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Abstract 

It is noteworthy that gender discourse in African literature is pioneered by female novelists, such as Bessie 

Head, Flora Nwapa, Buchi Emecheta, Ama Ata Aidoo and Mariama Ba.Through their writings, women‟s 

social status is constantly being reconstructed. It holds therefore that gender discourse in African drama is 

relatively new as a result of the fact that female novelists surfaced, first, in the African literary scene before 

their counterparts in playwriting. Meanwhile,the first female playwright to arrive the dramatic scene, Zulu 

Sofola, is affirmed not to have made any significant contribution this wise. It is against this backdrop that 

this paper seeks to locate the subsequent emergence of Tess Onwueme in the dramatic sceneas that which 

essentiallyushered in gynocentric aesthetics in drama, as obtainable in fictional narratives. The study puts 

into perspective her dramaturgy, at inception,as aesthetically coloured with gynocentricism, thereby 

assuming thepioneer of gender discourse in modern Nigerian drama, in particular, and African drama at 

large. Two among her early plays, The Reign of Wazobia and The Broken Calabash, are analysed with a 

view to contextualising the thesis of the study. 
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Introduction 

 In the evolution and development of 

African women writing that is believed and 

acknowledged to have assumed a uniquely 

female tradition in African literature, the 

dramatizations of imprisonment and freedom in a 

patriarchal society evidently characterize that 

universe (Sotunsa 83-4). Interestingly, though 

works in this tradition, especially the pioneers of 

the Seventies and early Eighties, generally began 

by using culture and tradition as primary symbols 

of female imprisonment, they also employ much 

of the other paraphernalia of „women‟s place‟ to 

enact their central symbolic drama of enclosure 

and escape. 

 At inception, the above development was 

initially given vent in fictional writings. In other 

words, female novelists acknowledgably 

pioneered such a movement that would later 

found a discourse in other genres, especially 

drama. In this regard, in an overview of writers 

and periods in contemporary African fiction, 

Derek Wright notes: 

The Seventies and early Eighties 

also saw a burgeoning of African 

fiction by African women writers 

– Bessie Head, Flora Nwapa, 

Buchi Emecheta, Ama Ata 

Aidoo, Mariama Ba – which 

revealed that political 

emancipation had done little to 

erode entrenched patriarchal 

traditions of male domination 

and female subservience. (8) 
 

Indeed, this presupposes that the African woman 

as a dramatic subjectand playwright hasa 

relatively brief history. Hence, by then, Mabel 

Evwierhoma‟s assertion holds that, from the 

corpus of the plays, with particular reference to 

Nigerian playwrights, “not much is likely to be 

known about the interior workings of a female 

playwright” (2). Although Zulu Sofola is widely 

regardedas the first notable female playwright in 

Nigeria with considerable number of plays to her 

credit, however, while noting what is described as 

an undermining trend in thecharacterisation of 

women by early male playwrights, Jeremiah 

Methuselah points out that Sofola made no 

significant attempt to changing the trend (154). 

Against this backdrop, therefore, the subsequent 

emergence of Tess Onwueme in the dramatic 

scene is regarded in this study as a remarkable 

move, at first, which translates to an 

institutionalisation of gynocentric aesthetics in 
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modern Nigerian drama, in particular, and 

African drama at large. Two among her early 

plays, The Reign of Wazobia and The Broken 

Calabash, will be analyzed in order to 

contextualise the thesis of this paper.  

Gynocentric Aesthetics in Drama 
 The term gynocentricism is of Greco-

Latino origin. As a cultural term, it is 

acknowledged to have been in circulation since 

1800s and it refers to a dominant or exclusive 

focus on women in theory and practice 

(www.gynocentricism.com). It is “one of the 

women‟s movement which celebrates the 

women‟s liberation” (Handriani 25). Considered 

as gynocentric feminism, in other words, Iris 

Young avers that “it argues for the superiority of 

the values embodied in traditional female 

experience and rejects the values it finds in 

traditional male-dominated institutions” (174).In 

its spirit, “women are considered as powerful, 

creative and prestigious” (25). Hence, espousing 

its aesthetics in drama, Gbemisola Adeoti offers 

that gynocentric drama “essentially draws its 

artistic materials from the multiple nuances of 

feminism – a critical perspective that regards 

women as victims of discrimination and 

oppression” (261). Influenced by feminism, thus, 

the gynocentric aesthetics in drama is created in 

such a manner that existing power structure is 

inverted “in order to present women as having or 

deserving equal rights with men especially in 

gaining access to decision-making organs of the 

society” (263). Playwrights who explore such an 

artistic form which seeks to create a counter-

power structure and an affirmation of gender 

complementarity essentially challenge values of 

patriarchy (263). Iris Young capture sits basic 

principles thus: 

