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Series Editors’ Foreword

Over the past several decades, there has been much scholarship—as well as a multitude of films, songs and literature sources—focusing on the importance of the emancipation of African people. It is our hope that this series will add to this base of knowledge and creativity and offer scholars and activists a solid, a one-stop resource for understanding the obstructions to emancipation and possible solutions for moving forward to construct new ways of being. This is book two of a book’s series focusing onPan-African Psychologies
highlighting the work of psychologists and other health and applied professionals whose work centers on unpacking the systemic issues that plague black communities throughout the globe and impacting our day-to-day deliberations. The series also seeks to highlight solutions to addressing these issues individually and systemically. Lastly, through this series, we seek to create a corpus of writings addressing the call for more liberated and freed Black individuals and communities who continue to be significantly affected by centuries of oppression.

Although each of the books in the series focuses on a distinct subject area, they are all linked through one main web: this collection is comprised of the writings of scholars in Black/African, liberation, radical, Fanonian, critical, cultural psychology or related fields and whose common focus is to shift the discourse on the structural damage of racism to finding antidotes for such a disease.

The first book by Chalmer Thompson provided the foundational context for developing, creating and disseminating a series of books onPan-African Psychologies
. We encourage you to read this first book to, for an in depth and solid background, araison d’etre,
for the development of the series.


Given the importance and significant role of women in our Black communities, it is fitting that the second book in the series would focus on women with a specific focus onAfrican Mythology, Femininity, and Maternity.
The liberation of the individual must start from the cradle and mothers must play a significant role in this endeavor. The well-being of Black women is crucial as they prepare for such an impactful role.


Our intent in this series is to share with readers the array of psychologies that exists throughout the African Diaspora but with a very specific, twofold focus:
	1.To spread knowledge about the freedom to “be”.

 

	2.Learn from and revel in the freedom that many already experience, at least psychologically, and as they pursue liberation for other people of African descent.

 





In some cases, we transcend our regional spaces by addressing similarities across contexts within the Diaspora. This particular effort to engage transnationally is one we hope will inspire our readers to act, or continue to act, toward liberation and peace at the global level.

Chalmer E. F. Thompson
Guerda Nicolas
Indianapolis, USACoral Gables, USA

Foreword
Ismahan Soukeyna Diop’s book is an extension of her thesis where she was already questioning the question of the femininity and the maternity after a mastectomy or a hysterectomy in Senegalese women.
In her book, this question is approached through African mythology in the light of cultural anthropology and psychoanalysis. It has the merit of detailing the myths, tales and legends to highlight the power of women in the matriarchy, being incompatible with the balance of the world, if not counterbalanced by that of men.
This matriarchy finds its origin in the founding myth, Amma, a woman, as creator of the world, but introduced in her symbolic order, the matrilineage, which must pass through a man, the maternal uncle. This family structure has led to a lively debate between psychoanalysis and American anthropology about the Oedipus that unfolds between four protagonists in this society and not three, as in the western world.
This work opens a question that of the original mother as a figure of the Great Symbolic Other, in the Lacanian sense of the term, from which the subject will be defined. This maternal figure foreshadowed already in totemism through transmission, but which, to ensure its symbolic function, had to pass through a man, the maternal uncle, recalling the fantasy of fraternal incest, slightly mentioned in western societies but very present in the non-Western societies, and the oedipal father of the child. The oedipal ambivalent feelings of the child are displaced on two paternal figures, as specified by Roheim (1943).
Does this mean that the African founding myth already reflected the Lacanian thought? Does the unconscious of the subject pass through the maternal law, a phallic figure, speculated by the child but counterbalanced or even castrated by that of the man, for the subject to become in a position of desire? This is what this book tends to demonstrate by exposing the different female figures through the myths that are only the reflection of the human unconscious, which is ambivalent in its essence.
The symbolic references related to the body of the woman argue, in the second chapter, its power of procreation, power that could, by identification with the immortal original mother, take the place of the creator, involving a parthenogenetic fantasy. This fantasy would be repressed thanks to the rites of passage which reminds her of her human mortal condition, confronting her at the same time with her lack, so that her desire is addressed to another (or the Other). The calabash as a symbol of the womb and feminine power seems rather inspired by an analogical thought.
Psychoanalysis was also confronted with this question of the femininity and the maternity because of the cultural representation of the woman at the time, dissociating them. The cleavage, which was concretized through the notion of envy of penis as an organ and which will be the object of a debate with Melanie Klein, feminist psychoanalysts, and reviewed by Lacan.
Should we believe that the implication of cultural diversity in the construction of the unconscious has not ceased to question psychoanalysis, not in its universal foundation, but in its mode of expression and of conflict resolution, such as Roheim (1943) and Devereux (1955) already enunciated it? Devereux (1955, 1972, p. 71) states that “certain desires, fantasies, or other products of the human psyche that are repressed in one society may, in another, reach consciousness and even be socially actualized”.
The aim of this book is to make a link between myths and the collective unconscious that is actualized in practices, beliefs, religions and civil law, to question the conflictuality generated in the subject located between tradition and modernity in the contemporary world, and how the African woman subjectivizes her position to integrate the femininity and the maternity without cleaving them.
This book opens interesting perspectives both from the point of view of a psychoanalytic reflection and that on clinical practice with patients.
References

Devereux, G. (1955). Chap.3: Culture et Inconscient (Chapter 3: Culture and Unconscious).Ethnopsychanalyse complémentariste
(Complementarist ethnopsychoanalysis). Paris: Flammarion (Reprinted in 1972 and 1985).


Roheim, G. (1943).Origine et fonction de la culture
(Origin and function of Culture). Paris: Gallimard, coll. Idées. n°258, 1972.



Yolande GovindamaPsychoanalyst, Professor of Clinical Psychology
April 2019

Acknowledgements
I would like to thank Mr. Hussein Bulhan and Mrs. Chalmer Thompson for trusting me and having given me this great opportunity. I would like to thank Pr. Govindama for all the knowledge and the experience she has given to me during these years.
I thank my husband and my family for the support, love and laughter they offer me everyday.
I thank the University of Djibouti, they welcomed me for my research and provided very useful resources.
Finally I thank my University, Cheikh Anta Diop and my colleagues for all their support, resources and availability.


Contents


1 Introduction
1


2 Feminine Figures in African Mythology
7

2.​1 Matriarchy in the African Mythology
7

2.​1.​1 Myths of the Genesis
7


2.​1.​2 Phallus and Femininity
11


2.​1.​3 The Paradox of Eve the Seductive Woman to Mary the Saint
14


2.​1.​4 The Myth of Lilith
16



2.​2 The Devouring Mother/​Sorcerer/​Goddess
16

2.​2.​1 The Denial of Symbolic Permutation
17


2.​2.​2 The Exchange Process Guarantor of Peace
21


2.​2.​3 Caraweelo a Somali Legend of an All Powerful Tyrannic Mother
22


2.​2.​4 Bouti the Ogress of the Past
22


2.​2.​5 Mami Wata
23


2.​2.​6 Abraha Pokou
24



2.​3 The Old Woman
25

2.​3.​1 The Good Old Woman
26


2.​3.​2 The Evil Old Woman
28



2.​4 The Good Mother
31


2.​5 Summary
35


References
37



3 Symbolic References to the Feminine Body
39

3.​1 The Matrix and the Placenta
39

3.​1.​1 The Matrix
39


3.​1.​2 The Placenta
42



3.​2 The Breastmilk
46


3.​3 The Treatments Given to the Feminine Body
51

3.​3.​1 The Mothering Techniques
51


3.​3.​2 The Rites of Passage
53



3.​4 The Calabash
58


3.​5 Summary
60


References
62



4 Correspondences with Tales from Europe and Middle East
65

4.​1 Pregnancy and Sleep in European and Middle Eastern Tales
65


4.​2 Transgression of the Laws of Nature:​ Giving Life to a Child Without a Woman
70

4.​2.​1 A Handmade Child
71


4.​2.​2 A Devious Child as a Punishment for Audacious Parents
74


4.​2.​3 The Quest for Redemption and the Intervention of Mother Nature
78



4.​3 Punishments for Women’s Greed
83

4.​3.​1 The Temptation
84


4.​3.​2 The Envy Toward Others’ Goods
85


4.​3.​3 The Old Lady/​Ogress Willing to Keep a Girl as Her Daughter
87


4.​3.​4 The Representation of Death in Fairytales
88



4.​4 Women’s Jealousy in Tales
89

4.​4.​1 The Jealousy of Older Women Toward Young Women
89


4.​4.​2 Polygamy and Rivalry
92



4.​5 Summary
94


References
96



5 Impact on Women’s Social Status
97

5.​1 The Mother Who Has Worked
97


5.​2 Marriage and Divorce
103

5.​2.​1 Polygamy
103


5.​2.​2 The Divorce
107



5.​3 Women Status in Religious and Civil Laws
111

5.​3.​1 Women’s Rights in Civil Law
111


5.​3.​2 Women’s Rights in Islamic Law
112


5.​3.​3 Women’s Rights in Judaism and Christianity
116



References
118



6 Women in the Contemporary African Literature
121

6.​1 The Waves of African Feminism
121

6.​1.​1 Marriage
122


6.​1.​2 Social Representation of Women
123


6.​1.​3 Money and Power
125



6.​2 What Vision of Women Do African Male Writers Show?​
126


6.​3 Mother–Daughter Relationship in the Feminine African Literature
128

6.​3.​1 M’ma Asana and Hawa
128


6.​3.​2 Bertha and Megrita
131


6.​3.​3 Ramatoulaye and Daba
133



References
135



7 Clinical Representation of Femininity and Maternity in the Mother–Daughter Relationship:​ Analysis of Clinical Cases
137

7.​1 The Story of Fatima
137

7.​1.​1 Early Childhood and Marriage
138


7.​1.​2 Being a Wife and a Woman
140


7.​1.​3 Confronting Her Mother
141



7.​2 The Story of Alia
143

7.​2.​1 Childhood and Adolescence
143


7.​2.​2 Sexuality and Femininity as an Exit Option
144


7.​2.​3 Being a Woman for Herself
147



7.​3 Interpreting Clinical Cases at the Light of African Mythology and Fairytales
148

7.​3.​1 Transference and Countertransfere​nce Mechanisms
148


7.​3.​2 Myths, Tales and Therapy
150



Reference
151



8 Conclusion
153

References
159



Index
161



© The Author(s) 2019
I. S. DiopAfrican Mythology, Femininity, and Maternity Pan-African Psychologieshttps://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-24662-4_1

1. Introduction
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Mythology and fairytales are a wide field of representation. When it comes to the images of femininity and maternity, we cannot help making links with the ideas that come from our cultural heritage. African oral literature was more and more conceptualized and recorded in the last years by authors from many African countries. It brings an overview of our common unconscious, giving shape to traditional aspects of our lives. It also explains the symbolism of some traditions.
The messages appearing in those tales are a description of our history, impulses and anxious movements, which have shaped the boundaries our superego.
The images of women in mythology and tales have different dimensions, and represent aspects of the common unconscious that cannot be ignored. Those representations go through time and frontiers, drawing the architecture of the society.
The evolution of social roles, and status, brings two new questions: where does this fear of women empowerment come from? And what do women want?
Working with women in Africa, as an African clinical psychologist and a researcher, has brought me to question the female gender in all its complexity. The problematics of women in contemporary African societies may be different from those recalled by history. However, the determinism of their condition is still raising doubts on the structure of the society and the expectations it has from women. As a therapist, the transference and countertransference mechanisms were rich of projections that enhanced my ambition to analyze the question of the difference between femininity and maternity.
My previous research was conducted in Sénégal and was focused on women who had undergone hysterectomy and mastectomy. The references to the female body and the symbolism of some of its specific parts have reinforced my belief that the images of femininity and maternity are related to a dissociation operated by cultures through the construction of social representations. The latter are themselves reinforced by mothering techniques, and rites of passages. Women are prepared for their roles from birth through their childhood, until marriage, to ensure their adequacy to the needs of the society. Moreover, the participants pointed out that the guilt and castration anxiety they had experienced, were linked to their representations of their mother, and of themselves as women. This led me to make a connection with the Kleinian conception of an archaic maternal superego, and thus to the mother–daughter relationship.
The relationship between women is another dimension of these questions, why do they perpetuate the gender domination over the younger generation. What does this ambivalence represent, and what is its source? The analysis of African mythology and tales brings interesting images of women at the center of a system of representations. This leads us to the traces of ancient matriarchy, the idea of a female tyrannic entity at the beginning of creation, whose rule was overpowered by men to bring a kind of balance that advantages them.
Many psychoanalysts and anthropologists have tried to establish the link between ancient matriarchy and women’s status. This book aims to understand the meaning of tales, and finds through mythological archetypes, the images of femininity and maternity.
In African mythology, iconic figures like Mami Wata, Njeddo Dewal, Caraweelo and Bouti, among others, clearly represent reminiscence of matriarchy in the common unconscious. They take different forms and images, but still represent a powerful entity that had a certain power over humanity. For all of these characters, we have found that they were described as powerful and deadly. Further in this book, we will describe their legends, and how they represented (or still represent for Mami Wata or Bouti), a threat for humanity. Moreover, each of these characters have shown how the control of sexuality is important to ensure domination. Caraweelo emasculated most men around her, and Ndjeddo Dewal used her daughters as baits to attract young suitors, Mami Wata seduces men and makes them lose their sanity. In addition, most of them were defeated by young men putting an end to their reign of terror, by instating a masculine order.

This victory of men over the tyrannic female authority is historically the beginning of the society as we know it. We make connections with the freudian idea of the Father ancestor, surviving through totemism, and religion, at the source of the two primary interdictions. And at the light of the Lacanian concept of the Great Symbolic Other, we can imagine how this freudian concept of the Father could actually have replaced that of the Mother, as the figure of the Other. The tyrannic mother would be the reminiscence of this archaic maternal superego, and the feelings of envy and fear along with the fantasies of incorporation and introjection, would be the trace of this primary relationship between mother and child. The identification with the girl is different because, as Lacan interpreted, the mother is the one who has, until the daughter understands that she signifies her lack, and is the very place of her desire.
For her to emerge from this fusion, she has to find herself in the mirror instead of the image of her mother, or the image her mother wants her to have. Psychoanalysts call ravage, the effect of the devastating power of the mother on her daughter, preventing her to follow her own path and get out of that guilt, imprisoning her in a destructive relationship. The mythical figures of Ndjeddo Dewal and Caraweelo both have fusional and destructive relationships with their daughters, keeping them in positions of submission, and preventing them from escaping or becoming women and mothers. The dissociation between femininity and maternity is another aspect of the ravage, since girls cannot become mothers, and mothers are not willing to sacrifice their position of power, for the sake of their daughters. However the intrusion of men, to defeat the ravaging mother and put the girl back to her position of exchange is supposed to bring harmony. They truly represent the intrusion of a third part in the fusional mother–daughter relationship, protecting her from aggressive maternal impulses of reintegration.
Further in this book, we will make a comparison with European and Middle Eastern tales, and analyze the position of women in those tales. It seems that the representations of women in Europe are paradoxical, oscillating between that of Eve the seductive woman and Mary the saint mother. This dissociation still appears in this paradox, introducing the guilt of humanity, through the character of Eve who brought shame and death.
In some of the European tales, we observe the three feminine figures of the ravaging mother or sorcerer, the child who attract her jealousy and the good mother. Men are mostly helpers or saviors, but usually witnesses of this destructive mother–daughter relationship. So we can imagine that this representation of the ravaging mother is universal, and representative of this collective reminiscence of an archaic maternal superego. The analysis and comparison of those tales, with African tales, allows us to observe the differences and similarities of strategies and representations.
The analysis of contemporary African literature is another space of comparison, because feminine characters also are images of contemporary representations of females’ impulses and affective movements. We will observe how these character describe psychological conflicts, and are representative of a society that is unbalanced for women. Female and male writers, through their stories, show how this unbalance is structural and transgenerational. The concept of peace is then either the acceptation of domination, or the sacrifice of power for equality. The feminist movement in its entirety aims for equality and is often criticized as opposed to the traditional/religious order of things, putting women in a position of subordination. The identification to powerful feminine figures is usually connected with guilt, because of their tyrannic connotation.
The path through construction of womanhood is henceforth, the acceptation of this guilt and its acceptation to integrate femininity and maternity without cleavage. The African woman has the rites of passage to ensure this construction, and the projection of her aggressive impulses on the world of the invisible or the goddesses of maternity. We will see how, in many cultures, the rites of separation of mother and child, serve the purpose to protect the latter from the fantasy of infanticide, keeping the woman in her position of power, but simultaneously underlining her castration.

The writers of the contemporary African literature have shown different aspects of women’s status in Africa. We can imagine how their characters reflect their visions and feelings as women or men of African societies. In fact, social realities are depicted in the literature and have evolved simultaneously to the effect of globalization. There is, indeed, an evolution of the conception of individuality, and it has added another dimension to the representation of feminism. Women are now allowed to live for themselves, they are still under the radar of the social judgment but more and more of them fulfill their professional and political ambitions. However, there still is a specific expectation from them, different from what is expected from men, even for writers, because of their gender.
In the first and second section of this book, we will try to introduce the concept of matriarchy in African culture, and analyze it through the work of psychoanalysts. Then we will present the different feminine figures of African tales: the devouring mother, the old woman and the good mother. We will see tales from Europe and Middle East to observe the ways of expression of femininity and maternity, and compare the descriptions of the characters.
In the third section, we will focus on the symbolic aspects of the feminine body, we will see how it is built through massages and rites of passages, along with the symbolic aspects of the breast and the uterus. We will also discuss the representation of the calabash, as specifically symbolic of the female body.
In the fourth and fifth sections, we will discuss the social representations of women in the religious, and civil law. Then we will dive into contemporary African literature, to describe the female characters, and their mother–daughter relationship.
Finally, in the last section, we will discuss two of our clinical cases, and make an interpretation of the situations we have seen in our clinical practice. We will discuss their mother–daughter relationship at the light of all our analysis of tales and myths.

© The Author(s) 2019
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2.1 Matriarchy in the African Mythology

2.1.1 Myths of the Genesis
Lilyan Kesteloot and Bassirou Dieng have compiled a collection of tales and myths of Senegal (Kesteloot and Dieng 2007). According to these authors:The myth is the story of the beginning. It sets up and observes a system of thought that allows, by projection, to interpret and organize the world. The gods, in this perspective, are only the symbolic expression of society. They embody, by the acts they pose, the wide distributions of individuals between the genders and the generations.1




The myth of an all-powerful and prehistoric female divinity has been discovered in the traditions of Australian, and African peoples, whose gods are snake-shaped (Pichon 1971, p. 31). According to Jean-Charles Pichon, these people keep the memory of an ancient astronomy, based on the molts of the moon during one night, and the positions of our satellite during a lunar cycle. The author makes a connection between the lunar cycle and the menstrual cycle of women, because the most archaic texts evoke molts of the moon, which, reborn or rejuvenated, by the menstrual flow of the woman, is said in state of molting, like the snake. The feminization of this myth, says the author is connected to the esoterica dialectic of the God of water, described as passive and continuous. The myth symbolized with the skull, the moon or the foetus became the three zodiac signs of Scorpion, Cancer and Aquarius, which were before the Zodiaque represented by the cleft God, the Snake and the Barque.
This analogy between woman and moon has remained present in tales, in diverse parts of the world, as well as through comparisons between the changing and unreliable nature of women, opposing the stability of man, identified with the sun (Darchis 2002, p. 54). In the common vocabulary, the moon is also associated with instability, and is often used as an element of analogy to describe someone who is unstable (e.g. Lunatic). In addition, we can underline the analogy between the woman, the moon and the snake, which can be viewed as a phallic symbol, representing mystery, magic, power and divinity.
The myth of Amma, observed by Marcel Griaule (1966) among the Dogon people of Mali, explains the origin of the practice of excision (female genital cutting, p. 48). It seems that at the beginning, the Amma/God had to unite with the earth to create the world. Amma (God) wanted to unite with the earth whose sex was an anthill and the clitoris, a termite nest.It was then that the first disorder of the universe occurred … At the moment when God approaches, the termite nestles, blocks the passage and shows his masculinity. It is the equal of the sex of the man, the union cannot take place. Yet God is all-powerful. He slaughters the rebellious termite mound and unites with the excised land.2




From this union was born the jackal, symbol of the difficulties of God and not the twins that were expected. From the moment the earth was excised, the cycle was renewed and the twins were born.Thus each human being, from the beginning was provided with two souls of different genders, or rather of two principles corresponding to two distinct persons within each. For the man, the remains of his female soul sat in the foreskin (of the penis). For the woman, the soul (male) was supported by the clitoris3 … The life of men could not accommodate these double beings … The “Nommo” (God of water) circumcises the man scratching all the femininity of the foreskin.4




He then united with the woman who was excised, (as if by magic) while she gave birth to the first two children, elders of a series of eight who were going to be the ancestors of the Dogon people:At this moment, the suffering of the parturient concentrates in her clitoris which excised by an invisible hand, detaches from her and goes away metamorphosed into a scorpion.



Through this myth, the author explained the complementarity between genders and the changes that had to be made in order to create the world. We can see in it, that male and female are not supposed to be complementary but independent from each other. The order of things (God) makes them complementary through the processes of excision and circumcision. What seems to be the female divinity is the earth, and her genital attributes make it impossible for the male divinity to unite with her, in order to create humanity. Therefore, she is against the order of things, and needs to be corrected, and submissive, for humanity to be conceived. It is interesting that the idea of combined genders emerges from this fusion as a product of the two entities, meaning the equality of the two powerful figures. We can imagine that the image of a scorpion is implicitly showing the dangerous and powerful properties of the clitoris, especially during the intercourse, from the male’s perspective.
In the myth of “The Pale Fox”, Griaule and Dieterlen (1961) evoke the double placenta of Amma (p. 129):The egg of Amma that had wrapped all things inside became his placenta. This placenta was formed in the center, where lied the seat of Amma (…) which foreshadowed the matrix of the world.5





This placenta had the name yāduro, which can be translated as “charged woman, or women being charged” (p. 131). The authors deduce that Amma is considered to be incharge of the life of humans, and his placenta, referred to in the feminine gender, is the material from which he will draw to knead the first “animate beings”. However, this idea, implicitly induces that Amma is a woman, or at least has the properties of one.
The myth of Amma confirms the place of the female entity at the heart of creation, while maintaining the decision and the control of the male God, to whom the feminine placenta is indispensable to create humanity. It implies that Amma is a woman so powerful that the references to her are of the masculine gender, this shows traces of matriarchy, but the masculinization of the myth of Amma indicates the willing to make an appropriation of the process of creation.
In the horn of Africa, the myth of Bouti, the ogress of the beginnings, clearly places a woman at the starting point of creation (Morin 1980):At the beginning was the ogress. Then men came and defied her. Her death gave birth to this white and leprous town that was named after her. Djibouti, or more precisely Jabouti, means according to the legend, the defeat (jab) of the ogress (Bouti). The ogress is the nurturing mother, founder of this centennial city. “The ogress of the beginning”.
When, a long time later, men accosted this country by the sea, and asked the name of the place, the ancients answered primely “Jab-Bouti”, “the defeat of the Bouti”.



Hibo Moumin (2011) makes a parallel between the victory of men over Bouti and their appropriation of this hostile territory of the mangrove. She describes it as a triumph of culture over nature, of perseverance, endurance and suffering of the people living in this region. According to Nabile Farès (1994), the figure of the ogress is symbolic of men’s castration. Later in this book, we will discuss the character of Bouti and her story.

In the same region, the Somali myth of Caraweelo also represents a woman as a tyrannic ruler, she emasculated all men around her to dominate them. According to Abdourahman Waberi, Caraweelo is no longer seen as a devouring mother, or a castrating queen, but in the contrary, is the archetype of a distant phase of the matriarchy in the history of somalis, a matriarchy that was accepted by everyone.
We can imagine how these traces of matriarchy have an influence in the representation of women in somali culture. Further in this book, we will discuss the conception of excision and its sources in African cultures. In fact, one may think that the domination of men over the dangerous nature, can be a metaphor of their control over women’s sexuality and their power. The emasculation of men for domination rightfully illustrates the importance of genital parts in the distribution of power. Each gender tries to take possession of one another’s phallic attribute.
2.1.2 Phallus and Femininity
Tanella Boni (2009) explores the work of Marcel Griaule (1948), done during this research in Mali, and recalls the Dogon myth, explaining the practice of excision. According to this myth, the female body would be a lying ground, and her clitoris a termite mound. The author remarks how the idea of the female genital parts already appears disproportionate here. The termite mound is a cause of disorder, since God cannot unite with this body, because the erectile part (its masculinity), resists its domination. It is then to domesticate this wild and extraordinary sex. Thus, according to Tanella Boni, this myth justifies the original wound, the cut of the body in excess, which could blur the limit between the male and the female gender. But the order of the world requires both sexes to be different in order to make their union possible. In this Dogon myth, excision is a fact of culture that signals the entry of man and woman into history and civilization through the founding wound.

Through the work of important authors like Georges Devereux, about Greek mythology, we try to understand how excision was an attempt to control femininity and women’s power, as well as it was significant on men’s castration anxiety. Jacqueline Schaeffer sets out to describe femininity, in its relationship with the genital parts. According to this author, femininity is visible; it goes well with the phallic logic to which it echoes. The role of femininity is to value what is seen and shown, in order to reassure the castration anxiety of men and women. According to Jacqueline Schaeffer, what causes anxiety is the woman’s genital parts, and the blood that escapes from it.It is toward this anguish for their feminine gender that girls and women resort to femininity. Femininity of surface, that of the parade, or of the masquerade, that of the dresses, heels, etc. … (…) If the narcissistic overinvestment of men relates on the penis, it is their whole body that the girls and the women can invest like whole phallic, hooked to reassurance of the relationship with the other.6 (Schaeffer 2005, p. 9)



The work of Devereux, on the vulva Baubo, enlightens us about his conception of the vulva. According to this author, the sight of the personified vulva is considered ugly because it reflects the anxious fantasy in the person who sees it. We can have a look into his work about Greek mythology to make some connection with African mythology and explain the taboo of blood.
He studies the myth of Demeter, according to which Hades, the God of the land of the dead, took away her daughter Persephone, also called Korah, and dragged her into his world to make her his wife. Desperate Demeter went seeking help to Zeus. He summoned Hades to let Persephone return to earth. Hades cheated and made his wife swallow pomegranate seeds before letting her return to the world of the living. This poisoning sentenced her to return to the world of Hades half of each year. She left the world of the living for that of Hades for half of the year, then returned in the spring with Demeter. She was, during half of each year, mourning the death of her daughter.
It is said in Greek mythology that Iambe, also called Baubo, wanted to console Demeter, showing her something that would have made her forget her grief, and would have given her back the desire to laugh, drink and eat. Devereux shows that what Iambe showed to Demeter was something that contained the promise of the restitution of her lost daughter. Iambe reminded Demeter of her reproductive abilities by showing her her own genitals, from which the body of a child was hanging. This image of the birth had cheered Demeter, because it reminded her that, even though she had lost her daughter, she could give birth again and another child. She later gave birth to her daughter Persephone, conceiving her again before the end of her mourning.
According to Devereux, the exhibition of the vulva in front of a man is considered insulting and causes misfortune. The author uses the example of the gypsy woman considered impure in her genital parts. She cannot, for example, dry her skirt where men can see it, or leave it on a chair, or it would become impure and therefore, unusable. When she is menstruating or giving birth, her impurity becomes even more dangerous: she cannot touch food and if she walks above food, it must be thrown away.
Jacqueline Schaeffer returns to the myth of Baubo (2005), emphasizing the anxiety provoked by the sight of the woman’s genital parts and her periods. This author evokes the insulting or terrifying nature of the exhibition of the vulva, as noted by Devereux (1979). Jacqueline Schaeffer establishes a relationship with excision, practiced particularly in Africa, and explains this phenomenon as an attempt on the part of men, to control this harmful object that is the female gender, and to protect themselves from the anxiety that is attached to it. According to the author, the uterus is addressed in ancient medical theories, as a wild animal, thirsty for the sperm of man (2008, p. 20).

Jacqueline Schaeffer also mentions the prohibitions related to the menstruating woman, and the anxieties which are attached to it. “The menstruating woman”, says the author, “destroys everything she is supposed to protect and produce as mother earth, she destroys life, as she destroys the child she does not carry”7 (2005, pp. 15–16). The author sees behind the taboo of blood, the fear inspired by the dark forces of life and death, that of an archaic mother all-powerful, and devouring, who has the exclusive right to give or take life. The taboo of menstrual blood brings together the desire to stay in touch with the maternal bond of origin and that of maintaining this bond out of reach, and thus participates in the general taboo of incest (2005, p. 22).
According to the same author, men have created myths and rites to exorcize and control the female evil. To exorcise his power, they had to replace it with a single and male God, the only creator of the universe, to overinvest the penis, to rob it of its power by instituting laws establishing a patriarchal order. This order may have been substituted to an earlier matriarchal system, based on the creative omnipotence of the mother. Envy was not then directed to the place of the penis, initially, but more likely to the all-creative power of the mother. The exhibition of the vulva actualizes the anxiety toward this archaic mother, so the female masquerade could be a veil, in place to reassure this anxiety. According to Paul Cesbron, this male domination had the extreme consequence, “the old demonization of women”, their reduction to their only reproductive function and today, with the evolution of society, “their omnipotent omnipotence”, exercised in the possibility to decide to give birth if they want and with whom they wish (Cesbron 2008).
The sexual woman must also confront this archaic mother, and according to J. Schaeffer, it is the change of object intervening at the time of the Oedipus complex that allows the rivalry with the sexual mother and the affective movements toward the oedipal father (Schaeffer 2004, p. 33).
Through African myths and tale, we will be able to describe different figures of women, and the symbolic value of these figures.
2.1.3 The Paradox of Eve the Seductive Woman to Mary the Saint
P.-L. Assoun (1983) evokes the idea of the “femme fatale” in Freudian symbolism. It provokes anguish in man, and represents a threat because of the inevitability that it inflicts on itself by the effect of Kultur. In this conception of things, femininity and motherhood are closely linked, because according to this author, femininity is nothing other than the phallic expression of the power to have the capacity of procreation.
Many authors have laid the stress on the contradiction between femininity and maternity. In some ways, femininity is linked to seduction, and maternity to sacrifice. Mythical figures replicate this dissociation with the representations of Goddesses of maternity and of beauty. In fact, this paradoxical view of the female gender seems to reinstate the primary cleavage between the good and the bad mother. The powerful one who has all the good things and does not give, and the other one who will always give and protect.
The representation of womanhood oscillates between those two conceptions, making women alternatively representing one figure or the other. It is the foundation of the fear of women, because of their dangerosity and mystery, and the need for them as indispensable mothers who care for their children.
The religious representations of Eve in the genesis and Mary the saint in the Bible, revive this cleavage, revealing the natural contradiction between femininity and maternity in social representations of women. In fact, the image of Eve is that of the seductive woman who sins, and introduces death and guilt in human history. She persuades Adam to disobey God’s rule, and therefore, is the one to blame for the suffering of humanity.
Mary is the sacred virgin mother, who is irreproachable, and who sacrifices herself for her son. Her perfection makes her the legitimate mother of Jesus, and God endows her with the sacred mission of carrying his son. She is virgin at the moment of her impregnation, and represents the ultimate purity. She is the image of maternity and sacrifice.
Freud, in his writings, has evolved in his conception of femininity, but left it as an unresolved enigma. The expression of “dark continent” shows both the mystery, suspicion and the lack of knowledge on the topic. The theories of the psychic development have tried to understand how the Oedipus complex and the gender difference were structured. They have shown how the intrusion of the Other was determining for the construction of the personality. In the relationship with the mother, the third term, and for Ortigues and Ortigues (1966) the fourth term were the representation of the Other, the Law, the Name of the Father, and the Ancestors, they acted as a separator. The mother–daughter relationship has the specificity to act as a mirror of a previous mother–daughter relationship, which, if unresolved, could be actualized in inversion. In this configuration, the representations of femininity and maternity are confused. The reviviscence of archaic impulses can intoxicate the mother–daughter relationship and the representation of the child. The anxiety toward femininity can take the form of aggressive and/or submissive movements.

Freud talked about his fear of maternity, because of its morbid aspect. In fact, in his writings, the analysis of his feelings and own dreams of maternal figures, he pointed out how fearful he was from the image of death linked to the Mother. Assoun interprets it, as the representation of two forms of death anxieties, the first one being the death anxiety given by phallic figures, and the second being the death anxiety inherent to the Mother.
The analysis of female figures in the African mythology and tales will allow us to show representations of this anxiety, and its effect on the mother–daughter relationship.
2.1.4 The Myth of Lilith
Lilith appears in the literature since four thousand years, she was in the writings of Gilgamesh and in the myths of the Sumerian, Babylonian, Minoan civilizations, in ancient Egypt, as well as in the Talmud of Babylon. She was Adam’s first wife, created as equal to him, she refused submission, especially in sexuality.
Rebellious, transgressive to the divine law, freed from the status of a woman, she is considered as an evil demon, who turns to the maternal, to threaten the women in bed and devour children.
She left Adam to take refuge in the forest, where she became a demon and engendered demons. Despite the request of angels sent by God to take her back to Adam, she refused to be reunited to him, and chased to become a demon instead. Lilith is the representation of Chtonian femininity, and that of an archaic mother all-powerful, holding the power of life and death that is attributed to the great deities maternal, spawning and destructive, goddesses of life, of fertilization and death (Schaeffer 2015).

In the writings of Gilgamesh, she comes to occupy a woman’s tree, and is chased away by her brother. In some circles, she is considered as an icon of feminism. It seems that Eve was created to be more submissive to Adam, after his previous experience. She was created from his body, to be subordinated to him.
2.2 The Devouring Mother/Sorcerer/Goddess

In many, or all African tales, the figure of the devouring mother, is present, combining the power, greed, strength and beauty, of the woman goddess, associated with the chaos. This figure is always against the order of the world, and shall be defeated by the hero to restore balance.
This figure is well described in the tale of Bâgoumawel, as Ndjeddo Dewal, the all powerful mother/sorcerer. In these tales, beauty is usually a symbol of greatness, and a powerful weapon to fool men.
Amadou Hampathé Bâ (1994) told the tale of Ndjeddo Dewal, a witch, who feeds on the blood of her daughters’ suitors, thus preventing them from getting married. Her daughters are devoted to her, and their hymen is constantly regenerated after each union, so that they can never become neither women, nor wife, or mother. The witch refuses to give up her youth, and to give place to her daughters by opposing the generational order. It is Bâgoumawel, the miraculous child, who will save the suitors by defying the witch.
Two topics are emphasized in the tale of Ndjeddo Dewal:

	the denial of symbolic permutation

	The exchange process





2.2.1 The Denial of Symbolic Permutation
Ndjeddo Dewal is a sorcerer who was supposedly sent by God called Guéno to punish the Fulani people for their sins. She is powerful, and eager to keep this power at all costs. She is described as remarkably ugly and is also the mother of seven beautiful girls.
The creation of Ndjeddo Dewal is told as a magical act, through the use of several symbolic ingredients8:	1. Guéno took a black cat,
	The child grew up and became a short girl,

	so black that it blackened the coal
	ugly with badly shaped ears.

	2. and the darkest night!
	No creature of this earth

	He took a stinky goat with a jet coat
	had ever seen such ears!

