveals to him the secret that she withheld for years without even te ll ing to 

her close friend, Sena it. As she told Abera, her s tory goes like this : 

She was born in Ambo locality, where th e Awash River has its source. 

Though very young, one morning h er mother sends her to fetch water dur ing 
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which she was caught a nd ra ped by a stranger. After a whi le , he r rela tives 

find her lying on her back unconscious a nd soaked in blood. Her step-father 

settles the case by receiving a small a mount of money from the rapis t. Her 

mother dies just a week after she was raped . In less than a year since the 

death of her mother, h er step father gives h er in m arriage to a man who flogs 

h er bitterly and sends her back to her house in a humiliating manner when 

h e find s her deflowered. Subsequ ently, she flees her home and a rrives by 

accident a t the Ambo Agricultural College. Students of th e College a nd a 

foreign er help h er join the Menen School. Next, in order to secu rc a qu ick job 

and su bsequently get money a nd buy ornaments an d fashionable clothes, 

she joins the Commercial School of Addis Ababa. She vows to use her 

beauty to avenge h er untold suffering in the hand s of men. She thinks her 

origina l name; Chaltu Tolosa is not an appropriate name for a black 

goddess . Hence, she ch anges her name from Chaltu Tolosa to Lulit Tadesse. 

Accordingly, she starts to punish men by luring them into loving her though 

withou t reciprocating their love . Lulit's h atred towards men IS 

u nders ta ndable. But, of course, the way she tries to take revenge on her 

enemies is open for discussion. On e m ay argue that in stead of letting the 

men she hated most 'defile' her body by willingly allowing them to have sex 

with h er , it would h ave been bette r for her to find some other mea n s of 

avengin g her suffering. Her choice seems to imply that women a re weak an d 

that they have no oLher means of puni sh ing thei r enemies other than u s in g 

their beauty and sexu a l organs. In fac t , though , to a certain exten t, s he 

succeeds in punishing men by making use of her beau ty as discussed later , 

it is sh e who ultimately suffers from the mechanism she pursu ed to pena lize 

others . It is her promiscuous behaviour that becomes a cau se for Abera's 

colleagues' to wage a s la nderous ca mpaign against her. In turn, it is this 

defama tory campaign th at becomes a cause for Abate's and Abera's 

skepticis m a bout her loyalty 

In any case, putting aside a ll her past deeds, she has now changed her min d 

not to be cruel to Abera. As a sign of her true love to Abera, sh e has given 
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him herself, her whole- hear ted suppor t, her h ard earned m oney a nd the top 

secret that she withheld for years. Th ese are concrete evidences of h er desire 

to live happily a s a loving and responsible wife. 

Deplora bly, her desire and the support she m a kes to help her husband 

achieve his dream doesn't seem to have received the deserved recognition. In 

fac t her husband considers her not as a supporter a nd equal partner bu t as 

a burden who nags him over petty and inconsequential issu es . On one 

occasion, when Hailem ariam m a kes inquiries about Lulit's health , Abera 

responds: 

IIm''''C \, . .,. ',tlch? f\9U"} ) ,lIufitJ ? \' ;,- :, .'/..I~ftlJ ? 9"'; :h,)IIAU? ''' '; II"I'/A ? ,I',1l 
), ·;!tA ... .f' \Jl\Y":: I\·h'l 11. :" (I)·tH~ :}:: tIl'l·e fit, n,:,' )\.l':c(f} - (J'j:" "Ilfl ! ,I" 'I]U' :I' 
9"t;'!.\IH· (}"9" h'I:}' >,'if .• "'} (f",/I\'''' ',flC ... V·ti"" ~:(:"I~.'i ),'{j .y. \HIII.f""'/I/.\:}' 11(11' 
II"Y"/'f·t ·)A.I:,H· f,A·I'<'. Ii'9":: ( 129-30) 

Always (Lu lit nags me with the question) where were you? Why were you 
la te? Where do you go? What are you pondering over? Are you okay? 
There is scarcity of... There isn't ... Take me to the bereaved 
family's/ persons' house. Take me to the beauty saloon---countless 
unimportant issues. I married hoping to get peace (of mind) ... However I 
am happy though for getting someone who rubs (massages) my back 
while taking bath. 

