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Abstract

The Bride Price is an African work set in Nigeria and focuses on the conflict between the
traditional practices and the colonialism and the life of a young girl as she is torn between
what is expected of her and what is expected of her culture. The novel deals with issues
of identity, gender roles, and even the influence of superstition, specifically, the idea of
bride price that is both a literal and symbolic display of submission of women to
patriarchal standards. The main character is a young girl who was brought up on the
assumption that her value would be measured by the bride-price which she would fetch
to her family when she gets married. This cultural practice is intertwined with other
myths and superstitions such as the curse of ogbanje and the use of voodoo, and make
her life even more difficult.

As the protagonist tries to find her way through this oppressive system she develops a
relationship that goes against the societal limits but the relationship is confronted by
overwhelming obstacles based on tradition. Her tragic death is eventually caused by the
refusal to take the bride price and the superstitions associated with it. The novel, through
this story, condemns the negative influence of strong cultural habits on the lives of
individuals, especially women, and highlights the psychological binding power that myths
and traditions may have. It also holds a ray of hope of coming out of these traditions and
it may be personal freedom which is sometimes attained at high price.

Keywords: tradition, culture, myths, psychological binding, superstitions, The Bride Price
etc.

Introduction

The cultural clash is among the most prevalent in the African literature where a lot of
attention is paid to the prejudice and discrimination of the white man, and the conflict
between the native and his identity. A little less emphasis is however placed on the
important role of myth and superstition in these pieces of work, which are deeply rooted
in the oral and written literature. African literature is so entwined with myth and
superstition that it not only interprets the past, but the future as well. Myth in The Bride
Price by Buchi Emecheta is a critical aspect in the life of a young bride Aku-nna who fears
an early demise during childbirth because of the non-payment of her bride price. This
perpetual fear leads to her demise and this death is a fulfillment of the very myth she
dreaded. This is a sorrowful ending which highlights the shocking nature of African
traditions in which tradition tends to be more important than human life. As it is brought
out in the novel by Emecheta, the myth can occupy a very strong psychological hold over
a person, particularly within the African culture. Even with the change brought about by
modernization, these ancient beliefs still remain till the present times, affecting and
shaping the societal norms. Through the entwining of myth, marriage and literature, the
novel illuminates how profound an influence of tradition was on the African mindset as
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we see through the destiny of Aku-nna and the long-established institution of marriage in
Africa.

The marriage and myth theme in literature is as ancient as the literature. Pamela,
or Virtue Rewarded by Samuel Richardson is one of the earliest novels in the English
literature which speaks about the struggles of the protagonist and the ultimate reward of
her unswerving virtue in the shape of good marriage. The idea of marriage idea in
literature was addressed in different ways in different epochs and genres, but in
numerous novels of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, marriage has been
represented as the final goal; the solution which gives a closure and redemption. The
marriage plot can be seen as the reward of the virtue on the hero or heroine giving them
some moral closure as well as the end of the story in these works. Fictional marriage tends
to reflect the status of the marriage in society. As Simone de Beauvoir (1989) has said so
notoriously:

“Marriage is the destiny traditionally offered to women by society. It is still true

that most women are married, or have been, or plan to be, or suffer from not being.

The celibate woman is to be explained and defined with reference to marriage,

whether she is frustrated, rebellious, or even indifferent in regard to that

institution.” (345)

Marriage has been considered in most societies, particularly in the past, as the
most important channel where the social status, security of the woman and even her
purpose are defined. This is also manifested in the literary works in the manner that
characters are either pursuing or are held back by the institution of marriage. The
marriage plot was an element of literary genres such as romance and social novels where
the marriage plot was a sign of stability, respectability, and moral enlightenment.

Nonetheless, the idealism of marriage in literature is not always that. The modern
literature has grown more and more concerned with the intricacies of marriage, and has
treated it as a conflict, oppression, or personal constraint. Marriage is not always
portrayed as the result of personal development or virtue but rather as a social and
psychic load especially when it comes to women. Feminist literary tradition writers such
as Jane Austen, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, and others have started to criticize the
institution of marriage with its consequences to individual freedom and autonomy. The
topic of marriage is commonly presented in terms of myths and symbols, as a symbol of
the union between individuals and at the same time with the rest of the society and
cultural aspects. The myth of marriage can be like a dream and a trap to women, in
particular, as it promises them stability and belonging, though it can also be a symbol of
constriction. This friction of the ideals of marriage and its constraints may still find echo
in literature to show how the institution still finds its way deep into the social and
psychological structure of most societies.