	3. and then a deep black bird
	 




Guéno used these ingredients to create the most horrible creature of nature. All the most fearful creatures living in the places where men cannot enter (fire, forest, plants, caves, under the surface of the earth) took turns to breastfeed this creature. Those lines describe how Guéno combined all the forces of nature to create the greatest weapon against humanity, it is interesting that this weapon is an ugly woman. Ndjeddo Dewal got married to an equally maleficent being and gave birth to seven magnificent daughters, each of them said to be “as beautiful as female genie”. Their father died shortly after their birth. The name Ndjeddo Dewal is translated from Fulani to French as “la grande mégère”, which could be translated to English as “the great termagant”.
The seven daughters, against the social rules, drag their suitors into their chambers and ask them to give some of their blood to their mother in exchange for engaging into sexual intercourse. Ndjeddo Dewal is waiting for her daughters’ signal to start sucking their blood, through a system of tubes they accept to connect to their neck. She always takes too much of their blood and they die during the intercourse. While waiting for the signal and sucking the blood of the young men, knowing they are making love with her daughters, Ndjeddo Dewal is a witness and a participant in the intercourse. She is actually living her daughters’ sexual life vicariously and fooling the suitors, using her daughters as baits. The fact that their hymen is regenerated after each intercourse actualizes the idea that they don’t really exist as independent being but only are tools, attributes of their mother. Therefore no man can really possess them and they do not get to have their own lives. The symbolic permutation is not possible then because there is no transition to another generation, since they never emerge from the fusion with their mother, and exist for themselves. Ndjeddo Dewal, through her magic, prevents her daughters of having children, and then they cannot go on to the next stage of their evolution. They stay daughters united to their mother, as prolongments of her body. Moreover, there is an inversion of roles in the fact that the seven daughters feed their mother, with the blood of their suitors. It seems like it is an imitation of breastfeeding, where her daughters have the purpose to have sexual intercourse and feed their mother to strengthen her.
Through the writings of diverse brilliant authors, we will try to understand how the character of Ndjeddo Dewal perfectly incarnates the ravaging mother.If the daughter is the one who does not have, the mother is the one who has. (Vinciguerra)



The daughter envies the mother for what she has, and it is in the desire of the mother, that arouses the girl’s lack. Lacan brought the concept of ravage. He places it in the fact that the girl expects more substance from her mother than from her father. She asks the mother to provide existence, significance to her body.The ravaging mother is the one who lets go of the child, who allows a form of absolute silence to prevail. This silence goes beyond even bruising words and all meaning. The girl is then struggling with this silent enjoyment, which has no symbolic inscription.9 (Vinciguerra)



Yolande Govindama (2011) wondered about the hatred between mother and daughter, about its origin, through the Freudian concept of “dark continent” and the Lacanian concept of “ravage”.According to Lacan, it is not the lack of penis, that directs the girl towards the father, but the fact that he becomes a port where the girl takes refuge, to protect herself from the excessive love (ravaging) of her mother. (Govindama, p. 116).10




In this case, can we say that the daughter changes the object of her love, as the Freudian theory indicates? Indeed, if this orientation toward the father is supposed to protect her from the ravaging action of the mother, then she recognizes the supremacy of the latter, on the paternal phallic signifier. The father in this case represents the Law, which the girl integrates as a third instance, to protect herself from the ravaging fusion with her mother. Y. Govindama draws on Lessana’s (2000) definition of ravage: “it is the experience of giving shape to the torturous deaf hatred, present in the excessive mother-daughter love by the expression of direct aggression”11 (p. 116). This experience is played through the image of the female body that they represent, an image that fascinates, dazzles and persecutes (Govindama).
Later in this book, we will see how, in the Wolof culture, as well as in Islam, as it is practiced in Senegal, the rites of passage encourage the removal of the child’s body from maternal projections and excesses. Culture, in this case is a symbolic function of third parties, imposing a framework and a law. It determines the inside and the outside, draws the limits of the bodies of the child and the mother. The myth of Ndjeddo Dewal, shows how the mother who refuses the “symbolic permutation of places” (Legendre 1990) is punished.
According to Legendre, the operation that ensures the succession of the generations is neither a simple temporal succession (one is son/daughter, then father/mother, then grandfather/grandmother), nor a simple cumulative state (one is both son/daughter of his parents and father/mother of his children) but this operation is “a symbolic permutation of places over generations” (1989). Anyone who reaches the stage of parentage swaps his place of son or daughter against the place of his father or mother. This permutation only happens at the cost of a double renunciation: the symbolic death of the parent by the subject and death concomitant with his own quality of child in order to yield this quality to his own child. But this renunciation is never total. There is always, more or less in each a part of child. Hence, the son becomes more or less father of his father and the father cannot let go completely this part of son-child that would allow his child to become his son. The son is a little father of his father, or a grandfather. For a father to remain a child means, with regard to one’s own child, to send to him a request for a child, in other words to put him in the place of a father. Legendre illustrates this by recalling the principle of papponymy, according to this custom, the fact that a man names his eldest son like his own father confirms both and transcends that every parent, finds his own parents through their children. Symbolic permutation implies at least the succession of three generations to construct the instituted human. In other words, for the subject, son of his father, to go into the place of father and leave his place of child, he needs a son who will make him a father and make his grandfather his own father. The parent gives his son the name of his own father.
With the explanations of Yolande Govindama, we can imagine that symbolic permutation for women means for a woman to let her daughter have her turn in the cycle of exchange and motherhood, to renounce to her own position as the object of men’s desire.
2.2.2 The Exchange Process Guarantor of Peace
In his work Ethnopsychanalyse complémentariste (1965), Devereux, inspired by the ideas of Lévi-Strauss, and Marcel Mauss, gives us his approach to the concept of exogamy and the circulation of women. He also questions the role of men in this exchange. In this book, he states that the ritual of marriage is not primarily intended to create a bond between husband and wife, nor even an alliance between two families. Its function is to mask hostility by proclaiming the creation of an alliance. In other words, it is mostly a transaction between men and women. If we understand the process of exchange and giving from the perspective of Marcel Mauss (1950), the society is supposed to be involved in the exchange process, for the alliances between societies to be maintained. By concluding alliances through marriages, and exchanging women through exogamy, men are supposed to ensure peace and cohesion. Hence the evolution of society depends on the capacity of men to control the exchange. If they do not have the control over women’s lives, they have nothing to offer in exchange for peace and alliance to other groups, and then the groups’ survival is at stake.
Ndjeddo Dewal is the only one controlling and benefiting from her daughters’ relationship. Since she was created by God to create chaos, we can imagine how the control over women’s sexuality is the key to power and leadership. When Ndjeddo Dewal is defeated by Bâgoumawel, the precocious child, she is fooled into killing her seven daughters, and despite her magic tricks, and even the help of God, she loses the battle with the child. It seems that only a precocious child could save his people, because men are easily fooled by women’s beauty and the temptation of sexuality. In opposition, women are fooled by children, especially little boys, whom they believe are innocent and harmless. Therefore, only the precocious child could get close enough to the sorcerer, without raising her doubts, to destroy her.
2.2.3 Caraweelo a Somali Legend of an All Powerful Tyrannic Mother
Caraweelo is, in somali culture, one of the characters built of a mix of myth and reality (Ismaël 2011). She is so strongly encrypted in the collective unconscious of the somali people, that it is less likely to only be a production of their imagination. Also, many people from the horn of Africa have a similar figure in their cultures (Oromos, Sidamos, Dirasas and Afars). In the legend, Caraweelo is a woman who usually appears as a queen, or at least a lord of war. She had two sons and a daughter. Her son took care of her many camels (females), she had them emasculated for domination. Her daughter had a son, and the day she understood that her mother was ready to emasculate him too, she fled with him. Caraweelo’s husband, named Biiqi, also fled, afraid of being mutilated. Biiqi trained his grandson to fight Caraweelo, and lend him his spear. The grandson defeated the tyrannic queen, and restored the power to men. He attached his grandmother’s body to his camel and rode across the country to show his victory. All along his way, people threw stones at the corpse detaching parts of it. Every part of Caraweelo, fallen on the land, transformed into a hill or a mount.
Here we can see the representation of the founding myth, of the society and the country. It seems Caraweelo’s power remains in the nature and the landscape. Her sons were deprived of having a sexuality but her daughter wasn’t since she had a son herself. Not ready to follow her mother’s path, she gives the weapon to kill her.
2.2.4 Bouti the Ogress of the Past
Bouti is pictured as a hybrid of a woman and a hyena, she has animal properties such as claws “that could tear a turtle shell”, fur and strong prominent teeth “that could break a camel’s bone”. She was preying on women and children, and was afraid of men. She loved to drink her victims’ blood, and to eat women’s breast, which gave her strength (Ali 1997). Clearly Bouti is preying on men’s properties, expropriating them for their most valuable assets.
She could change shape to fool her victims, and wandered around the nomadic camps to listen to people’s conversations. Because of the threat she was to their safety, women could not walk around the camps to look for water or food, and were always afraid of being attacked. Actually Bouti’s fear of men remains unexplained, considering all the power she is supposed to have. She represents the fear men have over the hostile territory they conquered, the condensation of the dangers of the nature, with the fear of death, especially that of women (giving birth) and children.
Her resemblance with Ndjeddo Dewal, described as fond of blood, equally ugly and with animal features, recalls the fears of humanity over nature, represented under the traits of a woman. There seems to be a parallel between the domestication of the wild environment and the control of women sexuality. In fact, both can ensure men’s safety. The pleasure and the strength Bouti takes from women’s breast, is slightly a sexual reference, mixing the idea of women’s sensuality and that of breastmilk as a mean of survival in a hostile environment. Caraweelo’s large number of camels and camel milk also represent her power.
2.2.5 Mami Wata
Mami Wata is an aquatic goddess present in the cultural mythology of many West African countries, and is also present in the diaspora in South America and Caribbean. Described as a mermaid, a beautiful black woman, she obsesses her adepts, and has the capacity to walk in the city at night, especially in places of debauchery, under the traits of an extremely beautiful and modern woman. She likes modern and fancy items, such as fragrances, jewelries, sweets and sweet drinks. Her adepts show their allegiance to her by giving these offerings. In return for wealth and health, Mami Wata demands abstinence and non-disclosure of their contract. In the Congolese folklore, Mami Wata is described as a prostitute who corrupts and perverts men. The breaking of the contract can be very dangerous for her adepts, since it would result in misery and illness for them and their families.
Here again the analogy between power, magic and control over sexuality is connected to the figure of the goddess or sorcerer. Mami Wata has the power to give wealth and health to her adepts, but by swearing abstinence to her, they sacrifice their sexuality, or accept her as their sole lover. Since this and the confidentiality of the engagement are the only things she asks in exchange, we can imagine that she feeds on men’s desire and women’s envy. Being extremely beautiful and powerful makes her the ultimate ideal woman, who makes no sacrifice. She is against the process of exchange, and men who want to benefit from her magic, have to renounce to that process themselves. Mami Wata incarnates the femininity, she keeps a young and beautiful aspect, likes modern and fancy accessories and does not get pregnant or sacrifices herself for children. She haunts her victims with visions and obsessions, until they lose their minds to become mentally unstable, and lose total control of themselves.
2.2.6 Abraha Pokou
This woman is one of the mythical figure of the Baoulé (Ivory Coast), she was a member of the royal family of a kingdom situated in the actual Ghana. After the death of her uncle, king of their country, her family was killed, and she was obliged to flee with her followers. She sacrificed her son to the spirits of the river, for her people to be able to cross it. Her people gave themselves the name Baoulé in memory of the young prince, meaning “the child is dead”. Her people followed her in the actual Ivory Coast where they settled. Queen Pokou is still very present in the common memory of her country. Veronique Tadjo (2005), in her book about her, evokes how she still had power over men and women, after her death. She symbolized femininity and power. She was sexually attractive to both men and women, and they became crazy after their sexual encounter with her. She was taking possession of their body and mind, and they were imprisoned in their desire, searching for her everywhere. Like Mami Wata’s adepts, they had to keep the secret, they were isolated and depressed, marginalizing themselves from the society.
These devouring archetypes are the figures of the archaic maternal superego, from the perspective of Melanie Klein. They represent the devastating power of femininity. In their respective stories, they operate a ravage on their children, family, devotee, leaving them with no other choice than being under their command.
Either by choice or by obligation, their adepts or children accept their domination, and give away the control over their lives and sexuality. Those myths and tales show why the society spends so much energy regulating sexuality, especially women’s. There is something incestuous about Ndjeddo Dewal using her daughters’ sexual intercourses with men, to drink their blood. In these perspectives, it is used as a weapon by the two goddesses. It seems to be men’s prime weakness, and women’s bigger asset. The analogy with prostitution is another evidence of the fear of a woman having free uncontrolled access to sexuality, one that does not fit in her place in the exchange process of men’s society.
In the clinical practice, in the stories of daughters having a ravaging relationship with their mothers, we usually find a trouble of identification. In fact in most cases, the image of the mother is locked in the mirror, making it impossible for the daughter to construct an image of woman for herself. The daughter finds herself immured in space and time, with the guilt of being either the only reason of living, or the reason of her mother’s grieving. Until she finds the resources to escape from this mirror, she is condemned to stay girl and let her mother live her life vicariously. The daughters of Ndjeddo Dewal, seem to be in the same position, locked in an infinite loop, repeating the same behavior with men over and over, paying the lives of their suitors as a debt to their mother, though never becoming women themselves.
Through the character of the devouring mother, Denise Paulme (1976) evokes a terror of the male unconscious, in front of female sexual gluttony, and the dominant position of the woman in childbirth. The author recalls here, that many tales evoke the mistrust or the fear toward the wife or the woman in a general way, “This foreigner, this intruder, which by an insurmountable contradiction” the lineage cannot survive without (Paulme 1976, pp. 286–287). In response to this, male imagination dreams of a new creation, where the roles would be reversed: to the female calabash that swallows humanity, opposes the Aries, symbolizing the male, who frees the prisoners, substituting at the same time a balanced world, to the initial chaos. Finally it is a perfect creation, that reflects how the triumph of the man means the defeat of the woman (p. 287). The male’s act of bursting the calabash, represents the coitus, by which the male takes over, by dominating the woman, and restores the order, because as this myth shows, a world where the woman would dominate, would be lived as chaotic. Later in this book, we will see the symbolic value of the calabash in West Africa, and the symbolic role of the Aries.
In the next section, we will see how another feminine figure is valued in myths and tales, and how this figure is described in the society.
2.3 The Old Woman

The figure of the old woman appears differently in myths and tales. She can be good, as the one guiding the hero or the hero’s mother to fight the evil, or she can be merged to the figure of the sorcerer to incarnate evil and greed as we can see in the story of Ndjeddo Dewal. In this second position, she is dangerous to children and young women.
2.3.1 The Good Old Woman
We will try to analyze this figure through the Senegalese tale “The child with a star on the forehead” (Kesteloot and Dieng 2007). In this tale, jealous co-wives threw away and replaced their husband’s beautiful child by a bottle, causing the disavowal of his mother. An old woman took the child, and raised him as her own, preparing him to get revenge for his true mother. This old woman does not have children and seems to be living apart from the rest of the village. She helps the miraculous child surviving the odds, and the attacks of his mother’s rivals, leading him to finally meet his real mother. This figure of the helping and protecting old woman is often presented as a good fairy or witch, protecting the child with a great destiny. She has the knowledge of her age, and lives far enough for the group to be able to protect and keep the child away from other women’s jealousy. Her status as a marginal also allows her to say the truth and not being held by the social code.
In this tale, the old woman saves the child and raises him, knowing that he will have a great destiny. This beginning is also seen in prophetic stories, and suggests a high protection for the child. Jealousy and envy are the worst flaws, reported in tales, and this old woman does not have them. Nor does she keep the child for herself, even if she knows that he will leave her at some point. She is an example of selflessness and honesty.When you see a very dirty woman, the dirtiest of all, you’ll know it’s your mom. It is the one the king forgets, the leanest, because of the bad treatment she has endured.12




The knowledge is used as an asset, allowing the old woman to protect the child, or lead him to his great future. The child trusts her to guide him to his destiny, not knowing where she is leading him to:Listen to me and you can tell the king’s servant the next time he talks to you about the bamboo horse. You can tell him that where a person gave birth to a bottle, the bamboo horse can drink.13




In tales, there seems to be a bond between the old woman and the child. I believe this can be explained by the West African tradition saying that the grandmother is her grandson’s wife. Then she is vulnerable to him, as well as she protects him.
Even if the old woman is supposed to be an evil sorcerer, her bond with the little boy makes her vulnerable, she is keen to show him a good side of her. For example in the tale Ndjeddo Dewal, the position of grandson lets Bâgoumawel being the one to sleep in the old woman’s room. Due to his presence, she has to show a good image, and cannot indulge in her macabre ritual of sucking the suitors’ blood.
The idea of justice is also implicitly mentioned, under the traits of the old woman getting justice for the violated mother. The king is supposed to be fair, but lets his judgment being clouded by passion. Because of his preference for some of his wives, he generates jealousy and defiance. Then because of his anger, he does not see that it is irrational for a woman to give birth to a bottle. The irrationality of the bottle is used to show how gullible he was, and easily led to reject his favored wife. There is no punishment for the king in the tale, but he seems to regret his doing, and tries to compensate.	What should we do to your co-wives?





The woman answered:	Do not do anything to them. They can stay at the palace. I was not considered and it is not with the arrival of my son that I will stay. I am leaving. All they did, God wanted it so. The world tour is a pigeon’s tail.
The king, very happy for having found a child, had a great palace built for the woman and her son, and gave her a part of the kingdom. When his father died, the child organized grand funerals for him, and became king.14






The old woman in this tale, is the justice the mother gets for her and her son, she prepares him for the future, so then he can restore the truth. Her presence is limited to the need of the main characters, she disappears when the son is returned to his real mother, as if by magic. Being old and out of the exchange process, makes her immune to jealousy and greed. She does not seem to have any desire for power, success or royal favors. She raises the child without trying to replace his mother, even when the particularity of his destiny is visible (the star on the forehead). It is interesting to see how she incarnates the justice, because she is out of the society, and marginalized. Everyone else, being part of the group, is dragged into the game of roles and is misled by human flaws.
2.3.2 The Evil Old Woman
The image of an old woman being a sorcerer is very common, and widely spread in Africa and in the diaspora. But there is one specification, this image only considers the old women living alone, widowed or who never got married. Usually the death or the non-existence of a husband is imputed to their wizardry or maleficence. Their greed over children, and young women is dangerous, hence they threaten the future of the society. The tale of Ndjeddo Dewal describes this vicious and greedy aspect of this character. Despite all her magic, strength and power, she stays old, and has to use strategies to get to her victims.
Moreover, the appearance of an old woman makes her look vulnerable and is also strategic to attract victims. This is actually the interesting aspect of the evil old woman. She is supposedly vulnerable because of her age and loneliness, and the fact that she is able to be alone at her age is suspect. People wonder how she can survive without the group or without a husband. This leads them to the idea that she might have magic powers that make her dangerous. This belief is confirmed when the old woman is a widow, or the mother of children who have died, arousing questions about the circumstances of her husband’s or children’s death. In this perspective, we can imagine that there is an idea that her misfortune can be contaminated to the rest of the group, and this can explain her marginalization.
The Moose tale of “the witch” shows the envy of old women toward young women. In this tale, an old woman come to a man’s house to take his daughters. She tricks them, saying that she will comb their hair, and every time she comes, one of them disappears. The man sets a trap for the old woman, and when he finally catcher her, he opens her belly with a knife and all his daughters get out of it. After she was eviscerated, she disappears (Sissao 2002, p. 65).
The Haitian tale “Who is the thief?” rightfully illustrates this topic. An old woman came to settle in a quiet village, and thefts started to occur. The villagers connected the moment of her arrival, to the start of the thefts and the fact that she lives aside from the village and never buys anything on the market. They started to wonder, how she could survive alone out there, without communicating or buying food from them. One brave young man looked closer, and discovered that she was a werewolf, using her magic power to steal from the villagers at night. Thanks to his cleverness, he could poison her old woman costume, preventing her from using it as a protection from the sun, and causing her to be burnt by the sun, allowing the villagers to get back to their peaceful life.
The idea of disguise and pretending is very common in the tales about evil old women, their apparent fragility is usually described as a costume used to fool people. Isn’t that the expression of the fear of getting old and losing control of one’s body? The character of the evil old woman is also guilty of eating children, like an ogress. She is supposed to be envious toward young women and could be a bad example to them, leading them to commit mistakes that can lead them to be rejected by the group. No information is given about the past of the evil old woman, but maybe we could imagine that she was once an active member of the group, and got exiled because she disobeyed the rules. Her punishment was to be banned, and the fear of the group is for young women and children to follow her example. By describing her as evil or dangerous, the group keeps her away from the young people. She is dangerous because of her influence on the future of the group.
The concept of envy is also very present in the description of maleficent old women. In fact they are supposed to be envious toward young women, because of their youth and their ability to have children. The old woman, in the tale of Ndjeddo Dewal was sent by God, as a punishment, this character combines all the worst aspects of humanity. She is ugly, old, envious and despises the ultimate social rules of the forbidding of incest, and the obligation of exogamy. She was created with everything that is bad, ugly, dangerous and scary on earth. It seems that God has used her as an allegory of the flaws of human beings. It is interesting that she actually was made from everything but human, and still has a merely human appearance.
Her husband was also described as human, and named “Dandi” meaning pimento in fulani, in reference to conflicts and problems. He dies at the beginning of the story, after having provoked a fight with a snake, bigger and stronger than him. This could be interpreted as the fact that he was always looking for trouble because of his nature, he was trouble. Pimento symbolizes trouble in the Fulani culture, and cannot be exchanged hand to hand. The husband of Ndjeddo Dewal went to find her to create trouble, under the form of his seven daughters. When his role was played, he had no reason to stay alive, he let the sorcerer continue her mission of condemning humanity. Their daughters being the products of their union, are beautiful and deadly seductive to men. I believe this shows the suspicious particularity of women, and the fear of the society toward them.
God, in this story, used them as a weapon against the rule of men. Bâgoumawel being a precocious child, was not a victim of men’s flaws: vanity, envy and incapacity to refrain sexual desire.
It is told in the story that God was also punishing women because they were having sexual intercourse with animals and children, breaking the prohibition of incest. They also lost respect for the milk, which has a high symbolic value for the Fulani people, using it for their toilet, and their animals’ toilet. So the beauty of Ndjeddo Dewal’s daughters is also a punishment for them because they can never be as beautiful and desirable as them, but also their sons are dying, trying to marry them. They are punished for their vanity and perversion. Men and women were punished for their perversion, and their reluctance to get married. When Ndjeddo Dewal loses her daughters, she asks God for help to get revenge, under the traits of a beautiful woman. God grants her wish, and transforms her, so she can get to the village for revenge, but she still cannot defeat the precocious child. She has to transform into water and flood the village, in her last attempt to defeat the child. God helps her but it seems like she is only an obstacle that He puts on the way of the hero. He tests Bâgoumawel, and his capacity to be a better man than all the other members of the society. The precocious child is apart from the other men because he isn’t really a member of the society, being different on every aspect, not showing any of their flaws.
In a few words, the benevolence or the maleficence of the old woman is attached to her capacity to be selfless, and accept the fact that she does no longer have her place in the society. She can guide, help, but will only have a supporting role. She has to keep aside and accept the rules of the group. Her elderliness gives the idea that she defies death and that cannot be explained otherwise than by magic.
2.4 The Good Mother

The good mother is the third female figure, who, having overcome her weaknesses and renounced to incorporate her child, will revive all humanity. This character usually has to endure pain, neglect and loneliness, before the rise of her son the hero, who renders pride and majesty to her. She is not usually described as beautiful physically, but is known to have a beautiful soul and to be humble.
The good mother is mirrored to the devouring mother, as the ideal mother, full of kindness and love, while being firm and severe, ready to sacrifice her self to save her children or the hero. We notice that this female figure is the one that appears in several African stories, as the mother of the hero, the one who will be a force of resistance and deliver his people from the influence of a witch, a tyrannical ruler, or of a foreign invader (in the story of Soundjata Keita, Shaka Zulu and Songo Aminata Diop).
The story of Bâgoumawel illustrates this figure, with the description of the mother of the hero.
To have a better description of this figure, we will analyze the character of the mother of Soundjata Keita, in the myth of the hero who built the Manding empire (Niane 1960). In the story Sogolon Kedjou, mother of the hero was described as ugly and hunchbacked. Her ugliness is remarkably described at the beginning of the story, by a wizard who predict the king’s future.15 She is the one the king should marry, and her child is supposed to be the next king, who will defeat all ennemies and make the Manding empire strong and immortal.
Sogolon Kedjou is ugly and fights against the king, on their wedding nights. The latter only succeeds when he fools her, and takes advantage of her. Despite her ugliness and hunchbacked aspect, the king went to marry her because of a prophecy he was told. In fact Sogolon Kedjou was said to be the future mother of a great king. His desire for power led him to marry this woman, even if she was not the kind he would want to marry. The idea of the strong woman, mother of the hero, is developed all along the story of Soundjata Keita. Due to her son’s incapacity to walk, she is mocked and rejected by everyone, but stays strong to raise her children.16 She is supposed to have magic powers, but stays in this difficult position. Her situation only changes when her son sees her deeply sad, and decides to avenge her. Her suffering seems to be proportional to the greatness of her son’s future accomplishment.
It seems that the myth of the hero always begins with a good mother, being isolated and rejected. The prime goal of the hero is to restore her dignity and avenge her from the injustice she suffered. The tale of “The child with a star on the forehead” also shows this figure of the mother who is rejected. Both of them are victims of other women’s jealousy and envy. The hero actually faces other women’s mockery and neglect.
We can make a link here between those myths and that of Oedipe. In fact they are all describing the beginnings of heroes, born with a weakness, from a king and an unexpected mother. They all suffered some sort of rejection during their childhood, and their journey to become king is punctuated by obstacles, their body being the first of them. Once they take control of their body, and overcome their liability, they embrace their destiny.
On one hand, the good mother is the one who protects the child from others, but she also is vulnerable to others, and becomes the first incentive for the hero to take power. One the other hand, the king seems to be far away from human suffering and not concerned by his wife and child’s situation. He is more absorbed by his future, and position of power. His vanity is the source of his family’s suffering, but it is never clearly recognized in the myth, as if social decency prevented the authors from showing this aspect. Neither is he punished for his behavior and injustice toward the good mother. The only way for the good mother to get justice, is for her child to succeed. We will see how in Wolof the concept of Liggueyu Ndeye, women still have this duty to suffer injustice, with the hope that their children’s success will avenge them.
It is interesting how the good mother usually has a fusional relationship with her son, when the father abandons her to be the victim of others’ wickedness, especially co-wives’. The hero becoming king seems to be an implicit accomplishment of the Oedipus complex, rather than only a vengeance for his mother. Moreover the wife of the hero, which is another supposed future good mother, only enters the story when his mother has been reinstated in her position of power. This means that the hero’s debt to his mother should be paid before he can have his own life.
The rivalry between spouses is well-documented in tales, and usually opposes the good mother to a selfish and conceited woman, who tries her best to isolate and reject the good mother.
In the tale Les Mamelles, Birago Diop (1961) gives an interesting telling of this myth. Les Mamelles is the name of two hills, located next to each other, in the city of Dakar. They were called like breasts because of their resemblance with a woman’s chest. Les Mamelles is the story of two hunchbacked women married to the same man. The first wife named Khary was mean and embittered, she had suffered mockery from everyone in the village since she was a child. The second wife named Koumba, even more hunchbacked, was pleasant and kind, she was always welcoming and happy, even with those who were mocking her. Khary was mean to Koumba, and let her do all the hard work.
One day a female genie, witness of Koumba’s good behavior, told her a trick to get rid of her bump17:Koumba, I know your good heart and your great merit since you recognize your right from your left. I want to do you a great service, for I know you are worthy of it. Friday, at the full moon, on the clay hill of NGuew, the girls-genies will dance. You will go on the hill when the earth will be cold. When the tam-tam is in full swing, when the circle is well animated, when without stopping a dancer will replace another dancer, you will approach and you will say to the girl-genius who will be next to you: Hold the child I have on my back, it’s my turn to dance.



Koumba left her bump to the girl-genie and ran back to the village. When Khary saw her without her bump, she was so jealous that she collapsed. Koumba told her the trick she used, so she could also lose her bump. However when she went back to the hill, the girl-genie gave her Koumba’s bump before she could react. Desperate with two bumps, she ran away and fell on the sea, where she died, only to let her bumps emerge at the surface. This is how The Mamelles were formed, with the two bumps of Khary and Koumba.
In this tale, happiness and kindness are opposed to bitterness and wickedness. The good wife who has endured mockery is rewarded, while the mean wife is punished. Modesty and kindness are highly valued in this tale, suggesting that seeking for revenge against others’ mocking and mistreating someone, is not the right behavior to have for a woman. The good woman and the good mother are supposed to endure, with pride and dignity, their husband’s and/or others’ abuse, and they will be rewarded in the future. The bumps are used as obstacles for them to overcome, in order to show their values to the society. Khary has not shown her capacity to overcome this obstacle, so she is punished with another bump, twice as big as the one she already has. She cannot bear this pain, so she throws herself into the sea, and drowns.
Aline Tauzin (2001), observed the female images in the Moorish society. According to this author, the definition of woman has two dimensions. On the one hand, she, by her attributes, exercises a devastating seduction on man, and on the other, is the one who established an alliance with the devil, who, instead of threatening her, might seem profitable to her entourage. The author sees in the evolution in the representation of women, from pre-Islamic times, to present-day societies, two antagonistic positions of the femininity, one benevolent, and the other ravaging (p. 65). Here we find representations of the two female figures of West African tales and myths.

However, the status of the woman seems to be differently understood, according to Aline Tauzin. Indeed, this author, through the poems and tales in the Moorish heritage, “the woman is erected in the position of master, enacting her law, a senseless law that cancels the common prescriptions, and up to the social link. She allows us to approach her, but does not concede anything, and makes those who look at her become mad. She is in some poems, the equal of God, with more cruelty. And it is from this mastery that is attributed to her, it may be supposed, that the choice made by poets to use the masculine gender, when they speak of her” (p. 132).18 We observe the contrast between the representations of women, in Moorish society, with that which is present in other West African Muslim societies. The woman is seen as impassive, while it is the man who loses control, and is prey to his desire in front of her. According to the author, in Moorish society, women enjoy important freedoms and social benefits.
2.5 Summary

In this chapter, we have visited the literature of myths and tales, and connected them to some psychoanalytic concepts. Through the work of some authors, we could tell the theories of the beginning of humanity, and how the roles of male and female were imagined by the Dogon people. We have seen how this conception of the genesis induced the idea of the female power being incompatible with the balance of the world. The idea of matriarchy is described in several African cultures, but always seems to have been corrected by a male entity, put in place to restore balance. The maternal archaic superego could be the remaining of this matriarchy, in the collective unconscious. The practice of excision, as it is explained in West African countries, is linked to this genesis. The disproportion of the female genital parts, represents female power, disturbing the balance of society. Indeed, women were supposed to be objects of communication between men, instead of being powerful governors of their exchange. Those myths describe, how this chaotic situations were dealt with, defeating the female super powerful entity, and replacing it by a male power, in order to maintain peace. The fear of this female power seems to stay vivid in the society, and transpires through feminine figures of tales. This brings us to the idea of what we call peace. Is it just the acceptation of domination? Because usually movements of rebellion threaten the balance of the society, and are fought to prevent chaotic situation. But aren’t they an attempt to find another balance that is more suitable to the part of the population who suffers the domination of the other?

We have described three feminine figures in African tales: the devouring mother, the old woman and the good mother. Each of these figures, appears under the traits of female characters in the society, connected to the hero. The devouring mother incarnates this archaic maternal superego, all powerful, uncontrollable and dangerous. The myths of Ndjeddo Dewal and Mami Wata both describe how powerful and great they are, compared to common people. They demand sacrifices that are incompatible with the continuity of society, and therefore, they are dangerous to humanity. They both have the power to take advantage of men’s flaws and dominate them. Men in contrast, are described as easily fooled and incapable to refrain their sexual desire. We noticed here how women’s sexuality is used as a weapon, or a currency, by men and/or women. When women can take control over their sexuality, it is supposed to lead to a chaotic situation, and when men are the masters of the exchange, it is supposed to lead to a balanced society, as long as they respect the two fundamental rules of the prohibition of incest and the obligation of exogamy.
The figure of the old woman, was described in its duality, as the evil old woman and the good old woman. This figure’s maleficence or benevolence seems to depend on her position toward society, and her acceptance to renounce to her femininity. In fact, diverse tales describe old woman as being marginalized in a position of wisdom or in that of wizardry. In both situations, the old woman is put aside, and considered wise. She can use her wisdom for the good, to serve justice or be a sorcerer threatening the future of the society. In the last case, she is close to the devouring mother.
Finally, the figure of the good mother, is described through myths and tales as a woman who suffers from injustice and mockery, only to be avenged by her son, the hero. She is strong and humble, and her role is to prepare the hero, and give him the motivation to seize power (usually against his father), and avenge her from her suffering.
In the next chapter, we will see how some objects, body parts and techniques, are symbolic to women, and have a specific meaning. We will try to understand how they are used in rites of passage to solidify the link between the woman and the society in her position as an object of the exchange.
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Footnotes
1“le mythe est le récit du commencement. Il met en place et observe un système de pensée qui permet, par projection, d’interpréter et d’organiser le monde. Les dieux, dans cette perspective, ne sont que l’expression symbolique de la société. Ils incarnent, par les actes qu’ils posent, les grandes distributions des individus entre les sexes et les générations” (Kesteloot and Dieng 2007, p. 155).

 

2“Au moment où Dieu s’approche, la termitière se dresse, barre le passage et montre sa masculinité. Elle est l’égale du sexe étranger, l’union n’aura pas lieu. Pourtant, Dieu est tout-puissant. Il abat la termitière rebelle et s’unit à la terre excisée. Mais l’incident originel devait marquer à jamais la marche des choses: de l’union défectueuse naquit, au lieu des jumeaux prévus, un être unique, le Thos aureus, le chacal, symbole des difficultés de Dieu” (Griaule 1966, p. 16).

 

3“Ainsi, chaque être humain, dès l’origine, fut nanti de deux âmes de sexes différents, ou plutôt de deux principes correspondant à deux personnes distinctes à l’intérieur de chacun. Pour l’homme, l’âme femelle siégea dans le prépuce. Pour la femme, l’âme mâle fut supportée par le clitoris” (ibid., p. 20).

 

4“Le Nommo circoncit donc l’homme, rayant ainsi en lui toute la féminité du prépuce” (ibid.).

 

5“L’œuf d’Amma qui avait enveloppé toutes les choses à l’intérieur est devenu son placenta. Ce placenta se forma au centre, là où se trouvait le siège d’Amma (…) qui préfigurait la matrice du monde”.

 

6“C’est en regard de cette angoisse pour leur féminin que les filles et les femmes ont recours à la féminité. Féminité de surface, celle de la parade, ou de la mascarade, celle des robes, talons, etc.… (…) Si le surinvestissement narcissique des hommes porte sur le pénis, c’est leur corps tout entier que les filles et les femmes peuvent investir comme tout phallique, accroché à la réassurance du rapport de l’autre”.

 

7“La femme menstruée détruit tout ce qu’elle est censée protéger et produire en tant que terre-mère, elle détruit la vie, comme elle détruit l’enfant qu’elle ne porte pas”.