So, for Abera Lulit is n ot an equ a l partner with whom h e can discuss serious 

issues . As fa r as he is concerned , she is only good a t diverting his attention 

from con templating over serious su bjects by raising insignificant issues. The 

clear implication of this is that Abera, as a man, dwe lls on serious issu es 

while Lulit, as a woman, is mainly preoccupied with trivialities. Of all her 

contribution s Abera finds hi s wife to be useful only in massaging his back 

and , of course, a fterwa rds in sati sfying his inevitab le sexual desi re. 

Differences such as the ones discussed above are always the source of 

misundersta nding between the two. For example, on e day as he was s itting 

idly and pondering over something, she tries to remind him that one d ay he 

has promised to take h er to the Ghion Hotel. Suddenly he explodes with 

anger and shouts at h er telling her that h e is not going to submit to her 

demands. Terrorized by his sudden infuriation, she bursts into tears a nd 
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runs to the bed room with shock. Next he asks he r for an excu se and tries LO 

remind her that he had earlier told her how difficult it would be to li ve with a 

per son 'who hasn 't known himself. Surpri singly, instead of telling him , 

whatever the reason, h e doesn't h ave any convincing reason or right to shout 

at her, sh e says she cried not because of wh at he did to her but because she 

felt sorry for him. She says she feels happy when he s houts at her but, 

according to her, what doesn't make her happy is to see him sitting a lone 

a bsorbed in thought. Besides, with out having any reason to be afraid, she 

tells him that she is frightened and panicked and asks him to embrace her , 

to hold her tight for it is only under his embracing arms that she feels safe 

and secure . This is wh at makes Lulit a weak character, an irrationa l lover 

and a wife who entertains or enjoys pain to ensure the happiness and well ­

being of h er husband. After a ll sh e sh ould h ave known tha t h is reason for 

marrying her is not because he loved he r but to sa ti s fy hi s fam ily's intc l"Csl 

and to gain material support from her. 

Unfortunately, Lulit is mistrea ted not only by h er hu sband but by the people 

around h er , too. Abera's elder brother, Abate is skeptical a bout her loyalty 

to h er husband and h e doesn't think that she is an equ al marriage partner 

because of h er family background. Abera's feudal mother never believes that 

Lulit is a match fo r Abera. Sh e is fond of teasing Lulit by sarcastically asking 

her about her family's background and whereabouts. Abera 's friends ', 

spearheaded by the n otoriou s Gedlu, laun ch a malicious campaign against 

her. 

What is worth mentioning h ere is that Abera is known for dating three or 

four girls a day and h e is a frequent visitor to the prostitutes' house. 

Hailemariam is fond of enjoying sex with maid-servants a nd prostitutes. 

Abera's collea gues a re highly obsessed with sex and they have a habit o f 

gathering at their offices to gossip about sexual intercourses they enjoyed 

with women the previous day, the previous evening, the previous nigh t etc. 

Abera's brother, Abate h as made it a h abit to marry young virgins every 

time. This being the tru th, however, they all talk with exaggeration about 
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Lulit's sexual behaviour. When it is done by the men, it is tolerated but when 

it com es to women it becomes a surpri se . This is, of course, a rcOection o f 

the prevalent chauvinistic views in a patriarchal society . 

Although well -aware of his co lleagues' intrigues and evil schemes , Abera 

easily fa lls vic tim to their ma licious campaign. One day the rumor-monger 

Tesem a tell s Abera that Lulit is not a loyal wife and he goes to the exten t of 

telling him th at a certain person has seen her entering a room with someone 

at a hotel in Kotebe locality. While initially Abera seem s to have rebuffed 

Tesema's information, in rea lity this fatal information begins to gradually 

penetrate deep Abera 's mind. From the day he heard this information, his 

attitude towards the innocent Lulit changes. He starts to wonder over the 

manner of her dressing. He asks himself why she spends so much tim e to 

dress excitingly. He starts to easily glare with anger and J ealousy . He begins 

to interpret every word that comes out of her mouth negatively . Hi s 

frustration reaches a dangerous level when one day he contemplates killing 

himself with a pistol. He even goes to the extent of feeling sorry for placing so 

much faith on Lulit. 