Gynocentric feminism does not 

focus its analysis on the barriers 

to women‟s self-development 

and the exclusion of women from 

spheres of power, prestige and 

creativity. Instead gynocentric 

feminism focuses its critique of 

values expressed in the dominant 

social spheres themselves. The 

male-dominated activities with 

the greatest prestige in the 

society – politics, science, 

technology, warfare, business – 

threaten the survival of the planet 

and the human race. That our 

society accords these activities 

the highest value only indicates 

the deep perversity of patriarchal 

culture. (178) 
 

Essentially, while Onwueme‟s 

dramaturgy is being burgeoned in this 

criticalcontext, a sense is also being created 

which places a significant emphasis on the 

leading and remarkable role that her dramaturgy 

ultimately played towards institutionalizing such 

a discourse in modern Nigerian drama, as earlier 

obtainable in fictional narratives. 

Onwueme’s Dramaturgy: An Underlining 

Gynocentric Configuration 

Studies have shown that, in theory and 

practice, over the time, drama, and indeed 

literature as a whole, in the African context has 

been situated between ideology and social 

commitment (Nwoga 26). Ideology, here, 

assumes “a vehicle for the thoughts or ideas that 

are theorized in drama and theatre” (Evwierhoma 

6), against the practical manifestation of which 

dramatists are inevitably labeled with specific 

social commitment. In view of this, Mabel 

Evwierhoma asserts that: 

In any corpus of plays, any 

evidence or manifestation of a 

devotion to similar thematic 

trends which may arise out of 

social problems or social events, 

corners a dramatist into a camp. 

She unavoidably wears a label of 

commitment. In this vein, the 

dramatist is seen to have bias 

towards certain topics, issues, 

problems, themes and this 

preference is reflected in his/her 

work. (110) 

Indeed, in a society that is rapidly evolving, every 

socially committed intellectual often strives as 

much as possible to make his/her mark on the 

changing phase of the history or social reality. 

Meanwhile in an ambience of being an 
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„oppressed‟ – the marginalized, often socially 

conditioned or constructed, then, in order to leave 

a remarkable footprint, it becomes a necessary 

task to make a giant stride out of the doldrums 

the society has relegated such an individual to. It 

is only when one has been able to step out and 

assert one‟s potentiality strongly in the struggle 

for development, in all ramifications, that one‟s 

voice can be audibly heard. Hence, every mark 

that is thereby made in the developmental 

processes will potentially earn such an individual 

certain level of recognition. 

It is against this backdrop that the arrival 

of Tess Onwueme to the dramatic scene in 

Nigeria is critically seen to be preoccupied, at 

first and foremost, with gender reconstruction. It 

is a literary-critical move which a critic has 

termed “gynocentric aesthetics”. In his account, 

Gbemisola Adeoti avers that “the gynocentric 

dramatist seeks a new gender relationship on the 

stage with a view to creating an alternative 

literary (and by extension, socio-political) order 

that is fundamentally woman-centered” (261). 

However, beyond this, being a dramatist that is 

evolving philosophically, myriads of issues – 

socio-economic, cultural and political – affecting 

humanity in general have also been incorporated 

in her writing, as do in other female writers. 

Correspondingly, Uwem Affiah notes that: 

The protagonists of most of 

Onwueme‟s plays are women, 

no doubt about that. However, 

Onwueme‟s dramaturgy is not 

limited to discussing the 

problems of women in a 

patriarchal society.... Her 

dramaturgy covers issues of 

governance to freedom, 

fairness, justice and equality. 