 

8“Guéno prit un chat noir, si noir qu’il en noircit le charbon et la nuit la plus sombre!
Il prit un bouc au pelage de jais, puis un oiseau d’un noir profond.
Il les brûla au moyen d’un rayon vert, mit leurs cendres dans une outre jaune, les pétrit dans une eau incolore.
Il plaça le mélange dans une carapace de tortue, une grosse tortue des mers profondes, puis il transforma le tout et en fit un oeuf.
Il donna l’oeuf à couver à un caïman à la peau dure, un vieux caïman chargé d’années innombrables.
Le caïman couva.
Guéno fit éclore l’oeuf.
Un être en sortit, cet être à la forme vaguement humaine était doté de sept oreilles et de trois yeux.
C’était une fille.
Tout ce qui est venimeux et méchant, tout ce qui vit dans les forêts ou dans la haute brousse, qui séjourne dans les vallées, repose dans es fleuves ou se cache au sein de la terre, grimpe au sommet des collines ou se réfugie dans les cavernes, le mal qui réside dans le feu, celui qui se cache dans les végétaux, en un mot tout ce qu’on prie Guéno d’éloigner de nous, tout ces êtres allaitèrent tour à tour la fille qui venait de naître.
L’enfant grandit et devint une fille courtaude, vilaine à voir, aux oreilles mal formées.
Aucune créature de cette terre n’avait jamais vu de telles oreilles!” (pp. 36–37).

 

9“Ici, la mère ravageante est celle qui lâche l’enfant. Lâcher, laisser tomber, ça ne veut pas dire nécessairement priver l’enfant de soins mais c’est laisser prévaloir une forme de silence absolu dans le rapport à celui-ci. Ce silence va au-delà même de paroles meurtrissantes et de toute signification. La fille est alors aux prises avec cette jouissance muette qui n’a pas d’inscription symbolique”.

 

10“Selon Lacan, ce n’est pas le manque de pénis, qui oriente la fille vers le père, mais le fait que le père devient un port où se réfugie la fille, pour se protéger de l’amour excessif, ‘ravageant’ avec sa mère”.

 

11“c’est l’expérience qui consiste à donner corps à la haine torturante, sourde, présente dans l’amour excessif entre elles, par l’expression d’une agressivité directe”.

 

12“Lorsque tu verras une femme très sale, la plus sale de toutes, tu sauras que c’est ta maman. C’est celle que le roi oublie, la maigre, de par les mauvais traitements qu’elle a subis” (p. 54).

 

13“Ecoute-moi bien et tu pourras le dire au serviteur du roi la prochaine fois qu’il te parlera du cheval de bambou.Tu lui diras que là où une personne a mis au monde une bouteille, le cheval de bambou peut boire” (p. 52).

 

14“- Que faut-il faire à tes co-épouses?
La réponse de la femme fut celle-ci:
- Qu’on ne leur fasse rien. Elles n’ont qu’à rester au palais. Quant à moi, je m’en vais. Je n’étais pas considérée et ce n’est pas avec la venue de mon fils que je resterai. Je m’en vais. Tout ce qu’elles ont fait, Dieu l’a voulu ainsi. Le tour du monde est une queue de pigeon” (p. 55).

 

15“Oh cette femme! Elle est laide, elle est affreuse. Elle porte sur son dos une bosse qui la déforme, ses yeux exorbitants semblent posés sur son visage, mais, ô mystère des mystères, cette femme, roi, tu dois l’épouser car elle sera la mère de celui qui rendra le nom du Manding immortel à jamais” (Niane 1960, p. 20).

 

16“Sogolon Kedjou et ses enfants vivaient des restes de la reine-mère…” (p. 42).

 

17“Koumba, je connais ton bon coeur et ton grand mérite depuis que tu reconnais ta droite de ta gauche. Je veux te rendre un grand service, car je t’en sais digne. Vendredi, à la pleine lune, sur la colline d’argile de NGuew, les filles-génies danseront. Tu iras sur la colline lorsque la terre sera froide. Quand le tam-tam battra son plein, quand le cercle sera bien animé, quand sans arrêt une danseuse remplacera une autre danseuse, tu t’approcheras et tu diras à la fille-génie qui sera à coté de toi:

	Tiens prends moi l’enfant que j’ai sur le dos, c’est à mon tour de danser” (p. 37).






 

18“la femme y est érigée dans la position de maitre, édictant sa loi, une loi insensée qui annule les prescriptions communes, et jusqu’au lien social. Elle permet qu’on l’approche, mais ne concède rien, et rend fous ceux qui la contemplent. Elle est dans certains poèmes, l’égale de Dieu, la cruauté en plus. Et c’est de cette maitrise qui lui est imputée, on peut le supposer, que procède le choix fait par les poètes d’user du genre masculin, lorsqu’ils parlent d’elle” (p. 132).
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3.1 The Matrix and the Placenta

In the previous chapter we have seen how the woman is pictured in African myths and tales. We also showed how her sexuality is the object of great attention. The feminine figures of myths and tales show how different attitudes are perceived and some represent the fears of the society. In this chapter we will see how some specific part of the feminine body have symbolic references, we will see how rites of passage and mothering techniques shape the feminine body and mind. At last we will analyze the symbolic aspect of the calabash as a reference to the femininity and the maternity, and its use in rites of passages.
3.1.1 The Matrix
In Wolof, the uterus is called “Boutit Njuddukay”, which can be translated as the organ of birth. The word “Boutit” speaking of a male, refers to the stomach, this raises questions about the role and importance given to this organ, and especially about the need to look for a similar organ in males. The connection of the uterus with the stomach interrogates us on the relationship between these two organs. Their form and function of container establishes a link between the child staying in the uterus, and the food filling the stomach. This parallel with the stomach reinforces our idea of the phallic properties of the uterus. There seems to be an attempt to attribute to males this property of carrying.
Marcel Griaule, in his work Dieu D’eau (1966, pp. 135–138), evokes the attribution, in the Dogons of Mali, of reproductive properties of the female body, according to the shape of the matrix. The forms are identified, and named, and determine the fertility, as well as the gender and health of the children. According to this theory, there are four forms of matrices, and three male forms, the combinations of these forms will determine the gender and condition of the children they will produce. The four matrix forms are: Pobou, Antelope Foot, Split1 and Chest.	The shape 5 named Pobou is named in reference to the fruit of a tree of the same name. It is ovoid, round at its lower part and sharper at the top. It is harmful, and its product is poorly constituted because it is shallow and prevents normal development. It is supposed to be the reason of abortion and sick children.

	The shape 6 named Antelope foot is triangular, it gives birth to male twins. It is ostentatious and corresponds to the indigenous sorrel (Hibiscus).

	The shape 7 named Split, is more elongated and thinner than the Pobou form, it is split lengthwise, like the grain of rice to which it is connected. It gives birth to twins of different sex.

	The shape 8 named Chest, is trapezoid reversed, like a chest. It produces female twins.





The three male forms are the “fat2”, the “lizard head3” and the “elongated4”. The first is a good form, and is suitable for forms 5 and 8. The second is not a good form and is noxious for all shapes of matrices, and this is suitable for the shapes 6 and 7, but noxious for every other shapes.
We see here that the aspect of the uterus determines its content. This attempt to understand the functioning of the uterus, and even to predict its production, may be a way of trying to control something of which only the woman has the key. For this purpose, this detailed nomenclature, while giving the responsibility of the content to the woman, grants knowledge to the man on this tool that he can neither see nor feel.
In ancient medicine, Hippocrates compared the uterus to an organ endowed with feelings and movements. He supposed that this organ could move in various parts of the body, and cause various incidents which could be cured by recalling the uterus in its place, using odors calculated to flatter its senses. Hysteria was described as a condition of the uterus. There was the idea of a mysterious ball, supposed to leave the uterus and pass through the abdomen, thorax, throat, up and down, impede breathing, produce gullet tightness, seizures and affect intellectual faculties. Giacomo Casanova (1999) postulated the idea of a traveling uterus that caused the “foolish inconstancy of women”5 (p. 169).

From the religious point of view, the word “entrails6” refers to the uterus, it is also used to describe the origin of men, in reference to the “maternal entrails of God” (Ugueux 2006, p. 209).

One can see in these ancient medical theories, the attempt to explain feminine facts, by this organ that only women possess. This organ, which we can say that the first function represents an advantage, is described by these theories as a liability causing trouble in the female body. The male-doctors’ authority seemed to be the response to “educate” it. In addition, this personification of the uterus, referring to a thinking being, evokes the idea of a child living inside the woman’s body and traveling around at its own will. This idea can be seen as a way of removing women’s power over their bodies and their ability to give life. Doctors can master the uterus, while women cannot. One can think that, in this way, they try to take over the creative capacity of this organ. Let us draw a parallel here with the Dogon theories of Mali on the correspondence between forms of matrices and the state of the child. We find the same idea of control, and mastering the mystery of birth with the help of science.
Paul Cesbron (2008) is interested in the evolution of gynecology and obstetrics, as well as the emergence of the male doctor. In fact, he came to supplant the midwife in her role of assistance and guidance to parturients. According to Cesbron, it is the male doctor who now educates the midwife, teaches her how to give birth to children, who directs and organizes the care of mothers and newborns in hospitals. The male surgeon-obstetrician, whatever the value of the individuals, will therefore reign over the fate of women, their intimacy, their choice, their body and supreme power, their ability to give life freely.7


This invasion of the department of obstetrics and women intimacy shows another attempt to understand, analyze, possess this women’s property. We believe it can be associated with the masculinization of the process of giving life. Cesbron questioned the quality of the male surgeon as an individual, and his power over women. In fact the midwives, are culturally supposed to have a knowledge of women’s body, and their role is not supposed to be only professional. I believe it is why the name of their profession specifically indicates that they are women. This scientification translates a need of control applied to a department that was previously unknown and aroused anxiety. This lack of control and the fear to be dependent and submissive to the unknown, gave birth to all this science and systematization in the medical department. The dogon nomenclature also seems to serve the same purpose, to explain the inexplicable and give the power to men under the form of knowledge. We can say that science can be compared to law, as the order that opposes the nature’s threatening inconsistency. The Law of the father, serving the role of the third party in the relationship between the child and the mother, is mirrored by the science of men channeling the forces of nature.
3.1.2 The Placenta
In the book Psychoanalysis and Anthropology (1950), Géza Róheim addresses the subject of the rituals of deliverance, during childbirth. Through several examples, he shows the sacredness of the placenta as double of the newborn. According to Róheim, magical properties are given to this organ, and it can be used dangerously against the mother or the child. The umbilical cord has a special importance; it is used in a rite of birth, among the inhabitants of Alor. In several countries, from Europe to Oceania, it is considered as guarantor of the child’s good health. Thus it is preserved, until the child reaches a certain age, and loses its importance, as soon as the child acquires specific abilities (e.g. learning abilities in school in Eastern Europe, the acquisition of walking among the Kakadu of Australia).
Otto Rank (1983) also spoke of the importance of the placenta in The Myth of the Hero’s Birth. According to this author, “the placenta has a great ability to symbolize the immortal soul, reflected in the representations that make it the brother, sister or double of the newborn8”.

Róheim draws parallels between different cultures, such as the Russians’ and the Kiwai’s, in relation to the treatment of the placenta and the umbilical cord, and the importance of water in these rites. It raises the question of the origin of these similarities between cultural groups so far apart.
Róheim himself responds with these sentences: “Should we conclude that an intrinsic similarity unites the cultures in which we observe the rite of water? Or that the people of Alor are similar in some ways to the various European groups who practice a second rite of passage using the umbilical cord? They are indeed similar in a certain way: both are human beings9” (p. 56).
There would then be universal cultural elements, written in the psyche of all human beings, regardless of the specific culture they belong to.
In this case, we would all have the same founding ancestor, and he would have established these rules as the basis of cultural order and transmission. This founding ancestor would then be at the origin of the foundation of Culture with a great “C”, or Human Culture, or perhaps he himself would be this entity, omnipresent, and immortal.
Aboubacar Barry has studied the importance given to deliverance, and according to this author, “the placenta, as a detached part of two bodies, could be a strong representation of what is lost, after the very first separation, which is also the first stage of the distinction of different beings and heterogeneous categories, of the child and substances of his body, which he musts accept to lose and which gave him an illusion of totality”10 (2001, p. 33).
Aboubacar Barry raised interest in the specific modalities treatment of the placenta in West African societies. He observes two of them mainly: burial and expulsion. The function of the placenta has been studied by other authors, and this element is considered in many societies as a duplicate of the child, guarantor of his destiny, and that of his ancestors (Barry 2001; Cartry 1978), like a shadow the ancestors lay on the child until he is able to get his own.

However, Odile Journet-Diallo observed that among the Joola (Senegal and Guinea-Bissau), the placenta is rather considered as double of the mother, “as a part of the mother, a mother of the inside, of anteriority, of which death would be carried with it to earth. Like others, Joolas say and insist that a woman dies only to let her child live”11 (Journet-Diallo 2002, p. 66). In this context, the experience of giving birth is seen as a death for a part of the mother. She loses some part of herself, that is buried with the placenta.

Odile Journet-Diallo insists on the symbolic character of the placenta in many myths of West Africa, as “the primordial referent of creation12” (p. 67). This author reviews the Dogon myth reported by Marcel Griaule and Germaine Dieterlen. O. Journet-Diallo recalls that in their work, “the creation of the world is not conceived on an artisanal model, but on the biological model. All placenta on earth is the doublet of a primordial placenta, which was that of the creator God, Amma (…). All the heroes of the protest, of the revolt against the divine order but also of the intervention, are characters who mark their career by tearing their placental membrane prematurely. This birth, self-provoked, calls into question the order of creation. This is the example of the famous pale Dogon fox, who, says the myth, comes out suddenly of the divine womb, tearing off a piece of his placenta13” (p. 67).
This particular attention to the placenta, in various cultures, shows the importance of the mystery of the matrix and creation for men. And above all, it gives a specific power to the uterus as a guarantor of creation, hosting the placenta and the child. For indeed the placenta and the umbilical cord are none other than what remains of the physical link between the mother and the child, these elements symbolize the memory of this fusion in which they found themselves.
The connections between all these rituals shows how important the content of the maternal womb is to humanity. The process of birth echoes the concept of the creation from the very beginning. Each birth instates a new connection reaffirming the link between the visible and the invisible, materialized by the umbilical cord. The maternal womb is a vessel connected to the ancestors and the forces of nature. The treatments of the placenta show how mysterious this object appears to societies, but also how dangerous its use could be, against the child. Those rituals are supposed to protect him from witchcrafts. In fact, being a double of the living child, give it the property to mirror him in acts of sorcery. Some rituals allow the elimination of the umbilical cord once the child has acquired some abilities (walking, reading). The tales we have analyzed before show how the child can be harmed in place of his mother. It seems that when acquiring these abilities, he becomes separated from her, and the witchcrafts made on the deliverance cannot harm him anymore. Based on these assumptions, could we say that the fear of sorcery could represent the aggressive maternal projections? The mother of the inside who could be willing to reintegrate what she has lost.
In fact the reference to the primary creation calls the idea of the placenta representing the contact with an absent entity who has power over the mother and the child. We can imagine that the projection of the mother’s aggressive impulses, on other sources of danger are shown through these rituals. Moreover the reference to an external entity acts as a third party, to protect the child and the mother of the latter’s fantasies of infanticide. Later on, we will see how rites of passage have the role of controlling these fantasies.
In the next section, we will see, how breastfeeding prolongs this connection between mother and child and its symbolic significance in shaping the child’s personality.
3.2 The Breastmilk

Breasts play an important role in the woman’s femininity and image of her body. The biological function of a breast is to produce milk, to feed a newborn. The physiological importance of milk and the psychological importance of the breast are sufficient to elicit all kinds of representations.
Associated with milk, this organ arouses magico-religious symbolism in certain cultures. For example, in Turkish folklore one imagines a lake of milk and a supernatural nurturing mother (Roux 1967, p. 51). Sometimes in central-asian shamanism, the lake is represented as a female individual, which is given the name “Mother Lake-of-Milk”, a sort of goddess who can merge with the foster mother of the first man, coming out of the cosmic antrum half-naked (Roux 1967, p. 52).
In Senegal, in Wolof, the breast is called wén and the milk mén. Researchers tend to show that the first term is at the origin of the second. It can be seen that in Wolof culture, breast and breastfeeding make it possible to establish links because the ages and relationships between people are related to the time of breastfeeding, or to the person who breastfed them. It is a concept that is found in many cultures: that of “brotherhood-of-milk”.
According to Jacqueline Rabain, the bond of milk is, in the Wolof culture, at the center of a universe of images and representations. It is the symbol of the deepest connection between people, that of maternal kinship. The méen denotes the matrilineage. Children who have been breastfed by the same woman and who have no other kinship relationship cannot get married, because blood and breast milk establish the same level of biological kinship. If the mother dies at birth, the family will look for a foster mother from the mother’s milk parents and not from the co-wives (1979, p. 39).

Islam also recognizes the relationship of milk, and the role played by milk in the “delimitation of the family constellation, within which any form of sexual intercourse is severely prohibited” (Bouhdiba 1975, p. 26). According to Bouhdiba, “the relationship of milk is a kinship of pleasure, and the milky liquor, in the same sense as the blood, ultimately plays the same role as the seminal liquor. So that maternal pleasure appears as exclusive in the human relations of sexual pleasure. The analogy of blood, milk and sperm transports us straight into the magical religious spheres of life and gives a fair measure of the sanctity of nikah14”15 (p. 26).
Milk creates the family bond, but also plays an important role in the transmission. According to Abdoulaye Bara Diop, in the transmission of attributes, to the child from the parents, certain attributes are transmitted by the mother, through breastfeeding. Indeed, personality and intelligence are elements that, in traditional Wolof culture, come from the mother, and are transmitted through breastfeeding. The phrase “Xel dañu koy namp” (Diop 1985, p. 19), that can be translated by, intelligence is acquired through the maternal breast, is a perfect illustration of this.
The good enough mother becomes, at that moment, the good enough breast, and transmits to her child through breast milk, the intelligence that will allow him to succeed in his life. The failures of a child who has not been breastfed, will be attributed to his mother, who by not doing her duty, left her child helpless, denying him the means to succeed. We have seen above this representation of the mother, in the Senegalese society and in the Wolof society, the one who will sacrifice herself to her children, whose destiny will be conditioned by her behavior toward her husband and family-in-law. The mother who refuses to breastfeed and keeps her milk, as an attribute of her power, reminds us of the devouring mother of Denise Paulme. Breastfeeding seems to be part of those acts that determine the ideal mother, and not being able to fit that picture could be synonymous with failure for women.
Freud had mentioned a dissociation in his work, saying that woman’s breasts evoke both hunger and love (1900, p. 243). Hélène Parat insists on this dissociation. According to this author, the feeding breast embodying the mother cannot be confused with that of the woman, because of the prohibition of incest. This would present the danger of confusion between mother and wife in the struggle against the unconscious permanence of Oedipal vows (2007).
According to Anne Anzieu (2005), the woman is born unfinished, her body will change shape throughout her life. The breasts confirm this idea of incompleteness because their evolution modifies the body during her life. This author relies on the idea of Didier Anzieu (1985), who found that the transformations of the female body influence the topography of the psychic space that it determines. The breasts, because of their late appearance and their role, have a great impact on the body image.
Dominique Blin addresses the breastfeeding woman’s body and the value of milk. According to this author, the physical transformation of the body into breastfeeding, which follows the transformation of the body during pregnancy, reveals another part of femininity (2007, p. 120). The milk marks the quality of woman and her maternal competence, it affirms the power to produce, and allows to experience the enjoyment of this capacity. Dominique Blin gives to milk the property of linking the mother’s and the child’s body. This property would be somewhat paradoxical, for in the same way that milk binds mother and child, by denying separation, it marks the boundary between their two bodies as some kind of hyphen. The author observes the projections made on milk, and sees in this element, the place of projection, where the drive, the instinctual, the cultural, etc. … can be read (p. 121). The interviews she conducted with women highlight a comparison between milk that flows from the breasts and ejaculation, the author sees a phallic enjoyment contained in having milk.

Hélène Parat (2011) supports this point of view. According to this author, the psychology of breastfeeding lays the stress on the movements of permanence and reactualization of partial pulsions. They find a way of expression in a fantasy of liquids that infiltrates the maternal functioning. The author returns to the dissociation between the erotic breast and nourishing breast and she interprets this opposition as a defensive oedipal barrier. It complexifies with this fantasy of liquids (milk-cum-blood) and finds its first safeguards in the instinctual variations of the oral, anal and phallic breast. Finally, according to Hélène Parat, these various instinctual modalities of breastfeeding show that the maternal feminine breast cannot be univocal (p. 1612).
Helene Deutsch (1924) had emphasized the sexual values of breastfeeding, seeing it as “an act of sexual jouissance where the mammary gland plays the role of an erogenous zone. (…) As soon as the sexual role of the sucking device becomes too important, repression intervenes” (p. 93). This author thus highlights the sexual impulses at work in breastfeeding and cultural prohibitions refraining these impulses through repression.
Breastfeeding symbolizes generosity, dedication, gift. Dominique Blin (2007) returns to the work of Marcel Mauss, about the gift. Giving guarantees a grip on the receiver, and the gift carries paradoxical messages (p. 123). The transmission through breastfeeding appears to go beyond mere nutrition. As we said, about the concept of the brotherhood of milk, a link that can easily be compared to blood relationship, as we mentioned in Islam and in Wolof culture in Senegal. Geneviève Delaisi of Parseval (2003) observes this phenomenon by referring to the difficulty experienced by women during the weaning of the milk donation, often experienced as a great frustration (p. 55). This author also remarks a correlation between milk and blood donations, in fact, women who donate milk also donate blood most often. Returning to the testimonies of these women, she notes the specific and feminine nature of milk and the desire to transmit a family legacy inherent in the female lineage. It is easy to establish a link here, with the properties conferred to breastfeeding in Wolof culture, as inherent to the mother’s role of transmitting family values to the child.
Beyond its esthetic aspect, the biological function of the breast attributes to it an important place, because it is the first object with which the child is in relation. The dissociation between the erotic breast and the feeding breast has been much emphasized, particularly from the point of view of the impulses at work in breastfeeding. Here we can refer to the work of Paul Schilder (1950), on the libidinal structure of the body image, postulating that the drive movements carried out at the breast, and its primary function, increase its importance in the image that the woman has her body.
Making a link to Gros’s work, about the breast embodying the ontogenesis of communication, we can emphasize this idea of transmission through the breast. Indeed, breastfeeding could be a primary vector for the values that the woman wishes to transmit to her daughter, these values that she has received from her mother, telling her how to be a mother. In the same way, this vector can be a way of recovering this feeling of maternal omnipotence, known to the mother in the first moments of life. By losing this organ, the woman loses not only a part of her femininity and the phallus which is attributed to it, but also this vector of communication and the capacity of transmission it carries.
Moreover, there seem to be an aspect of sacrifice through breastfeeding. The child incorporates, and possess his mother’s body/breast, through breastfeeding, and the traces of this incorporation stay visible on the mother’s appearance, altering her beauty. This aspect is mentioned in the tale “the Woman Without A Shadow”.16

Monique Bydlowski (1997) refers to the story of Hugo von Hofmannsthal Die frau ohne Schatten (The woman without a shadow), where the question of the shadow is very directly related to that of the fertility and the female filiation. The heroine is a supernatural being, a fairy, becomes an empress by her marriage to a mortal emperor. Thanks to a magic talisman, she can embody all kinds of living forms, but she has no shadow and cannot have children. She grasps this link between the missing shadow and her infertility by reading on her talisman that “will be changed to stone one who does not redeem his fate to the earth with his shadow”.17 She understands that possessing a shadow means being able to give life, since it is by losing one’s shadow that one repays to the earth its debt of existence. From that moment, she goes in search of a shadow at any price. She also tries, through her nurse, to steal that of a young mortal, poor and not susceptible to being a mother. In exchange, the nanny offers the victim ornaments and a mirror. Obviously, the victim agrees. The nurse speaks to the victim with the following words:You are unique, elected among thousands, you are the one who jumps over her shadow, the one who gave up the vain embraces of her husband and who told herself: I am satiated with maternity even before having tasted it. You are the one who has chosen to have an eternally slender and intact body, and you have refused in your wisdom the damaged belly and the early withered breasts.18




Then follows an exchange of the illusory eternal youth and its reflection in a mirror against the shadow of the mortal and its promise of maternity. But, what is the mortal image, even dressed in adornment, vain narcissistic reflection, against a promise of procreation and therefore immortality, asks Monique Bydlowski.
Like the shadow, the recognition of the debt is necessary. Life carries in itself the requirement to transmit what was given. This symbolic debt, represented by the shadow, which the child comes to incarnate, refers to the fact that by childbirth, often by that of the first child, a woman fulfills her duty of gratitude toward her own mother. She allows the ancestor to survive to the next generation, in the reflection of their lineage on earth.
When analyzing the gift that was offered to the young mortal, we can imagine the symbolic significance of the ornaments and the mirror in this tale. They represent the image and the immediate appearance and the self-centeredness, in opposition to maternity that represents the sacrifice of the image but give her the opportunity to leave her mark on earth, to the next generation. Motherhood is associated with eternity whereas femininity is supposed to be ephemeral.
This idea of sacrifice in breastfeeding, is contrasted with the apparent strength and control of the nursing mother, over her child. In fact the researches of Dominique Blin have shown the phallic loss, breastmilk donators experience, when they have to stop donating their milk. The connection between milk and blood reinforces this idea of the fantasy of liquids. The idea of transmitting a part of themselves through breastfeeding, even to children they can never meet, arouses the fantasy of omnipotence and immortality. This also feeds the nursing mother against the separation anxiety, renewing over and over the link with the object of her desire.
In the next section, we will see how the images of femininity and maternity are built in the girl since her birth to the moment of her marriage. Through mothering techniques and rites of passage, we will see how culture draws the limits of the body, and instates the girl in her lineage and social status.
3.3 The Treatments Given to the Feminine Body

3.3.1 The Mothering Techniques
Hélène Stork (1986) calls mothering techniques, the gestures and methods used by the mother to take care of her baby. This author defines three stages, in the transmission of these techniques. The first is the primary kinesthetic learning, or the corporal impregnation of gestures and techniques and exchanges between the child and his parents, at the very moment of their occurrence. This is what Helen Stork calls the body memory. The second stage is imitation, during the second part of childhood, proceeding through observation and active participation of the elder in the care of the younger. Finally, the last stage is the coaching during adulthood, while the young mother is facing her child.
In Senegal, as well as in all the countries of sub-Saharan Africa, the interactions between the mother and the child, are of proximal type (in the sense of Helene Stork 1986), breastfeeding is proposed on request of the child and physical contact is favored (Rabain 1979). Weaning usually occurs only around the age of two, and is often synonymous with the mother’s return to her sexual life.
Doris Bonnet (2007) observes the bath of infants in Burkina Faso. According to this author, infant daily cleansing is not a natural act and without a system of values, but normalized by society and dependent on the social status of the mother (p. 116). Doris Bonnet identifies different types of baths: the birth bath, the seventh day bath, the body care bath in early childhood (before weaning), the routine daily bath during childhood, the therapeutic bath and finally the mortuary bath of children.
The care and the birth baths also have the function of cleansing the child of the corporal waste (of his own body and that of his mother considered impure during the childbirth and the postpartum), to protect him from every danger (genius, witches, various infections), and to mark a socializing separation between the mother and the child (p. 116). During the daily care, the mother holds her baby on her legs, and bathes it, applying the washing water with her hand. The child remains in physical contact with his mother for the duration of the bath.
The toilet is prolonged by the massage, often carried out with shea butter, but also body creams or other manufactured products that can replace it. According to Doris Bonnet, the purpose of the massage is essentially to shape the body, according to the esthetic criteria of the society and is carried out differently according to the gender (pinching of the nose to refine it, pressures to the joints for soften them, massage the chest and buttocks in girls, to enhance them) (Diop 2011, 2012). Girls’ massages have the purpose to emphasize their feminine shapes, refining the waist and enlarging the hips. Blandine Bril (1988) supports this idea when she observes in her film, the toilet and the massage of the Bambara children of Mali. The massage represents a time of observation of the child’s body, and its risk of malformations or weight loss (Bonnet, p. 118). The massage also has the function of covering the body odors, moisturizing and shining the skin. Maria Texeira (2007, p. 138) observed the techniques of care and massage applied to children in the Manjak community (Guinea-Bissau, Senegal), and according to this author, massage favors the development of the body diagram.
The baby is carried on the back of the mother using a loincloth. The child is in constant contact with the mother’s body, while the mother has her hands free. The baby falls asleep at the pace of steps and the swing of the mother. Other people than the mother, can also carry him (big sister, grandmother, aunt).
There are also techniques of care for the woman’s body, especially after childbirth. They are operated through the prescriptions indicated to the pregnant woman, the massages carried out after delivery, as well as the treatments accelerating the evacuation of the lochia. Beninguisse et al. (2004) emphasized the importance of these elements for the good progress of the pregnancy and the well-being of the new mother. The massages given to the woman after birth are supposed to firm up her body. Fiorella Giacalone (2008) observes the techniques of massage and body cleansing, after delivery, in Maghrebi women. According to this author, these techniques are intended to “reassemble the body and put back in order what has been displaced” (p. 228). It is also a way of giving back to the mother her woman’s body, after it has been borrowed, as a media to channel life. In this way, through the massage and beauty treatments (also practiced in West Africa), she can return to her position as a woman, simultaneously to her life as a mother. Therefore we can say that in West and North African cultures, the woman is considered in her motherhood status at the time of pregnancy and birth, but she is given a special time and attention, to go back to her woman’s status after childbirth. This attention to femininity shows that in these cultural settings (in sub-Saharan Africa and in the Maghreb), femininity and maternity are positions considered separately but specific importance is given to each.
The attention, massage, feeding the new mother receives, actualizes the idea that she also is reborn after the birth of her child, and this care she receives sustains her to rebuild her own image, and support this phase of postpartum that could be difficult for her. This is actually a way to avoid isolation or the circumstances that could lead to postpartum depression (Diop 2011).
3.3.2 The Rites of Passage
According to Van Gennep (1909), the rites of passage are rites of separation allowing the subject to move to a higher stage and prohibit the fixation of the regression to an earlier stage willing to regain the nostalgia of the lost paradise (maternal matrix) and assume its mortal condition, hence the funeral rites. These rites are medias of cultural transmission (Govindama 2011, pp. 14–15).

In Senegal, religious baptism is performed in the same way regardless of sex, and depending on the religious affiliation for most of the Muslim population. The rites of initiation are different according to the sex, and thus mark the socialization of gender differences, integrating each individual in the social role corresponding to his gender and his social position. The main initiation is circumcision for the boy and excision for the girl. Rites of passage are also performed at the time of the wedding, with the ritual bath of the girl. We will first explain the rite of excision, then that of marriage.
In order to effectively combat this first practice, the World Health Organization has defined and classified female circumcision among the different types of “female genital mutilation” (as the WHO calls these practices). It distinguishes the clitoridectomy, or the partial or total removal of the clitoris, and more widely of the foreskin, then comes the excision as such, which consists of the total or partial removal of the clitoris and labia minora, with or without excision of the labia majora; the third category concerns the infibulation, which consists of a narrowing of the opening of the vagina by the creation of a closure made by sewing and repositioning the inner and sometimes outer lips, with or without removal of the clitoris. Finally the last category concerns all other interventions in the female genitalia, for non-medical purposes (OMS 2008).
FGM has been shown to be an important factor against women’s health, and campaigns are active to strengthen its abolition. The Senegalese author Penda Mbow (1999) postulates that the practice of excision undermines the integrity of the woman. According to this author, “the will to purify, to preserve the chastity of the woman by controlling her sexuality, is a real form of violence exerted on the freedom, the body, and the psychology of the woman”19 (1999, p. 72).
Bruno Bettelheim (1954), after going through the literature, drew the conclusion that excision was imposed on the girl by men (p. 172). This author remarks that if the girl arrives to “desire the excision, it is not because of the modification made to her organ, but because this mutilation confers on her a higher social status or is a precondition indispensable to marriage” (p. 172). Bettelheim first of all suggests that the act of inflicting excision would be a way for men to take revenge on women, following the resentment experienced in the face of their fertility. Later, the author removes this idea as unstable, and advances the thesis that excision is in fact a “male attempt to gain control of female sexual functions” (p. 174). It is therefore motivated by the desire of the man to the feminine sexual functions. Through excision, “the male is satisfied with a symbolic order that he can give to the external female genital organs, without influencing the fertility of the woman or her sexual pleasure. (…) Through all these acts, men try to convince themselves, and women with them, of their positive contribution to fertility” (p. 175). Bettelheim evokes the possible reciprocity of this practice, by the fact that the circumcision, in several tribes of Australia, is initiated by women. This, he thinks, shows the desire of the human being, facing the other sex, and “the desire to acquire the power and the control, of the genitals of the other” (p. 178). As shown in the somali myth of Caraweelo, the tyrannic ruler, who emasculated men around her, shows how excision/emasculation and infibulation could be demonstrative of revenge of men over women, of the envy toward the other’s body, the desire to acquire his power and control him. Moreover it could also be demonstrative of a defensive mechanism of the fear men have over this image of a tyrannic maternal super powerful entity, remaining alive in all women.
In the Mossi of Burkina Faso and Mali, as well as other ethnic groups living in the same region, the practice of scarification on the belly and face is added to that of excision, and is performed at specific moment of the woman’s life. According to Suzanne Lallemand, the pain experienced during scarification and which must be killed, would be a kind of training to the pain of childbirth; while the girl of 5–8 years who is excised, can scream of pain, no sign of suffering should be shown during childbirth (1986).
In the Markas of Mali, during the scarification (belly and face) following the excision, the blood that flows on the ground is collected by old women, who rub their own marks to strengthen and rejuvenate, and younger women massage their belly with it, to enhance their fertility, or give birth more easily, if they are pregnant. Girls not yet excised, put it on their genital parts, for better resistance to their future excision. The blood from the marking, made just after the wedding, and which testifies to the deflowering of the virgin wife, is used by the sisters of the bride, who put it on their sex, in order to remain virgin until marriage, and the scarifications that occur after the first delivery, provide blood used on the belly and sex of nulliparous women, so that their first delivery is going well (De Ganay 1949). Thus Marka women have three facet scarification groups’ “symbols of the three pains: right cheek, excision, left cheek, defloration, chin, childbirth” (Maresca and Normand 1994).