It was one morning. As Abera was driving to take Lulit to her office, he tell s 

her that the next day is his birthday . He drops Lui t at her office and goes to 

his workplace to take his las t salary as he h ad a lready su bmitted a 

resignation letter. After collecting his salary, he calls his wife to be told she is 

not in h er office. He drives to h er office, again, to be told by the guard that 

she has just left with a man driving a 1959 model black Opel. As he was 

fuming with jealousy and suspicion he even fails to remember that his long­

time and cherished friend, Hailemariam drives the same car. As soon as he 

gets the information that Lulit has left with a man , what easily comes to 

Abera's mind is the hotel at Kotebe. Without wasting time, Abera drives fa s t 

to Kotebe and by mere coincidence he finds a 1959 model b lack Opel parked 

a t the hotel compound. After locating where the owner of the car is put, he 

break s into the room and shoots to death a complete s tranger wo ma n. 
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Abera gives himself up to the police and subsequent to the crime so many 

tragedies happen. His mother dies of sudden shock and his brother kills 

himself after killin g Hailemariam whom he consistently acclised of bein g 

responsib le for 'Abera's unconventional behaviour. Lulit suffers from 

distress. At first, she decides not to see Abera again thinking that th e 

accident has happened during a squabble over a woman. But when she 

realizes that this is not the case, she excuses him. 

Though too late, Abera regrets terribly when he learns that the man who 

took Lulit from her office was his best friend, Ha ilem a riam . That deadly 

morning, Lulit h as asked Hailemaria m to give her a ride to buy Abera pain t 

brushes as his birthday present. [n fac t, s ince she was short of money s he 

had to se ll her gold necklace in order to buy Abera the paint bru s hes. 

Abera is given a three-year term imprisonment and having forgiven him for 

what he did , Lulit goes to the prison to meet him. After an emotional 

meeting, Lulit expresses her determination to wait for him until his release. 

But he disagrees to her suggestion and tells her that she is free to lead her 

own life. Then she presents h im the paint brushes a nd departs leaving him 

behind. Abera co llects the paint brushes a nd goes back to his prison cell as 

a person who can see light at the end of the tunnel. According to the 

narrator: 

(!If-mU',. fl.,'" (J"' (lU"OOl' (#Y:f!'(It· )',fI/.· It.",,,"} tv' hmO'/. n.-': )',.\':("/fl q i'i'!C 
\UI'I.(ml\h·.,. ),rl t· '1(/)':: 9"JO.tJ ·':9"I ), .';,('1 tJJ'.m:,.fi 1' (lII / j'e )'\'1"'/ P,I' ',(I(: 
IJ ·' ·(JU(H'lm·:: ('1-1\';" .eoual:}"·":"'} IJrtJ'\I"\, (/Uf)t.fl9'·r· tUII:)' !If,: .y. }l)f. 

M"I'~'hn 'hn ~,1.f: 'n.f: "'ou/\I1;)""m':: (185) 

It was not the same Abera who returned to the prison booth, but 
another Abera who could see beyond the horizon of the prison. It is 
so because it was with a new life and a new objective to live that he 
returned. With shivering hands, he opened the (bundle o~ of 
presentation of pain ting tools Lulit brought him and observed them 
one by one. 

The obvious implication here is that, as there is nothing that will distract 

him now from his work, Abera will succeed in achieving his long time 
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cherished dream. In a sense, by setting Lulit free to lead her own life , he is 

a lso setting himself free to focus on his artistic work. What is worth noting 

here is that Lulit's contribution is significant to Abera's likely su ccess. Her 

presentation of the paint brushes represents her support and serves a s a 

source of inspiration for Abera to see behind the h orizon. Neverthe less no 

explanation is given as to what Lulit's fa te would be. 

From the foregoing discussions, what conclusions can we draw rega rding the 

portrayal of Lulit? From the feminist critics point of view, was she portrayed 

as a weak or strong character? Was she portrayed as an intelligent, a serious 

and responsible woman or as a pa ssive and irrationa l one? 