These are not problems 

peculiar to women. Therefore, 

her dramaturgy interrogates 

issues germane to human 

society at large, with Nigeria as 

her primary setting. (286) 

This assertion is also self-affirmed in an 

exclusive interview when the renowned 

playwright takes us into the theatrical spirit of her 

art, claiming that her work is larger than any 

female-centered 

ideology.(http://www.vanguardngr.com/2011/02/

my-work-is-larger-than-any-female-centred-

ideology-prof-oSnwueme-2/) 

The significant emphasis here, 

nonetheless, is that, even though it is apparent 

that Onwueme‟s writing laterdemonstrates rich 

concerns for socio-economic and political 

subjects, which can be best understood by the 

study of the larger Nigerian society, it is to a 

great extent, textually evident, that her writing 

essentially surfaced, initially and originally, with 

gynocentric ideology. In other words, “at a time 

when there was a conspicuous absence of any 

female voice for women within the Nigerian 

playwriting circle, the plays of Onwueme served 

to showcase the courage and fortitude of women” 

(Methuselah 156). She is a prolific playwright 

who is “constantly concerned with the problems 

and successes of womenfolk. She affirms gender 

equality, believing that whether at the domestic 

or public sphere, men and women ought to be 

engaged in a union of equals” (Adeoti 263 – 

4).Therefore, the foregoing critical postures 

suffice to lend credence to the submission in this 

study that the feminine reconstruction in her early 

plays is implicitly associated with the initial 

move to break out of the perceived social 

marginalization, by asserting the potentiality and 

sagacity of women to operate meaningfully in 

significant social spheres. Hence,in the 

concluding remarks on the study of her plays, 

Evwierhoma avers that “where Tess Onwueme‟s 

drama is concerned, powerful female 

characterisation becomes more visible in her later 

works than in the early ones” (217). Evidently, a 

practical dramatization of this is encountered in 

The Reign of Wazobia, among others. In line with 

this view, Omofolabo Ajayi maintains that: 

Three Plays(the trilogy is 

completed with The Broken 

Calabash) attempts a sustained 

argument against patriarchal 

systems that stifle women‟s 

potential, breed corruption, and 

lock affected societies into 

bankrupt traditions and 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/
http://www.vanguardngr.com/2011/02/my-work-is-larger-than-any-female-centred-ideology-prof-oSnwueme-2/
http://www.vanguardngr.com/2011/02/my-work-is-larger-than-any-female-centred-ideology-prof-oSnwueme-2/
http://www.vanguardngr.com/2011/02/my-work-is-larger-than-any-female-centred-ideology-prof-oSnwueme-2/
http://www.vanguardngr.com/2011/02/my-work-is-larger-than-any-female-centred-ideology-prof-oSnwueme-2/


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol 7. January 2019                                                                                        ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

                                                                                                              Issa Garuba O. 
CC BY-NC-ND  Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 

 
 

60 

 

stagnation. The Reign of Wazobia 

(Wazobia), the last in the trilogy, 

especially argues that not only do 

women want to lead, but they are 

also capable leaders and 

visionaries who seek to move 

their communities productively 

forward. (110) 

The above is, therefore, significantly insightful of 

the specific commitment in her early plays, 

against the backdrop of which this study critically 

situates her emergence as a female dramatist.  
 

Of Freedom and Gynocentric Aesthetics: 

Onwueme’s Contribution to the Development 

of Modern Nigerian Drama 

            This section dwells on the playwright‟s 

contribution to the development of modern 

Nigerian drama. It is explored within the context 

ofgynocentric aesthetics in her two selected early 

plays, The Reign of Wazobia and The Broken 

Calabash. 