According to Françoise Couchard (2003), some cultural groups have abandoned this practice over the years, while others have instead adopted it, whereas they did not practice it before. After interviewing women practicing FGM, the author noted that most of them spoke of the Muslim religion as a reason to maintain this practice. Others simply defined it as a cultural practice, often used by people of Muslim faith. In researching the relationship between the Muslim religion and the practice of excision, the author found that there is no prescription for excision in the Quran, and that this practice is not observed in Middle Eastern countries, as well as in Iran. F. Couchard has come to the conclusion that excision is a practice anterior to Islam.
In West and East Africa, some ethnic groups accepted its abolition while continuing to practice their initiation ceremonies, as for these groups, excision was in fact only a minor part of the process of initiation. This rite highlights the difference of the sexes, and places the girl in the group of her peers by emphasizing the object and the purpose of her difference with the boy. Learning is added to the practice by shaping the girl’s character, as her body has been shaped, so that she has the behavior that is expected of her by the group and the husband. Even though this rite is not practiced in the Wolof society, the difference between genders is well marked, and taught through girl’s body techniques from a very early age, from massages of the baby girl’s body, through learning about the social role of women.
Regarding the rituals of marriage, there is the ceremony of the ritual bath, made by the Bajjen (paternal aunt), during which the girl is bathed in a water container in which one plunges a silver jewelry, a cola, rice or millet and coarse salt. The salt is poured on the open hands of the girl and she will have to keep the rest, to cook with in her home. Cola, millet and rice are opulence, wealth and joy, all that is desired for the bride for her home. The salt gives her the key to her home, for which she will be the cook, and the gesture of the Bajjën, recognizes her as a mistress of the house, it testifies to the dexterity of the girl, and of her ability to manage her home. In Senegal, the family model is patriarchal, so the child belongs to the paternal lineage. In concluding the marriage, the girl leaves her original family, to integrate that of her future husband. The ancestors of his lineage must accept his departure, and for that, offerings are made, in the form of the elements present in the ritual bath. There may also be a Quran verse written by a marabout on a piece of paper.
This ritual wedding bath echoes the birth bath. The girl leaves her original lineage, only to be reborn in a new family. That is a new baptism, where her family grants her the protection, and benediction of their ancestors. The calabash is used in this ritual, to mix all the ingredients that are to be plunged in the water. The girl keeps this calabash as a heritage of her lineage. She will use it to cook in her home. The separation between mother and daughter is implicitly underlined through this ritual, with the mother not participating to ritual. Only the women of the father’s family can attend to this ceremony. The first ritual bath makes the separation of the mother and the child, and gives a new place to the child in his father’s lineage. The second ritual bath, that of the wedding, separates the daughter from her lineage and gives her the right to be a mother herself. The calabash also symbolizes the fertility and her debt to her family. On this occasion, the Bajjën teaches a real lesson about sexuality to her niece, explaining to her the way of life of a married woman, and warning her of the expectations of the future husband. This lesson is only an extension of the recommendations made by the mother to her daughter since childhood, where the girl began very early to be prepared for her role as a wife.
I believe, this calabash is a reference to the ancestors, the lineage. It figures the primary maternal womb, an absent original mother being the Other, actualizing the rules of the separation. The specificities of the ritual bath, and the symbolic tools introduce the newly wed girl to her status as a woman and confront her to the authority of the Other.
Yolande Govindama revisits the findings of J. Lanouzière and J. Laplanche about the generalization of sexuality, and especially their idea of the breast as a sexual organ of seduction, putting the mother in the position of the seducer. However, the child is not only seduced, but takes part in this dialogue, and responds to it. This seduction, that has become reciprocal, is close to the narcissistic seduction (Racamier 1995), and punctuates the ante-oedipe period. Its decline leads the child to enter the oedipe complex. If the decline is not effective, the narcissistic seduction will evolve towards a possibly incestuous situation.

Cultural beliefs and the symbolic organization of rites of passage for impregnation, pregnancy, maternity and birth respond to the desire to control this process of reciprocal seduction between mother and child. Yolande Govindama has worked in the area of ritual practices and religious beliefs in Hinduism, especially about the rituals with feminine divinities worshiped by pregnant of nursing women. In fact the all-powerful mother who could incorporate the child, making him willing to identify to the phallic object of desire, is overrun, in her power by the intervention of the Goddesses in the pregnancy. The belief in a supernatural interference transpires through the cult of the goddess Mariamman, or the goddess of maternity Pétiaye, even the divinity Shiva-Subrahmanya. The goddess has the role to stand in place of an absent unknown. She incarnates the original Mother confronting the woman to her own castration, through her authority as the Other.
3.4 The Calabash

According to Denise Paulme (1976), the calabash, for all Africa, belongs to the feminine gender. The woman is perceived as an ambiguous being, as much as she is formidable and delicious, she can be benevolent or maleficent. The apparent simplicity of the woman/calabash association contains an equal ambiguity. By its multiple uses, the calabash evokes, besides its use for cooking, the idea of abundance, mainly in the form of grains or liquids, meaning an abundance referring to the woman or the mother. Fecundity, femininity, the spherical shape of the fruit still calls a sensation of fullness and totality, says the author. Image of a closed universe like an egg, the squash, once cut off from its stem, like the girl that the marriage separates from its lineage. It will become a symbol of the domestic home and the ideal mother20 (p. 283). Researchers have shown that in the Gourmantchés of Burkina Faso, the calabash is the symbol of the womb, and is used to contain the newborn at the moment of delivery, if the pregnant woman is alone. This brings us to this idea of the calabash, as a double of the female womb.
For example, in the tale of Bâgoumawel, the precocious child jumps out of the maternal womb, and lands on a calabash filled with water. He washes himself in it and asks his mother to name him before leaving to accomplish his mission. This bath he takes on his own, in this calabash, is the ritual bath of baptism he does himself, before asking his mother to name him. His birth and name, were already predicted to his grandfather, before his mother’s birth, so his was registered in his mother’s lineage before he was born. As a precocious child he is a contradiction to the natural order, and his purpose is to bring balance in a chaotic situation.
Moreover, we have seen in the rituals bath of wedding, how the calabash represents the original Mother’s womb, for the daughter to be reborn in a new family. Through this ritual bath, she leaves her status as a girl to embrace her life as a woman, and the symbolic objects in the water, represent her debt to the ancestors the paternal family sacrifices, for her to leave her lineage. We can imagine that not only the calabash represents the maternal womb, but also the aquatic environment, where the child is plunged for the ritual bath, echoing the liquid prenatal environment.
Here again we find this fantasy of liquids, where the individual is connected to his lineage. This liquids are the red cord of generations, transmitting the values of the ancestors (amniotic liquid-blood-sperm-milk-ritual bath water for birth, wedding and death).
In the book of Marcel Griaule, Dieux D’eau (Gods of water), we can see the role and symbolic signification of the calabash, through the myth of the Aries (p. 202). The God Amma appears under the appearance of an Aries, with a calabash between his horns. He is the avatar of the Great male Nommo, and the calabash he is wearing on his head is the sun calabash, avatar of the Great female Nommo. The Aries is a combined God, a couple, the author says. He shows two male genital parts and is twice a female because of the solar calabash he is wearing and the fur he has on his skin. He pierces and fertilizes the femininity between his horns, with water-semen, and urinates rain on the world. His fur is made of copper (symbolic of water) and under his tail ending with a snake head, raises a millet stick. His is moisture and vegetation.

Later while analyzing the correspondence between the Dogon cosmogony and the zodiac signs, particularly the sign of the virgo, the author shows that the virgo is combined with the Aries, under the form of the solar calabash. Pictured as a kind of m which has its last part cut, it could be connected to the scorpion, which is quite similar but has its last part ending with an arrow. Recalling the Dogon myth at the origin of the excision, the first would represent the excised virgo, and the second, the result of the excision, the animal showing the sting reminding of the removed organ.
The God Amon was also represented as an Aries, in both the Egyptian and Baoulé mythologies. The calabash is represented as a spheric container, on the top of their head, as the matrix of the world, being inseminated by the Aries Amon / Amma / Nommo God to create humanity.
According to Denise Paulme there seem to be an ambivalence between the Aries symbolizing the masculinity and the calabash symbolizing the femininity. The author analyzes the myth of the calabash and the Aries in sub-Saharan Africa. This myth appears in several tales, where a calabash devours human beings, it is an Aries who finally manages to break this calabash with three hits of his horns. From the bursting of the calabash come out all those whom the calabash has swallowed, as well as men of all colors, who populate the world with their diversity (p. 277). The idea of the calabash swallowing and keeping inside all the good things reminds us of Melanie Klein’s archaic maternal superego that possesses and incorporates everything. The envy toward the content of this calabash creates the motive for the Aries to burst and introject it as a part of himself. He wears it on his head as a symbol of his domination over the femininity, yet being himself a product of a matrix.
3.5 Summary

In this chapter, we went through the literature in psychoanalysis and anthropology to understand the construction of femininity and maternity. We analyzed the symbolic aspect of some specific female attributes, and their social representation.
Firstly we have underlined the importance of the matrix and the placenta. In fact, the reference in the language, and the rituals of deliverance in various countries, show how these elements have symbolic value in the female gender. Moreover, we have seen how they carry the idea of transgenerational transmission of human heritage, making a new reference to the primary creator. We also discussed the idea of women’s impulses and the fantasy of infanticide transpiring through these rituals, as projections on other women’s jealousy and dangerosity. In the previous section we mentioned how the jealousy of co-wives was pictures in tales, as harmful for the children. In fact in many tales, children are the subjects of their mother’s co-wives’ hatred, and can be victims of dangerous sorcery. The rituals of deliverance, as Roheim describes them in Europe, are supposed to protect the children from other women’s jealousy and sorcery as well. We can now make a link with the projections of women’s aggressive impulses and those negative women figures represented in tales.
Secondly, we have discussed the symbolic aspect of the breast, and the connection between mother and child through breastfeeding. We have seen how breastfeeding puts the mother in a position of power, making her the seducer and her child’s object of desire. This leads us to rethink the mother–daughter relationship as discussed in the previous chapter. This seduction immobilizes the daughter in the mirror of identification with her mother. As the daughter needs to get out of this duality, the mother is eager to keep it to preserve her power. The inclusion of the Other, orders the separation of this incestuous fusion, and places each of them in her lineage and generational position.
Thirdly, we presented the rites of passage as processes of separation, confronting women and men to their castration. In fact, the acceptation of their limits, as men or women or simply as humans, forces them to acknowledge and be submissive to the Other, the absent ancestor as sole guarantor of their destiny. Excision and circumcision were explained through the Dogon myth of the creation of humanity, stating the necessity of the submission to these practices, to create society. The ramifications of excision, to the control over women’s sexuality, show how what was remains from these myth is the fear and suspicion the society has toward women, and women toward themselves.
Finally, the analysis of the calabash as a symbol of the femininity led us to revisit the explanations of Marcel Griaule, and the connection he makes between the Dogon’s cosmogony and the Greek astrology. The tale of the Aries bursting the calabash, and wearing it on his head as a symbol of his control over the feminine gender seems to represent the advent of patriarchy, over matriarchy. It suggests that matriarchy was in place before, and was replaced by a masculine order, that of the Law and the Name of the Father. At the scale of one person, this figures how the archaïc maternal superego is overrun and controlled by the third instance of the father. All the fears of this all powerful mother are represented in tales under the traits of the devouring mother.
In the next chapter, we will analyze how the aspects of femininity and maternity are represented in European, and Middle Eastern tales, and this will allow us to make links with African tales.
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Footnotes
1Translated from the French word “Fendue”.

 

2“grosse”.

 

3“tête de lézard”.

 

4“longue”.

 

5“la sotte inconstance des femmes”.

 

6English translation of the French word “entrailles”.

 

7“c’est l’homme-médecin qui désormais fonde la sage-femme, qui lui apprend à mettre les enfants au monde, qui la dirige et organise les soins aux mères et aux nouveau-nés, dans les maternités hospitalières. L’homme chirurgien-accoucheur, quelle que soit la valeur des individus, va donc régner en maitre sur le destin des femmes, leur intimité, leur choix, leur corps et, suprême pouvoir, leur capacité à donner librement la vie” (p. 107).

 

8“le placenta possède une grande aptitude à symboliser l’âme immortelle, transparaissant dans les représentations qui en font le frère, la sœur ou le sosie du nouveau-né” (p. 107sq.).

 

9“Devons-nous en conclure qu’une similitude intrinsèque unit les cultures dans lesquelles on observe le rite de l’eau? Ou encore que les gens d’Alor ressemblent, de quelque façon, aux divers groupes européens qui pratiquent un second rite de passage à l’aide du cordon ombilical? Ils sont en effet semblables d’une certaine façon: les uns et les autres sont des êtres humains” (p. 56).

 

10“le placenta, en tant que partie détachée de deux corps, pourrait être une représentation forte de ce qui est perdu, à l’issue de la toute première séparation biologique, qui constitue aussi la première étape de la distinction d’êtres différents et de catégories hétérogènes, de l’enfant et des substances de son corps, qu’il doit accepter de perdre et qui lui donnaient de lui-même une illusion de totalité”.

 

11“comme une part de la mère, une mère du dedans, de l’antériorité, dont la mort serait, avec lui, portée en terre. Comme d’autres, les Joolas disent et soulignent que la femme meure pour que son enfant vive”.

 

12“référent primordial de la création”.

 

13“la création du monde n’est pas conçue sur un modèle artisanal, mais sur le modèle biologique. Tout placenta sur terre est le doublet d’un placenta primordial, qui était celui du Dieu créateur, Amma. (…) Tous les héros de la contestation, de la révolte contre l’ordre divin mais aussi de l’intervention, sont des personnages qui marquent leur carrière en déchirant prématurément leur membrane placentaire. Cette naissance, par eux- mêmes provoquée, remet en question l’ordre de la création. C’est l’exemple du fameux renard pâle dogon, qui, dit le mythe, sort brusquement de la matrice divine, en arrachant un morceau de son placenta”.

 

14The marriage in Islam.

 

15“la parenté de lait est une parenté de plaisir et la liqueur lactée, en revêtant la même signification que le sang, joue finalement le même rôle que la liqueur séminale. En sorte que le plaisir maternel apparait comme exclusif dans les relations humaines du plaisir sexuel. L’analogie du sang, du lait et du sperme nous transporte d’emblée dans les sphères magico religieuses de la vie et donne une juste mesure du caractère sacralisant du nikâh’”.

 

16“La femme sans ombre”.

 

17“sera changé en pierre celui qui ne rachète pas son destin à la terre avec son ombre”.

 

18“Tu es unique, l’élue parmi des milliers, tu es celle qui saute par-dessus son ombre, celle qui a renoncé aux vaines étreintes de son mari et qui s’est dit: je suis rassasiée de la maternité avant même d’y avoir goûté. Tu es celle qui a choisi d’avoir un corps éternellement svelte et intact, et tu as refusé dans ta sagesse le ventre abîmé et les seins tôt flétris”.

 

19“la volonté de purifier, de préserver la chasteté de la femme en contrôlant sa sexualité, est une véritable forme de violence exercée sur la liberté, le corps, et la psychologie de la femme”.

 

20“Fécondité, féminité, la forme sphérique du fruit appelle encore une notion de plénitude et de totalité. Image d’un univers clos comme un œuf, la courge, une fois coupée de sa tige, comme la fille que le mariage sépare de son lignage. Elle deviendra symbole du foyer domestique et de la mère idéale” (p. 283).
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4.1 Pregnancy and Sleep in European and Middle Eastern Tales

In many tales, we have noticed a correspondence between pregnancy and sleep. Some authors even compared pregnancy to a dream, because of all the unconscious movements at work during this period. In this section, we will study the topic of the divine girl who disappears because of the actions of an evil character, only to reappear to her savior the prince. In tales, the image of the sexual intercourse impregnating the princess, is often represented as a sting, with a needle or a spiked, deflowering her virginity and spilling blood. Several heroines fall asleep after this incident, and wake up with children (Darchis 2002).

We will go through the interpretation Marie-Louise Von Franz (1993) makes of the tale Sleeping Beauty, to better understand this thematics. According to this author, the topic of the powerful female figure left aside, who comes for revenge upon the young child, is often mentioned in tales across cultures. Sleeping Beauty’s children with the prince are named Dawn and Day, or Moon and Sun recalling mythological figures. The author remarks that this topic is widely represented, and kept its structure during this long time. She explains this permanence stating that tales show a human basic psychological structure that is universal. So even when the tale moves from one country to another, it keeps its meaning, recalling elements of this new country, and adapting to other specific aspects. We mentioned earlier the myth of Demeter (Devereux 1979), goddess of fertility, annually losing her daughter Persephone to the God of Hell. This period of absence is comparable to the sleep of Sleeping Beauty, with the exception that the mother–daughter relationship is endangered by the intervention of this man. Demeter being the goddess of fertility, gets her daughter back every spring, and loses her every winter. This period of time from spring to winter, make us think about the duration of a pregnancy. Persephone is not really described as an active participant, only representing her mother’s pleasure, love and accomplishment, nor does she has a say in her fate. I believe she is only an aspect of her mother, a symbol of her maternity rather than a person. The consolation Baubo offers shows how the idea of having another child relieves Demeter of her sorrow, as if it was what she truly lost. The mother is the one in question in the myth, she is pregnant during the time of her child’s appearance. The myth of Persephone is supposed to explain how seasons were created, because of the moods of Demeter. Winter represents her sorrow, and in spring, she is happy and nurturing again. The humanity depends on Demeter’s states of mind for their sustainability. Here again we find this analogy between the woman and the moon regarding the mood changes and their consequences.

In tales, we usually find that heroines do not actually have a personality, they only represent qualities and impulses. They are led to destinies decided for them, because of the acts of their parents, or the desires of their princes. Marie-Louise Von Franz describes how the interior life of the young girl is under-documented. She was born under miraculous circumstances, grows up, falls asleep, wakes up and gets married. She is an unpersonal feminine abstraction against the figure of the evil witch forgotten of rejected. She actually got all the traits of her personality and appearance as gifts from the fairies.

Looking at the tale of Snow White, for another example of a sleeping heroine, gives us the same little information of the young girl. She is the antagonist of the queen, who refuses to the symbolic permutation. She is the victim of jealousy, and is saved by the prince, without choosing any part of her story. She also is an unpersonal feminine abstraction opposed to the figure of the devouring mother. Both of these heroines are met by their prince when they wake up, and were put to sleep after an unfortunate collusion provoked by the evil witch. The prince is not a participant in the collusion, except for Snow White, for whom, he accidentally bumps into her, choking the piece of poisoned apple out of her throat. She wakes up after the expulsion and meets her prince, only to get married.
Here again we find the feminine figures of the devouring mother, the old lady, and the good mother (good fairies). The femininity of young girls is described under the divine beauty, youth and freshness, being everything the devouring mother wants. They are not described for themselves, but only as the object of desire of the mother, the evil witch or the prince. They suffer the consequences of their parents’ mistakes, and the jealousy of other women, but they don’t have a specific personality or choice. In opposition to this aspect, a capricious princess is usually described in an excessive way, as spoiled and infantilized.
The idea of the docile child is very much valorized in tales, in opposition to the stubborn child, who does not want to follow his parents’ rules. We will see later on how this topic is described in African and European tales.
The Tale of the Princess Badoura of India and China and the Arabian Prince Qamar-Az-Zamar in the Arabian Nights also show references to this archetypical figures of the sleeping princess, the royal parents longing for a child, and a courageous prince. In this tale, the heroes are mirroring each other, equivalent in beauty and personality, both alternating phases of sleep, and phases of awakening. The Prince and Princess are so similar, that they come to replace each other without anyone noticing.
We can synthesize this story like this. There was an Arabian King who was longing to have a child. He had many wives but did not fulfill his desire of having an heir. After prayers and offerings, he finally was able to have a son, so beautiful, brilliant and well mannered that he was ready to let him be king in his place. Unfortunately the prince did not want to get married, and refused to meet any princess, making his father angry enough to imprison him in a secret tower. Far away in China, the King had a similar story and was confronted to the same reaction from his only daughter, equally beautiful, well mannered and brilliant. The magic of a fairy and a genie made the two young princes meet by enchantment, while they were sleeping. Eventually they wake up looking for each other, while noone understands the circumstances of their encounter. Then follows a tumultuous course of events, leading them to each other, then to separation, and finally to their reunion.
In this tale sleeping prevents the characters from understanding what is happening, and separates them, making them looking for each other. The search for the beloved, puts them in diverse situations where they have to prove themselves, in their human value. For example, the princess, on her way to look for her prince, disguises herself like him (introduces herself with his name), and is forced to marry another princes of a new kingdom, to become the king and she proves herself to be a very wise and strategic monarch. The princess whom she marriesis aware of her secret, and accepts to keep it and to play her role. In a different place, the prince, looking for his beloved’s talisman, meets a gardener whom he treats like his father, and shows the humility, respect and the love of a good son. This journey teaches him to be a man of his own, and not the spoiled son of his father. He meets his wife, under the costume of the king, only to uncover her true identity and be reunited to her. In the end, the princess Badoura shows her true identity to everyone, and asks for the Prince to take back his position as King and marry the princess as a first wife, while she would stay married to him in the second position.
It seems the lovers are the same person, continuously being in delicate positions, switching places and names. They seem to be reflecting each other in a mirror, being described as similar and equal. The exclusiveness of their love, and the passion they share, is not compatible with the end of the story, when they have to be married to another woman. Actually the princess who ends up being married to the prince and the princess, is the one who has to share her husband. The story would be more coherent if the lovers just fled back to the prince’s kingdom, but it seems that he had to be king in this new kingdom, and that was the goal of this story.
Malek Chebel (2010) draws attention to the character of Shahrazad, the storyteller, and the situation that led her to be telling this very long story to the king. In fact, because his wife was unfaithful to him, the King who never wanted to suffer such shame again, decided to only marry virgin women, and kill them the day after their honeymoon, to prevent them from cheating him. Shahrazad, decides to end that carnage, by keeping the king interested in such a long story, that he would not kill her, only because he would want to hear the rest of the story on the next night. During this time, he would be interested in her stories, he would not be killing other young innocent women. The scheme is described by Chebel as specific to women’s intelligence and shows their superiority over men, that neither culture nor religion could erase. The cleverness and wisdom of the woman are opposed to the immaturity and impulsivity of the king, as a pattern for almost every stories.
The character of Shahrazad, being the daughter of the Grand Vizir, is the only person who can defeat the king at his own game, she is an equal adversary. Because of the stories she tells him, he shall truly love her and heal his broken heart. Like Badoura and Qamar-Az-Zamar, they are both the two sides of one same coin. The genies also are representatives of this duality of the characters, showing human impulses, and putting them in situations that are not allowed in their society (sleeping in the same bed and feeling this powerful passion toward each other while not married). The idea of the genie in love with someone, making him irritable and unwilling to get married is well described here. Except that the genies find each other, and organize the reunion of the young heroes. This action of the genies can be seen as representative of the magic of love, the enchantment of one another at the first sight.
In the Arabian Nights, women are represented in many forms, but usually have power. For example, the queen is supposed to be wise, and clever, the female genies are powerful and the princesses are beautiful. Some princesses are described to be the best candidate for ruling, and actually are rulers behind their husbands, or disguised like him. In these stories, in opposition as in the European tales, women or girls are not just unpersonal characters, they fully represent the female enigma. Men are sometimes disguised as women as well, and serve them, being enslaved by their charms. Love and loyalty are represented as core values, in life and specifically in Islamic religion, as it is described in the stories. Unfaithful women and their lovers are severely punished, to protect the male honor.
In a few words, this book illustrates the feminine mascarade, underlying the fantasy of veils, and magic. Sleep is sometimes used as a charm or enchantment, to develop the next intrigue, or suscite misunderstanding. It actually acts as a veil, preventing someone to see, what the teller, or the genies do not want him/her to see. It also alters the boundaries between dream and reality, and gives to the story the rhythm of a dance. In fact the reader gets caught in an enchainment of intrigues moving from one country to another.
In the tale of Ndjeddo Dewal, sleep is used as a weapon, after the ingestion of specific products (powerful powders inducing sleepiness). Ndjeddo Dewal and Bâgoumawel sleep in the same room, and alternatively use these powders as tricks to make each other sleep, in order to act behind their back. Ndjeddo Dewal daughters’ also fall asleep after being exposed to the smoke of sleeping herbs. Then their suitors change clothes with them and switch appearance to fool Ndjeddo Dewal into drinking the blood of her own daughters.
In some other African tales, sleep is also a moment of communication with the world of the invisible. In fact, dreams have a premonitory dimension, and show the direction to the hero. It is like a window, allowing the genies to connect with him and provide impulses for their movements. Sometimes pregnancy is predicted by a dream, or announced in the dream. This explains the relationship, the parents of the hero will have, and place them in the continuum of the prophetic destiny, as a means to an end. Moreover, the night is always described as full of mysteries, it is the moment when genies and other supernatural forces appear.
The comparison of pregnancy and dreaming is clear in this conception, because unconscious fantasies are aroused and expressed through dreaming. The mysteries of creation, give a magic connotation to pregnancy, allowing all sorts of projections, and illusions. In the clinical practice, some patients make references to their dreams, and their visions of the future, especially during pregnancy. They experience specific sensations and feel like they get messages from their lost ones in their dreams. It seems that being pregnant place them in between life and death, which allows that connection to be made.
The heroine who dreams of having a baby, and wakes up pregnant stays pure, and seemingly virgin. Sleep has the effect of either hiding the sexual act, to preserve the chastity of the pure taboo young girl, or gives a divine aspect to the sexual act, sacralizing it, making it a step for the construction of the hero. The sexual act bears an aggressive dimension, because the heroine falls asleep after an incident with a sharp object or poison. She is a victim of the situation, or is deceived by a sorcerer or fairy. While asleep, the heroine is passive, and lets the charm work out, for the prince to come finding her. In some African traditions, it is forbidden for people to get married when they have already met. In fact, when they do not know each other, even if they have had other love stories, they have no information, or experiences of each other that can lower the respect, consideration and desire they have for one another. Therefore they both attribute a high value to each other. I believe, when the princess is asleep, and only meets the prince who wakes her up, it denies their previous meeting which caused this sleep. This meeting, and sexual act is disguised in that incident. The young people are reunited after having paid for their fault and the relationship restarts from the beginning, sometimes with children and except that the young people seem to know each other more than the tale would say.
4.2 Transgression of the Laws of Nature: Giving Life to a Child Without a Woman

Men are supposed to find women to get married and have children. Nonetheless, some men or women are not able to have children, either because they are alone, or because it is biologically uneasy for them. Some tales describe how some people use magic to access parenting and how the nature punishes them for such transgression. The price to pay to have children is usually high and involves some sacrifice.
We will see how the tale of Pinocchio describes the destiny of a man willing to have a child on his own. Then, we will make connections with the beninese tale of The Stubborn Girl (Pliya 1982) showing the tribulations of parents who used magic to have a child. We will also discuss that dimension in the Arabian Nights with the prince and princess who were long expected and made their parents unhappy.
To give a fair analysis of the tale of Pinocchio, we used the original version of Di Collodi (1881) translated in English (1916), named Pinocchio: The Tale of a Puppet.
4.2.1 A Handmade Child
In many tales, children are created, fabricated like artifacts, or with magic and witchcrafts. People who want to have children but cannot have them regularly, create their children with their hands, like toys or cakes, or go to wizards and follow a specific procedure to have children.
The tale of Pinocchio tells the adventures of a puppet, created by an old man. In the story, an old carpenter found a piece of wood that could speak, he gave it to Gepetto a lonely old man, who wanted to make a puppet to keep him company and with which he could run an entertainment show and make some money. Before even being named and crafted, Pinocchio already was creating trouble, annoying Gepetto, and fooling the two old men into fighting each other. From the beginning of the story, we could see how he would make his father unhappy:Geppetto at this insolent and derisive behavior felt sadder and more melancholy than he had ever been in his life before; and, turning to Pinocchio, he said to him:
“You young rascal! You are not yet completed and you are already beginning to show want of respect to your father! That is bad, my boy, very bad!”
And he dried a tear.



As soon as he can walk, he ungratefully escapes from his father, just like the gingerbread man, eager to live exciting experiences. The old man is known to be a tyrant to boys, so people in the street do not try to help him. Just like the old woman who bakes the gingerbread man, he suffers the prejudice of being old and alone. It seems like he deserves his situation, since he was not supposed to have a child of his own:“Poor puppet!” said several, “he is right not to wish to return home! Who knows how Geppetto, that bad old man, will beat him!”
It ended in so much being said and done that the soldier at last set Pinocchio at liberty and led Geppetto to prison. The poor man, not being ready with words to defend himself, cried like a calf and as he was being led away to prison sobbed out:
Wretched boy! And to think how I labored to make him a well-conducted puppet! But it serves me right! I should have thought of it sooner!




The soldier arrests Pinocchio, to help Gepetto, and then, following the judgment of the crowd, he takes the old man to prison. Pinocchio begins his life as a punishment for Gepetto, it seems he is paying for his own bad behavior. He wanted to have a puppet to make a living and travel, and then he ends up being Pinocchio’s puppet. This also questions the problem of what parents want from their children and what rights they have over them. The law under the traits of the soldier, and the society judges and criticizes Gepetto, denying him his role of father for Pinocchio. He accepts this judgment as if he understands that he should not have tried to create a son for his own comfort. The image of the puppet brilliantly illustrates the idea of a child who does exactly what his parent wants. Pinocchio is a paradox, because he is a free puppet.
In the beninese tale of The Stubborn Girl, told by Jean Pliya, Vignon, a honest farmer found a suitable wife and wanted to have children. After a few years of attempts, he found out that he was unable to have children. A wizard told him the following words:You cannot engender children, only the Gods of Water can change your destiny. Give important offerings to them, and wait for them to make their choice. However, should a child be born, he would be stubborn and capricious.



Vignon desperate to have a child accepts this condition, and proceeds with all the wizard’s recommendations:Vignon accomplished the wizard’s prescriptions, organized big ceremonies, went himself to put, at three roundabouts, balls of red clay picketed with cauris, to conjure the bad luck. Afterwards, full of hope, he loved his wife passionately.



He stated that even if the child is as stubborn as a donkey, with patience, he can educate him and change him. The child was a girl and she was named Trito. Like Pinocchio, she took great pleasure to disappoint her parents:She did not keep her promises, did everything upside down, constantly repeated the same questions.



Vignon and his wife, knowing that it was the price to pay, accepted her stubbornness, and patiently tried to correct it, with unfailing sweetness. Despite the common idea of children helping their parents with the house work, Trito was lazy, and let her mother do all the hardwork. She was mocking her parents, and always drawing others’ attention on her mistakes, bringing shame to her family. The education of girls lays the stress on their ability to obey and be submissive, but Trito is exactly the opposite of this image. Her willing to be in opposition with her parents and the society even leads her to put herself in danger.
The process of fabrication of children is always very specific and well described in tales, as if it is robotized, in opposition to the uncontrolled nature. Both Vignon and Gepetto seem to know that something bad will come out of this, but they keep going forward with the procedure, and accept the consequences with guilt. The process of creating their child involves specific supernatural forces in the case of Vignon, in fact the Gods of Water are the ones granting the opportunity to have a child. We can’t ignore the reference we made at the beginning of this book, to the work of Griaule about the Gods of Water in the Dogon culture, and the fantasy of liquids, linked to the primary placenta of Amma.
Pinocchio and Trito both are anti-heroes, they are created to fulfill their parent’s desire, but at some point they are the reason of their shame. They share this freedom, of doing exactly what they want, in opposition to the regular image of the good child who listens to his parents, and makes them proud. They seem to refuse to be their parents’ shadow, and from the very beginning of their lives, they try to escape from their parents’ plans.
In the story of Qamar Az Zamar and Badoura, we see how they were long expected, and all the offerings and sacrifices, their parents made to have them. Nonetheless, they are free spirits, and refuse their parents’ will. None of them ends up being an heir of their fathers, in their kingdoms, because of the choices they make.
The love their parents have for them, seems to be more important than reasonable, and leads them to forgive their incessant mistakes. Parents are confronted to the reality that despite all their sacrifices, the child they have is not their possession, and will always have his own spirit and mind, to make his own choices.
4.2.2 A Devious Child as a Punishment for Audacious Parents
Gepetto, as soon as he starts working on the piece of wood, realizes that it is animated, and already talks to him like a father to his son. It seems he already has decided that he will be his father no matter how bad Pinocchio behaves. He could get rid of it and find another piece of wood, but he already cares about it like a father. He keeps showing guilt, blaming himself for he should have known before.
Pinocchio when he meets the cricket tells his ambition of living a life of distraction, to escape the fate of regular children:Sing away, Cricket, as you please, and as long as you please. For me, I have made up my mind to run away tomorrow at daybreak, because if I remain I shall not escape the fate of all other boys; I shall be sent to school and shall be made to study either by love or by force. To tell you in confidence, I have no wish to learn; it is much more amusing to run after butterflies, or to climb trees and to take the young birds out of their nests.
Amongst all the trades in the world there is only one that really takes my fancy.
It is to eat, drink, sleep and amuse myself, and to lead a vagabond life from morning to night.



The cricket is wise and tries to counsel and put him on the right way, but he only makes him angry, and out of rage Pinocchio kills him.
Pinocchio is a devious child described with all the defaults there is: selfish, unruly, violent, lazy, liar, ungrateful. He does not have the ambition to work and is not keen to make any sacrifice.
He realizes he did wrong to his father when he is hungry and needs him:The Talking-Cricket was right. I did wrong to rebel against my papa and to run away from home. If my papa were here I should not now be dying of yawning! Oh! what a dreadful illness hunger is!



Gepetto’s guilt is expressed in his constant suffering, in the misadventures he goes through to raise his puppet boy. He is a poor man who has to sell the little he has, to buy schoolbooks. The love he has for him is unconditionnal, and he shows unfailing patience and forgiveness.
Pinocchio even when he decides to be a good boy, has no idea of what it takes to work and learn:Today at school I will learn to read at once; then tomorrow I will begin to write, and the day after tomorrow to figure. Then, with my acquirements, I will earn a great deal of money, and with the first money I have in my pocket I will immediately buy for my papa a beautiful new cloth coat. But what am I saying? Cloth, indeed! It shall be all made of gold and silver, and it shall have diamond buttons. That poor man really deserves it, for to buy me books and have me taught he has remained in his shirt-sleeves. And in this cold! It is only fathers who are capable of such sacrifices!