With the changing nature of society, the nature of the marriage representation in
literature also changes. Not only the reward of virtue or the sign of success of the woman
any more, marriage is now being portrayed in more nuanced ways, its possible happiness
and the way it propagates societal values and expectations. This development is an
indication of wider cultural changes regarding the perception of marriage- as something
personal, a partnership, or, in some cases, something resisting the traditional roles.

Men and women have always had a different meaning of marriage. Marriage has
traditionally been regarded as the end result of a woman, an icon of success and
achievement. Consequently, a lot of novels particularly of the older times, tended to
culminate into the marriage of the main character bringing a happy ending of happily
after that. This patriarchal perception of marriage started to change though near the end
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of the Victorian era. The imbalance and hypocrisy surrounding marriage had been long
brought into the limelight by the unfair treatment meted on men and women, as far as
marriage was concerned. The so-called two halves of marriage had never been equal since
the woman was frequently left with the background role and the man took the leading
position speaking as the breadwinner, the decision-maker and the family head.

The last twenty years of the Victorian period became the period of the social
transition as the attitudes to the relations between genders changed. This was the time
when the trend towards the rejection of the patriarchal concept of male dominance and
female subordination was established, as the society started to accept the developing
concept of gender equality. The diffusion of education among women, changed laws on
inheritance and introduction of universal suffrage gave women a different identity.
Women could now have a vision of having a life where they could be financially and
socially independent without necessarily depending on their husbands. This revolution
of the role of women encouraged authors to write about the marriage institution, which
used to be based on the lies and hypocrisies of gender inequality.

The "Woman Question" that was so infamously formulated by Mary Wollstonecraft
in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) had a dramatic impact on feminist authors
of the mid- and late-Victorian era. The appeal to women to education and careers in order
to earn the financial independence touched many of them and set against the traditional
demands made to women in marriage. Most of the literary giants of the era started to
center their works around the issues of marriage and the changing gender relations.
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Virginia Woolf, and the Bronte sisters were among the
writers to start to consider marriage as a negotiation and contesting area, rather than an
idealized one. These writers revealed the disadvantageous role of women in a marriage,
the way the role of women was limited by the expectations of society. Marriage, according
to these writers, turned out to be a complicated institution, in which love, duty, money
and independence crashed.

Marriage in the later 19th and early 20th century novels was depicted not as a
solution but rather as a domain of power struggles, emotional turmoil, and individual
development. The theme of marriage can be seen as a field of conflict between societal
expectations and personal needs in such a work as Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf and
Middlemarch by George Eliot. In both novels, women who defy or deviate the
conventional roles in marriage tend to be ostracized by the society or even suffer personal
crisis. To illustrate, the relationship between personal freedom and social expectations is
portrayed in the reflection of Clarissa Dalloway who marries her husband in Mrs.
Dalloway by Woolf. On the same note, Middlemarch by George Eliot explores the depth of
the relationship within a marriage and how the society weighs down the women and
restricts them to making choices on their own. The marriage pressure, or the necessity to
marry, or to marry well, is one of the main themes of many novels, despite the changes of
attitude to marriage. The struggles of love and duty, individual will and social duty, remain
the propelling forces of works by these authors. There are those who get married because
of love, some because of convenience, some because of pressure by family or the society.
Nevertheless, what still rings hard in these novels is the conflict between the marriage
ideals and the realities that people were to live in.

The novels in the contemporary literature started to develop a different theme
than merely depicting how a woman achieves a marriage but how women are
overwhelmed with obstacles and sacrifices in the process of getting a marriage. Women
subordination in the relationship of marriage became one of the main themes. In
literature like that of Virginia Woolf, such characters as Clarissa Dalloway and Lily Briscoe
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show the emotional and mental cost women have to bear to keep their marriages alive.
These women have to give up their independence and renounce their wholeness,
repressing their own selves in order to maintain the marriage relationship. This
derogatory description casts an insight on how women are socialized to put their
husbands first before their own needs and self-fulfillment.

The outcomes of going against social conventions are also discussed in the works
of Thomas Hardy especially in Tess of the d U rbervilles. Hardy depiction of such
characters as Tess and Arabella shows that women who rebel or refuse to accept or
performance of traditional roles tend to pay off in a severe way both socially and
personally. In both these stories, women living their own ways are rejected by the society
or even killed, thus reflecting the ugly situation of gender inequity in marriage. Although
literature started to pay more attention to the processes of marriage, myth is another
important aspect that cannot be overlooked in the society and in the literature. Myths
have always been a necessary component of the evolution of the human society, providing
explanations of the social traditions and practices. To literary theorist, M.H. Abrams and
Geoffrey Galt Harpham (2015):