It is no gainsay that women writings 

across the globe evolved out of what was 

perceived as an imbalance structure in the social 

tradition, injustice or inequality in the social 

order, in relation to gender. In a movement that is 

believed to have begun with the struggle for 

women‟s rights in the late eighteenth century 

Europe (Sotunsa 1), women writings since then 

have been, to an extreme degree, saturated with 

almost one-dimensional ideology; the woman 

question. It has generated a lot of debates such 

that, in the present time, it seems to be creating a 

clichéic ambience vulnerable to some sort of 

critical disinterestedness. However, the central 

focus of this paper is not to actually engage in the 

nuances of feminism. Rather, it is an attempt to 

situate Tess Onwueme‟s contribution to the 

development of modern Nigerian drama within 

an institutionalization of gynocentric aesthetics or 

gender discourse, irrespective of the variant, in 

the dramatic circle. It is important to point out 

very quickly that this paper has not claimed that 

the infusion of gender discourse in dramatic 

creativity in Nigeria came with the arrival of Tess 

Onwueme to the scene. Nevertheless, as critical 

investigations have shown, it is arguable that the 

taking of it to a recognizable and critical pedestal 

can be associated with her. Correspondingly in 

what he describes as a mixed grill of imaging in 

literary Nigeria drama, Jeremiah Methuselah 

recounts in an overview manner the undermining 

characterization of women by early male 

playwrights like Soyinka, Ola Rotimi and J. P. 

Clark (151-3). In addition, he points out that even 

the first female playwright to join the train, Zulu 

Sofola, did not make any significant attempt at 

changing the trend. Rather, “the same imaging 

immanent of this generation which are male 

dominated find expression in her drama, 

too.”(154) 

It is against this backdrop that this paper 

has placed Tess Onwueme‟s contributions to 

modern Nigerian drama under the umbrella of 

pioneering gender discourse in that corpus, 

premised on the notion that her arrival to the 

scene set it properly in place. This is because, for 

the first time in dramatic discourse in Nigeria, her 

plays robustly engage in the real portrayal of 

powerful and powerless female characters which 

is a critical pointer to an attempt at striking a 

social balance in male-female characterization in 

playwriting in Nigeria. In a corresponding 

assertion, Evwierhoma posits that: 

Most of Tess Onwueme‟s 

plays are committed to 

highlighting the place of 

women in the various 

environment in which they 

find themselves. Through the 

ideas pivoted on women in 

her drama, the feminine ideal 

is propagated with a view to 

actualizing it in the 

society.(124 – 5) 

The Reign of Wazobia 

Essentially, her portrayal of various 

cadres of women in The Reign of Wazobia and 

their dispositions is paradigmatic of the women 

liberation struggle. This being, in all 

ramifications, the ultimate thrust of gynocentric 

drama in a, presumably, patriarchal structure. The 

ideal is particularly embodied in the 

characterization of Wazobia. In the play, the 

reader is presented with a heroine, Wazobia, 

whose good fortune catapults her overnight from 
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grass to grace. Following the transition of the 

king of Ila, a people of Aanioma kingdom, to 

which Wazobia belongs, the tradition has it that a 

female regent be chosen for three seasons through 

a ritual process. This being Wazobia‟s road to the 

throne, by virtue of being chosen by the oracle. 

On her ascension, though not explicitly stated at 

first, she determines to utilize the opportunity to 

revolutionize the hitherto system by changing the 

role of women in the kingdom from passiveness 

to activeness. A significant pointer to the proof 

that her reign is in protection of women is seen in 

the case of a woman who is being battered by her 

husband. On account of this, she summons the 

villagers for a meeting at the palace for them to 

discuss and reassess some pertinent gender 

issues. At the meeting she decrees that women 

and youths be present at meetings, arguing that 

first, people are human beings before being 

grouped into gender camps – as male or female. 

She metes out punishment against the man, and 

makes a manifesto with particular concern for 

women with regards to having access to, or equal 

representation, in rulership: 

Now hear our manifesto. 

Henceforth the symbol of our 

kingdom shall be the palm-tree 

which from top to bottom has all 

and produces all: from leaves, to 

thatch, to shade, to broom. From 

fruit, to wine, to oil, to kernel… 

That is the palm. Each part, its 

own value and yet interdependent 

on all other parts. We all, man, 

woman, child must be schooled. 

To actualize these potentials for 

full benefit for all with none 

posing an obstacle to another; 

with the left hand washing the 

right; And the right hand, the left. 