His motivation does not last, and he is quickly distracted when he finds a more attractive destination than school. His inability to follow the principle of reality over the principle of pleasure is always demonstrated in the choices he makes, and it is really the sources of all his defaults. Pinocchio refuses to face his responsibility and to accept the idea of sacrifice. He shows love for his father, and wants to make him happy, but can never think farther than his immediate benefit.
Gepetto knows how lazy and unruly his son is, but still seems to expect a right behavior from him, giving him more and more chances to prove himself. The interesting aspect is that he treats him like a regular boy, keeping the illusion of having a child, and changing his previous idea of traveling the world with a puppet for entertainment. The meeting of Pinocchio with the puppets and with the puppet master (the showman Fire-Eater) gives him an idea of the fate he coud have had as a puppet. Gepetto starts being a father instead of a puppet master at the moment he meets Pinocchio, and to become a father he accepts all Pinocchio’s defaults as a punishment.
It seems he was considered as a bad person in the city, and was mean to children before. Nonetheless his willing to have a child and this melancholy he has, shows the envy of getting out of this long period of loneliness. We can imagine that the character of Gepetto is described as the male version of the old woman marginalized in tales. The enchainment of son’s mistakes always puts him in the position of a victim. In fact he seems to be paying for all the life he has lived and his own mistakes. Pinocchio is like a second chance, and opportunity to be someone else, but he keeps losing him.
The character of the Fairy saves Pinocchio from dying more than once. She is pictured as a beautiful child with blue hair. She is described as dead, and is featured with an owl, a crow and the Talking-cricket Pinocchio killed at the beginning of his story. The Fairy represents death and her partners are doctors trying to evaluate the health status of Pinocchio. This description of death seems to be sized at his dimension, with a magic child, and unusually talking creatures. They represent the magic world from which he comes, and set a bridge for him to the normal world.
In the tale of The Stubborn Girl, Vignon knew how stubborn and difficult his child would be, and thought he could raise her to be different, so he showed patience and sweetness in her education. The more she grew up, the bigger her mistakes and their consequences were. And still Vignon and Cica’s love for their daughter was bigger than the fear of social shame. Trito did not listen to any of their advice, as Pinocchio, she is lazy, stubborn, liar and unruly. She goes against the image of a girl and a woman, showing herself naked to men, in another movement of stubbornness.
However this act of showing herself leads her to meeting the man she loves. To marry the man she loves, she refuses the wedding request of the prince, and her parents support her in this choice, against all social representations. This tale represented not only the image of the devious child, but also that of the devious woman who goes against social rules.
When Trito brings shame on her parents, Vignon starts to regret his will to have a child at all costs:Is it better to have a child who brings shame on you, than to not have a child at all? I wanted a child at every cost, here I am now, with my hands full! I should find her a husband, so he would master her properly.1




When her mother tries to talk her to her senses, Trito explains how she feels normal, and how people only blame her because she does exactly what she wants, and they are afraid to do the same. She has the obsession of going against the most important rule of her village, and despite the warnings of her parents, she manages to disobey. It is interesting how Trito cannot go against her nature of being in contradiction with the rules. She seems to be attracted by everything she cannot do, and waiting for every occasion to commit a mistake, only to show how reckless she is.
Vignon’s regrets show how he recognizes how a fool he was to be thinking he could be stronger than the Gods of Water and change her personality. Moreover, this personality of being against all rules seems to be attached to her nature, and not to herself. In fact, the description given of her is only in opposition of how a girl should be, rather than the idea of her having an interior life. Her love story with the man she chooses, is slightly mentioned and under-documented. She is a product of the Gods rather than an active participant in her own destiny, until she decides to get married. At this moment she stops being an unpersonal feminine abstraction, at the sens of M.-L. Von Franz, and finds her place in the society.
Pinocchio also seems to be driven only by pleasure instead of reasoning, and falls into every trap on his way. He also is an unpersonal abstraction, representing everything a child should not be. Both of them only become active members of the society after a traumatic event, where they nearly lose the one person they cherish the most. They learn the importance of sacrifice, and accept all the other interdictions.
In the story of Qamar-Az-Zamar and Badoura, they both were subject to punishment from their father because of their unwillingness to get married. The storyteller describes the sadness of their parents, when they see how their project of having an heir is contradicted by their child’s opposition. They are described as the children every parent would like to have: they are incredibly beautiful, brilliant and well-mannered. And at the same time, are violent, stubborn and ungrateful, but still show an unfailing love for their parents. The course of their lives will take them into adventures that will teach them sacrifice.
The price is expensively paid by the parents, who always have to accept how different their child is from their imaginary version. It seems like these anti-heroes spend the first part of their lives making their parents pay for their audacity. Parents feel guilty to have been at fault so they suffer from their children’s mistake repeatedly. The attitude of the society of blaming them to be bad people or bad parents, confirms this idea of judgment and guilt.
When trying to understand this feeling of guilt, we come to think that it is actually linked to the idea of going against the order, defying a bigger force who decides who can have children and who cannot. Gepetto, when saying that he should have known better, seems to imply that he knew what the sanction was for his fault. And Vignon when thinking about finding a husband for his daughter, imagines that someone else could succeed where he failed. In fact, the husband Trito finds, seems to be against the rules too, or at least, he does not seem to fear social shame.
In both stories, men are confronted to their inability to have children, we will see in the next section, how mother nature rebalances the situation and allows them to be parents to a normal child.
4.2.3 The Quest for Redemption and the Intervention of Mother Nature
In the story of Pinocchio, the Fairy acts as a mother and cures him from his illness. She evolves through the story, starts as a child and ends up being a woman “old enough to be his mamma”. On the opposite of Gepetto, she has ways of making him do what he should, threatening him persuasively. She shows how a woman is a better parent than a man, and how foolish he was to think he could raise a son by himself. Pinocchio still tries to lie and fool her because it is in his nature to do so. When he gets better and leaves the Fairy, he goes back to his old habits of making bad choices, until he discovers that the Fairy has disappeared because of him. He feels guilty, realizes how sad his father should be to have lost him, so he decides to go back to him.
When explaining to Pinocchio why he could not grow up, the Fairy tells him that he has to learn to be a good boy if he wants to become a man. She forgives Pinocchio for his mistakes, when she sees his guilt and sorrow:– If you only knew the sorrow I felt and the tightening of my throat when I read, ‘Here lies…’
– I know it, and it is on that account that I have forgiven you. I saw from the sincerity of your grief that you had a good heart; and when boys have good hearts, even if they are scamps and have got bad habits, there is always something to hope for; that is, there is always hope that they will turn to better ways. That is why I came to look for you here. I will be your mamma.



He accepts every sacrifice to become a real boy, and the Fairy promises to fulfill his wish if he keeps up his end of the bargain:– I will study, I will work, I will do all that you tell me, for indeed I have become weary of being a puppet, and I wish at any price to become a boy. You promised me that I should, did you not?
– I did promise you, and it now depends upon yourself.



The intervention of the Fairy, and her maternal tone with Pinocchio shows what Gepetto lacks to raise his son. She pushes him to despair, so he understands how much he loves her and his father. She actually teaches him to lose his loved ones, to finally be put in a position of guilt and reparation. This is how he learns the sacrifices to make, to love and be loved.
The nature appears under the form of a giant dogfish that swallows Gepetto and keeps him imprisoned for 2 years. When Pinocchio gets inside the body of the monster, he finds his father and starts organizing their escape. When they finally manage to get out of the monster’s body and rejoin the coast, they nearly drown, and are saved by the tunny they met inside the dogfish. He arrives at the right moment when Pinocchio has nearly sacrificed his life to save his father. Pinocchio thanks the tunny by kissing him, and on his way meets again the villains he encountered in his story. He drives them away because he has finally understood his father and the Fairy’s advice. He meets the Talking-cricket who blames him for his behavior on their first meeting, apologizes and recognizes his mistake. He learns to work, to earn the food he need for his father and to take care of him. Knowing that the Fairy is in bad shape, he gives all the money he earned, to pay for her treatment. The Fairy, then having seen his good faith rewards him by making him a real boy:Well done, Pinocchio! To reward you for your good heart I will forgive you for all that is past. Boys who minister tenderly to their parents and assist them in their misery and infirmities, are deserving of great praise and affection, even if they cannot be cited as examples of obedience and good behavior. Try and do better in the future and you will be happy.
But imagine his astonishment when upon awakening he discovered that he was no longer a wooden puppet, but that he had become instead a boy, like all other boys. He gave a glance round and saw that the straw walls of the hut had disappeared, and that he was in a pretty little room furnished and arranged with a simplicity that was almost elegance. Jumping out of bed he found a new suit of clothes ready for him, a new cap, and a pair of new boots, that fitted him beautifully.
(…)
He then went and looked at himself in the glass, and he thought he was someone else. For he no longer saw the usual reflection of a wooden puppet; he was greeted instead by the image of a bright, intelligent boy with chestnut hair, blue eyes, and looking as happy and joyful as if it were the Easter holidays.



The Fairy, a woman gives life to Pinocchio as a real boy, she is the one who makes him realize how bad he behaves, and all the sorrow he causes to his father. It seems that the assistance of this woman is what Gepetto needs to become a father. Both father and son have to go through desperate and dangerous experience, to be reunited, after they get out of the dogfish’s body. I believe the dogfish gave birth to them properly and allowed them to be together. Pinocchio when he gets back to the shore, stops being that careless puppet and becomes a son who cares for his parents. Meanwhile Gepetto, becomes infirm, is facing his limits as a man, and needs his son to take care of him. They come back to the beginning of the story with their roles reversed. The Fairy tests his ability of being selfless, work and care for others, and when he has proven himself, he can become a boy. It is implicitly shown to Gepetto that he does not have the power of making a son himself, and his power is limited by the nature. Only the Fairy can make Pinocchio be a real boy, and for that, he has to learn sacrifice. She is omnipresent throughout the story, and changes shape constantly.
In this story, both Pinocchio and Gepetto face their castration, under the forms of The Fairy and the Dogfish. They represent woman and nature, the two forces they cannot overturn. The Fairy is benevolent, she advises Pinocchio but lets him suffer the consequences of his actions, and the dogfish represents the immense uncontrollable force of nature. They are imprisoned in its womb, like a mother carries a child, and Pinocchio needs to go beyond his selfish nature to save himself and his father.
In the tale of The Stubborn Girl, Trito is obsessed by the idea of going to the sacred woods. One day she takes her chances, only to prove everyone wrong about this interdiction she sees as mere superstition:People are all liars, she said. Why do adult tell nonsense to children? Today I will expose them all



Her encounter with Aziza the genie of the forest is as reckless as she usually is, she does not understand how dangerous he is. The genie is described as a garden gnome, and does not impress her because of its little size.
Aziza punishes her by making the bundle of wood, she carries on her head, heavier than she could ever carry. She uses her last forces to go back to the village, asks for help, but the genie frightens everyone who tries to help her. All men around, except her future husband, are afraid to intervene. Only her mother risks her own life to save her:Stubborn or not, unsubmissive or not, Trito is my daughter, she said. I will not abandon her. If you cannot help her, she shouted at the men standing around afraid to death, go away, bunch of incapables.



Cica uses fire to save her daughter and kills Aziza, the dreadful genie. It is interesting how only the love of her mother could save Trito from the punishment of the genie. Later she is judged by the great wizard of the village, and condemned to death, because of her disobedient behavior and the calamities it could cause to the country, if the genies would take revenge. Cica asks her husband to do his part in defending her against them, as she did hers against the genie. Both parents fight against the genies and the men to preserve their daughter.
Vignon has to explain the circumstances of her birth, and her nature, to plead for her immaturity, and incapacity to think wisely:However, my wife and I have raised her. Unfortunately our efforts to prevent her from going to the sacred forest have failed. She offended Aziza and obliged him to get out of the woods. Indeed it is a terrible fault, but she sweat blood and water to pay for it. Now, free from this maleficent charm, she seems calm and reasonable. Actually, has she not helped all the community? Why worship a hostile genie, hiding in the forest who may not help us in anything? Trito’s audacity has saved us all!



Since she finally becomes reasonable after her terrible experience, Vignon and Cica interpret their daughter’s attitude and her obsession of the forest as the evidence of bewitching by Aziza. When she went to the extent of her recklessness, she put herself in danger, forcing her parents to risk everything for her, to prove their love for their daughter. It is only after this experience, that they get to have a normal child. I believe the forces of nature, under the form of the genie of the forest intervenes to push them to the limits of their capacities. Trito understands how dangerous her disobedient attitude is to her parents and to every one she knows. The genie seems to know how daunting she is and plays it against her, so she becomes trapped in her own behavior. She finally learns guilt and reason, after this experience.
Nonetheless, like Vignon said, her audacity was needed to free the village from Aziza, and she actually gets to be rewarded for her temerity. In fact the idea of possession by the genie condones her for all her previous misbehavior, and allows a new chance to be accepted by the society. Before this experience she refused the idea of getting married, and after it she even chooses a suitable husband for herself. The idea of getting married seems to represent the acceptation of the social moral, and the roles in the society. Trito, previously was opposed to every rule, and her sudden reasonability and calmness seem to be associated with social insertion.
In this story, not only the parents are into question, but also the young girl who disobeys the social rules. The moral of the story is addressed to both parts. Stating to parents that the sacrifice to pay to have a child cannot be easy, it involves the risk of losing his own life, and to the disobedient child that rules have a reason to be and should not be opposed. The idea of sexuality is implicitly suggested, showing how bad it is for a girl to show herself naked to men, and how valuable marriage is to the community. Trito was born with the purpose of being led to the forest to meet the genie and confront her parents to the sacrifices they would be able to make. She only starts to live for herself when they have paid the price to have a child. Her parents continue to support her in her choice of marrying the man she loves instead of the prince. Vignon could, as the tradition enabled him, oblige his daughter to marry the prince. His family would agree, and Trito would have no choice. But he thought about the price he paid for this child, what she went through, and showed compassion. The family criticized his weakness, but he decided to not sacrifice his beloved daughter to the glory of being father-in-law to a King. There Vignon sacrificed his own vanity and ambition, for the good of his daughter, truly realizing what it took to really be a father.
In both of these tales, we can see how the nature, shows herself unavoidable. Despite their attempts to become fathers, Vignon and Gepetto are confronted to their castration and the power of mother nature, under the traits of the Gods of Water, or the Fairy and the Dogfish. Both represent the limits of their capacities, and the immensity of the maternal forces. The consequences of transgression are clearly indicated and they seem to feel guilty of their audacity. The references to the Gods of Water and to the Fairy confirm this idea of a maternal archaïc superego, and of traces of matriarchy in the collective unconscious.
In fact these stories show how much women are necessary to the balance of the society. On one hand the story of Pinocchio is mostly made of men, from the carpenter, to Gepetto, and the diverse animals (Talking-cricket, rabbits, crow, tunny, cat and fox). However the Fairy who only takes female appearance (girl, woman, blue goose) is the one who has the power to save him from dying and turn him into a real boy. On the other hand, the story of Trito, being herself a girl, questions the idea of giving, and how what the Gods can give is conditional and never really belongs to the receiver. Vignon is confronted to his inability to engender children at every of his daughter’s mistakes. His wife nearly sacrifices herself to save Trito’s life, even if she is not really the reason of her recalcitrant nature.
4.3 Punishments for Women’s Greed

Women’s greed and gluttony is represented in many tales, all across the world. In this section, we will discuss how the ideas of Melanie Klein about envy and the archaïc maternal superego are illustrated in European and African tales.
We will start with the example of the tale Rapunzel, by Jacob Grimm and Wilhelm Grimm (1812). In this tale a couple is longing for a child. Once the woman finally gets pregnant, she spends her day looking through her window, staring at a beautiful garden filled with flowers and herbs of all kinds. This garden was forbidden because it belonged to a fairy. The woman stared at a rapunzel from the garden, for a long time, and wanted it so much that she became ill, thinking that only a taste of it could heal her. She convinced her husband to go down to the garden and steal some of it for her. Unfortunately, on his second passage in the garden, the fairy saw him and accused him to be a thief. He promised to let her have his baby at birth, in exchange for more rapunzel, for his wife. The fairy took their baby, named her Rapunzel, and raised her in the forest, until she became a beautiful young woman. She kept her in a tower, away from the society. One day a prince found her, and fell in love with her. They spent time together in secret, in absence of the fairy, until Rapunzel got pregnant, and the fairy noticed it. She punished her, exiling her out of her tower, and set a trap to the prince. He lost his sight, falling down from the tower, and spent years wandering in the forest, looking for his beloved Rapunzel. She had twins with whom she was living miserably in the forest. They finally find each other, and Rapunzel’s tears of joy heals her prince’s eyes.
The first part of this tale describes the aspect of temptation, and how the spouse leads her husband to steal from the fairy. Then follows a series of incorporation and introjection mechanisms, where each character alternatively makes intrusion in another’s space to take his valuable assets. Sexuality is evoked as the result of temptation, and the fairy cannot prevent the prince from finding Rapunzel and getting her pregnant.
4.3.1 The Temptation
The tale of Rapunzel starts with a couple longing for a child, as soon as the woman gets pregnant, she wants something else and the envy devours her, nearly killing her and the child inside her. The desire of incorporation at all costs seems to represent the young mother’s pulsion of infanticide, and the Fairy is the figure of the law, showing the husband what a fool he is to be trying to content his wife.
The beautiful garden she sees through the window recalls the original garden of heaven, and the husband, is like Adam, pushed into disobeying the law. He steals from the Fairy, to cure his wife from the envy that is killing her. The punishment is high and they accept to pay it without fighting. They are condemned to lose their child and no information is given of them having another child. Actually Rapunzel being their first child, we can make a connection with the cultural tradition women of giving away the first child to their mother, as some demonstration of their debt of life.
The high tower seems surreal, so is the description of Rapunzel as intact, virgin, pure and perfect beauty. She seems to be the reflection of an ideal rather than a real person. The Fairy imprisons Rapunzel to preserve her innocence from human temptations and the mistakes of her parents. But she cannot prevent her from growing up and be a woman, object of men’s desire. She stays in contact with the regular world, while she keeps her out of sight, apart from human flaws. It is interesting that the Fairy is pictured as a witch in some versions of the tale, and is described as the one being envious toward Rapunzel’s freshness and beauty. However in this original version, she seems to represent some kind of powerful woman, a goddess punishing young couples at fault and pregnant women for their sins. She actually is a female representation of God punishing Adam and Eve for their sins.
The mother’s envy and greed was sanctioned with the deprivation of her child, and she was forced back to her state of infertility. Meanwhile her husband’s foolishness was punished by the castrating action of the Fairy. Just as the princesses in European tales, Rapunzel is an unpersonal feminine abstraction, she does not express personal thoughts or ambition, she does not really understand the consequences of her relationship with the prince, neither does she know about her own pregnancy. It seems the situation is reversed now that the prince leads her to yield to the temptation of sexuality. The Fairy punished her by sending her away of the tower, into the forest, to give birth alone and in pain, to her twins. Just as Eve was condemned to suffer from painful deliverance, so is Rapunzel. The meeting of the young people shows how temptation is inevitable and inherent to human nature.
4.3.2 The Envy Toward Others’ Goods
The pregnant woman wants to take possession of the Fairy’s plants, and the Fairy takes her child for revenge. Then the prince steals Rapunzel’s heart from the Fairy and she punishes her by letting her down on the ground, to suffer the pain of a pregnant (sinful) woman.
The somali tale Bouh and the magic cow (Waberi and Bourgeault 2001), describes the concepts of envy, and introduction into someone’s interior to steal his goods. The story takes place in the countryside of Djibouti, during a period of starvation. Bouh, a young shepherd, went into the woods to find some food, to feed his old parents. His siblings also had gone in other directions to look for ways of subsistance. On his way he met a gigantic cow, with big udders full of milk. She advised him to enter her womb to feed himself. Inside the cow, Bouh found all sorts of food, milk, fruits, cereals and delicate flowers, everything he could possibly want. The cow allowed him to take food and milk and every week, Bouh was bringing food to his family and neighbors, keeping them from starvation, and arousing the jealousy of his siblings. Eager to discover his secret, they followed him and found the magic cow. Bouh was forced to introduce his siblings to the cow, and she let them penetrate her body to find food. However, despite the warning of the cow to not touch her heart, Bouh’s elder brother, went against the rule in a movement of vanity, and cut it, while they were inside, deadly wounding the magic animal. The cow was mooing of pain, when some other shepherds came to shorten her misery by killing her, not knowing that Bouh and his family were inside. They all managed to escape, except the elder brother who was stuck inside and drowned in the animal’s blood. When the cow died, the rain fell signaling the end of the dry season.
In this tale, the cow is the protector of the child, she lets him enter her body to feed himself and save his family. She seems to be connected to the environment, especially when she appears at the dry season and disappears when the moist returns. The connection with the milk, particularly in the somali culture, historically nomadic shepherds, is very symbolic. We can’t help making a link with the Kleinian theory of positions at the beginning of the child’s life, the fantasies of introjection in the maternal body and incorporation of its goods. The cow’s body does not only contain food, but also flowers, fruits and security. Actually, all there is in the nature that is lacking in this environment of starvation. When entering the cow’s womb, Bouh realizes his fantasy of the lost paradise, going back to the maternal womb, and taking possession of everything that is a representation of his desire. The brother does not listen to the warning to not touch the cow’s heart and loses his life. This opposes the character of Bouh, as a caring boy, to that of his brother as a conceited man.
The Fairy’s garden is also a representation of the paradise, so is the tower where Rapunzel is taken to when she turns twelve. The prince fools Rapunzel, imitating the Fairy’s voice, and gains her trust. He manages to penetrate the tower, to meet with her and their relationship goes far enough for Rapunzel to get pregnant. When the Fairy tells him that he shall never see his beloved Rapunzel again, he tries to kill himself of despair, and becomes blind. This is his own punishment for having lost the object of his desire.
The Fairy’s attitude and extreme reactions show the cleavage between the good and the bad, the dissociation there is between the good mother and the dangerous evil one. She tries to protect Rapunzel from her own human flaws, but rejects her and becomes evil when she discovers her pregnancy.
The birth of Rapunzel’s twins seem to be echoing the creation of the world, after Adam and Eve were sent down on earth to suffer a human existence. Rapunzel will no longer be protected by the Fairy, and she will suffer the pains of life. This tale looks like a repetition of the genesis, with the Fairy being a representation of God. Her reaction to the prince shows how “evil” she thinks he is of having taken her Rapunzel’s innocence. She lets every character punishing himself with their guilt, and suffer their miserable fate, out of her paradisiac environment. Rapunzel and the prince end up reunited with their children, and live happily ever after. Her tears cure the prince’s eyes, and her loneliness ends when she finds him again. It seems they both are forgiven for their sins.
4.3.3 The Old Lady/Ogress Willing to Keep a Girl as Her Daughter
This idea of an old woman raising a girl apart from the society is recurrent in tales, especially in the berber culture of North Africa (Fares 1994). In some tales of this region, an ogress raises a girl as her daughter, and a prince comes to seduce her and take her away. The prince’s role is to take the girl back to the community and marry her to restore her in her position of exchange. Then the ogress loses power over the girl and is defeated. In the beginning of the story, the girl is with her brother, the ogress devours him, and offers to keep the girl alive as her daughter. When he meets with the beautiful girl imprisoned by the ogress, the prince promises:I will take you away and marry you. What are you doing here? The day the ogress will have nothing left to eat, she will kill you.



Farès describes how, in these tales the girl meets alternatively the ogress and the prince, they seem to evolve in three different environments, and run into each other at some specific moments. It happens in the same way in the story of Rapunzel. In the berber story, the prince also goes hunting when he hears the voice of the ogress’s daughter. He wants her to leave her mother and come with him, and needs to convince her to do so.
The ogress when she realizes that the prince is planning to take her daughter away, imagines a trap and has him kidnapped by an eagle. At that moment she advises her daughter not to kill the sheep she will encounter on her way to her prince. The author interprets this advice as symbolic of a warning to not lose her virginity to the prince. The prince manages to kill the eagle, and finds the girl to finally get married to her.
In this story the ogress, despite her previous tendency to eat children, seems as benevolent to her daughter as the Fairy, and yet the prince is represented as the savior, abducting the girl as his wife. The question is now if the relationship into question is really between the prince and the girl, or with men eager for sexuality and women not agreeing to sacrifice their virginity. The Fairy/ogress seems to be willing to protect the girl’s virginity at all costs, and love and passion still manages to drive girls to the accomplishment of their fantasies and desires. The princes always appearing as objects of temptations, and trangression, always succeed to persuade girls to leave their household and sacrifice their virginity for love. It sometimes results in pregnancy, which causes pain and suffering to the girl. The Fairy/ogress symbolizes maternal superego, warning the girl for her weakness with men and punishing her for her sins.
4.3.4 The Representation of Death in Fairytales
Denise Paulme in her study of the myths of West Africa was interested in the myth of death, and more particularly to the way in which the origin of death was described through the myths, in this region (1976, 122–127).
In these myths, it is described a time when death did not touch humans, but only animals. Death is described as a living man reclusive in the forest, while men lived in the villages, so they could not meet her. At the origin of the death of men, there was a gift made by death to humans, involving an obligation of retribution. Men failed to honor this debt, and death punished them. At this first meeting, humans did not know who they were dealing with, and they only realized it at the time of the sanction. In a tale, a woman was responsible for the deaths of men, because she had promised her daughter in marriage in exchange for food, and did not keep her promise. Death, in order to recover her due, took away not only the girl, but also the other men and women of the village. In this tale we can see that the death of humans has for cause the fault committed by a woman, refusing to let her daughter go. In other words, humans had never met death, because they respected the established rules, it is the transgression committed by the woman, that caused the human species, the curse and the threat of the death and disease, still unknown until then. We recognize here the idea of the transgression committed by women in the Bible, the one that condemned humanity to mortality. The disease is the result of death, acting on humans, without completely taking them away, but more in the form of aggression, leaving for marks the symptoms felt.
Denise Paulme studies the report in West African tales, between death and marriage. She sees in these tales, that death is associated with the change of lineage encountered through marriage. The action of death is reflected in marriage, where the girl dies in her own lineage to be reborn in another. Death at the outset encountered by the human being in an unfortunate accident persecutes men by taking their lives, which makes its action infinitely more dangerous because it is unlimited. She is also described in these tales as life itself, because after her encounter with the human, she gives meaning to her existence. Moreover, the character who represents death in some tales, is also the one who represents life. Death then appears in myths, both as a sanction, but also as the double of life, and the guarantor of order.
Coming back to the tale of Rapunzel, we can see how the Fairy, taking Rapunzel to heaven, as a sanction for her mother’s greed, is a punishment of death. She is deceived by the prince, and punishes Rapunzel when she realizes her pregnancy. Rapunzel is sent away of her paradisiac tower, to live the misery of the common world. She is punished for having kept a secret from the fairy and misbehaved with the prince. Also since she wanted to escape from this tower, she got to experience the pain of real life, instead of the boredom of paradise. It seems that it is in human or feminine nature to go against the rules. Nonetheless, those feminine goddess figures seem to always attempt to create a perfect version of the feminine nature, one that would stay untouched by men, sexuality or sins. The Fairy, acting as God makes everyone facing their responsibilities, and suffer the consequences. The prince become blind, and Rapunzel having suffered from her pregnancy, wander in the forest for years before having the opportunity to see each other again. In the story of the ogress, the prince nearly dies, facing different obstacles, and proves his value to marry the girl, while the ogress/sorcerer accepts to lose her daughter.
4.4 Women’s Jealousy in Tales

The topic of jealousy is very well documented in tales all across the world. Usually it is described with the character of the mean stepmother taking advantage of innocent children. We will approach this topic and see how in African tales, polygamy is best used to describe this context.
4.4.1 The Jealousy of Older Women Toward Young Women
Many tales show the young women’s beauty and innocence as a reason for older women’s jealousy. It seems that symbolic permutation is also into question in this specific context. When analyzing the tale of Snow White, we have no other reason than her beauty and purity, to explain why her stepmother wants to get rid of her. The idea of competition is also mentionned as an explanation, when the mirror tells her that she is no longer the most beautiful woman.
In the tale of Cinderella, the stepmother is also jealous of her beauty, especially compared to her own daughters. We can imagine that the jealousy is also addressed to her mother, in fact, Cinderella’s beauty and purity can be seen as a reflection of her mother’s. So the rivalry is between the two women or spouses, even if one them is dead. This configuration is very common in African and Middle Eastern tales, in the context of polygamy, where there is a competition.
Both Snow White and Cinderella are kind and honest, while their stepmothers are described as evil, mean and even witches in some versions of the stories. The tales always start with a father who fails to protect his daughter, and ends with the appearance of a prince who marries the heroine and protects her from her evil stepmother. Men are described as foolish or brave, but never conscious of women’s malevolence. Actually both young men and women are unpersonal abstractions, only showing impulses and beauty. The only character who is always described precisely is that of the woman, eager to stay the object of desire.
The jealousy builds up through the years, and the stepmother develops hatred toward her husband’s daughter. It seems that it is only when the girl is old enough to be a competition for the heart of a prince, that the stepmother is truly decided to get rid of her. In the tale of Cinderella, a Fairy is the exact opposite of the stepmother, and comes to help the young girl, in place of her mother. Eventually, we can imagine that the competition between the two women is not for the father’s heart but for the love of the prince. The stepmother sees her stepdaughter as newer, and more seductive, and she cannot accept losing her place to her.
As Marie-Louise Von Franz suggests in her analysis of women characters in fairytales, goddesses’ reactions are usually described as extreme, and violent. They are capable of the worst crimes to defend their assets (kingdom, children, position), and some stories of the mythology recall how violent they were to their husbands’ mistresses. It seems that malevolent women characters are described in echo to these goddesses, representing women’s aggressive impulses, to fight the fear of losing their place of males’ principal source of interest. Many tales show how this rivalry is transferred to children, especially daughters, as doubles of their mothers.
The Congolese tale of The jealous wife (Knappert 1971), illustrates the idea of a jealous mother, desperate for her daughter not being favored by her father.A man had two wives, both of whom he loved, and they each gave birth to a daughter, one called Pemba and the other Tsonda. The two daughters resembled each other very closely. The father showed great love for Pemba, and gave her special favors. He gave Pemba food, clothes and ornaments. Masekidi, Tsonda’s mother, had to buy ornaments and clothes for her daughter herself.



This unjust behavior of the father gave birth to Masekidi’s jealousy, and she started to plot against Pemba. She decided that she would kill her, when she would have a chance. One day, Pemba came to sleep with her sister, and because they were very close to each other, they exchanged their ornaments. Masekidi, not recognizing her daughter at night, killed her by mistake, in place of Pemba. When she realized what she had done, she tried to hide her body.
The father did not realize how bad he was to his daughter and wife, and how his favors to Pemba were hurting Tsonda and her mother. This irresponsible attitude of the father for years and years, pushed this woman to her worst behavior, and occasioned this murder. It is only when his daughter is dead, that the father starts looking for her, to offer her presents. It is the girl’s lover who discovers the truth, and exposes Masekidi to her husband. In this context, it seems that Tsonda herself was not sensitive to this situation, she still loved her sister, and her father, and had a lover who seemed to be important to her.
We have seen in the second chapter of this book, how the character of the father was usually described as irresponsible of the rivalry he caused between his spouses, and the consequences on his children. This character of the unconscious father seems to be the same representation in European tales. In the tale of Cinderella, a widowed father leaves his unique daughter as a prey for his mean wife, not seeing how dangerous she may be to her. Snow White’s father makes the same mistake, actually, some version of the tale describes him as sick and incapable of reaction. I believe, this explanation is a justification of his inability to protect his daughter.
More briefly, men characters in tales are foolish, and vulnerable, to women’s charms. They are ready to sacrifice their children for the love of a woman. The tales describing how a husband is led into leaving his children at the demand of his wife (Hansel and Gretel), rightfully illustrate this point. However, women when they are described as witches, are supposed to use magic to convince their husbands of abandoning their children. Sometimes, their charms, and seduction is enough to convince them. Nonetheless, men are almost never accountable for their mistakes, their children always forgive them, and all the fault is attributed to the woman, source and end of the problem. Jealousy is the first reason for their crimes, and is supposed to explain on a binary way, their worst reactions.
But what is jealousy, if not the refusal to sacrifice one’s place for a newcomer? In fact the jealous woman is the one who refuses to share her position, or to let someone else’s daughter be favored upon hers. She is punished for this behavior, and described as evil. The devouring mother is jealous and eager to keep the interest of men, she refuses to let younger women take her place as the object of desire. She wants men’s exclusive interest. She is always punished for her sins, and the balance is reset with a prince, decided to protect the princess, until his interest for a new woman triggers her rage and wakes up her aggressive instinct. So the cycle continues, always putting women characters in positions of sacrifice and depending on the men’s desire.

4.4.2 Polygamy and Rivalry
The tales of the Arabian Nights give two descriptions of polygamy. On one hand, the prince Qamar-Az-Zamar refuses to get married because of the jealousy and malevolence he saw from women. This climate of jealousy and aggressivity was reinforced by the situation of polygamy, where women had to fight each other to gain the favors of their husband. On the other hand, his story with the princess Badoura ends up in the situation of polygamy, where the two Queens share a true friendship. In fact the story describes how the prince become King was equally loving to both of his wives. However the exclusive passion and the love he had for Badoura does not seem to be compatible with this relationship, but it is how the tellers have chosen to represent it.
In West African tales, polygamy always represent women’s intrigues, and malevolence toward each other. We have seen in the second chapter of this book, how the woman who suffers her co-wives’ attacks is represented as the good mother. In fact many tales and legends we have cited, show this climate of aggression inside the family, and the incapacity of the husband to be impartial.
In European tales, it seems that polygamy is not overtly represented, but the dead first wife stays alive through the representation of her children, particularly her daughter. The attacks of the stepmother are directed to the daughter and also to the souvenir of her mother. She usually tries to get rid of her, to erase her memory and become the only wife. So the relationship into question is the one between the two women. Men are just the object of their desire, and the prize of the competition.
In both European and West African tales, the children are endangered by this rivalry and suffer the consequences of their mothers’ anger. We can imagine how the projections of each mother of her own aggressive impulses finds shape in the fear of the others’ malevolent actions. The idea of sorcery, very commonly represented in tales shows how this archaic maternal superego, under the traits of the other woman, keeps threatening the mother. Moreover the relationship between the stepmother and the stepdaughter, represent all the aggressive impulses at work in the mother–daughter relationship. The stepmother hates her stepdaughter so she can love her own daughters.
In the situation of polygamy, the dissociation between the good and the bad, the inside and the outside, the good mother and the mean mother stays vivid, through the projections on the other woman, susceptible to be everything we fear. The tale of The jealous wife (1971) shows how dangerous a stepmother can be, when she horribly kills the young girl:She took the ramrod to her hut and laid it with its point in the fire. When it was red-hot she took it out and walked over to the part of the floor where the two girls were sleeping side by side on their mats. Blind by anger, she killed the girl with the ornaments on, the girl who was sleeping farthest from the fire. She could not see very clearly, as she was standing between the fire and the girls, and she did not look closely, for angry people are usually in a hurry. She stabbed the glowing ramrod into one of the girls’ nostrils and pushed on up until the girl was dead. This is the surest way of killing a person without leaving a mark, a bruise or a wound.



So blinded by anger, she coldly and precisely killed her own daughter. Her goal was for the father to only have her daughter left, and finally consider her and favor her. And in the end she is deprived of her only child. When she realizes what she has done, she cannot accept the lost of her daughter, and keeps her body in the woods. She still talks to the corpse and feeds it, denying the evidence of her death.
Masekidi is punished for her actions, and loses her mind:The men tied a liana round her neck and dragged her away. In the village, in front of the chief’s hut, lay the corpse, tied to a pole, and there sat the woman, a rope round her neck, resigned and waiting or the end. The people were standing round the village square. They did not dare to talk, but they slapped themselves on the buttocks in terrors, for they all feared that the woman was a dangerous witch, because only witches kill their own children.



When she receives the final judgment, she blames her husband for the death of Tsonda:He my husband, wanted it this way, he never gave anything to the child.