In recapitula tion we can say that Lulit is initia lly portrayed as proud , 

assertive a nd aggressive woman who is determined to avenge the suffering 

that she went through in the hands of men . However , after her marriage, in 

a complete turn around, she becomes a sensual and irrationa l lover a nd a 

selfless and devoted wife. She is depicted as a woman who wishes to be 

proud not on account of her success but on her husband 's ach ievement. By 

her husband she is seen as a woman who is preoccupied with petty issue s 

and who lacks knowledge and intelligence to engage him in senous 

discussions. Judging from the feminist critics' point of view, she is 

portrayed as an irrational lover, unreasonably selfless, weak, dependent and 

timid who seeks her husband's protection to feel safe and secure. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

A Comparative Analysis of the Novels 

In this chapter, the women ch aracters discussed earlier are compared and 

contrasted in view of their educa tional profile, physical appearance and 

personality traits, their attitude towards marriage and the role they are made 

to play. But before taking u p th ese points, we first a na lyze the chauvinistic 

stereotypes exhibited in the novels under discu ssion. 

4.1. Reflections of Chauvinistic Views in the Novels 

Generally speaking Negash 's Setegna Adari and Hiruy's Yelib Hassab have 

less remarks and sayings th at stereotype women as compared to Afework's 

Tobya and Bealu's Kadmas Bashager. In Hiruy's Yelib Hassab sayings or 

remarks that misrepresent wom en a re almost non-exi sten t while in Negash 's 

Setegna Adari, there are rare biased sayings in favour of the male sex. As 

discussed in 3.1 and 3.4 of ch a p ter III , one finds severa l comments and 

rem a rks in Afework's and Bealu's novels that demonstrate m en 's superiority 

over women. 

For instance, Afework's Tobya is replete with stereotypes that attribute 

passivity , dependence, cowardice and weakness to women and gallantry , 

intelligence and endurance to men. Written many years after the publication 

of Tobya, Kadmas Bashager also contains severa l pejorative s tereotypes 

about women. In both the novels , such distorted images of women are 

reflected by the characters, both men and women, and the narrators 

themselves. 

What is worth noting here is that despite the expansion of modern education 

and the assum ed introduction of modern ideas with it, it seems that the 

authors' biased view towards women has not changed much. Th is can be 

attested by th e existence of numerous denigrating rema rks against women in 

Kadmas Bashager, a novel written as recent as in 1970. 
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4.2. Physical Appearance and Personality Traits of the 

Characters 

I',,)'}.r: A.~: '/·\1'1, AII'T{',VI' A~: '/'11:1: 01, 11 :1: 

The wealth of a man is hi s bravery while that of the woman is her 
beauty. 

Such gender s tereotypes seem to have h eavily influ enced the portrayals of 

the female characters of the four writers. Though the cha racters discu ssed 

may vary in the degree of the descriptions of their beauty, they are a ll 

portrayed as beautiful, charming, slender and young. 

As discu ssed in 3.1, Afework's Tobya is described as exceptiona lly beautiful. 

Her eyes a re compared with the morning star, her lips with th e blooming 

roses, and her teeth with the glistering snow and h er waist with that of the 

b ee. Bes ides, her legs, her finger s and h er neck are described in detail as 

extraordina rily beautiful. Her physical a ppearance and agreeable behaviour 

are compared with th at of the an gel. It is her extreme beauty accompanied 

by her piety and sweet personality that compels the powerful Mu s lim king to 

abandon his religion to marry h er. 

Though the physical a ppearance of Hiruy's Tsion Mogessa is no t descri bed in 

detail as that of Tobya, she is generally depicted as beau tiful and a ttractive. 

Sh e is appreciated by the n a rrator; her would be husband , Birhane, her 

neighbours and relatives for h er charm, beauty, for the good mann er of her 

talking, for the righteous of her actions and the sharpness of her mind. 

These a re the positive qualities that motivate Birhan e to seek h er hand. 

Likewise, Negash 's Enanu is described as pretty, s lim and tall. She has a 

short nose, a good-looking round face , snow-whi te teeth, a nd big eyes. Her 

eye-catching tits, bosom, legs and buttocks make h er a center of attraction. 

As a prostitute and as a sex object, it is her physical attrac tiveness coupl ed 

with h er decent behavior th at gives her a competitive advantage over her 
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colleagues. As discussed in 3.3.3, she says, it is her physical appearance 

including her protruding breasts, buttocks, attractive chest and legs that 

make men hunger for her and women envy her. 