Henceforth women will have 

equal representation in 

rulership… (TROW & OP 33) 
 

Another significant point of contribution 

is her dramatic fusion of gynocentric politics with 

national politics. The former is observable in the 

female unity that is apparently stressed by the 

playwright. We see the Ila a women, not only 

pledging their support for Wazobia, but also 

acting accordingly, and this further strengthens 

the regent to advance the cause of women she 

indeed upholds. Otherwise, any form of division 

among them would potentially weaken their 

struggle. The latter, captured as national politics, 

is conveyed in the title of the play, „wazobia‟, 

which is “a common expression that captures the 

multinational and multicultural make-up of the 

country” (Ajayi 111). The interface between 

them, thus, reveals “how crucial the participation 

of women is to national unity” (11);and by using 

the expression solely for names of female (three) 

characters – Wa, Zo, and Bia, there is an implicit 

assertion that, through her writing, she is raising 

the consciousness of the Nigerian women to the 

democratic process of the country.  

In all, therefore, the unambiguous 

ideology that pervades the play is that of an 

attempt at, to employ Mobolanle Sotunsa‟s 

words, “deconstructing the established 

predominant male paradigms and constructing a 

female perspective which foregrounds the female 

experience”. (Sotunsa 6 – 7) 
 

The Broken Calabash 
At another level, in The Broken 

Calabash, Onwueme has also contributively 

replicated, in terms of discourse, what is 

considered, among others, to be characteristic of 

the second generation of modern Nigerian 

playwrights, which she belongs to. In order to 

lend her voice to what was becoming the vogue 

in the tradition of this generation of dramatists, 

the play presents us with a clash of tradition and 

modernity. However, there is a mild treatment of 

the subject in the play because there is an 

indication that she provides room for none to gain 

ascendency over the other. That is to say, she 

creates rather an atmosphere for change that will 

not culminate in the death of tradition, but loosen 

its rigidity on certain obsolete grounds and 

accommodate modernity. Otherwise, as 

eventually seen in the play, a tragic consequence 

looms should tradition hold an uncompromising 

stand in the face of inevitable modern values that 

are gradually penetrating their village. 

The Broken Calabash features the 

heroine, Ona, an undergraduate student and the 
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only child of her parents. She is an idegbe, being 

the only child, and by tradition, “she is not 

expected to be married out but bear children into 

her immediate family to propagate the lineage” 

(The Prefatory note 66). Meanwhile, she is in a 

love relationship with Diaku. Thus, as the plot 

unfolds, and what appears to be ordinary 

ideological disparity between Ona and Courtuma, 

her father, there is indeed a heavy tussle therein. 

Seeing Ona as iconical of modernity, she 

is constantly tilted to change the course she sees 

as the “stagnant air of tradition” that, if not 

curbed, everybody would be completely absorbed 

by it and thus all the sweetness in them would be 

invalidated (TROW and OP 72). Moreover, 

despite the choice she has to marry another 

woman into the family to take up her role, 

absolute breaking away from such traditional 

imprisonment is a better choice, that, to her, 

being the only way life can be seen in its fullness. 

(76) 

Placing herself side by side with her 

father, who is an emblem of tradition, she 

laments that “it is more distressing for one to feel 

and not express oneself. My father inhibits me in 

every way,” she says (76). However, adding to 

her statement, the reader is made to realize how 

she and Diaku have devised a means of beating 

the time while attending Sunday church services. 

They will elope to Diaku‟s house after the gospel, 

and as soon as they observe the service is over, 

she wipes her lips and flies home as if no sugar 

can dissolve in her mouth. This is particularly 

significant because it is a pointer to the fact that 

every activity of Ona translates to her attempts at 

disentangling “some of the areas that make things 

too rigid and unmanageable” for her (84). This is 

symbolically dramatized in the scene where 

Courtuma seems to be frowning at Ona‟s modern 

hair style while emphasizing the beauty of the 

traditional hair style (84 – 85). This scene 

accounts for a great significance as it comes up 

also as a sharp and symbolic response to her 

father‟s statement that their customs, at times, are 

“too entrenched, too old to be bend or married to 

new ways.” (83) 

In order to drive the central dramatic 

statement further, Ona suggests to Diaku to 

arrange for their introduction the following day. 

And in an unrealistic manner, of course, Diaku‟s 

family embarks on this course the following day. 

On the contrary, on account that Ona is an 

Idegbe, Courtuma rejects the request outright 

even in the face of strong persuasive efforts by 

Otu Agada, Diaku‟s father. Thus, he makes 

Courtuma and his brother, Ekete, to realize the 

wind of imminent change that is already 

inescapably blowing: 

I understand what you mean. It is 

water which drowns people. It is 

still water that people must drink. 