The author gives an advice to young men in the end, as a conclusion for this tale: “always be just and fair to all your wives and children”. So despite the fact that the woman is blamed for her jealous behavior, men are taken for responsible or this hostile climate consequence of their injustice. The father is punished with the death of his daughter. Everyone is actually punished for their lack of action, while jealousy was silently devouring Masekidi.
Coming back to the European tales, the jealous stepmother is usually punished as well. She is either dead, or abandoned but in neither of these situations, the father has a role. In the story of Snow White, she dies of despair and jealousy, and in that of Cinderella, she goes away while the heroine forgives her stepsisters and keeps them at the court. All these examples illustrated by tales show how while, in the theory of Devereux marriage is an alliance and a communication between men, and women only are the subject, in those tales, the situation is reversed. It is all about a communication between women, and men only are the object of this communication. Men exist to create trouble, they interfere in the fundamental mother–daughter relationship. Their hatred toward each other takes shape in their desire, and the desire they see in men’s eyes.
4.5 Summary

In this chapter, we have analyzed and compared European, Middle Eastern and African tales to understand how the feminine figures are represented. In the first part of this chapter, we have tried to better understand the representations of sleep and pregnancy in tales. In the second part, we have discussed how transgression was severely punished for people who tried to have children against the agreement of mother nature. Then, in the third part, we have shown the representation of women’s envy and introjection in tales. Finally, we have discussed the topic of women’s jealousy toward each other, polygamy and rivalry in tales.
We showed how in some tales the phase of sleep represented the pregnancy after a previous encounter with the prince. We discussed how the sexual encounter was disguised through the brutal collusion with a sharp object, or the meeting of a hunter in the case of Snow White. We also discussed how sleep could have the property of hiding, deceiving and disguising characters and situations, particularly in the story of Shahrazad in the Arabian Nights. We have discussed how young heroines or European fairytales are unpersonal feminine abstractions, only representing beauty and impulses. The character of the devouring mother, commonly distributed in tales across the world show this tendency to extreme reactions, as the goddesses of Greek mythology. The comparison with women characters of the Arabian Nights offered us a wider palet of women’s description.
The analysis of the tale of Pinocchio, compared to the tale of The Stubborn Girl showed how men who did not accept the supremacy of nature over their own will, would be punished with a defying child. These stories gave examples of the itinerary of fathers willing to have children and their misadventures. Sooner or later nature shows itself and makes men face their castration. The family is put through a series of events, forcing them to prove their values, and they only get to be parents when they have been approved.
Women’s greed was the topic of the third part, illustrated with the tale of Rapunzel, where the pregnant woman pushed her husband to steal from the Fairy, causing the loss of their daughter. This tale, as a replication of the genesis, puts again the woman in the position of the sinner. However, in its second part, the prince is the one pushing the innocent girl into sexuality. We have seen how this tale was a series of events occasioning the insertion into the other and the depossession of his/her properties. The comparison with tales from North Africa, showed how the figures of the ogress and the Fairy, keeping the young girl as taboo and pure, was a symbol of men’s castration. In some ways, we understood it like a residue of a matriarchal figure. The idea of greediness of these figures, only show the remains of men’s Kleinian representation of the phallic mother, who has all the power, and the goods, this archaïque image of the mother, the child is envious of. The analysis of a somali tale (Bouh and the magic cow), lays the stress on the mechanisms of introjection and incorporation, and previous references to the myths of devouring mothers and ogresses confirm this conception.
Then we ended this chapter with a section about women’s jealousy and how the character of the stepmother or the co-wife is commonly used to represent it. We made references of several tales, to better understand the impulses at work in the mother–child relationship and more specifically between mother and daughter. We could see through the devouring mother’s character, the expression of women’s aggressive impulses toward their daughters as a refusal of symbolic permutation. The daughter is more dangerous to her mother as she represents the moment when she has to yield her place. We have seen in the previous chapters how the references to goddesses of maternity in Hinduism had the role of containing the projections of aggressive impulses and anxiety of castration. The analysis of these tales and the role of powerful female figures rightfully illustrate the foundation of these unconscious thoughts.
Finally, we have discussed the role of the male characters in these tales, and we could see how they sometimes are described as silent witnesses, or motives of women’s reactions, rather than active participants. We could imagine how these stories, actually represent the relationship between women themselves, with this matriarcal superego, with their daughters and with their representations of themselves as women or mothers. It seems that these tales about women’s greed, rivalry and polygamy, under disguised appearance, represent the structural conflict of femininity and maternity, the ultimate question of the sacrifice of sexuality and symbolic permutation.
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Footnotes
1“Vaut-il mieux avoir un enfant qui vous couvre de honte ou rester sans enfant? Je voulais à tout prix un descendant. Me voilà bien servi! Je devrais marier cette fille pour que son époux la mate comme il faut” (p. 13).
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5.1 The Mother Who Has Worked

Abdoulaye-Bara Diop (1985) studied the constitution of the Wolof family, and the representation of women. According to this author, the mother in the Wolof family is responsible for children’s education. She must show authority and inspire respect. Here we recognize the good mother, or the maternal ideal described through tales and myths. The mother is the principal carer of boys, until about the age of five, and specifically supervises girls until their marriage. The role of the mother toward her daughters is to introduce them to housework and their role as future wives. For this, she teaches them good morals, obedience and patience with men, as well as the behavior to have in society. The ideal wife is the one who is submissive to her husband, and sensitive to her children’s needs (p. 51).
In the Wolof conception, the maternal side transmits not only the blood, the flesh, but also the personality and the intelligence, says the author (p. 19). The uterine lineage will be considered responsible for the predisposition to certain diseases such as leprosy, considered the most serious. The gift of sorcery is also transmitted by the mother. From the agnatic line (patrilineage), the child receives bones, nerves and courage. Only the minor qualities related to witchcraft can come to him from this side (supernatural vision). In this conception, we noticed the idea of sresponsibility of both parents, in the child’s future, however it seems that the biggest part is attributed to the mother.
Boubacar Ly, in his thesis of sociology, evokes the sociological Wolof concept of “Ndeye-ju-liggey”, in English: the mother-who-has-worked-well. The mother-who-has-worked-well is the woman who has fulfilled all her obligations toward her husband and parents-in-law. (…) The children of such a woman have, in the popular belief, all the facilities, to succeed, in their endeavor whatever they are. They will be spared from bad luck and misfortunes of all kinds (Ly 1966, p. 256).1 We can see that the responsibility of women over the future of their child in Wolof society goes beyond the hereditary elements mentioned above by Abdoulaye Bara Diop. Her behavior toward her husband and in-laws has a direct influence on the fate of her children. The merit of a woman whose children are successful is primarily, to be a good wife. On the opposite, the bad behavior, the insubordination toward the husband or family-in-law, generate misfortune, for herself and her children. They will pay the price of her bad behavior. For a long time, this concept has been “the expression of the domination of men over women in Senegal” (Mbow 2001). In fact, Penda Mbow recalls how this vision is extended to all women who have given birth to important personalities, men and women who have more or less succeeded in their lives. The perspective of a bright future for the offspring has always been used to inflict to the woman, injustices in the household and in-laws.
In the traditional configuration of the Wolof family, and Senegalese in general, according to the Senegalese Family Code, the head of the family is the husband. Abdoulaye Bara Diop illustrates this point by referring to the advice given to the bride, leaving the parental home. She is recommended for submission, patience and resignation to her husband, who will be responsible of her. According to the author, this domination of the husband was reinforced by “patriarchal Islam, recognizing male superiority” (p. 65). It was misinterpreted in their favor, by men, having more access than women, to knowledge and religious education.
Hence the idea of a bright future is the consolation lot for all women who are suffering in their households. These authors have shown how this conception seems to be a reason for women not to fight for their emancipation, or in opposition a threat for those who refuse to accept the husband’s or in-laws’ domination. The tales we have analyzed in the second chapter of this book contain references to the character of the good mother of the hero. We could see how much details were given of her suffering, as if it truly was part of the construction of her child. In fact, the mother’s courage through a difficult life seems to be a motivation for a child to succeed. Penda Mbow insisted on the socio-economic conditions, and their effect on children’s education. According to her, women could be taken for responsible of the unemployment and delinquency of their children, despite the clear link between the lack of financial resources in the household and the quality of children’s education, which is the responsibility of the father. So it actually all comes back to the mother, who is supposed to find resources, courage, strength and ways to keep the household together, despite her own (often) lack of education and resources.
Many believe that the values of courage and abnegation through the obstacles of life should be taught to children, however can we say that the husband and the in-laws are part of those obstacles? If we consider them this way, it is supposed to be in their nature to dominate and inflict maltreatments to women. So are they obstacles put on the woman’s way, for her to prove her courage, and merit to have a child who succeeds? If so, are they not responsible for their actions?
The concept of the mother-who-has-worked-well is supposed to be an explanation and a consolation, to keep women in patience for a potential positive outcome. The tales showing good mothers suffering, help to reinforce this belief, and imply to not consider any other options for a woman, as well as the lack of consequences for men. The telling of these tales educate children in their social roles, and the prerogative it gives to them. It humanizes this good mother in her suffering, but also gives it a purpose, a reason, other than pure wickedness or selfishness for her antagonists. It also confirms the idea that the good mother should not show violence, and never seek revenge. The maltreatment are detached of their perpetrators, and melt in the environment, as testing and attacks from the fate. The situation will turn out positively, and she will be rewarded for her efforts.
The woman becomes emancipated only when her child grows up to be her principal carer, and avenges her by showing how right she was to be patient. However, in tales, the good mother is never supposed to be emancipated. She is described as patient, courageous, lonely, ugly or beautiful, dead or alive (depending on the stories), but never represented as a threat to anyone. The woman who is described as emancipated, powerful, is also described as non-submissive, aggressive and dangerous. Emancipation is not so attractive after all. It contains the perspective of liberation simultaneously to the threat on marginalization.
The idea of the emancipation is disturbing for the society, because of the changes it incurs in the structure of the family. So we come back to the idea of controlling women. In the traditions of wedding in Senegal, we have described how the advice given to the bride laid the stress on her obedience and effort to be patient to her husband. The promise of rewards with the achievements of her children is supposed to be sufficient as a motivation to stay married even when the household does not cover her needs. In fact, the wedding being not only between the two people, but more an alliance between the families (Dolphyne 1991), every conflict in the couple would generate consequences in the larger family. So in order to maintain this alliance, and avoid rebellion, the concept of the mother-who-has-worked-well seems to be the most effective strategy.
Issa Laye Thiaw (2005), in his description of the Seerer cultural practices, evokes the recommendations made to the young bride, by the women who supervise newly wed women:We want you to have courage, because living with neighbors is not pleasant (easy). Nor is the marriage pleasant (easy). It is the patience that gives the human being what he wants in life. Because if you go back to the marital home, you’ll know later how things work. Certainly, you will be subjected to all the tests to prove yourself. (…)
So you have to redouble your efforts. Often, you love those who hate you more than those who love you.2

(…) Do you know that the woman who follows advice has a good marital life? Because everything the married woman does, it is not for herself that she does it, but for the future of her children.3




The advisor insists on the respect to have for her family and lineage, and especially the idea that her family should not be ashamed of her behavior. She also implies that the bride should be responsible for the consequences of her choice to get married, and that the tests she will be subject to, could have the quality to strengthen her relationship with her husband. In this insinuation, we notice the idea that the bride is supposed to endure these experiences because of womanly indecision. The idea “women love people who hate them more than those who love them” implies the belief that they should be treated with severity, and will only recognize the adult/male/in-law’s authority when it is exercised with strength. This belief gives the dimension of power to the husbands and in-laws and infantilizes the woman, as a child whose education will be completed during the marriage.
Camille Lacoste-Dujardin (1996) has studied the situation of kabyle women from North Africa, immigrants in France and particularly the organization of the wedding, and the status of the young bride. According to her, the submission is indispensable for the marriage to work, the young bride has to show her best behavior to her husband and in-laws. She will be rewarded by the birth of her first child which will truly mark her insertion and presence in this new family:In the months following the marriage, the young Algerian is helped to support her domination by a hope, that of being a mother. She is in fact, waiting, waiting for maternity. (…) it is only on this condition that she will be a woman in her own right, that she will play a slightly less submissive role among the women of the household …4




So the idea of submission to the husband and in-laws remains as a rule for the woman to achieve her own personal development, and also for the wedding to work. The birth of her first child, and preferably of a boy, will allow her to be considered as a part of the family instead of a stranger. Camille Lacoste-Dujardin uses the analogy of the workplacement, describing how the young bride is tested in her mother-in-law’s family. It seems like she has all the reasons to fear their judgment, and her husband’s parents have the right to decide the divorce, since they usually are the ones deciding the marriage (in the context described by the author).
This sort of emancipation of the young bride at the birth of her son is confirmed by the relationship between mother and son in the kabyle culture. The author describes how the son is his mother’s man, he is the proof of her fertility, and gives her the social status and the authority in her household and soon becomes her protector. This function of protector is reinforced in the Islamic law, giving to the son, the prerogative of tutor to his mother in case of her remarriage.
The son pictures the accomplishment of his mother, and allows her to embrace her social status and authority. The best way to show this authority is toward her daughter-in-law, who will be the destination of all her aggressive impulses. She is supposed to show very little traits of personality, that would be in contradiction to her mother-in-law’s preferences, an unpersonal abstraction that would be flexible enough to be managed. So we see here how the mother extends her power to the daughter-in-law, like the stepmother to her stepdaughter. She uses her as a relay to her authority on her son’s sexual life. The daughter-in-law is here in the only space her mother-in-law cannot occupy: the son’s bed.
Camille Lacoste-Dujardin makes references to the character of the ogress in the berber literature, as we have discussed previously. She confirms the idea of male castration. This brings us to the refusal of symbolic permutation, of the woman who dominates the young girl, managing her son’s marriage, by controlling his relationship with his wife, interferes in their relationship.
Coming back to the concept of the mother-who-has-worked-well, we can imagine how the husband, being infantilized too, in his position of witness of his family’s actions, is also counting on his wife’s patience, and not accountable for his own mistakes. The idea of testing is also helping to lower the guilt of the in-laws about their behavior toward the bride. In fact, if she refuses to stay, maybe it is because she is not the right one to marry. Women in their position of mother-in-law, in the reality, as well as in tales, confirm this rivalry with younger women, strangers who were invited to take their place as medias to extend the family. The idea of the mother-who-has-worked-well in West Africa and the traditions of North Africa, shows how the cycle of turns is organized, and how difficult it is for a woman to have her rightful place in her family. Camille Lacoste-Dujardin describes how women tend to keep this cycle and maintain this hatred toward each other, as a refusal to let go with their son. Henceforth this shows how men have a place of phallic object, in the conversation between women. The power goes from one woman to the other, and men’s domination is just an expression of their mascarade.
Nonetheless, the evolution of society, giving more and more opportunities for women to be economically independent, tends to diminish their guilt and abnegation. The perspectives of freedom, and financial resources to offer better education to their children, are a counterweight for the concept of the mother-who-has-worked-well. In fact, children will not be a charge for the maternal family, in case of divorce, so the woman’s family is more likely to accept the idea.
Even if marriage stays an ideal and the proof of women’s virtue, the emancipation and the acceptance of women as chief of families is growing silently.
5.2 Marriage and Divorce

5.2.1 Polygamy
This point is very important because it characterizes a large part of the Senegalese population. According to Codou Bop, more than one in two Senegalese live in polygamous marriages (1996, p. 138). Abdoulaye-Bara Diop considers that, due to its frequency and the problems it poses, polygamy is an important aspect of Wolof society (p. 183). This data seems ubiquitous, according to this author, because the husband can decide at any time to remarry, even at a late age. He relies on Lévi-Strauss’s postulate on generalized exchange (Lévi-Strauss 1967) to explain it. Indeed, it seems that in this situation of widespread exchange, with the risk of being isolated, men protect themselves by multiplying the number of wives.

Sylvie Fainzang and Odile Journet (1989) focused on the subject of polygamy, in urban areas in Senegal, as well as in France, in Senegalese families of immigrants. These authors emphasize the situation of rivalry, for women in these households. This rivalry is expressed primarily in the ways women find, to attract their husband’s attention and preference. In the public sphere, it extends on their social images (reputation, fame) and which are reflected onto children, whom successes are attributed to their mother and make the pride of their father.
These ways touch different aspects of a woman’s life. It may be gossiping about the co-wife and her children, up to the degradation of her personal property. The topic of sorcery is often present in this area because of the high level of suspicion. Children are particularly at risk of sorcery coming from their mother’s rivals or their children (Ortigues and Ortigues 1966). Abdoulaye-Bara Diop referred to the recurrence of the motive of witchcraft in divorce demands in traditional Wolof society (p. 208). Because it is passed on by the mother to the children, the purpose of the divorce is to prevent the line from being tainted. Abusive denunciations could also be made, to put aside a co-wife.
The increase in the cost of living raises the difficulty for men to maintain several households, making women obliged to participate financially in the household, far exceeding their regular share of contribution determined by tradition, religion or modern law. Work is, at this moment, a means of freeing oneself from dependence to the husband, and an advantage over co-wives.
We have discussed earlier, the representation of polygamy in tales, and especially the rivalry between co-wives. In fact tales describe this aspect, and the consequences of jealousy. Women are invited to see the submissive and good co-wife as an example of behavior. And men are invited to be better managers, to be more equal and just to their future wives. However, the rivalry is always described as natural and logic in this context of competition. It seems like it is in the nature of women to be mean to each other. The good mother is the one who is better, stronger, in her submission and courage. Through her co-wives’ and in-laws’ behavior, she fights against the envy, the jealousy and the aggression of women in general. If she stays until the end of this fight, she will be rewarded with the success of her children. So in some ways she is taken as a hostage, and her children’s fate depend on her ability to endure.
When, even more frequently in rural environments, co-wives share the same habitation, the relationship between the younger bride and the first wife is usually difficult and requires total submission from her. Sometimes, the age of the younger bride, makes her naturally submissive to the older, and at the same time physically more attractive. She is supposed to treat her co-wife as her mother, respect her and take care of the house work.
Actually, she has the same role, Camille Lascoste-Dujardin described of the Algerian daughter-in-law. She also comes to interfere in this relationship, the husband had with his previous wife, who keeps her place as the housewife. The husband, like the son usually is a witness of their interactions, not willing to interfere and take a responsibility. In fact, the possibility of the wives getting along, diminishes their attempts to attract his preference.
Moreover, women are often not in a position of power, when their husbands remarry and they reproduce the paradox of the submissive sacred woman as the good mother, in opposition with the seductive attractive woman, who “steals” their husband. Their financial dependency reinforces this position of submission, usually forcing them to accept this situation, instead of showing their disapproval. They are victims of the situation, more than active participants, and are usually maintained in this position, by their family, or social environment, advising them to stay for the sake of their children. In fact, we will see later how the situation of divorce, with the unrealistic calculations of alimony (maintenance) for children, is more likely to put the woman in a position of insecurity.
Despite the usual description of polygamy, there is another way of seeing this particular problem, from the point of vue of women who “steal” husbands. In the recent years, we have seen more and more young women, in the higher classes of the society, financially independent, and open-minded, willingly engaging into polygamy. In this perspective, we cannot think of it as submission. In fact, considering the young woman engaged in a new household, where she is supposed to be submissive to her husband and in-laws, we may have the vision of maltreatment, and it clearly represents the vision of the good mother in tales. But the image of the seductive woman, who chooses her husband and controls her interactions, is also represented. In countries where marriage is socially valued, and out-of-union sexuality is not accepted, polygamy is actually an alternative.
Women have to share their husband, and accept the idea of not having an exclusive relationship. But what if men were seen as phallic object, at the center of women’s exchanges. In this context of chosen polygamy, women have the status of married women for the society, without the full-time obligations of marital life. They keep their own spaces, where the husband is invited during his turns. In this context, a husband is more likely to be an accessory of their success, than a dominant regent of their household. However, the game of seduction tends to entertain the mascarade of men being dominants toward them.
We may use the example of Ndjeddo Dewal’s daughters as representative of this mascarade. If we tell this story on male’s perspective, we could say that they were taking advantage of the seven beautiful daughters. But they were not the end of the interaction, they were just means to feed their mother. The submission to them was a mascarade, for these girls to take advantage of them. Men thought they were dominant on these beautiful girls who let them take advantage of them sexually, but were actually dominated by their charms. Saying that polygamy advantages women, would be an exaggerated and false statement. But we have to consider this perspective as a demonstration of the images showed in tales. Men are victims of women’s charms and sorcery. Therefore the most dangerous women are the most seductress, attractive and independent. These qualificatives all lead to the character of the powerful image of the devouring mother, which is blamed in most cultural settings, valuing the character of the saint and submissive good mother.
The global evolution of the society, raises other ideals for women, representing a more realistic image of their problematics. The most traditional contexts are also evolving to more comprehensive frames to embrace the potentialities of life. In fact, the presence of women in higher places of decision (law, politics, education, health) leads to the evolution of those spaces, for a better level of equity. However the fight for power is still ongoing, and the idea of equity as natural, still seems like an unreachable ideal.
The paradox we evoked between the two images of women raises guilt, keeping them from attaining their full potential. All the society works for this system to be maintained, as if the fear of being dominated by women was persistent in the collective unconscious. So it seems like the character of the good mother was made-up, built and shaped to fight the idea of rebellion. Girls listening to these tales are trained to be submissive and courageous if they want to correspond to the social ideal of the good woman/wife/mother. The power of the devouring mother described in the character of the Fairy, the ogress or the stepmother is as fearful as it is attractive. She represents the excelling of the woman in the exercise of her power of devastation.
Men in their position of power in the social and private environment, are the safeguards of the unbalanced system they have put so much energy and strength to create, starting internally with the management of their own anxiety against this archaic maternal superego remaining in the traces of matriarchy. Women with both the guilt they are trained to have against their own nature, and the jealous envy to be in the main position of the object of desire, relay this submission, as a rule of behavior. The control of women’s sexuality seems to be at the center of this rule of behavior, placing men as decision makers for women’s reproductive medias. The practice of excision seems to be representative of this situation where the part of them, which is attached to seduction and lust, is detached, living intact the sacred virgin maternal image. Women are indispensable, but men would like to keep their most manageable part even if their seductive part is what makes them so attractive.
The mascarade serves this purpose of arousing men’s desire, from the idea of lack, while they actually are evidences of women’s domination, in their inability to fight their own desire toward them. Women represent this enigma of attractive fragility, and disturbing strangeness. Like the elements of nature she is linked to, she keeps the representation of unpredictability of her elusive kind. The search for emancipation seems threatening as if it was leading to chaos, even when the goal may only be the obtention of equal rights and peace. But this representation of peace is not very realistic, when we think of it as the full acceptation of domination of one gender on the other.
5.2.2 The Divorce
According to Abdoulaye-Bara Diop, divorce was difficult in traditional Wolof society and could not be decided solely by the spouses. Serious reasons, seen or shared by family leaders should be invoked, to allow it. The author quotes precisely the Wolof proverb, indicating how much more difficult it is to get divorced than to get married: “Sey lu ka takk tasu ka” (p. 206).
The most common reasons for divorce were infertility, the difficulty of giving birth to healthy children for women, or the helplessness of the husband, violence, witchcraft and woman’s faults (gossip, quarrelsome character, noncompliance). The woman’s refusal to have sex with the husband is also included in the list of reasons in the category of defects that may lead to divorce. Likewise, women could complain about their husbands not willing to have sexual intercourse, as a motive for divorce.
Codou Bop, in describing the life of women heads of households, evokes the progressive disengagement of fathers (husbands or not), toward their children, and the increasing number of professionally active women, financially contributing to the home. In this perspective, the increase in the number of divorces seems to be explained, by both women’s empowerment, through education and sexual freedom, and men’s disengagement from family life.
Mamadou Mbodji (2002) also notes, from the point of view of the current status of women, a discordance and a disparity between the evolution of women’s increased roles, which has been faster than that of their status, while the roles of men are often disconnected from the status attributed to them by society, judged by the author to be “abusively privileged” (p. 583).
The women of Dakar now have more ambitions than those of yesterday, both at home and at work, while men seem to take less responsibility. The price of the legal care pension that is supposed to be paid by the husband has remained the same for several years, although the cost of living has changed significantly, it is the same amount, independently to the husband’s income. Codou Bop notes the important number of complaints to the court, for nonpayment of this pension, forcing women to find solutions to support themselves by their own means. These solutions take the form of different networks of solidarity between women.
The tontines are means of mutual financial assistance, savings and credit, which can be organized between women of the same family, or the same neighborhood. Mbootay are self-help groups of women peers living in the same neighborhood, who contribute to support each member on the occasion of a family event. The daahiras are partisan associations of a religious leader, and the ndeydikke are friends, sharing common interests. Associations of women citizens of the same village are also self-help groups, promoting exchange and solidarity.
Despite the fact that women’s education rate has increased, it remains low compared to men, and many are not informed of their rights. Codou Bop notes that ¾ divorces have not been pronounced by the courts, so many women have been repudiated, thus losing any right of appeal at the level of the authorities. The tradition, but also the judicial practice in Senegal attributes, in most cases, custody of the children to the woman, especially if it is about girls, or young children. The Family Code, as well as Sharia law, prohibits any natural paternity research action in the child’s courts. The biological father is the only one who can recognize his child. This is where family and social environment plays its part, usually putting pressure on the father to recognize his child. In fact, the idea of having a child without a father is considered as shameful, and will reflect on the family’s reputation. Therefore, girl’s parents, and extended family will be more likely to go to the father’s family, ask for a social recognition of the father’s paternity, and eventually a wedding.
According to Abdoulaye-Bara Diop, Islam and colonization made divorce easier and more frequent than it was in traditional Wolof society. Islam simplified divorce proceedings to the extreme by instituting repudiation, while colonization, without opposing this practice, abolished the severe sanctions against unfaithful wives, thus helping to free morals (p. 211).
As we have seen in the previous chapters, the worst mistake a woman could make is to be unfaithful. The idea of a woman having sexual intercourse with another man than her husband, puts all her family into question and at fault. The women who raised her are at fault for not having done it properly, her mother especially to have raised a girl of bad reputation, and eventually her children if there is any doubt on their father’s paternity. The idea of a woman having a sexual appetite is directly linked to her eventual immoral behavior. Like Camille Lacoste-Dujardin recalls for Algerian women, feminine sexual initiatives would be considered as exaggerated and disturbing, because such a behavior is that of a prostitute. Likewise, a woman who seems to have some kind of sexual experience, arouses the suspicion of her husband that she might not be satisfied, and search for other experiences with other men.
Moreover, divorced women usually have a bad reputation, reinforcing the fear of married women to file for divorce. Many authors have described the analogy made between divorced women and prostitutes, through the title of “free women”. According to Fatou Sow et al. (2004), Senegalese society recognizes women’s right to sexuality only in the context of marriage, procreation and husband’s satisfaction (p. 103). The woman’s refusal to have sex with her husband is unacceptable, because according to these authors, society, as well as religion, asserts that it is the duty of a wife to her husband.
The commonly accepted view of the woman’s passivity during the sexual intercourse illustrates that idea of women’s sexual satisfaction being synonymous with vulgarity or perversion. We also note the fear among the women that their satisfaction could raise their husband’s suspicion that they have a knowledge of sexuality. This could make him think that they have acquired this experience elsewhere. Sexuality when exercised outside marriage is not accepted in many African societies where a single woman is considered to be chaste (Sow et al. 2004, p. 105). Jean-François Werner (1993) was interested in the way in which the exercise of sexuality outside marriage is perceived in different African countries. The author evokes the notion of “free women”, its definition changing according to the way in which sexuality is perceived, in a defined cultural framework. According to this author, the term “free women” in Rwanda refers to either prostitutes or wage earners, or generally unmarried and financially independent women. In Côte d’Ivoire, this term refers to lovers of men who are already married, but does not indicate emancipation or financial independence. This is all the more marked, as the author reports that the material and intellectual autonomy of a woman in Côte d’Ivoire, is, in the popular belief, synonymous with being socially dangerous, or delinquent. In short, she is considered marginal because her way of life is beyond her legitimate or usual status.


In Senegal, according to Werner, the term “free women” was defined as “young single or divorced women who frequently accept sex with or without monetary compensation in a non-formal way (rapid acquiescence to sexual intercourse) with different partners” (p. 178).5 We see here that the status of divorced women, in this definition, is the same as that of prostitutes. Even if this sexual activity is their way of subsistance, and most often justified by their economic insecurity (p. 179).
Prostitution, however, seems to be accepted by society because it is controlled through the registration of prostitutes and the attribution by the authorities of a health record (Werner 1993, p. 179). According to Hawa Diallo, the Senegalese government, by defining a regulatory framework for prostitution after 1970, recognized prostitutes’ status in order to channel their activity and protect the society from the “overflows of vice” (1997, p. 100).
Sexual activity, within the framework of prostitution is socially unspoken and legally accepted, and their status is assimilated to that of women exercising an active sexuality out of marriage. This shows how socially reprehensible divorced women are. In the work of Fatou Sow and Codou Bop, the authors postulate that in patriarchal societies, great attention is given to the sexuality of women, to ensure that children are born from the paternal lineage. However, since contraceptive techniques are now available, pregnancies can be controlled. We can then see the depreciation of the status of free women, as a sanction of society in relation to the use of their body and their sexuality for personal purposes, in opposition to the prohibitions of society.
So this dissociation between the good mother, sexually disciplined, and the free woman, sexually active outside of the union, reactualizes this opposition between the good mother and the devouring mother, the saint woman and the seductress. Women when they are married are supposed to avoid the company of divorced women, for some fear of contamination. Divorce even if it is more and more frequent, still appeals the urge of remarriage, for young women. The judgment of society on divorce has become less severe, but marriage stays the best representation of achievement for a woman, in the Muslim environment.
5.3 Women Status in Religious and Civil Laws

5.3.1 Women’s Rights in Civil Law
Codou Bop (1996) was interested in the situation of women heads of families in Dakar. According to this author, these women are found in all layers of society, but seem more numerous in the middle classes. In general, women heads of households are in a more precarious situation than men, because their status is not recognized administratively, they pay more taxes, do not benefit from health care for their children, even though they have medical insurance, and yet they do not have transportation assistance for their children, even though this is mandatory, and while they generally have more dependents (p. 131) than men heads of families. According to the author, for a married woman, even divorced, to enjoy the administrative benefits of a head of the family, she must obtain from her ex-husband, “a declaration of abandonment of paternal power” (p. 133). Since such a declaration implies the father’s deprivation of his paternal rights, the author reports that few women manage to obtain it. The Senegalese Family Code, which was exercised in 1973, recognizes women as heads of household only in very limited cases, considering that the burden of the household and the education of children are the husband’s responsibility. The mother can only be appointed as a decision-maker, when the husband is declared out of state to manifest his will (in case of absence or illness).
According to Codou Bop, there were progressive changes in women’s way of life and the structure of the family. These changes have been brought about by the advent of revealed religions, integration into the market economy, girls’ schooling, migration, urbanization, the expansion of western culture and new consumption patterns (p. 134). The author notes, at the same time, a challenge from emancipated women, and girls, from most traditional values, through access to school and to the labor market. These changes, in urban women, have resulted in:	the decline in the age of marriage, which is more sensitive in urban areas,

	the increase in the number of pregnancies outside the union, favored by the lengthening of studies and the relaxation of social control in urban areas,

	concubinage and juvenile cohabitation,

	and finally, the fragility of the marital bond in relation to the economic difficulties and conflicts exacerbated by the new aspirations of women and children. This fragility translates directly into an increase in the number of divorces.





Although these new family models are more and more common, the ideal woman still is the one who is married, and who stays charming to her in-laws. Professional achievement, as important as it may be, does not replace family success. According to Codou Bop, “marriage is a primordial social practice in Senegalese society, which is for women, like for men, a necessary step in the acquisition of a social status” (p. 138).
Thérèse Locoh (1997) also drew attention to the increase in the number of out-of-union pregnancies in sub-Saharan Africa. This author was interested in the intervention of family planning structures and the access of women to this type of service. The ability to control early pregnancy provides better access for girls to education, and to higher education, which will give them a better chance of achieving relative financial independence. According to the same author, in non-Islamized African contexts, unlike Islamic context where pre-marital sexuality is strongly condemned, many societies positively welcome teenage pregnancy, as it reflects the girl’s fertility.
5.3.2 Women’s Rights in Islamic Law
We will use the example of Senegal to describe women’s status in Islamic law. The vast majority of the Senegalese population is Muslim. Islam slowly entered Senegal through exchanges with Arab traders, first among the royal elites, and then emerged as a political will (Cuoq 1975). According to Cuoq, Islam then became the ideology of the regime, in a feudal society, strongly stratified. Islam in Senegal is characterized by its brotherhoods, which according to Cuoq, are precisely those that contributed to the process of Islamization. These brotherhoods have aroused properly African marabout societies with a great influence like Touba, for the Murids, and Tivaouane, for the Tijanes. Cuoq evokes a protest movement against this form of Islam, by the young Senegalese generation, in 1975, who advocates a “democratization” (p. 134) of Islam, along with a rise in religious culture.
Penda Mbow, Senegalese historian, was interested in the question of Senegalese women in Islam. According to this author, “new attempts to define faith are at the heart of the intellectual debate for many Senegalese, therefore the status of women, with its corollaries, such as abortion, family planning, divorce management, polygamy etc. … are not immune to reflection from both religious and feminist backgrounds” (p. 1). Attempts to modernize Islam have been assimilated to westernization of society. However, this assimilation is challenged by women on the basis of the following arguments:	The Quran at the time of Islamization gave women a higher legal status than women in other countries of the world (p. 1).

	Muslim women in their struggle for emancipation are less confronted with religion than with the structures and social and mental representations that the author describes as “sclerotic” (p. 1).





The author reviews the concept of patriarchy, introduced by Islam and colonization, as well as the work of Cheikh Anta Diop in this area. Penda Mbow, while expressing some reservations, says that the matriarchy, present in the Senegalese society pre-Islamic, gave a real place to the woman.
This confederal dimension of Senegalese Islam, mentioned earlier by Cuoq, is echoed by Penda Mbow, who points out a dichotomy between a popular Islam and an elite Islam. The woman, because of her menstruation, is away from the Quran, and her practice is complicated (except for women who have reached menopause). According to Penda Mbow, the Senegalese woman suffers from a lack of religious education, which turns her toward discriminatory interpretations and prevents her from accessing the real Quranic messages.
Marriage is particularly encouraged in Islam, and non-marital sex is forbidden. Maternity, according to the author, is overvalued in Islam. In particular, having a large number of children, especially boys. This conception is shared in the Maghrebian world (Hanouti 2011).
Regarding divorce and polygamy, the author refutes the imputation of the encouragement of these events to Islam, because according to her, the prophet Muhammad, on the contrary, tried to limit them. Polygamy would, for a long time, and still today in rural areas, be considered as a positive phenomenon, allowing women to share heavy household chores. However, in urban areas, it was more like a threat, and a source of insecurity for the woman and her children.
Amadou Hampathé Bâ (1977) postulates that Islam has improved the legal and social status of women at the moment of their emergence. However, according to this author, men have used it to their advantage, interpreting it to “maintain and perpetuate their way of acting” and mark their superiority over women.
According to Penda Mbow, polygamy and levirate (practiced in Senegal, and called “Doon” in Wolof [p. 3]) are the valuation of marriage, giving the woman, considered a “minor being” (p. 3), a tutor. These institutions find their justifications in the Quran and the Hadiths. In these same texts, we can also find elements to improve the condition of women, such as the suppression of repudiation and the control of polygamy, whose conditions defined by these texts, are difficult to meet economically.
Judgment about inheritance are not in favor of women, because girls receive half the share of boys (p. 3), and the woman who does not have children from her deceased husband, is not supposed to inherit from him. This conception is contrasted with the economic reality of Senegalese households, where women contribute to the household expenses with their own income, even if in the Sharia the husband has the financial burden of her family.
Finally, Penda Mbow notes the emergence of a female elite in the brotherhood of Islam, where more and more women, and at higher levels, try to improve the image of women in Islam, and to conquer important decision-making roles. Christian Coulon and Odile Reveyran (1990) had also noticed the emergence of this feminine elite, by evoking the notion of “feminine Islam” in the brotherhood environment. They were interested in the life of Sokhna Magat Diop, a Murid woman, who earned the title of Sheikh (spiritual guide) of her brotherhood. According to these authors, there is in this Murid community “a whole discourse justifying the equality of the sexes in Islam emphasizing that, in religion, the woman has the same responsibilities as the man and that in the relationship with God, there is no gender differences. There is also a lot of talk about the active involvement of women in the umma.6 The idea, that the family and the domestic universe are the limits, the boundaries of the female world, is completely alien to this Murid group, where women are the keystone of religious life” (p. 20).
The daahiras, networks of mutual aid, mentioned above, in the work of Codou Bop, allow women to express their religious fervor on various occasions (religious festivals, cultural days). These daahiras mobilize the higher amount of resources, human and economic, because the female talibés (pupils, partisans) are likely to contribute more regularly. Penda Mbow sees here an overinvestment of women, that she describes as zealous. This zeal, according to the author, is along the same lines as discrimination against women in their religion (p. 6). Regarding the appearance of women, Penda Mbow notes an increase in the wearing of the Arabian veil in Senegal, while maintaining a freedom of clothing. Maraboutic fatwas targeting women, most often criticize and prohibit Xessal (skin lightening), and braids using artificial hair (p. 6). Islam, in these cases, is used to control women’s appearance, even if there is no precision in the holy writings, concerning the use of these accessories.