Just like the other characters, the physical appearance of Bealu's Luli t is 

given in great detail. She is depicted as an attractive young woman with 

magnificent bodily feature. She has a slender waist, a short forehead , a 

melodious voice, large radiant eyes, a straight nose, a long neck, attractive 

bosom and lips that resembled like a blossoming f1ower. These are thc 

attributes, together with her fascinating ornaments that enable her to bait 

m en and avenge her suffering by the male sex. 

In VIew of the feminists, the primary concern of men to be loved a nd 

appreciated by women is not as such their beauty but rather their courage, 

their physical strength, their ability to th ink rationally , their responsibility to 

care for the family as bread earners, their concern for the progress of arts 

and their heroic deeds. For instance , in her eulogistic poem, Afework's Tobya 

praises the Muslim king not for his beauty but for his heroism , the enormity 

of his power and his kindness. Negash 's Enanu says she hates a man who 

acts like a woman . For her, a physically strong and muscular man is 

desirable. Bealu's Abera can be bald with teeth discolored by smoking; and 

yet women do swarm around him. Lulit takes pride not in his beauty but in 

his determination to tend to his natura l call and in his physical strength. 

Whenever she feels frightened , she asks him to embrace her and to hold her 

tight with his strong arms so that s he feels safe and secure . 

Thus, it is because of their physical desirability that the female characters 

are able to a llure lovers, husbands, admirers and public attention . In other 

words, for a woman to succeed in life she must be beautiful and attractive. 

In this connection, as discussed in 2.1.1, the liberal feminist , Wollstonecraft 

(1985: 153) says, "women are plunged by the prevailing opinion that they 

were created rather to feel than reason , and that a ll the power they obtain 

may be obtained by their ch arms and weaknesses." 
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4.3. Prevalent Attitudes towards Marriage 

As discussed earlier, Wollstonecraft( 1985 : 83) underlines, " strength of body 

a nd mind a re sacrificed to libertine notions of beauty, to the desire of 

establishing them selves-the only way wom en can rise in the world-by 

marriage." Likewise, in a lmos t all instances not education or participation in 

socia l or political activities but marriage that seem s to be the ul timate desire 

and goal of the female characters being discussed in this paper. Almost a ll 

the character s yearn for m arriage to achieve final satisfactions a nd success. 

For instance, Tobya's su ccess is achieved through marriage to the king. The 

king's cou sin expresses her wish to abandon her royal privileges a nd even 

reduce herself to a maid-servant to ensure her marriage to Wa hid. 

Similarly, Hiruy's Tsion Mogessa achieves final satisfaction from her 

marriage to the young ma n , Birhane . Negash 's Enanu suffers through out 

her life for falling out of marriage. Even after her broken marriage, she 

wishes to remarry though no one wants to marry a prostitute. Bealu 's Lul it, 

thou gh after staying single for a long time , sh e fina lly swa llows her pride to 

ask Abera to marry her. After her marriage, when misunderstandings crop 

up between h er and Abera, she leaves n o stone unturned to save her 

marriage from bra king although to no avail. 

But even to achieve happiness by marriage the women need to have not only 

beauty bu t also devou tness, self-sacrifice, a bili ty to bear children and 

complia nce with socia lly accepted norms of beh aviou r. While women who 

possess these qua lities a re rewarded with m a rriage others who lacked them 

a re doomed to destitution . Besides, the sole pu rpose of marriage bein g 

procreation, those wh o a re unable to beget child ren are a lso cursed and 

estranged. Let's substantiate what h as been said with some examples. 

Afework 's Tobya is given the privilege of being a n in strument through 

marriage for the conversation of the Mus lim king and his fo llowers to 
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Christianity because of her beauty, chastity, fai thfulness and se lf1e~~n es~ . 

Simila rly, because of her beauty, devou tness and tru st in God , Hiruy' s Ts ion 

Mogessa is p rized with marriage to the young man, Berhane and later 

blessed with four children. These two young lad ies have unwavering trust in 

God for they believe that huma n lives and their action s are complete ly 

governed and pre-determined by Him . For them their protector and guard ia n 

is God and Only God . 

As a prostitute and a sex objec t, Negash's Enanu is able to attract men 

because of h er physical desirability. But she is not blessed with a happy 

marital life probably for 'falling' out of marriage and for engaging in a 

profession that is detested by the society. Many of her cu s tomers ask her 

why sh e fails to lead a h appy marital life instead of working as a prostitute. 