“Myths provide a rationale for social customs and observances, and establish the

sanctions for the rules by which people conduct their lives. Most myths are related

to social rituals—set forms and sacred ceremonies—but anthropologists disagree

as to whether rituals generated myths or myths generated rituals.” (223)

The myths are communal and shared and connect people together by sharing
experiences, both psychological and spiritual. The stories are time and space traveling,
generation to generation, linking the past ideologies and nowadays principles and hopes
of tomorrow. In his discussion, Philip Wheelwright, in The Language of Poetry (1968),
points out:

“Myth is the expression of a profound sense of togetherness of feeling and of action

and of wholeness of living. Moreover, like Melville’s famous white whale, myth is

ubiquitous in time as well as place. It is a dynamic factor everywhere in human
society; it transcends time, uniting the past (traditional modes of belief) with the
present (current values) and reaching toward the future (spiritual and cultural

aspirations).” (68)

Myths have played a part in literature since ancient authors such as Homer wrote
their books, which form the core of Western literature, and even modern authors like
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, whose novels have some Nigerian mythology and history.
Myths are more of a prism through which societies interpret themselves and their role in
the world and they still influence the contemporary narrative.

In her novel The Bride Price, Buchi Emecheta explores one of those myths that
permeated the African culture. The novel is based on the fear of Aku-nna who is a young
bride and who thinks that she will die during child birth until her bride price is paid, a
thing that the tribal folklore says will happen to every young girl whose bride price is not
paid. This superstition turns out to be an influential element in the tale and this turns out
to be a reality because the fear of Aku-nna comes true. In this plot, Emecheta has created
a critique of the role that myth has in upholding the traditional beliefs and structures in
the society pointing out the destruction of lives of women by such superstitions. (3-5)

Besides the traditional myth of folklore, including the myth of bride price, the doll-
curse, or the so-called ogbanje, which we will address later, the novel The Bride Price also
examines the contemporary myths, one of which reflects the idea of the Great American
Dream. This contemporary myth contributes to the perception that when one manages to
escape the backwardness of the native land and move to a more advanced and urbanized
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place, they can make a successful life by themselves. The point is that, forgetting about
the boundaries of the previous world, one can see the new one and get unlimited chances
to develop as a person and as an economy, without references to tradition, culture, and
religion. (45)

In the case of Aku-nna and Chike, the young couple in the novel, this contemporary
myth comes into context when the two of them abandon their small village of Ibuza and
head into the town of Ughelli. Here they wish to cut out a life of their own without the
limitations of their previous lives. Out of the interference of discriminating cultural
norms, and the confrontation of the religion clashes, they are hoping to make their own
sense of freedom and success. Nonetheless, the novel demonstrates that their
expectations and aspirations are challenged majorly in this new environment and the
legend of the land of opportunity is tainted with other more intricate problems. (58-60)
The connection of myth and marriage especially in the African societies gives a reflection
on the cultures that are rooted and dominate both individual and societal life. Myths are
a kind of social control the personal destiny is tied to the expectations of the society, the
collective compliance to norms is strengthened even in the modernity. The tragic end of
Aku-nna as discussed in the book by Emecheta forces the reader to ask the question of
how far myth can be used to affect not only the life of single individuals, but whole cultural
systems where the traditions overrule the lives of people.

It is important to learn some background of the writer of the novel, Buchi
Emecheta before delving into the analysis of the novel. Emecheta is a well-known Ibo
author whose literature has been largely devoted to the problematic issues of role of
women in the African as well as the immigrant societies which were very unequal. The
oppression of women by men is one of the themes of Emecheta that she has addressed in
her writing not only in the wider cultural setting but also in her own personal
experiences. The fact that Emecheta is a woman who survived in a patriarchal society is
hugely involved in her exploration of confinements on women. (Emecheta, 10) Indeed, a
lot of Emecheta writing is based on her struggles in life. At a time during her young career,
she wrote The Bride Price, a novel, but her husband at one point burnt the manuscript in
a bid to curb her urge to be free, her ambitions as an author. This instance of destruction
symbolizes the numerous methods through which the society that Emecheta dwelled in,
was male dominated and suppressed her creativity and independence. Her ideas of self-
empowerment, search of dignity, and demand to have women treated equally are not just
the main topics of her novels but also the results of the hard times she had to endure.