We can conclude, by saying that Muslim law was supposed to bring some kind of justice for women, limiting men’s power, and inserting safeguards in the society. However the lack of religious education for girls, has allowed abuse and misinterpretation of the religious texts. As well as unfaithfulness is a crime, especially for women, Islam has complicated the process of proving their guilt, requiring several witnesses to support the accusation. We have discussed the idea of equity, and the fear of women’s emancipation, but like Penda Mbow said, women have bigger challenge with the social representations, than with the religion to be more empowered. In fact Islam recognizes men as dominant over women, but in the same time makes them responsible for their families’ maintenance. Polygamy, as it is allowed in Islam, contains the obligation of providing the same love, care, maintenance for each wife and children. It also limits the number of wives. The urban environments as well as the high cost of living are supposed to naturally limit men’s ability to maintain larger numbers of families. However, women’s financial implication and self-maintenance are the factors offering this opportunity. In fact, since they do not need men’s maintenance, they are less likely to fear their abandonment. Being married opens the door to social recognition and motherhood. Divorce is definitely not socially accepted. But as much as polygamy can be a bondage for women, it can also be a compromise between marriage and freedom.
5.3.3 Women’s Rights in Judaism and Christianity
Rabbi Pauline Bebe has written a resourceful dictionary of women in Judaism (2001). She was interested in the position of women in this religion. According to this author, women are under the legal authority and responsibility of their father, until they get married and become that of their husband. The phenomenon of bat-mitsvah as a celebration of the girl’s religious majority was reinforced in the last century, to strengthen their active participation in the religious life from which they were excluded before.
The religious texts, not overtly criticizing women, express how privileged men are, to be able to follow the sacred commands. In fact, in theory, women are not obliged to follow them, which makes them in a position of inferiority. The author provides the accepted explanation:The reason why the woman is free from time-related positive commandments is that the woman is bound to her husband to fulfill his wishes. As the wife musts obey to the orders of her husband, if she neglects her husband to observe a mitzvah for God, her husband will be dissatisfied. If, on the other hand, she neglects God to obey her husband, her Creator will be dissatisfied. This is why the Creator exempts her from her commandments so that she can have peace with her husband.7




So in this setting we find the vision of women as wives, and not as single individuals in direct relationship with God. They are under the command of their father and then their husband. The latter clearly interferes in their relation with their “Creator”, and his wishes are above every other consideration.
In fact this belief of marriage as the best condition for a woman, is confirmed in Judaism, as the author describes. The status of single woman is much more criticized than that of single man. Since women are considered as more vulnerable than men, in a society that sees her as either a victim or a threat, they are supposed to be willing to get married. This vision is shared in the Muslim environment. It denies the individuality of women, but only places them in connexion with men, as parts, auxiliaries and dependents. We have shown in the previous section how the evolution of the society offered other perspectives and considerations for women.
The emancipation of women has brought more equity in the religious practice, simultaneously making women accountable and obliged to exercise the religious commands. However, in the history of Judaism, the authors find some interpretations of women’s stories that are more advantageous to men. Also the narratives of their stories as advisors, or rulers were usually determined by their gender. In fact, the bad decisions being attributed to their passion instead of the King’s will, or their politic alliances attributed to their charms instead of their talent.
Maria Teresa Porcile Santiso (1999) has tried to propose a perspective for a feminine version of Christian theology. She goes back to the biblical narration of Adam and Eve, and how their condemnation took place. In the original narrative, Eve was seduced by the snake, and committed the mistake of tasting the forbidden fruit. Her husband followed her advice, and they were both expelled from the garden of heaven. After having tasted that fruit, they were able to understand that they were naked, and hid their body with leaves. This is at this moment that they learnt the decency and shame they did not know before. The author lays the stress on the responsibility of Eve and how her punishment was to be dominated by her husband, after her fault. This implies the idea of superiority or equity being anterior to the domination of the husband on his wife. So it seems women are paying for Eve’s fault. The other punishment of Eve is her lust, that will drive her toward her husband, and mark his domination over her. This is interesting because it represents this idea of women being unable to refrain their desire. This desire is supposed to enslave them and cause their submission. At the same time, this idea makes men irresponsible for their actions toward women, because they are the ones at the source of that lust.
Maria T. P. Santiso has described the evolution of women’s positions in churches, and their inclusion in the exercise of Christianity. She sees how the superiority of men is marked in roles and the titles, but how women are progressively taking their place, proposing a feminine equitable version of Christianity.
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Footnotes
1“La mère-qui-a-bien-travaillé est la femme qui a rempli toute ses obligations vis-à-vis de son mari et des parents de son mari. (…) Les enfants d’une telle femme, ont dans la croyance populaire toutes les facilités, pour réussir, dans les entreprises quelles qu’elles soient. Ils seront épargnés par le mauvais sort et les malheurs de toute sorte” (p. 256).

 

2“Nous voulons que tu aies du courage, car le voisinage n’est pas agréable (facile). Le mariage non plus n’est pas agréable (facile). C’est la patience qui accorde à l’être humain ce qu’il veut dans la vie. Car si tu rentres dans la maison conjugale, tu sauras plus tard comment les choses marchent. Certes, on te fera subir toutes les épreuves pour te tester. (…) Donc, il te faut redoubler d’efforts. Souvent, vous aimez celles qui vous haïssent plus que celles qui vous aiment” (pp. 137–138).

 

3“Sais tu que la femme qui applique les conseils fera un bon ménage? Car tout ce que fait la femme mariée, ce n’est pas pour elle qu’elle le fait, mais pour l’avenir de ses enfants” (p. 140).

 

4“Au cours des mois qui suivent le mariage, la jeune algérienne est aidée à supporter sa domination par une espérance, celle d’être mère. Elle est en fait, en attente, en attente de maternité. (…) c’est à cette seule condition qu’elle sera femme à part entière, qu’elle jouera un rôle un peu moins soumis parmi les femmes de la maisonnée…” (p. 103).

 

5“jeunes femmes célibataires ou divorcées qui acceptent fréquemment des relations sexuelles avec ou sans contrepartie monétaire de façon non-protocolaire (acquiescement rapide d’une relation sexuelle) avec différents partenaires” (p. 178).

 

6Islamic community.

 

7“La raison pour laquelle la femme est exempte des commandements positifs liés au temps est que la femme est liée à son mari pour accomplir ses volontés”. Comme la femme doit être soumise aux ordres de son mari, si elle néglige son mari pour observer une mitswa pour Dieu, son mari sera mécontent. Si en revanche elle néglige Dieu pour obéir à son mari, son Créateur sera mécontent. “C’est pourquoi le Créateur la exemptée de ses commandements afin qu’elle puisse avoir la paix avec son mari” (p. 77).
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African female writers and novelists have studied and described the lives of women on the continent. In this chapter we have chosen some female heroines of contemporary literature, and we will try to understand what representation of womanhood they illustrate, their vision, goals and messages. Some authors tried to analyze their writings, and compare it to western feminism, but not every female writer is actually a feminist. The question is this fine line of emancipation, and/or activism that makes the difference between feminism and regular narration.
6.1 The Waves of African Feminism

Kenneth Harrow (2007) has studied the African literature, and more particularly the vision of feminism in the writings and the cinema of African writers and scenarists. According to this author, the first wave of African feminism responded to the question of oppression, not only the oppression of misogyny, but also from western colonialism. Women in these books are victims of the system of patriarchy, and male supremacy. They try to overcome the obstacles to finally be able to make their own choices of life.
Phallocentrism, racism and sexism are clearly described in the writings of the first wave. We do not pretend to make a review of this specific literature, but only to use some of its figures to discuss and illustrate our point.
6.1.1 Marriage
The books of Mariama Bâ (1979, 1981) give two descriptions of marriage and polygamy in the Senegalese setting. The first one is about Ramatoulaye, a woman who writes a letter to her longtime friend. The story takes place at the burial ceremony of her husband, who got remarried shortly before his death to a much younger woman (friend of their daughter). The story describes the reality of marriage and the situation of women in Senegal. On one hand, the narrator is a woman who has suffered the consequences of polygamy and social insecurity, and on the other hand, the recipient of this letter is her friend, who has chosen to stay abroad and live the life she has chosen for herself. The second description is given in her second and last book, where a biracial couple struggle to be reunited after some years of separation, only for the husband’s family to interfere in their relationship and introduce him to another woman which he will get remarried to. These stories question not only the principles of marriage, but also the position of the in-laws and their influence on the couple. Individualism and consequences of life choices also are questioned.
In No Sweetness Here, Ama Ata Aidoo introduces us to a postcolonial Ghana, where a woman struggles in her household, to raise her only child. At the moment she gets divorced from her abusive husband, losing the custody of her child, the latter dies, bitten by a snake. The story shows the aggressiveness of women’s relationship, and how they are their own jailers, keeping men in dominant positions. The narrator, a teacher, is an observer of these relationships, and describes the situation of Maami Ama, the heroine. The society advantages men and even if the heroine is subject to her husband’s bad behavior, he is not blamed for the divorce. The wife who agrees or asks for divorce is criticized and blamed by her own family as well as her family-in-law.
Ramatoulaye and Maami Ama give a realistic vision of their unhappy marriage, which is representative of the life of many women in Africa. However the other character is usually described as different, independent and free. This other woman is supposed to be more emancipated and in the story of Ramatoulaye, she lives abroad, having refused to be submissive to a system she doesn’t support. In the story of Maami Ama, the narrator is part of the society, but stays in margin of the group, because of her position of observer. Both are in a position of knowledge, one having succeeded in her life abroad and the other one being a teacher. They have escaped the condition of their fellow women, by having chosen to stay out of the society. Marriage is presented as a burden for women, and their emancipation has a high cost. The moment of her husband’s burial is for Ramatoulaye, when she should have been recognized in her position of victim, but she loses it to the favor of her husband, whose abandonment is forgotten and forcibly forgiven. Marriage, in these stories, is represented in diverse ways, but usually costs more to the woman than the man, and they have to accept its suffering as part of their role of mothers.
6.1.2 Social Representation of Women
Calixthe Beyala, in La Négresse Rousse (1997), tells the story of a woman whose emancipation is attached to men’s desire, and the representation of her sexual freedom in the society. Her freedom is underestimated and vulgarized, because of her sexuality. Megrita, the narrator is her daughter, she is herself the enigma, and represents the singularity of her mother’s life.
The reality described in these books reflects a vision of the society that can be seen as realistic and lays the stress on the feminine condition of the African women. The idea of westernization, is associated to education, and opposed to African values, presented as reductive for women. The western world is shown as an opportunity for women to claim their rights, and live the life they choose. But when the scope is positioned on the lives of African women in western countries, they seem to encounter the same issues, so the enemy is no longer the African traditional system but the patriarchy and the phallocracy, placing women in positions of domination wherever they are.
Kenneth Harrow raises the weaknesses of this movement, showing the idea that the solution to the end of women’s suffering is in the western world. Women from western countries are described as free. However this is not so realistic, which motivate the suspicion of the western views being at the origin of this movement. According to him “it seems to be an eternal story, an endless fight” (p. 30). This simplifies the situation of the African woman, especially when we think about the evolution of the society.
The topic of sorcery is well explored in the novel of Aidoo, Maami Ama is accused of being a sorcerer because she was an only child. She is subject to those comments when, at the moment of her divorce, her husband asks for his child to come and live with him. The argument of sorcery is a good justification for the family-in-law, to separate her from her child. This representation of sorcery is quite realistic of the social representations. In fact, the explanations of the unexplainable is easier when the world of the invisible is invited. In the story of Megrita, sorcery is assimilated to women’s charms, and strategies used to attract and keep men’s interest, or fight contenders. The world of the invisible is also referred to, in its position of judge and punisher. The phallocratic system is castrating but women’s sorcery is imagined as a weapon, a counter power to misogyny.
Women are described as interested in calumnies and eager to keep things in the social order. They reinforce men power, and when they are gathered in groups, they do not seem to use their number as a counter power, but rather to enhance men’s dominance over them. Women who want a different life are either marginalized or forced to leave. There also is a common agreement about pretending to accept the rules of submission, in order to stay an active member of the society or not to be blamed by the family or the in-laws.
This feminism of the first wave shows the cleavage between the submissive and the sexual woman. The first suffers of the rules of patriarchy and polygamy, and the second suffers the reject of the society. The sacrifice for freedom seems to be constructed upon marginalization. Women have to choose between submission or rejection, but cannot be free to make their own choices. In these writings we can see how women are their own limitations, relaying values of submission, from one generation to another, and rejecting their fellow women, when they do not obey the rules. They seem to support the phallocratic institution, as if it was actually one of their constructions, based on their eternal guilt.
In this description of women, we perceive the dissociation we have seen before in tales, and in social representations, but there also is a blame of women’s writers on women themselves, inflicting this discrimination on other women. This seems to be the problem of African women, first they are women and suffer the gender discrimination and secondly because they are African, they also suffer the social representations of their own culture. There is the idea that the African society infantilizes women, obliging them to be submissive, but this vision itself is infantilizing, because it supposes that women do not make their own choices. The suffering is seen as inflicted and not self-inflicted, the question of submission is simplified. It obliterates the idea of guilt, sublimation, masochism, all the questions contained in the eternal psychoanalytic interrogation: what do women want?
6.1.3 Money and Power
Money in these stories has different meanings and goals. Firstly it provides power and emancipation, as the story of Ramatoulaye shows. Her friend buys her a car, that improves her quality of life, and makes her stronger in her resistance to her husband’s abandonment. In the story of Mireille (Bâ 1981), the money she has only helps her husband become less responsable of the household, and while providing good conditions, it reinforces her isolation, and her family-in-law’s jealousy.
In the story of Megrita, her mother seems to be imprisoned in the economic and affective dependence to her fathers. The absence of money seems to be her difficulty, because she is not free of leaving, or choosing a different life. The oppressor is not only the society and African traditional system, but all the economic system advantaging men over women. Prostitution is represented as one of the very limited ways, which women with or without education, can use to gain money. And actually, this problematic is not specific of African societies, but well distributed worldwide, and especially in developing countries. Women have to be connected to men to have money, and they are enslaved to them for their children’s subsistance, and their social existence.
The independence given by money is an illusion, because no matter how much independence, money can buy, the guilt of being free is a higher price to pay, and it can never replace the debt to the society. In the story of Maami Ama, the divorce comes with a price, which she has to pay to reimburse the wedding fees, and the money her husband paid for her healthcare. Her family has to pay that amount for her, in await for her reimbursement, so she is again in a position of debt. The loss of her child represents how enormous the price is and how ridiculous the amount of debt is, compared to the life of a child. They spent a long time discussing the terms of the divorce, and child custody, only to face the hard reality and absurd violence of life. The teacher who went to watch the divorce conversation has left her schoolroom unattended and the accident happened in her absence. The fatality of the situation reveals the context of poverty, in a village where the healthcare system is primary and inefficient. The woman is not only a victim of her husband’s brutality, or her family’s incomprehension, but also of her poverty. All those limitations represent the women’s castration. The only way to overturn it would be trangression and marginalization as its primary consequence.

What those stories show is that African women, not only are victims of their gender, and their culture, but also of the poverty of the continent. The fatality is described as primary to all sorts of explanations, already given as inherent to their condition. Westernization is described in opposition, as resourceful and opportunistic of a better alternative. The idea that the western world considers women as equal to men is an advertising statement neglecting the reality that the colonialism depicted in these stories implicitly shows the global underestimation of the African woman, geographically imprisoned in Africa, and African issues in her writing, mind and body.
The second wave of African feminism keeps on with the project of emancipation of the first wave. It is born from its predecessor’s weaknesses and questions the society on the social condition of African women. Kenneth Harrow thinks that the idea of Simone de Beauvoir, about the construction of femininity as something that is acquired, built, is the link between the two waves. In fact, the second wave questions the construction of womanhood, the reasons of its construction, while the first wave places the result of this construction as the beginning.
Authors of the second wave interrogate the system and study of other alternatives, where things could be different for women. According to them, the structures of the concepts referring to womanhood are constructions, placing women in this specific position. For an evolution of women status, the social representations of the Law, the patriarchy and the organization of the society, have to move on to a more comprehensive version. Women themselves have to evolve and be opened to other ways of existence, other possibilities of accomplishment. In short, their vision of themselves as members of the society should evolve to allow them more space of expression.
6.2 What Vision of Women Do African Male Writers Show?

Arlette Chemain Degrange (1980) was interested in the evolution of African literature, and particularly in the description of women in it. She has observed how this description was connected to the historical and political situation and rather representative of the social climate than specifically focused on women. The representations previously mentioned of women in tales, are that of the mother, benevolent or maleficent, the seductive woman, and the girl, submissive or rebellious.
The political situation of colonialism and independence conditions the image of women. On one hand, they represent the cultural heritage of the narrator, his roots, leaving her is a sign of acculturation and assimilation to western cultures. On the other hand, she also is a symbol of the domination of white people, when the scope is put on black mistresses of white colons. Women are intrinsically linked to the land they are colonized, or left. In this situation they do not really exist for themselves, but represent the internal conflict of the male character, facing domination, tempted by assimilation or holding on to his heritage. The figure of the loving mother is opposed to that of the tyrannic father, as a representation of an oedipal situation. According to Degrange, the writings of Dadié, Oyono, Laye and Quenum show this necessary rupture with their hero’s mother, to leave childhood, then their country and embrace their destiny. The mother stays inherent to the cultural setting, represented with a halo of sensations (odor of her food or clothes, noise of her voice or step, touch of her skin).
Some writers have tried to understand the problematics of women, the challenges of emancipation and have honestly described the dominant position of men over them. Their description of marriage, motherhood or society depicts the submission of mothers and the rebellion of young women. Oyono (1956) and Sadji (2000) have paid attention to the education of girls, trying to understand the construction of womanhood and gender difference. In the story of Maïmouna, Abdoulaye Sadji (2000) describes the life of a woman from the countryside, and her misadventures, in Dakar. Her willing to have a different life than her mother’s will only lead her to face the limits of her womanly condition, and oblige her to return to her village. Sadji shows how much of a construction womanhood is and how women have to fight for what men can have for granted.

The views of excision is explored in Kourouma’s (1968) story of Salimata, he shows how the society builds limits to women, so strongly that they end up imprisoning themselves. Salimata because of her guilt to not having been courageous enough, to become a real woman, will not let herself become a mother, depriving herself from having a “normal husband”, even when she knows that she is not at fault. Otherwise, in another perspective, she takes this sterile marriage as a refuge away from the threatening image of her mother, this role she could never play. Kourouma gives a realistic representation of how a woman lives polygamy with the story of Salimata, whose husband remarried, and was the witness of his intimacy with his other wife. Her jealousy grows, until it leads her to a rage of destruction. The presence of the co-wife reactivates the anger and envy toward this mother she can never be and destroys the shelter she has built in this protective relationship with her husband.
In Sembène’s (1962) novel, one of the characters suggest an alternative for women: work and financial independence. So this alternative shows how the writer supports women’s emancipation as a way out of silent domination.
The castrating mother is also invited in these representations of women, controlling her son’s life, and harassing his wife. She is the mother who transmits this docile and submissive idea of women to her daughter, while, in her own destructive way, she reduces her perspectives to the domestic environment. Women of power also carry this representation of castration, in their influence over the hero’s life. They are described as magnificent, and inaccessible as the elusive nature of women. The idea of sorcery, seduction appears as representative of men’s desire, and vulnerability toward women. The dissociation between the dominant, seductive woman, and the submissive mother persists here as a strong pillar of the social representations. However, the non-judgmental sight on mistresses of white colons, shows the empathy of male writers for women characters, who in their own ways are seizing their opportunity of social ascension.
6.3 Mother–Daughter Relationship in the Feminine African Literature

6.3.1 M’ma Asana and Hawa
The novel of Ama Ata Aidoo, Certain winds from the South (1970), tells the story of a family. M’ma Asana lives with her daughter Hawa, grandson Fuseni and son-in-law Issa. At the beginning of the story, Fuseni was born a few days ago and his navel is still healing. Issa comes late at night to announce his decision to M’ma Asana to leave town and go to the South, because their harvest of kola was not good this season, and he has very limited income to support his family. In the morning, M’ma Asana is supposed to let her daughter know that he has left.
When she wakes her up, she decides to tell her the story of her father, for the first time. He too left her when Hawa was born, to go to the South, and become a soldier. She explains her feelings, and how she managed to raise her by herself. In the end she lets her know Issa’s decision, warning her to not follow him to the South, and to stay with her to raise her son by herself, just like she did.
The relationship between M’ma Asana and her daughter shows how much of a chief of the household she has been, all these years to protect her daughter and raise her by herself. Hawa’s father is a member of one of the richest families, and M’ma Asana was asked to go collect money as a compensation for her loss, but she refused and chose to leave by herself and support her daughter’s needs. When she tells her own story and announces Issa’s departure, it is like she opens the curtains for her to see the real struggle of women. She invites her to fight like she did, to raise Fuseni without a father.
Men are represented as foolish and selfish, they cannot resist the calling of the South. They make their own decision and despite the consequences on their family, women just have to accept them. The father left to go to war, instead of staying to take care of his family, and the son-in-law left to go to work, even if his family needed him to stay. M’ma Asana is presented as courageous, and is opposed to the character of Memunat, a woman who left for the South too, and became rich. She is referred to as a bad woman for the members of the village, because of her decision to go to town, and leave her family. This story is told as an example not to follow, because of the bad consequences it will have on her reputation. It also shows the fear M’ma Asana has of the South and its influence on people. The example of Memunat shows how free she has become, far from the rules of their village.
It seems that M’ma Asana has protected her daughter from the truth during twenty years, and now, she decided to tell her and make a woman of her, for the responsibility she has. The story is repeating itself, with this new family left and Hawa having to support herself. Men in opposition to women, cannot resist the temptation to leave for the South, and they have to accept their unreliable nature. Just like kola, they represent honor and dignity, but they are unreliable and leave their wives behind them prioritizing money and pride over family. She is left with a miserable amount of kola nuts and a family to raise. Her daughter was raised without understanding the true reasons of her mother’s struggle and she has to take her turn. The story of Memunat is given as a bad example, but is also a perspective, and maybe M’ma Asana tells it to question her own choice of staying in the village. The representation of a good woman who suffers to raise her children, only for them to have an honorable life in the village, is actually questioned with Issa’s departure. In fact, she might have had other perspectives if she actually left the village to collect her husband’s money and settled in the South. However this is not what she wanted, she refused to have money and only wanted her husband back.
She incites her daughter to make the same choice, and not wait for anything from Issa, for he might never come back. The idea of them being unlucky women, because of their husbands’ departure, always put them in the position of observer of men’s behavior, in the wait of their departure, return or death. The cycle of men’s movements is connected to pregnancy, and child birth or death. She recalls how infertility settled in her body after the news of her husband’s death, she felt it in her womb like a wound, and at this moment she was only a mother to her daughter and no longer a woman. Her daughter took all the strength of her body, and seemed to have the same courage since she was a baby.
It seems that every time a child is born in their family, the father leaves, and eventually dies. This is a perpetual repetition of the same, and her behavior shows how unkeen she is to break it and try other perspectives. When her grandson is born, she does not seem surprised by Issa’s departure, as if she was waiting for it. She lives her story again when she sees her daughter enduring separation, and single parenthood. Her narration of her own story is a way to truly connect with her daughter and explain how hard their life will be and how limited her options are. However the narration of her own story is like a rule itself, a description of what her daughter should expect from life. Her expectations are limited to her gender, because she is a woman, she will stay and raise her son, just like her mother did. Her husband might never come back and that shall be her fate. M’ma Asana is a strong woman and has been protecting her daughter all along, but the repetition of her life to her daughter is actually a denial of the difference between them. There is an uninterrupted flow of events mirroring her life in her daughter’s and she gets to choose for her, in accordance to the place of a woman in the village.
Hawa has a son, so it seems like the repetition will end at her generation. It might actually be different if she chooses to leave the village. The representation of the woman who leaves is negative, but shows some advantages, since Memunat is rich and well alive. Hawa’s decision to get out of her mother’s image in the mirror of their repetition, will be the real challenge for both of them, since all her mother’s choices were made for her daughter. In fact, she might feel guilty now that she understands how and why her mother suffered all along, and put herself (again) in a position of enduring passively, instead of making her own decision.

6.3.2 Bertha and Megrita
Megrita, the heroine of the story of Calixthe Beyala, has a complicated relationship with Bertha her mother. Sexuality and money have a large place in women’s representation and their perspectives in the village. She was raised by two fathers both imprisoned in a destructive relationship with Bertha. She too is imprisoned in this relationship, Bertha constantly exposing her to her sexuality, and debauchery. When both of the fathers leave the house, she is left to this ravaging mother, who, becomes mad, offers herself to all the men of the village. She presents her body as her sole way of subsistance, and her daughter is also another attribute she can use to survive.
The opportunity of leaving comes with the arrival of a stranger, bringing the perspective of a different life, out of these destructive relationship. When Bertha sees her in a relationship with a man, she does not think about her daughter’s feelings, but more about what she can gain out of her marriage.
She explains her selfishness to her daughter, recalling her anger toward her, when she was a baby, and used to wake her up at night. She could kill her for that offense, because she had to think of herself first, for her own survival. Megrita is despised by the views of her mother, but at the same time, she replicates her behavior, only imagining men as ways of exit of their misery.
Women around them are described as either manipulative, or seductive, but always connected to men. She identifies to Laetitia, a woman who has knowledge and education, but also is marginalized because of her independence. In the story, Laetitia incarnates a feminist voice of emancipation. Her independence is synonymous of debauchery. When Bertha can no longer live with her, Megrita runs to Laetitia, to find shelter. However despite her motivation to be emancipated, Laetitia is seduced by the idea of getting married to a man she does not love, because money can compensate the lack of freedom.
We learn more about Bertha’s past, and how she was forced to marry her first husband, and raped aggressively by him to finally be separated from her child. This information helps us understanding how aggressive her mother was to her, to sell her out for marriage to this man, and force her out of her home. The remains of their destructive relationship are expressed in her inability to be a mother for Megrita. She repeats the destructive behavior of her mother, the exposure of her body and sexuality obliterates the representation Megrita has of herself, in the mirror. The encounter with the stranger gives her another vision of herself, and it is the moment when she starts to really see her mother’s misery.
In her relationship with her mother, Megrita seems to go through several phases, moving from envy, to despise, and then to sorrow. She understands how limited her mother’s options were, and how destructive her life has been. The representation she had of her as a powerful manipulative woman, who kept the two fathers in dependence and misery, was actually a mascarade hiding the fact that she was a victim of her own miserable history. Megrita is pregnant when she is left to choose her own path, and has to face the sadly elusive nature of the stranger, leaving her to face her troubles alone. Her mother keeps the ambition of celebrating her marriage to an honorable man, in exchange to a glorious dowry. The discussion with her mother about the importance of her dowry truly illustrates the question of her value as a woman or as a person. No matter how expensive the goods are, they cannot buy her dignity and mind. She finally accepts to pretend, and get married but at the last minute, she gives birth to her baby and is forced to leave the village.
Powerful women because of their marriage or ascendance close the door of social recognition to less socially advantaged women and she is imprisoned in her mother’s fate. In the end, sexuality is always advantageous to men, and enslaves women to their desire. When her mother dies, she shows no regret, as if she could not express anymore feelings, and was anesthetized for the rest of her life.
Women’s fate is represented as multiple routes that always end in either submission or death, and she chooses to find another way, and open other perspectives. She has a daughter, and is determined to break the cycle of destruction to become a good mother, and protect her child. Her mother’s sexuality only brought her dependance and submission, and hers was leading to the same path, until she decided to see other’s exclusion as an opportunity to get out of this system. The particularity of this destructive mother–daughter relationship is the inversion of places, where Megrita was the reasonable woman, looking for love, and her mother, the capricious woman taking advantage of men’s desire. Bertha asks Megrita if she should get married and with whom, leaving her with the guilt of hurting her suitors (the fathers). Throughout the story Megrita faces her mother’s selfishness and forces her to take her own responsibility. She understands hows she has suffered from her relationship with her own mother (Megrita’s grandmother), which is paradoxically described as caring. In fact, some references are made to the sorrow they felt when she died. However, the cycle continues with the new generation, and Bertha takes advantage of the fathers’ feelings, despite her daughter’s attachment to them, she drives them away. Megrita, after having suffered the loss of her fathers, chooses to prioritize her own survival.
When she decides to leave, she mentions her desire to find her true father, it seems that it is the one element that was missing in her life. The two fathers were never able to protect her or even themselves, from this destructive relationship with Bertha. The story of Laetitia has shown how limited the options were for a woman with projects, and her final decision was to commit suicide, and choose her death, since she could not choose her life. Finding her father is a way out of the cycle, a perspective of a fresh start, to insure her sanity and survival. With her daughter and her newly found sister, she will build her own family and project.
6.3.3 Ramatoulaye and Daba
Ramatoulaye describes herself as the perfect wife, always doing everything to organize her household and take care of her children. And yet she has chosen her husband against her parents’ will, rejecting the proposition of a richer man. The choice of her husband to leave her for another woman makes her questioning the reasons of her sacrifice, and puts her in a position of doubt, even toward her children. They insist and try to persuade her to get a divorce, and do not support their father’s decision. However, Ramatoulaye is still grieving for this separation, and is not ready to get a divorce. Her husband’s total disappearance of their family life only helps her to have an informal separation.
The character of Daba is antagonistic to that of her mother, she is a modern woman, whose husband participate in the domestic chores. She does not fear divorce or separation, and has a good job to equally participate in the household’s expenses. She appears to be strong when her mother is weak, and she does not care about social codes.
Ramatoulaye seems proud of her daughter, to be able to think for herself, and be such a strong woman. But she also describes herself as a modern woman, who used to be in love with her husband, and capable of all the sacrifices for him. Her children are united around her and challenge her adaptation to the modern world. Many references are made to the challenges of raising teenagers especially about the topics of sexuality, drugs and alcohol. What was forbidden before, seems to be an actual topic of discussion between mother and children. Daba replaces her mother in the supervision of her siblings, she is described as authoritarian, and organized. Her husband respects her and the effort she puts in the household. However Ramatoulaye fears the day when she will also be a victim of men’s treason.
Ramatoulaye was submissive to her husband and family-in-law, even when they were not kind to her, and she saw how little benefit she got after all this effort. She has understood how it is not worth the sacrifice. So, in her relationship with Daba she seems to be observing more than judging, just to see where this other way of doing can lead her. They are very different, and actually complementary, because Daba has the strength when her mother is weak, and Ramatoulaye after her long period of sadness, still finds the love and sweetness to be supportive to her children, especially when she discovers the early pregnancy of her teenage daughter.
It seems that Daba’s strength and independence was reinforced, by her mother’s situation. As if she has decided to do everything to avoid suffering like her. She has developed this attitude to avenge her mother, we can see that, when she buys her father’s house and expulses her mother’s co-wife’s family out. Daba’s attitude is also this aggressive because of the shame her father caused her in her relationship with her friend. To marry his daughter’s schoolfriend as a second wife against her will, he paid money to the girl’s family, who forced her to accept the marriage. She never forgave her father for leaving them for such a young girl and abandoning the household without any financial support. Her ambition to become financially independent, and her position of equality in her relationship with husband seems to be movements of preparation, to overcome a situation like her mother’s in her own life.
From one generation to the next, women in Ramatoulaye’s family seem to be modern, however it does never suffice to be respected as equal to men. Society is represented as intrusive and judging, especially women’s lives, and giving men everything for granted. Ramatoulaye has chosen her husband, defying her parent’s judgment, which was very modern at this period, but she still was a victim of heavy social traditions of submission. She raises her daughter as a modern woman, but is surprised of her independence, and equality in her household. She fears the moment when society will get inside this harmony, like she has seen in her best friend’s family. Still she observes her daughter, leaving her the responsibility of her choices. Women in this book are considered in all their complexity: a mix of submission, authority, love, seduction; they live, evolve and choose their lives. Each character is the result of a construction, through all the events of their lives. The binary characters are men, using cultural traditions to their advantage, and leaving the consequences to women.
We clearly read the ideas about the mother-who-has-worked-well, forcing Ramatoulaye to accept her family-in-law’s intrusion. The ridiculous benefit of the sacrifice is amplified when the author described the short ritual of mourning ceremony. The wives are supposed to endure all along to gain a little sympathy from their in-laws, who are intrusive for their own advantage but can never intervene in the wife’s favor, even if the husband is at fault. The vision of the modern woman, as it is described in the character of Daba, is in opposition with these views, and challenges the structure of the couple, and the basis of children’s education, in short, the image and roles of each gender in the society. Ramatoulaye seems to be the archetype of the benevolent mother, she shows how non-efficient this strategy is, and how no matter the sacrifice, every woman will have to face the challenges of raising her children through the same problematics, regardless of her submission to anyone.
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In my practice as a clinical psychologist, I have encountered patients from diverse African countries and environments. In this chapter I will try to present two clinical cases, and analyze them at the light of African mythologies and concepts of the mother–daughter relationship.