Paradoxically, none of them believes that a prostitute can qualify to be a wife 

for she has tarn ished h er name by fai ling to observe social norm s and 

values. Others such as the firs t wife of Tsion Mogessa's father are doomed to 

humiliation for being ba rren, adulterous, for their lack of fear of God and 

fa ilure to respect and adore their husbands. 

The fate of Bealu's Lulit doesn't eith er seem to be much diffe rent from 

Negash's Enanu. Being a beautiful young woman, she is able to attrac t ma ny 

adorers and lovers. However, because of her promiscuous and aggressive 

b ehaviour sh e is unable to lead a happy marital life desp ite her re lentless 

effort to achieve it. 

The conclu s ion that we can draw from the above discussions is that women 

who conform to the valu es and norms of the society are rewarded with 

marriage and socia l acceptan ce while the 'rebels' fa ll prey to hu man gossip 

and ultimate ly to be unsympathetically disregarded to become hum an 

'garbage's' just like Enanu. The estrangement of a prostitute is so severe to 

the extent that even som e people felt that the son of a pros titu te should not 

be given a burial ground at the Christian Church Cemetery. 
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Having discussed this, next we will consider the educational profile of the 

female characters discussed in the four novels. 

4.4. Educational Profile of the Characters 

As discussed in cha pter II, feminists and more particula rly liberal feminists 

believe that sound education and proper trainings play a key role in 

developing women's rational a nd critical thinking, in strengthening the ir 

ability to act independently, ll1 power sharing and tn defying the 

mystification by which they a re hoodwinked into accepting a subjugated 

status. The liberal feminists' emphasis that women's mind need to be 

enlarged and strengthened through education so that there wi ll be a n end to 

women's depend ence a nd blind obedience. With this in mind , we t ried to 

analyze and compare the educational background of the fem a le characters 

being discussed in this paper. 

To begin with, no information IS gIven about Tobya's educational 

background. But we d o know th"t s he has some kind of education for we see 

her writing an excellent letter to the Muslim king. If her strong faith in 

Christianity and h er knowledge of religious terminologies a re any 

indica tions , it can be assumed that she has attended some kind 01· chuI·c h 

education . It is difficult to surmise that she has pursu ed modern education 

because, according to a brochure by the Ministry of Education , Menelik 

School, the first ever modern school in Ethiopia, came into existence in 

1900, th e year during which Tobya was published. 

Unlike that of Tobya, the educational background of Hiruy's Tsion Mogessa 

is clearly stated. According to the n a rrator, she has learned reading, writing, 

reading the Psalm and received training in ha ndicraft. Unlike her 

predecessors, Enanu has pursued m odern edu cation though she dropped 

out after completing sixth grade . Of all the three characters, Bealu 's Lulit, 

has the highest education al status. However, unlike the m en of her 

contemporaries such as Abera and Hailemariam who are MA degree holders, 
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she has only a diploma in secretarial science from the Commercial School of 

Addis Ababa. 

What we can see from the above information is that all , except Lulit , have 

low level educational status. Despite this, however, Tobya and Tsion 

Mogessa are portrayed as intelligent, firm and relatively purpose oriented 

women. Enanu, notwithstanding her low level academic background , 

manages to develop, to a certain extent, her power of thinking and 

understanding things through observation and listening. Paradoxically, 

Lulit's college level education doesn 't seem to have helped hel' II1l1ch to 

develop her rational thinking. The possible expla nations for the above 

inconsistencies seem to have been caused due to the authors' objective in 

writing their respective novels. For instance, Tobya's portrayal is highly 

charged with religious values probably because of Afework's high esteem for 

Christianity. She is highly idealized and as such she is portrayed as larger­

than-life character who says and does things that are likely to be considered 

as impossible by critical readers. 

The exemplification of Hiruy's novel being about marriage and proper child 

upbringing, Tsion Megossa, as the author's mouth piece, was made to h ave 

an in-depth knowledge about the danger of early marriage and the benefits 

of learning reading and writing. Likewise, Negash's aim in writing his novel 

being to discourage women from becoming prostitutes, his cha racter is made 

to conduct serious talks with her customers about the ev il s of prostitu lion 

by intermittently using high-sounding English words. Thus, in the first three 

novels-Tobya, Yelib Hassab a nd Setegna Adari, especially in the first two 

novels - what we see is heavy authorial presence in what the characters say 

and do. 