The struggle towards independence was a long and agonizing process. She was
born on July 21, 1944 in Yaba, a small village near Lagos, Nigeria, on Ibo parents but she
lost both parents when she was at a tender age. Her adopted parents enabled her to attend
the Methodist Girls High School until the age of sixteen and this gave her a background to
her education even though she had some difficulties in her life. During her life this time,
Emecheta got married to Sylvester Onwordi a man she had been engaged to since the age
of eleven. Things however changed dramatically after one year of marriage and the birth
of their first child. She accompanied her husband to London where he had studied when
she gave birth to her second child. However, their marriage did not last long and in six
years of marriage and having five children Emecheta was a divorced woman and a single
mother. Being unable to provide herself and her children, she got involved in menial
activities, such as floor cleaning, and never giving up in her ambition of being a writer.
Through these sufferings, Emecheta was not deterred by them and she finally became one
of the most important African literary voices.
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The themes in Emecheta are personal and her experiences in life are enriched with
marriage, motherhood and self-discovery. Her battles as a young woman in Nigeria, her
attempts to raise her children being in the complicated and sometimes even hostile social
world, her struggle to reach the goal of artistic success in spite of personal and social
challenges all are reflected in her writing. Emecheta speaks to the world through such a
character as Aku-nna, the voice of all those women who are torn between traditions,
women expectations and their personal wishes to be independent and act as they wish.
The empowerment of women and the struggle of equality is the theme that is present
throughout the work The Bride Price in which Emecheta tries to examine the
contradiction between the culture and the identity of a person. In this regard the novel is
not just the story of the fate of a young woman but also a strong commentary on the
patriarchal structures that are still determining the lives of women, both in Africa and the
rest of the world. (Emecheta, 40-45)

Buchi Emecheta had always wanted to become a writer and the personal struggles
contributed a lot to her literary career. Based on her life experience of a troubled marriage
life, a painful divorce, and the struggle of bringing up children as a single mother, she
created her first novel, In the Ditch (1972). The New Statesman serialized the novel and
it was the foundation of her writing career as it gave her a voice and her distinctive
outlook to the world audience. The writings of Emecheta, namely The Bride Price (1976),
The Slave Girl (1977), Joys of Motherhood (1979), and Destination Biafra (1982) are
usually set in Africa and they deal with the theme of gender roles, the life of a woman, and
the plight of the oppressed. Emecheta was also a multifaceted writer as she wrote an
autobiography, Head Above Water (1986) in addition to her novels as well as a number of
children books. Her unparalleled literary career has seen her write eleven novels, five
children’s books, multifarious plays and her autobiography which has made her one of
the most outstanding female writers in Africa. Through the books that have been
published in various countries, Emecheta has shed light on the role of women within the
Nigerian society as well as provided a critical perspective through which the reader is in
a position to view the role of culture, gender and tradition in the life of the postcolonial
African.

Emecheta in The Bride Price addresses the issue of the patriarchal forms which
are deeply rooted in life of women, and in this case she considers African society. The
novel explores the theme of marriage as a social and economic transaction especially the
bride price where a daughter becomes the heritage of her father the most valuable
possession he has. There is a darker irony, however, to this traditional belief. Though a
daughter is appreciated as an asset, she is also objectified to be the object of exchange,
which makes her a commodity that is to be liquidated by offering a bride price. This forms
the theme of the novel as it shows the difference between the facade of respect that is
accorded to women and the reality of how they are treated in the systems of society.

The Bride Price is a novel with intertwined concerns of myth, marriage, and
African literature offering a subtle critique of cultural beliefs in the determination of
individual identity as well as group experience. The conflict between cultures is one of
the most popular themes analyzed in literature of the African region, the prejudices and
discrimination of the natives in the hands of colonial states. This clash usually takes the
stage in the debate over postcolonial studies yet what is all too easily forgotten is the
widespread effect of myth and superstition in the development of an African cultural ideal
and societal behaviours.

The myth has an important part to play especially in the life of Aku-nna, a young
bride whose fear of premature death during childbirth is the major part of the story.
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Folklore of the tribes holds that a bride whose bride price is not paid is condemned to die
during childbirth. This folklore sends a shadow on the life of Aku-nna and this aspect is
due to her mental instability in the entire story. It is not only her emotions that make her
fearful, but a firmly embedded belief that lives with her, defining her behaviours,
relationships and even her destiny. The tragic end of the myth the death of Aku-nna in the
process of childbirth accentuates the strength of cultural traditions which shows the
horrible results when cultural traditions are more valued than life itself.

The novel also laments how myth and superstition have played such a destructive
role on people and especially women and how these ideologies still dominate even with
the advent of modernity. Although, African literature usually dwells on the conflicts
between the old traditions and the challenges of modernization, The Bride Price
highlights the presence of these myths and how they determine the destinies of people
especially women who are restrained by the demands of society. The novel poses
significant questions regarding the scope of differences in cultural practices to identify
personal identity and the ability of such practices to change or not given the evolving
values in the society.

