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A culture and its language are entwined.

(Isaac Ssetuba)

Cultural categories are lexically expressed, not automatically, but selectively.  The relation between cultural categories and language is problematic.  In a particular culture a language serves as a sort of “metalanguage,” a cultural way of communicating about much, but not all, of the culture.  […] To what extent and in what ways is a language an index of its associated culture, should be of considerable interest.

(Dell Hymes)

In African literature traditional male-authored representations of African women are of the Mother Africa figure,
 the mother/creator trope
, or of a ‘fossilised’ traditional, uncreative, rural woman left behind by, and not interested in progress and modernity.
  Such representations of African women overlook the complexity of women’s actual lived existence.  Furthermore, they ignore and inadvertently erase a specifically African-centred concept of ‘woman’ linked to the notion of travel and transgression that cultural philosophies reveal to reside within the terms for ‘woman’ in Luganda, Acholi (or Acoli), Dholuo and Gikuyu.

Hymes and Ssetuba’s notion of the entwining of culture and language finds clarification in the African-centred concept of woman.  If, as they suggest, cultural categories are expressed through language, cultural concepts embedded in these various language terms offer a way of re-interpreting the position of African women.  This paper highlights how these concepts simultaneously challenge male-authored/patriarchal representations of women whilst establishing an alternative and transgressive, yet specifically African woman’s identity rooted in the history of her life cycle.  Hence, I will highlight that whilst ‘African’ women writers’ representations of African women can be perceived as subverting stereotypical (male) representations, they also take advantage of a chance to re-affirm traditional identities that are interlinked with the journey an African woman sets out on when she marries.

In everyday usage, mukyala and omukyala in Luganda are used when referring to lady and the lady/wife respectfully.
  Yet the actual meaning is very different as the root, kyala denotes visit.  By extension, the implication is that the woman occupies a very different space to that of the man because she is always perceived in Kiganda culture as a visitor.  This notion is related to a linguistic terminology that reflects specific cultural ideologies whose meaning and associations reflect the African woman’s life cycle, as in traditional culture it is the woman who leaves the home of her parents to cross borders and go to the homestead of her husband.  But there exists a negative connotation to this literal interpretation that finds its roots in the prevalent ideology of male dominance and supremacy.  Although the respectful way for Baganda men to refer to their wives is in terms of omukyala, the idea is ever present that the wife is regarded as a mere visitor and hence occupies a subordinate position to that of the male head of the homestead.  

Similarly, the words for ‘woman’ in Acholi (dako) and Dholuo (dhako), derive from the root dak which means to move, or travel.
  Its meaning is culturally very particular in that it expresses the reality of the African woman and her position, since traditionally in African cultures all adult women are married.  The woman’s identity is inextricably linked to that of the visitor/traveller/stranger because it is she who must move into the unknown, entering and embracing other communities in order to assume her role as a married woman. 

Mwothomka is the term for woman in Gikuyu.
  It is also sometimes employed in relation to mother and granny, but once again it is a term that has its literal meaning rooted in traditional cultural philosophy.  A faithful or exact interpretation of mwothomka means she who comes, but as with omukyala, dako and dhako the connotation is negative because of the implication of not belonging, which constructs the Gikuyu woman as the visitor or stranger.  As a result, pet names that are less offending to women, such as shosho (old woman) will often be used instead.  Like mwothomka, there is also a term in Luganda that exists as an alternative to mukyala and omukyala but it is considered impolite.  Mukazi, meaning woman, carries negative connotations indicative of a transgressive African woman operating outside of normative traditional female roles.  Nevertheless, it concurrently signifies an independent African woman creating and inhabiting her own individual and personal space – ekyaanya in Luganda - and crossing boundaries to do so.  This condition is exemplified by Barbara Kimenye’s mother-in-law, and the Muganda woman Lucretia, whom Kimenye based Nantondo on in the Kalasanda books: describing her mother-in-law as ‘a law unto herself’ and Lucretia as indifferent to the opinion of others, both individuals can be perceived as exhibiting a particularly strong sense of oneness.
  Therefore, in denoting an African woman asserting her presence, mukazi combines the concepts of gender, space, and identity and so can be viewed as exhibiting positive connotations for the African feminist.  However, although mukazi means woman, it derives from a saying that originates in folktales and that a Muganda wife may be overheard muttering to herself: ‘Wooo mawe najja bw’omu kazzi!’ (Oh by the way, I came alone).
  In reiterating this thought the wife is reminding herself that the position she occupies is that of outsider/visitor, which is further emphasized and perpetuated by Baganda proverbs.  As traditionally her position is a solitary one requiring absolute submission to her husband, the African woman can experience feelings of exclusion and so her identity strongly connects to notions of the visitor/stranger, particularly when she experiences any differences.  Dissolving borders as they re-position and re-make themselves in order to find a space that is meaningful to them as women, the combined notions of travel, visitor/stranger and re-positionings are apparent in women characters created by Elspeth Huxley, Barbara Kimenye, Marjorie Oludhe Macgoye and Grace Ogot.  