On the other hand , Lulit's inability to live up to h er educational background 

seems to have been emanated from the author's view towards women. It 

seems that, for the author, irrespective of their education , women are 

inherently weak both mentally and physically. This is evidenced by the 
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manner in which Lulit is portrayed and by the various disparaging remark s 

that abound his novel. For example, as discussed earlier, for Hailemariam 

women are irra tional who think instinctively. For the narrator, women a re 

dependent on men even for their da ily bread and for Abera, Lulit is only good 

for massaging his back and satisfying his sexual desire. 

Thus, what we gather from our discussions is that in a ll the nove ls we find 

characters only of low academic status. 

4.5. Gender Roles 

In all the four novels, women a re presented in their traditional roles. 1 n other 

words m en are assoc iated with the public sphere whilc wom en wilh lhe 

domestic sphere. Especially after marriage, women are portrayed mainly as 

loyal and obedient wives, child and home care takers and sex objects. This 

can be supported with the following examples. 

After his m arriage to the king's cousin, Wahid, being a man, is given a high 

government post while Tobya and the king's cousin were made to assume 

their biological and traditional task of delivering and rearing children. 

Hiruy's Tsion Mogessa opts to learn writing, reading and handicraft instead 

of cooking, grinding flour and preparing tel and tella. Howeve r , after her 

marriage her husband takes charge of th e public sphere while she assumes 

household duties which include cooking, brewing tel and tella and nursin g 

children. Simila rly, her two sons were m ade to follow th e sleps of lheil ' faLhc I' 

while her two daughters were confined to the hou se to help their mother in 

the routine household work. 

Negash's Enanu has changed her roles many times. First, she was a 

housewife for three years. Next, with her second husband, she assumes a 

three-faceted role- -a 'wife', a maid -servant and a sex object. When she starts 

work at the tel house a nd the bar at Wube Bereha, she assumes the complex 
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role of a waitress, entertainer and a prostitute . After begetting a chi ld, she 

quits her job and as a devoted mother sh e begins the task of nursing her 

child. 

Professionally, Bealu's Lulit is a secretary. But because of her determination 

to entice men into loving her, she turns out to be a sex object. After her 

marnage to Abera, she assumes the role of a wife and takes charge of the 

household activities in addition to her office work as a secretary. In fact 

nothing mu ch is said a bout her profession. Rather than a sec retary, she is 

very much known for her role as seductress a nd sensual lover. 

Generally speaking, what we can conclude from our discussions is that all 

th e women are beautiful , have low level academic background, aspire LO 

achieve h appiness from marriage, child bearing and child rearing and their 

sphere of activity is confined to the h ouse. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Conclusion 

In the preceding four chapters, an attempt has been made to discuss the 

portrayals of m ajor female characters in four Amharic novels published 

during the pre-Italian occupation, the post war period a nd the modern 

period. From our discussions, we can generally conclude th at th ou gh there 

a re women who a re portrayed positively for religious, mora listic or other 

thematic purposes, others are depicted as weak, dependent, sex objects, as 

well as irrational a nd sensua l lover s. 

Wh en we look at Afework's Tobya (1908), though ful l of highly prejudicect 

views against women, the h eroine and the two women a re glorified for their 

piety, religious zeal, selflessness and kindness. But the Mu s lim king's cou s in 

is depicted as n aIve, dependent, weak, irrational and stupid creature whose 

m a in preoccupation is love and marriage. Such contrasting portrayals seem 

to imply that good qua lities su ch a~ physical s tren gth, courage, intelligence 

are granted only to the devout Chris tians and not to a ll women. In thi s line, 

Tobya is endowed with the positive qualities merely because of her 

unflinching trust in God while the Muslim girl seems to h ave been denied 

these qu alities because of her lack of faith in Christian values. Tobya, 

because of her classic beauty and devoutness , succeeds in the conversion of 

the pagan king and his followers to Christianity . 