All two patients are women, who came for clinical psychotherapy, and they mentioned the relationship with their mother as one of the reasons of their malaise.
7.1 The Story of Fatima

Fatima is a West African woman in her mid-forties, she is a scientist. She is married and has four children, two boys and two girls. She comes for psychotherapy on the recommendation of her friend and colleague. On her first appointment, she explains that she has had some extreme anger reactions with friends and colleagues lately, and would like to understand why. She always accepted everything from others, even when it was against her well-being, and sometimes she reacts brutally to them. She would like to know better ways of expressing herself, and also break this cycle of anger and guilt.
When talking about her childhood, she remembers that she was different in the past. She was a talkative and outgoing child, but her parents did not like that. They were always criticizing her because this attitude did not correspond to their views on girls’ education. They were comparing her to her sister, who was shyer, using her as an example of their preference. In her early childhood, her mother was a student in university and was very busy with her coursework, she would even neglect her while she was studying.
She remembers that her relationship with her mother was always complicated. No matter what she did, she was always lower than her standards. She was trying hard to be the girl her mother wanted, so she got used to being criticized and blamed for everything she did. Her sister, on the opposite, was behaving tyrannically and was praised for having a strong personality. The father, despite his strong religious and personal authority, was attached to his wife’s opinion and never protected his daughter.
Fatima was always close to her father’s family, and showed a preference for her father, without any return from him, all along. In her parents’ conflicts, she stood by her father, and always ended up alone and defenseless, facing her mother’s revenge. It seems like she was always looking for a refuge on her father’s side, but even he did not stand in front of his wife. Instead he was having a passive-aggressive behavior, yielding to his family’s pressure and marrying a second wife. Fatima was getting involved in the conflict, by getting closer to this second family.
7.1.1 Early Childhood and Marriage
In her childhood, Fatima remembers that her family was often traveling, and had to settle in her mother’s family for some time, before having their own house. This time spent in the maternal family was difficult for her because they were always criticizing her. Even now that she is an adult, she still has to look for their approval while they still don’t accept her for who she is. She remembers having suffered from this long period with no one to defend her. The comparison with her sister was recurrent back then because they preferred her personality to Fatima’s. Her maternal family was very intrusive, and her mother had a fusional relationship with her own mother. In fact she was still living with her after her marriage, and even after Fatima’s birth and later with her husband and children, before settling in their own house. The few years they spent abroad are good memories, because they were out of the family and their conflicts.
In her conflicts with her aunts and cousins, she was defenseless, and no one’s favorite. Her father was a silent observer and actually a guest in the maternal house. She does not mention her grandfather who also was a silent observer. The concept of girls’ image is important in her speech, she says several times that she was not like her parents expected, she talked too much and was outgoing. They saw it as evidence of stubbornness and exuberance, and as a sign of rudeness.
In fact in the analysis of tales, we have discussed this cultural idea of girls being shy, as a sign of good education. Fatima’s personality did not correspond to that model, and had to be corrected through her family’s remarks and punishments. She remembers that her father did not like her behavior either, and was also criticizing and punishing her. And finally she slowly changed to become shy and submissive to everyone. She started to be like they wanted her to be, but still, she was waiting for their approval.
Simultaneously, her sister grew up to become capricious, and tyrannic, reinforced by her parents behavior to always respond to her demands. To please her sister, Fatima’s parents always ask her not to be opposed to her, and accept her demands, putting her in a position of submission to her sister too. With this configuration, Fatima got used to always be frustrated in all of her relationships, despite her many effort to show how valuable she was. All her relationships were marked by this attempt to show her good faith and ability to deliver the best work, help, advice, image.
When she thinks about her childhood, she has trouble pinpointing the moment when she changed, to become this submissive person. Shortly after the beginning of the therapy, she asks an old friend whom she grew up with, to describe how she was before. Her friend surprisingly tells her that she does not remember her being any different. She was always worried about others’ opinion. She realizes, after having discussed with her husband, that she never complains, and accepts to be frustrated by everyone, only to burst out of anger one day, in a disproportionate way. People around her start to question the reason for her anger, and it creates tension in her relationship with her colleagues. The rivalry with her sister was implicit, and actually she just accepted the domination, only to reject it one day, causing conflicts. Her sister did not accept her refusal to obey to her commands, and the conflict between them degenerated into a generalized interfamilial conflict with two sides. On one side her mother and maternal family with her sister and on the other side, herself with her brother and paternal family.
It seems that another tension already existent between the parents, and their respective families were integrated in that conflict. The parents did not solve their internal conflicts, and it contaminated the relationships between their children. Her mother was always saying that Fatima wasn’t loyal to her, supporting her father’s side. In fact Fatima seems intrigued and mischievous while telling how her mother was angry when she was going to her father’s second wife’s house to see her siblings. There is something seductive in her relationship with her father to try to please him and be integrated in this new household, where no other member of her family had entered. In this way, she was the good mother for her siblings, better than her mother, accepting them as members of her family. Moreover, it seems she developed herself as an antagonist to her mother and sister.
7.1.2 Being a Wife and a Woman
She discusses how she chose her husband, to be the man her father wanted. He was coherent with his definition of a good husband, and even if she does not remember having felt a lot of emotions, she knew her father would agree for the wedding. She is from a family of women with a strong personality, but in her household at the beginning of her marriage, she was submissive, always putting her husband’s interests ahead of hers. Despite this attitude, her husband always felt devalued compared to her, because of her descent, and social advantage. The conflicts really started when she decided to not be submissive, and attend to her own needs first. That conflictual situation led them to the brink of divorce, but they reconciled eventually.
She reports that it is difficult to communicate with her husband because it seems like they are both trying to command, and he does not support or protect her. During the therapy, she decides to talk about her disappointment and discusses with him about her willingness to get divorce, if this situation did not change. Her husband seems to understand that she is determined, and offers to build a better relationship.
Fatima talks a lot about her definition of a woman, and says that she does not think of herself as a common person, she feels different, she cannot help saying what she thinks or intervene when she sees something bad happening. This attitude often leads to conflictual relationship with her environment, because colleagues see it as vanity or zealous behavior. Simultaneously, she keeps entertaining her maternal family expectations, being the one giving money at every occasion. They call her for their needs, even when they criticize her for her decisions. Despite her disappointment, she pays for their needs, seeing this attitude of giving money to people who are not nice to her, as “despise”. We discuss this attitude of keeping a relationship with them and trying to show her superiority with money.
The idea of her being playing a role of a helpful and good woman, despite her real intentions, is unacceptable. We discuss about how legitimate it is to look for reassurance in others’ behavior, but this willingness to win, and be the best woman, over her mother is still present in all her realizations. First she has become a doctor too, building a better career than her, she has an enviable financial situation, and lastly she was the one who understood her father, and accepted his choices.
In her rivalry with her sister, her father always supported the latter’s choices, praising her determination and strong personality. When Fatima decides to confront her sister, she surprises them all, with a determination she has never shown before. Her mother tells her to let her sister win, because she is not used to being frustrated, and could go into depression, if she faced contradiction. Fatima understands that truth and fairness have absolutely no importance in her mother and sister’s logic, they just want to win and be in command. She was always basing her decision on her sense of fairness, and expected to be supported by Law and common sense, this is what she was looking for, on her father side. However, her father did not occupy his rightful position. In her marriage, her husband has trouble placing himself in this familial configuration, trying to get her family’s approval. Fatima describes him as being very present and caring for their children. She criticizes his lack of support, but at the same time, tries to prove her financial superiority to him and his parents, investing a large amount of money in presents for her family-in-law.
7.1.3 Confronting Her Mother
The confrontation with her mother takes place after a random conflict with her sister, which is just demonstrative of the tension between them. Her mother signifies her disapproval and disappointment about her opposition. Fatima tells her how unjust she was all along, always favoring her sister.
The content of their dispute includes on one side the feeling of unfairness Fatima always felt, and on the other side the suspicion her mother always had of her disloyalty. It seems like her mother was the source of the feeling of injustice and the destination of her aggressiveness, sublimed into these acts of accomplishment to prove her success. So every opponent she has met was mirroring her mother and she had to show how valuable she was. The first opponent to take this position was and still is her sister. The conversation they had, showed how irrelevant the conflict with her sister was, and how not meaningful was her representation of her as a rival.
The discussion in therapy leads her to think about her history with her sister, and how they were just playing roles, and acting in place of their parents, in their own parental rivalry. Her accomplishment in her maternal family and her financial capacity to always provide money for her mother and family was a desperate way to gain their admiration. During this fight she expressed all her frustration, and showed how she suffered from her mother’s preference for her sister. However, her mother’s arguments were that she has changed and all this conflicts in the family are due to her selfishness, envy and jealousy toward her sister. The topic of her father’s remarriage comes up and her mother accuses her to having supported this other family, instead of her, she also criticizes her bond with her paternal family.
There is some jouissance in Fatima’s narrative of her encounter with her mother’s co-wives’ family. The position of her father, never criticized before, is discussed, and we lay the stress on his participation in all this conflict. Instead of being a third part, he chose to support his first wife, and let her rule over the family. At the same time, he built another family where he was the chief. It seems like he deceived his wife, letting her believe he agreed with her every decision. Fatima’s mother was angry with him because of this remarriage she rightfully saw as an act of treason.
In this clinical case, we see how Fatima’s relationship with her mother shows identification and aggression mechanisms. She is absorbed by her image and wants to look like her, but at the same time she tries to be better, different, to represent her father’s desire. She tries to please and be admired, but others’ attention never fulfill her need and she is always disappointed. She was raised as a docile girl, to correspond to the classic image of a girl, away from her unpleasant nature. On the opposite, her sister was reinforced in her position as a capricious girl who shows her disappointment, and gets what she wants from everyone around her. When Fatima decides to go against her mother’s will, she disrupts the fragile balance of the family and creates trouble. The rivalry between the parents and the family was already there and her position just makes it obvious. She will get out of this position of identification when she will eventually choose to live for herself, in her own family, and accept that others’ demand is always bigger than our capacity to fill it. Her entourage played on this narcissistic tendency to seek for admiration, and see her accomplishment in their look. Her self-esteem fed on it and reinforced this relationship of financial domination, where she can finally be in a position of superiority and the object of others’ envy.
7.2 The Story of Alia

Alia is a European woman whose family is originally from North Africa. She is in her early thirties at the beginning of the therapy. Her family has strong ties with their country of origin, she refers to it as their home country and has a close relationship to her family who lives there. She decides to start a psychotherapy when she undergoes trouble in her workplace, with frequent conflicts with a colleague.
She is an independent woman who did brilliant studies and has a good career. However, her conflicts with her colleague raises doubts about her legitimacy and integrity in her professional position. Her reactions of fear when she faces him during their conflicts reminds her of the violent relationship she has with her mother, and the circumstances of her departure and rupture with her family.
7.2.1 Childhood and Adolescence
Alia is the third of four children. She has an older sister and two brothers. She remembers her childhood and how her mother was exclusively violent to her, compared to her siblings to whom she showed more patience. She describes her sister as an ally and counsellor to her mother, and her brothers as her favorites, mentioning how close she was to them, bathing them until their adolescence. He father was very kind and supportive to her, but the couple did not survive their marital conflict and he left after they got divorced when she was twelve years old. Her mother was very demanding regarding cleaning and cooking, and the girls always had some chores to do in the household. Usually her punishments were about her refusal to do some of the chores that her mother ordered, resulting in violent hitting from her.
Alia remembers the several attempts she made, to get protection, and how fooled everyone was, by her mother’s pretending. Her teacher, father and friends did not believe how violent her mother was, and showed doubts about Alia’s discourse, reinforcing her mother’s position of power.
When they were outside, and Alia tried to expose her, her mother used to cry and victimize herself, as she had no other option than brutalizing her daughter since she was so mean to her. Her siblings also blamed her for all the suffering she inflicted to their mother, being the cause of the troubles and sadness in their family. They blamed her for going against their mother’s will, causing trouble because she could not do what she was supposed to.
Alia remembers how she was troubled when, during her puberty, not understanding the changes in her body, she had asked for advice at her friend’s mother because she was afraid to face her mother’s judgment. The concept of nakedness and modesty was also a source of trouble in her family, since her mother was very intrusive and used to look into their underwear and intimacy all the time. She would enter the bathroom while they were naked, and check their every move, cupboards, phones or bags.
The idea of her mother being omnipresent in her world was scary, especially after her aborted attempts to get help from her teacher or father. Her mother crying and suffering was always putting Alia in a position of guilt, and denying her the right to be recognized as a victim of maltreatment. Sometimes her family would recognize the violence, but justify it with her stubbornness and voluntary provocation to her mother. Her sister was the one buffering with their mother to negotiate for her cause, but used to blame her for being the cause of too much trouble, making their family life more difficult than it already was, because of the divorce and their mother’s sadness. There was always a threat of her mother falling into depression, so they all had to comply with her harassing behavior.
7.2.2 Sexuality and Femininity as an Exit Option
Alia’s mother was married to her father early, and came from North Africa to live with him. She was not educated, so had to go back to school and get enough tuition to find a job. She finally got a good job, which allowed her to have money and become financially independent. She was very ambitious and learnt how to read and write while Alia was in school, to end up having a better job than her husband.
She always identified Alia, because of their common interest for education and knowledge, and she always regretted, not having been able to get more education in her childhood. Despite her obsessive control of Alia’s every move, she let her travel in different countries for internships, and was always very proud of her.
She discovered one day, that Alia had a boyfriend and it unleashed a new level of violence, including physical aggression of Alia from her brothers, on her request. Alia’s mother could not understand how she did not see that relationship, how her daughter could hide it from her, despite her vigilance and several verifications. She was crying, saying how shameful she felt, and how an ungrateful traitor Alia was.
She reported how violated she was by her daughter’s deception. Alia’s father tried to intervene, but could not protect his daughter, and the brother’s aggression led Alia to go to the Hospital then to the police. This incident and the claim she made at the police drew a line between her and her family, making it difficult for them to communicate, until they recognize their doing.
Her mother found a way to contact her, and say her willingness to have a relationship again. She even came to visit her, which let them to another episode of violence. This time Alia realized that she was stronger than her and left the apartment, leaving her alone and refusing that violence. She stopped every relationship with her, but heard from her sister that she was hospitalized in a psychiatric hospital after a breakdown.
When Alia and her sister were living with her, Alia’s mother did not allow them to wear clothes that would be seen as seductive (sleeveless shirts, short bottoms, etc.…). She did not like the idea of them seeing boys, or going out at night. However, she would buy herself seductive underwear and keep it in their cupboard. As if she was the only woman to be allowed to have access to sexuality in the household. Her reaction to Alia’s behavior showed how disappointed she was to be deceived, and how she felt violated by her daughter’s sexuality. She described it as some intrusion of this boyfriend in herself, her family through her daughter. The request she made for her sons to violently brutalize Alia as a punishment were addressed to both Alia and her boyfriend. Since she was not her mother’s anymore, she would not be his either.
Alia’s relationship with her boyfriend was evolving, with the fear of her family finding them and hitting her again. She still felt trapped in this relationship, because she felt like she only stayed in it to justify her rupture with her family. Her sexuality with her boyfriend always was heavy of her past restrictions and she did not feel like she truly recognize herself in this relationship. Her decision to move abroad, knowing that her boyfriend would not follow her, was a way of to slowly leave him. Which she did eventually, when at the end of her sessions, she realized that she was not truly in a relationship, but rather in an in-between of her family, and her life as a sexually active single woman. Her sister tried to get married, but since her mother did not like her fiancé, they canceled the wedding.
The social aspect of Alia and her sister’s marriage was also included in their mother’s ideas. In fact, she was hoping that she could marry them with men from higher social situation, from their home country. This way they would represent her achievement, as a woman who came from a lower social background. Her efforts to achieve in her home country are also represented by the large amount of money she spends in buying real estate properties there. Alia’s plans to have a sexuality and a boyfriend clearly counter her strategy and disappoints her, since she was really proud about her daughter professional realization, and enviable position.
The question of sexuality was like a ghost in their education, because they were not allowed to talk about it. Even the question of menstruation was avoided, signifying the reality of them being women. It seems like all four children were there for a reason, the daughters were supposed to not oppose her, and just do their chores, while the boys represented her strength, accomplishment. She was disturbingly close to them, bathing them, until the end of their adolescence, and carrying them on her laps to hold them.
Alia remembers that she understood that something was wrong in her family when she was going to her friends’ houses, and saw their way of life. When she started having a boyfriend, she knew that it would lead her to such trouble with her family, but she decided to go against them. They asked her to reassure them and tell them that it was not a serious relationship. But she confessed to them that she was intimate with him. She thinks about this moment, when she had a choice to go back to her initial position as a daughter, and she realized that she would never be free and she would pay the price of her secret relationship. So she confessed her doing in a movement of getting out of the family.
She understood that the ultimate fault was her intimacy with her boyfriend, and that was incompatible with her mother’s domination. This sexuality and relationship was developed in opposition to her mother, as the willingness to take possession of her body and claim her independence. Her mother’s several attempts to get back to her, always go through different specific phases: first she apologizes, and tells her how proud she is of her achievement, then she starts being gradually violent, and finally she cries, victimizes herself and leaves.
When Alia realizes that her relationship does not exist for itself, but only as a shield to separate her from her family, she slowly starts to lose interest for her boyfriend. She sees how she has other expectations for herself, and decides to leave him.
7.2.3 Being a Woman for Herself
After having left her boyfriend, Alia is single and chooses to organize her life with her own priorities, she still is in contact with her family, and her sister even comes to visit her. Every moment she spends with a member of her family signifies how she has an ambivalent relationship with them. On one hand, she sees how she loves them and reminds the good parts of their common history. And on the other hand, she is suspicious of them secretly organizing a meeting with her mother and brothers, whom she stopped contact with. They always try to talk about her criminal complaint against her brothers, and their sentence, or about her mother suffering from her rupture, and wanting to see her. Like they did, when she was younger, they recognize her mother’s violence, but justify it with her suffering and newly found illness.
Her relationship with her family always leads her to the point of not being able to change herself to accept their violence and manipulation. She understands that they all are imprisoned in these destructive relationships.
The relationship with her colleagues sometimes raises this anxiety of being a victim of domination. No matter how successful she is in her professional life, every conflict with a colleague takes her back to her position of defenseless child in front of a mother who is in a position of domination. She eventually understands that her conflicts with her colleague is related to her family history, and accepts to bear the guilt of finally leaving her mother. She accepts that she has to be away from them and the guilt of leaving her sister alone to deal with her mother, is overcome when she understands that her sister has chosen to keep this relationship, and there is nothing she can do.
When we think about the character of Alia’s mother, and that of her daughters, we cannot help making the link with that of the ogress in the berber literature. We have discussed how precious the girl is to the ogress, and what relationship of domination she has with her. The intrusion of the prince, is felt like a treason by the ogress, and she feels like she was depossessed of her natural property. Being mean and dangerous is in the ogress’s nature, and the explanation of Alia’s mother’s behavior with her illness is quite similar. It is not her fault since she is actually mentally unstable.
Her daughters have two choices, either they accept her domination and get along with her, or they have to fight to live their own lives. They are deprived of their femininity, since she is the only one allowed to be a woman. Her intrusion in their intimacy is significative of her control over their body and her will to be included in all of their moves, the greed to take all the pleasure for herself. The demonstration of her underwear shows them how she has the prerogative of femininity, in opposition to their restricted access to sexuality.
Alia identifies a lot to her mother, in her strength and adaptation skills, she realizes how difficult it was for her to get education and money, in a foreign country when she arrived in Europe. She also is confronted to her grandfather and sees how demanding and hard he is with her mother. At this moment, she sees her mother vulnerable and sad, always looking for her father’s reward. She understands how hard he was on her since she was a child, and actually how weak and submissive her grandmother was.
Her mother has tried to be powerful in her household, and was absorbed by her own emotional issues. She developed a quasi-incestuous relationship with her boys, and a rivalry with her daughter, as if, through this perpetual competition, she was trying to gain her father’s preference, or reproducing his destructive behavior.
Alia had to face her inability to solve this conflict and accept that she had to go through a rupture with her family, as a necessity to ensure her integrity. In her relationship with me as a therapist, she was looking for help, but in her relationship with me as another woman, she was looking for social recognition, her legitimacy to claim her right to be a woman.
7.3 Interpreting Clinical Cases at the Light of African Mythology and Fairytales

7.3.1 Transference and Countertransference Mechanisms
Fatima and Alia chose to start this psychotherapy on their own initiative to feel better. When they came to me, they faced another young African woman. I think the interaction would have been different if I was a man or older. In fact, the relationship with me, because of my youth, even beyond the context of psychotherapy, seems to relieve them from the fear of being judged. The transference is even stronger in the case of Alia, because she repeats several times that I look like her Aunt, whom she has a strong resemblance with. There, she implies but does not directly say that we actually look alike. So it looks like I am another mirror, where they can see themselves, get rid of their guilt and accept their images.
Both of them fear the social judgment, and more particularly, they have a history of a destructive mother–daughter relationship, where they always felt judged. This created a fear that is projected on other women or even other people around them (e.g. Alia’s colleague). They always have to prove themselves, to work more and look for other’s reward, to feel accepted. It looks like, despite their desire to leave their mother, they always are looking for reparation, in the eyes of other people. This guilt they have, is constant and it creates some anxiety. When they come looking for help, they want to get rid of this anxiety and feel free to interact with others.
My role as a therapist is first to be an other space of thinking, of realization, to allow them to construct a better image of themselves, an in-between in that destructive mother–daughter relationship. They have taken their distance but have never left their mother, since she is still present in every other person they meet. Constructing this potential space, where they feel safe, is the first goal of the therapy. Then they can try to elaborate and understand that relationship and its effect on their lives. They can make their decision to get passed their mother’s brutality and go forward in their lives.
The representation of the mirror is very important in this context because it illustrates how they can see other options for them, they are no longer afraid of their mother’s look and can actually project themselves in their own possible image. The relationship with the therapist represents an alternative, an opening to a new retrospective of themselves.
As a psychotherapist, I had to go through an analysis myself, in order to develop that benevolent neutrality. Facing these women, my gender and origin surely affect my judgment, I am familiar to some of the traditions, principles and contexts they have lived. I also share the same religion. It makes me closer to them and more sensitive to subjectivity. However, being a clinical psychologist has taught me to adopt a sort of observatory position. No matter the influence of their gender in their situation, I always focus our conversations on their choices, what they want to become, do or have. My willingness to defend another woman, and save them of one’s aggression is here, but my education and analytic experience has taught me to understand that it is not about me, and what I want, but more about the patient and what she is ready for.
The mother–daughter relationship is primary to every other relationship. Speaking is the basis of the symbolization processes. The ravaging relationship is one that leaves no place for symbolisation and elaboration. It leaves the girls with no ways to integrate her experiences and understand them in a constructive way. She has trouble constructing her own image, self, because she does not clearly see it herself. She is stuck in a cycle of guilt–reparation–attempt of evasion, that repeats itself continuously, for she lacks ways of understanding her own feelings. Getting involved in a therapy makes her able to elaborate her feelings and experience, to accept her thoughts even when they are contrary to the social (or maternal) judgment.
7.3.2 Myths, Tales and Therapy
As an African woman, and a mother, I was raised with these tales and mythical figures, incarnating the images of femininity and maternity. It is interesting to read them in the narratives of my patients, as ideals of avatars of themselves. In the story of Fatima, I was able to see how the representation of a good girl was heavy on her education. Even though the analysis shows that she was suffering from the consequences of her mother’s own fusional maternal relationship and the inability of her father to take his place as a third term. The society, with the inclusion of the second family acted as its role of fourth term (Ortigues and  Ortigues 1966), and were the reminder that the mother was not the supreme leader of this family. Fatima, in need for this intervention of the Law, went to seek contact with this family, as a refuge, and an aggression toward her mother. She was not able to compete with her mother in her own house, but she had chances, in her co-wife’s.

The tales bring an interesting overview of the representation of women, girls’ good and bad behaviors. The negative representation of Fatima, as a girl who was too talkative, made her build that sense of never being good enough, and always having to work harder to feel accepted. Simultaneously, she is always trying to get the best reviews, competing with others. In her relationship with her husband, conflicts are explained by a willingness to command and be too independent. She reports having wanted to leave him before, but only staying because she is not ready to leave. The image of a good wife is too strong, for her to bear the guilt of leaving it. And the judgment of the Other, under the traits of the family, religion, society and more technically her mother, obliges her to be that docile woman, who does not have the right to choose.
Her mother is described as a very strong-hearted woman, and she felt her husband’s remarriage as a treason, but did not try to leave him, as long as she was considered as his primary wife, and her co-wife was downplayed. In fact, the father did not really offer equal chances to the co-wife’s children, putting them in lower-level schools, and accommodating them in lower-class location. So Fatima’s mother accepted the father’s failure, as long as she stayed in her position of power. Fatima herself has the same behavior with her husband, she knows that she has higher expectations from a man, and will have a better financial situation than him, so she keeps her position in her household, knowing that she has the power.
I used the Tale of Bouh and the magic cow (cited in Chapter 4), to create a space of creativity and elaboration with Fatima. I showed all the pictures, hiding the text, for her to imagine a story of her own creation, then we discussed how she represented herself in this story. She responded with an identification with Bouh, the child who wanted to please his family and lost everything because of their greed. She saw the incorporation inside the cow’s body, with all its connexion with the maternal womb, the lost paradise, that contained everything the child could want. There we could see how the mother–daughter relationship of envy and unaccessible goods and power was illustrated in this picture. She made a link between Bouh’s conceited brother and her own sister, and saw his tragic end as a result of his bad behavior. This allowed her to indirectly evacuate her aggressive feelings toward her sister. The cow’s death represented the loss of her mother’s love, because of the siblings’ intervention. She showed her own aggressive feelings toward her mother, and oedipal fantasy of killing her, through the assertion of the cow’s death as an event of fate with no tragic impact.
In the case of Alia, her mother clearly acts as a devouring mother, keeping her daughter as her own property. Alia’s boyfriend is seen as an intruder, who has forced her to let go with her daughter. The loss of virginity is a symbolic step that draws the line between Alia and her family. It seems that it breaks a link of submission, it signifies her existence as another woman. It bursts this fantasy of destructive fusion, where they all are trapped, with a confusion of generations. Her departure accelerates the collapse of her family, exploding their balance. Each member of her family, when they come to visit her, envy her freedom, away from their conflicts. Her mother, when she finds a way to visit her, brings her atmosphere of control and violence. She, herself is trapped in this position as a strategy to support a fragile construction. Without her daughter, she completely loses the control of herself, just like Ndjeddo Dewal, when she is confronted to same situation.
Reference
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In this book, we have explored some of the African tales and mythology. We have discussed the figures of femininity and maternity. Through the description of the literature, we have analyzed the construction of the women’s representations. What we can see from these feminine archetypes is the permanence of the incompatibility of their power with the order. They represent ultimate explanations of the fears all humanity share of women. This confirms the idea of this fear being inherent to the common unconscious. It seems that the patriarchy had the primary goal to not only defeat the Mother, but also to prevent her from returning under the traits of another woman.
We have seen how the tales described the defeat of men over their enemy, the devouring mother. In all these tales, we saw how they were victims of their sexual attraction, and how easily they were fooled by women. The suspicion about women’s charms and sorcery supports the idea of mascarade because those are weapons of manipulations. Therefore, the society, through all the techniques and education has pushed women into refraining their aggressive impulses and sexual desire, which are supposed to be factors of chaos and destruction. The construction of a positive antagonist to the devouring mother, under the traits of the good mother, shows the right way to act for a girl or a woman. They are conditioned to adopt a submissive behavior, to protect their children, husband or the rest of humanity. Women facilitate the permanence of this message, by enforcing it in the education of girls since their youngest age. However, throughout the relationship between each other, this rivalry and fight for domination and power stays vivid and operant, especially when it comes to men. In fact, we have seen the rivalry between spouses, mother- and daughter-in-law, and mother and daughter.
In all these relationships between women, the common element is the concept of power that one has over the other. The youngest woman is threatening because her existence signifies the end of the older’s. It is like a change of reign, where the older woman has to accept that she will be replaced. The aspect of competition is also important to take into consideration, because this factor is easily manipulated by a misogynistic society that keeps women in a position of subordination. They are in rivalry with each other, to be objects of interest for men. On this very specific aspect of competition, tales provide a rich documentation. But when we extract men of the equation, as objects of desire, it seems that women are driven by two forces, the envy of power and the guilt. There is a dissociation preventing them for having the power to be in the position of domination. If they get to be in that position, they are seen as dangerous and threatening as if they would never be able to use it wisely. This dissociation between maternity and femininity takes place in that tales’ definition of the mother as caring, loving and of the feminine woman as seductive, powerful and dangerous.
This cleavage is not realistic, considering the processes of maternity, especially in African cultures, where women have access to rites to reintegrate their feminine body after birth and in some African countries, where matriarchy still exists. However, the control over women’s sexuality is one of the most important aspects of their domination. In fact, for the exogamy to be effective, men had to make sure they could marry their sisters with whomever they chose, and that implies having a strong control over them. The idea of submission and the pressure of religion, reinforcing this guilt, has strengthen the history of women being dominated, as if it had always been like that. The mascarade takes place in women’s attitude to display their subordination to men, in their willingness of being attractive to them, showing their weakness.
Regarding the religion, we have seen the representation of women in that context, and how the idea of guilt and sin could be blamed on them. They have to respond to their husbands’ sexual requests, but at the same time, they are blamed for not being able to refrain their own desire, or to put men in that position. Again we see here the idea of controlling women’s sexuality and use it in the goal of procreation.
But what is the missing link between this ancient matriarchy and the projection of women’s aggressive impulses toward other women? We have discussed the idea of castration and the fantasy of infanticide, especially in the work of Y. Govindama about the deities of maternity in Hinduism. In fact it seems that in the projection of their own aggressive impulses, women face their obligation to renounce to being whole again, and accept the castration, their lack, in front of that deity who has it all, and with whom they reproduce their very primitive sensation of envy. The ravaging mother–daughter relationship could be an infinite loop in that very moment, this tiny interspace that time and law cannot penetrate. The tale of Ndjeddo Dewal brilliantly illustrates this aspect with the constant repetition of her action of castration, when she, with her magic, renews her daughters’ virginity after each intercourse. Moreover, the relationship between Demeter and her daughter Persephone is also demonstrative of this infinite loop, with the seasons repeating this eternal cycle of death and renewal. In the analysis of clinical cases, we have seen how the ravaging relationship between mother and daughter seems to be repeating a previous unbalanced relationship.
There is no generation, no order, but just infinite power and femininity. So in that aspect, femininity is opposed to generations and common law, which actually represent the patriarchy, and the Name of the Father. Or, it responds to another law, the maternal law, that is internalized by the subject in the first moments of his existence through this archaic maternal superego. So in the collective unconscious, fear is the common motive with the anxiety to lose control. That is generalized through this collective anxious obsession of control over women. This Great Other, castrating women and showing their subordination to the maternal law, is the origin of the guilt, and the representation of their limit. They project their impulses on other women, repeating their own castration. Men, in that situation, are ways to get out of this cycle, and get protection from themselves. Being in a position of submission, may sometimes be a way to hide from their own self.

Where does that leave us, regarding feminism? Feminism is usually seen as a female movement aiming to reduce gender discrimination. However it can be seen as offensive for men, as if it represented an act of conflict, a threat for their freedom. In Africa, a lot of women have to work to support themselves and their children, but still, they are not independent and still have to be submissive to their husbands. They are technically proven able to work for themselves, and sometimes, they even are the principal payers of the household. Despite their potential, they choose to stay in a position of submission or at least, they do not choose to be emancipated. The guilt they have toward their family, is stronger than their desire of emancipation. The messages they have learnt since their childhood taught them to be submissive and accept to suffer, for the good fate of their children.
In many cultures around the globe, and more specifically in Africa, girls are raised to be esthetically attractive, and put more importance in their appearance than boys. They are raised to have the objective of eventually getting married and having children. Women are expected to become mothers, and this is what they are supposed to be naturally good at. However, new advances in the field of science have brought more choice in this department, allowing them to choose the moment, the criteria and the conditions of their maternity. This evolution of science brings control of procreation in the hands of women. Therefore, emancipation is not only the idea of the woman controlling her conditions of life, but also her body, and reappropriation of its power. I believe this power is the one that scares the most, because in that situation, they withdraw themselves of their position, as objects of exchanges.
On a more theoretical aspect, we can say that psychology and psychoanalysis themselves were designed as misogynistic in some way. Because they describe women from a masculine view, and through the crystal prism of a masculine look. They are fundamentally biased, assuming that women should be different from men, and reasoning in opposition to men, leaving them with the explanations that are left from what is said for men. As well as ethnocentrism was critical in anthropology, phallocentrism was very present in psychology and psychoanalysis. The theories of Melanie Klein and her followers have brought a new perspective, and recognized the phallic function of the mother.
The feminist movement was generated by a critically unbalanced situation. As long as women are not considered as equal as men in their rights, there still will be a need for contestation. This movement responding to a malaise will cease to exist, when its purpose will be reached. African mythology and tales could be used as a corpus of lessons for empowerment, to reinforce women’s self-esteem and provide guidance. In fact, western models are seen as examples of women’s emancipations, but are not coherent with African cultures. They provide models that cannot be integrated without reinforcing cleavage, guilt and the fear of acculturation. Some would see it as a disruption in the transmission of their cultural values.
African psychology, to bring a significant improvement, should consider the corpus of culture as a way of apprehending not only the difference between Africa and the rest of the world, but to go beyond differences and focus on the time as the sole dimension. Time is a continuum, a common currency that connects people to one another. What we have explored in all these myths and tales, is their common base and significance, all pointing to an ancient time of matriarchy, which at the scale of one person, looks like the representation of the primary relationship between mother and child.
The cultural diversity of Africa already offers a wide space of exploration and research. Many authors have been observing African cultures, but not so many of them were actually Africans. We have seen in our exploration of the African literature, how writers from both genders used their characters to illustrate their own subjectivity. Researchers are supposed to be as neutral as possible, but as long as African researchers still have to prove their legitimacy, we cannot really expect them to be neutral, can we?
So what is the future of African psychology? Well, I believe, it is for African clinical psychologists to truly integrate their cultural specificity in their clinical practice. In fact, cultural heritage can be used as a common base for identification and African psychologists can use it as a powerful transitional space to connect with their patients. The importation of classical European psychology can in someway deny the specific interaction that occurs between two African people, reflecting transference and countertransference mechanisms. Instead of having to replicate classical models, I believe African psychologists now have enough material to integrate psychology in their own dynamic.
We have seen how tales have a goal of education and conditioning, valuing maternity and sacrifice over femininity and seduction. I believe that this knowledge and conditioning can be used to reinforce equity, instead of male domination. Powerful mothers are only described in their negative aspect, and their actions are only driven by the will to dominate with no further explanation.
I take as an example the movie Maleficent (2014), where the story of Sleeping Beauty is told from the perspective of the Evil Fairy. When the fairy’s action is explained, she no longer appears as evil and actually, we understand her position of victim of the king’s greed. She is the one who saves the princess, showing that the true love is the maternal love. In fact the original bond, the primary one, is between mother and child. This brings a new perspective, all figures from African mythology represent the versatility of women, they all represent one of their aspects, but it does not have to be considered as evil. Women’s guilt is inspired through education, and should only be cured by submission. However it can be alleviated, with an approach of self-consciousness, where women can understand their true potential and embrace it.
In this perspective, tales could really represent tools to break this cleavage, if they are told in a more active and global version. In fact, we have seen in the analysis of the African literature how female writers described their characters globally, each of them being vulnerable and powerful, attractive and submissive. This global representation of women is more likely to be a base for identification.
The clinical examples of women seeking help from a therapist to solve a conflictual relationship with their mother revealed their search for an environment where their ambition would not be judged, and where they would have access to other female images. In the particular space of therapy, they created a new narrative that took into account their feelings, and lowered their guilt, justifying their actions. They reintegrate this part of themselves that was lost in the cleavage, and embrace it as a part of their identity.
When it comes to psychotherapy with women from African descent, I believe the analysis of this guilt is fundamental, and the work to be done is to allow them to be all of themselves, to accept their strength and elaborate their feelings of anger and envy, at the origin of their unconscious conflicts. This process leads to the deconstruction of this conditioning, and opens new perspectives. The utilization of myths and tales in therapy could be a very interesting approach. On one hand, it puts the woman from African descent in a continuum, giving her a place, in a familiar field of representation. On the other hand, it provides an active participating role where she can choose which character to identify to, and give a body to this character, integrating it with all its aspects. The cultural nature of myths and tale assume their legitimacy and adequation with the Great Other’s law. Because they are part of the cultural heritage they bear this commonly accepted symbolism, creating a particular space of negotiation to reinvent one’s position.
Tales and myths have been used successfully in clinical psychology, especially with children (Gryson-Dejehansart 2013; Chouvier 2015). I believe it would bring a specific dynamic in the psychotherapy with women, and since we have such a rich corpus of data from African myths and tales, it could enlighten the clinical practice with women from African descent. The example provided with the clinical case within the previous chapter shows how this method could be implemented in a more active and realistic frame. The use of this technique with different contexts (tales representing sexuality, aggressiveness, envy and/or anger), with different women from African descent would significantly improve our knowledge of the scope of this method. It will also be a way to provide a more culturally adequate response to psychological conflicts, without causing guilt of any kind or fear of acculturation or marginalization. In fact psychology, in the African context is still new, therefore it is usually linked to westernization. The integration of myths and tales allows to create a transitional space of trust and familiarity, a vivid extension of the subject’s imagination. There it can truly be echoing the subject’s symbolism, and allows internal elaboration.
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