We are not strangers in Aniocha. 

If the rhythm of a dance changes, 

the steps change too. You can see 

that our son and daughter‟s skins 

have become lighter than ours 

because of the rays from the 

Whiteman‟s land. We cannot 

pretend that we don‟t know when 

darkness overtakes light. (TROW 

and OP 102)  

In the face of a message that is made 

clear to them; the futility of their coming, Otu 

Agada urges his kinsmen to let them return home 

but leave the calabash of wine with which they 

came. In an ominous ensuing action, Courtuma 

breaks the calabash which is a taboo in their land. 

At a more symbolic level, the breaking of the 

calabash represents “Ona‟s shattered emotional 

aspiration and stability as well as the tradition 

which Courtuma strives so hard to protect and 

defend” (Amuta 56). Reacting to this in an 

analogously proverbial statement, Ekete 

maintains that the situation is that of a tse-tse fly 

that perches on the scrotum which must be 

chased with extreme carefulness or caution. 

Therefore, he questions Courtuma‟s 

impulsiveness in trying to save one tradition by 

breaking the other. (105) 

Subsequently, in a letter from Diaku to 

her, Ona is acquainted with his marriage to Ugo, 

Ona‟s best friend. And in an atmosphere of 

shattered emotion, thus, she resolves to hit back 

at her father, the harbinger of her emotional loss 

Following Ona‟s brief illness that creates some 

sort of anxiety, she implicates her father by 
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pointing at him publicly to be responsible for her 

pregnancy, the source of which is not made 

known to the audience, this being an act that is 

also a taboo on the land, Courtuma is thus forced 

to commit suicide. This tragic resolution heralds 

the fall of tradition in the face of a raging 

modernity as earlier conveyed in the Priest‟s 

statement that: “… The tree must fall. All you 

can do to help is simply to prop it up. But fall, the 

tree must, because the wind is too strong…” 

(113) 

The overall dramatization, therefore, 

apparently appears to be symbolic of man-woman 

structure locked in a tug of war. On the surface, 

tradition and modernity are being juxtaposed in a 

conflict of superiority. However, the 

dramatization has an underlying gender interest. 

In view of this, critically, Courtuma stands for the 

male domination and marginalization of women 

which Ona sets out to liberate herself from. The 

emphasis that is germane to the thesis of this 

study is that a female character has also, in this 

play, been empowered to champion a critical 

cause set against a male character resulting in a 

blood-stained victory of the former. This is a 

significant pointer to a radical feminist ideology, 

from which gynocentric drama draws, of the 

playwright. To this end, the heroine had asserted 

earlier on in the play that: “Let the wind blow- 

Let the shaky homestead be blown. Anything 

which cannot stand the force of change must be 

uprooted or be blown into oblivion by the storm 

heralding the new season!” (109) 

Using the two plays in this study as the 

entry point at which to ground her dramaturgy, 

therefore, Onwueme has also, successfully to her 

credit, laid a solid foundation for the later 

Nigerian female playwrights in their engagement 

in gynocentric (feminist) subjects. 
 

Conclusion 

Through a critical exegesis of these two 

early plays, an insight is gained into Onwueme‟s 

dramaturgy as essentially colored with 

gynocentric aesthetics. Basically, the plays 

constitute a reaction to what women would 

consider to be “a skewed representation of 

themselves in male authored works” (Methuselah 

155). In other words, as Paula Morgan puts it, 

“they are concerned with reversing the process of 

denigration, disfigurement, self-contempt and 

erasure” (98). In spite of her claim that her 

writing transcends a woman-centered ideology, 

as also shared by Chidi Amuta, what is critically 

observable is that of only a gradual shift from the 

emphasis on such a female subject or single 

perspective to a more universal theme. 

Nevertheless, they are ultimately riddled with an 

“underlining veneer of feminism”. (Methuselah 

157) 

The foregoing, therefore, sums up the 

submission of this study that her arrival on the 

dramatic scene indeed heralded gender discourse 

in modern Nigerian drama, which had already 

been ongoing in the genre of the novel. Hence, it 

forms the core of her contribution to the 

development of dramatic literature in Africa at 

large.  
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