The characters of Hiuko, Nyawir, Victoria and Pamela all cross geographical borders on their journey to become women and are hence regarded as the visitor/stranger.  In Huxley’s Red Strangers (1939), Hiuko crosses over to the homestead of her husband and in so doing enters into womanhood.  Her behaviour is indicative of her sorrow at leaving her childhood home, but additionally bears witness to her recognition of feelings of alienation and not belonging to the clan into which she has married and will remain.  Huxley’s representation is short, focusing briefly on the period wherein Hiuko is regarded as the figure of the bride.  Nevertheless, it is possible to get a sense of the re-positioning Hiuko undergoes.  After her period of mourning for the loss of her childhood and family, Hiuko is required to collect herself sufficiently to enter the next phase of her journey as a Gikuyu woman.  Huxley delineates Hiuko as re-making herself in order to occupy the space of African wife as prescribed by Gikuyu culture, and in returning to her mother as a bride, Hiuko is seen to be perceived in terms of the visitor/traveller in her childhood home also.  Unfortunately Huxley’s representation of Hiuko does not extend to the illustration of differences experienced once she has physically crossed over and gone all the way to her husband’s homestead.  Hence, through the character of Hiuko, Huxley merely depicts an African woman crossing geographical boundaries in compliance with cultural expectations.  In so doing she re-affirms a traditional identity intertwined with the notion of travel, but fails to re-present Hiuko’s occupation of a distinct emotional space that could suggest a disparate transgressive identity and thereby overlooks the opportunity to delineate an African woman simultaneously conforming to and challenging the dominant ideology.

By contrast, Kimenye, Macgoye and Ogot present African women characters that feel unable to occupy the space culture constructs for them.  Although their characters cross geographical boundaries, in keeping with the literal meaning of the various African language terms for woman, psychologically they refuse to be taken over.   Instead, the characters of Nyawir, Victoria and Pamela prefer to retain their own identity and partake in a form of transgression not encompassed by the cultural category, African woman.  Their refusal to be taken over by the space that dominant ideology constructs as acceptable and appropriate therefore manifests itself in the form of a single-mindedness that results either in an overt refusal to conform, or in the woman character leaving the relationship to make her own way in the world.

In Ogot’s The Strange Bride (1989), Nyawir, the beautiful wife of Owiny, embodies the notion of stranger.  Not only is she perceived as a stranger/visitor in terms of her status as a married woman, but also in terms of her mysterious past; great and spellbinding beauty; and refusal to adopt an identity that conforms to patriarchal cultural expectations.  The latter would give the outward illusion of being indigenous or belonging to her husband’s clan.  Yet Nyawir’s refusal to conform and wear her hair cropped short in the style of the other girls not only contravenes traditional cultural expectations, but highlights her resistance to the imposition of new identities and anticipates her later and ultimate transgression – her attempt to till the soil with the charmed metal-headed hoe which results in its loss of power.  Immediately Nyawir is known to have broken the charmed hoe she is regarded by Owiny’s community as ‘a witch’, ‘that evil bride’, ‘evil daughter-in-law’ etc.
 However, although Ogot highlights that the community re-construct her in terms of the signification of their perceived transgression, Nyawir’s actions signify her deliberate dissolution of borders in her attempt to re-position and re-construct herself in terms of her own autonomous identity.

Victoria in Macgoye’s Victoria and Murder in Majengo (1983) also deliberately breaks down boundaries relating to the space normatively constructed for her.  By contrast to Nyawir, however, Victoria achieves her agency by breaking the African woman’s cycle and leaving an unfulfilling marriage.  She consequently discovers that prostitution allows her a way of asserting her independence and improving her life to the extent that she ‘learn[s] to live half like a man’ by earning her own money.
  With the passage of time, the transgressive act of selling her body ultimately enables Victoria to re-fashion herself into an extremely powerful woman and Macgoye re-presents a way of perceiving a figure traditionally constructed as an outcast, in a manner not commonly encountered in African literature.  Macgoye delineates a female figure that demonstrates an identity that continues to develop and evolve with the passage of time.  Transforming from wife to prostitute, Victoria refuses to remain static and re-constructs her woman’s space to the point where she was ‘the eyes and ears of a whole urban district and had great men briefly at her beck and call’.
  As madam of ‘Mama Victoria’s’, Victoria may be regarded by the dominant cultural ideology as an outsider and an outcast because of her connection to prostitution, yet her journeying empowers her to the extent that her identity is as much linked to negotiator and politician as to prostitute.  Accordingly, because of her re-positioning, Victoria is able to work hard to finally become a Nairobi shop owner and so turn the transgressive wandering spirit in her to her own advantage.

Unlike Hiuko, Nyawir and Victoria, Pamela in Kimenye’s The Runaway Bride (1994) fails to actually participate in her own marriage ceremony at the cathedral.  Nevertheless, she is still perceived in terms of the visitor/stranger since she crosses geographical borders by running away in search of a space that enables her to retain the identity she has constructed for herself.  The difference between being viewed as the visitor/stranger as a wife and as a runaway bride, however, is that in running away, Pamela is in charge of her own destiny and is able to determine the conditions surrounding her new identity.  Kimenye therefore represents in Pamela a modern woman, or mukazi, who, because of her insistence on pursuing her own goals on her own terms, exhibits a keen sense of oneness.

To sum up my very brief introduction to this area of research, I have endeavoured to highlight that traditional cultural philosophies demonstrate that the notion of travel and transgression are inherent within the meaning of the select African terms for ‘woman’ and that the writers’ re-presentations of female characters can thus be related directly back to the literal meanings of the various terms for ‘woman’.
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