Likewise, in Hiruy's Yelib Hassab, the devout Chris tian women a re exalted 

while those who fa il to respect God and their husba nds are blamed and 

excommunicated. For instance, the first wife of Tsion Mogessa's father is 

divorced becau se of her unchristian deeds while his second wife , Tsion 

Megossa's mother, was glorified for her faith in God and respect for her 

husband. Similarly, her daughter, Tsion Mogessa is presen ted as firm , 

intelligent and far-sighted due to her unwavering trust in God and good -

mannered behaviour. 
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In his novel, Setegna Adari, a novel written 56 and 33 years a fter the 

publication of Tobaya and Yelib Hassab, respectively, Negash presents us 

with a woman who is different from her predecessors in many respects. 

Unlike Tobya and Ts ion Mogessa, Enanu lacks religious dedication. Besides, 

she becomes a prostitute, a profession abhorred by her society. The purpose 

of writing the story being to discourage others by demonstratin g the ugly 

face of prostitution, she is made to commit a series of mistakes that make 

her fall irreversible. Sh e strives to continue her education with the a im of 

securing a decent job but discontinues her edu cation when she falls in love 

and begets an illegitimate child. She starts to save money with the objective 

of opening a hotel of her own but her effort again fails to bear fruit. As a 

result, though a victim of her society, for thematic purpose, she is made to 

bear the brunt of social evils. 

In Bealu's Kadmas Bashager, a novel written 62 years after the publication 

of the firs t novel, Tobya, we are presented with an educated, sophisticated , 

assertive and aggressive young woman. First, she is portrayed as proud a nd 

aggressive woman who looks down upon men and who makes them suffer by 

tempting them to love her though without reciprocating their love . She is so 

confident a nd liberated that she even assumes the initiative to offer a 

marriage proposal to Abera. But her aggressiveness, assertiveness and 

conceit come to an end when she falls in love with the protagonist, Abera. 

After her marriage she turns out to be weak, dependent, selfless and an 

irrational lover. Suddenly, the once conceited and arrogant woman begins to 

feel insecure and becomes so timid that seeks Abera's protection even in 

s ituations where there is nothing to be afraid of. The message of this 

portrayal seems to be very clear- Lulit h as initially tried to 'invade' the ma le 

territory. Thus, there was the need to make her know h er 'real' place through 

love and marriage which requires being weak, dependent and placing her 

husband before herself. 
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When we further try to look at the similarities and differences of attitude 

towards women during the three periods, what we find is that during the 

pre-Italian occupation (1908-1935) women are expected to be physically 

beautiful, virtuous and pure. Chastity, loyalty, devoutness, righteous of 

action, respect of norms are highly valued. In this regard, Tobya and Tsion 

Mogessa are highly glorified and idealized for possessing such qualities. 

In Setegna Adari (1964), a novel written during the post war period, we find 

a woman who is entirely different from Afework's Tobya and Hiruy's Tsion 

Mogessa.She is different from these highly glorified and idealized women in 

that she lacks their classic attributes. Unlike them, she is described as weak 

and 'impure' for her being a prostitute. As revealed in Kadmas Bashager 

(1970), a novel written during the modern period, the attitude towards 

women is highly prejudiced as reflected in the portrayal of the central 

character, Lulit. In this novel, women are essentially looked at as irrational, 

weak and as mere sex objects. 

Finally, the finding of this paper is that, chauvinistic stereotypes are heavily 

reflected in the portrayals of the female characters discussed in all the four 

novels, written during the three periods. Women are portrayed merely in 

their biological and primordial roles . They are depicted mainly as mothers, 

wives, mistress and sex objects. Even if glorified as strong, virtuous, 

intelligent and independent for religious or other thematic purposes, their 

ultimate fate is to be loyal, obedient and selfless lovers, wives and mothers. 

Other than in the house sphere, we don't see them taking part in any social 

or political ctivities. The purpose of marriage is solely procreation and if they 

fail to live up to this social expectation they will face open condemnation. 

Women are expected to adhere to socially accepted norms and values but if 

they happen to depart from these expectations, their destiny is to fall prey to 

gossips and disparaging remarks or to suffer from utter poverty and 

destitution just like Enanu and Lulit. 
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Thus, educated , self-reliant , ration a l a nd liberated women who pa r ticipate in 

all spheres of life have not been portrayed in the four novels discu ssed. 

Thus, s ince the fi nding of this pa per indicates that women are sti ll 

mis represented in the four novels discussed , fu rthe r studies need to be 

taken to find out if there is any cha nge in the portrayals of wom en in nove ls 

written a fter 1970. 
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