The story of Aku-nna enables Emecheta to depict the psychological and emotional
cost of living in the system where tradition is given more importance than personal
welfare. The novel is not only denouncing the institutionalized oppression of women, but
targets even more the cultural and social framework around that oppression. The ending
of Aku-nna by Emecheta is a strong call to action against following tradition, as he is
regarded as a warning to the fact that such a perspective is quite dangerous, and women
should be treated more fairly and humanly in society.

The African literature has been regarded as a literature of identity particularly in
the postcolonial context whereby the critics and the readers have been concerned with
the clash between the indigenous traditions and the civilization of the colonizers. But
there is one theme that has remained unchanged and that is the power of myth in Africa
literature. Although myth is generally believed to be a common theme in African literature
by the critics, it is still believed to act as a reminiscence of the past and not an effective
force influencing the present. Wole Soyinka, an iconic figure in African literature criticizes
this tunnel vision. In the Author Note, which comes before the actual text of Death and the
King of Horseman, Soyinka (2002) gives an essential message to the readers:

“The bane of themes of this genre is that they are no sooner employed creatively

than they acquire the facile tag of ‘clash of cultures’, a prejudicial label which, quite

apart from its frequent misapplication, presupposes a potential equality in every
given situation of an alien culture and the indigenous, on the soil of the latter” (

XX)

Buchi Emecheta also explores the perennial place of tradition and myth and more
so in the lives of Aku-nna and Chike, the young lovers who strive to challenge the old
traditions but are eventually overcome by fate. Emecheta draws a parallel of traditional
superstition among the Ibuza people via the story of Aku-nna, which proves the level to
which these cultural practices are deeply rooted in her personality. All the girls who were
born in the Ibuza, or brought up there or at another place, were imbibed in the taboos of
the land. Although Aku-nna was born in a different country in Lagos, she was supposed
to abide by the practices of her people. Even her name, by which her father named her,
was a brief reminder of her place in this tradition:

“He had named her Aku-nna, meaning literally ‘father’s wealth’, knowing that the

only consolation he could count on from her would be her bride price. To him, this

was something to look forward to.” (Emecheta, 3)
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This naming along with the pressure it signifies puts Aku-nna in a situation where
she is under pressure to live up to her expectations as expected of her by her father and
society. She was not going to fail him and she ran out to marry a rich man, one that could
pay a high bride price and hence making sure that she would live up to the expectation of
her father and the society.

“Aku-nna on her part was determined not to let her father down. She was going to

marry well, a rich man of whom her father would approve and who would be able

to afford an expensive bride price.” (Emecheta, 5)

This conflict of the desire of the person and the expectation of society is the main
focus of The Bride Price in which Emecheta leaves the myth of bride price to further imply
her criticism of the culture but also to demonstrate how significant the culture and its
particular practices are in the lives of people. The theme of the significance of bride price
and the social burden it has is reflected in the whole novel, affecting destinies of the
characters themselves and their relationships. Such plans however fail miserably when
Ezekiel Odia, the father of Aku-nna dies untimely. As tradition dictates, her mother, Ma
Blackie, is willing to be married to Okonkwo Odia, the brother of her husband who is no
longer alive and she becomes his fourth wife. Aku-nna, who is left with no one to share
her loneliness with, when her mother is guiding the politics in the home of Okonkwo and
her younger brother, Nna-nndo, is busy in his wild ways, finds solace in the company of
Chike, a young teacher in her school. Their developing love evolves into a secret and the
two are worried that their relationship may be ended by her family in case her family
finds out about the relationship as they will eventually terminate her education. But love
is like fire, and it cannot be long concealed, and the gossip starts to circulate.

The Odia family cannot even think of such a relationship. They would even kill Aku-
nna before they would give her to Chike to marry because he is an ‘osu’ and an offspring
of slaves. Although the father of Chike was a well-known and prosperous man, the shame
of his family tree as the descendant of slaves was a constant object of contempt among
the ‘Ibuza’ people. Although Chike was very rich, the ‘osu’ status of his family meant that
they were undeserving in the sight of the community and thus the prejudice that had
existed against people with slave roots was still there.

In the meantime, Aku-nna has a step father known as Okonkwo who is obsessed
with the bride price she would fetch. He is incensed to know of her affair with Chike:

“If it was true, it was the greatest insult that could befall a family like theirs, which

had never been tainted with the blood of a foreigner, to say nothing of that of the

descendants of slaves.” (Emecheta, 47)

Marriage in Ibuza society is not a social contract but it is intricately linked with
myth and superstition. Different traditions have been created with the aim of making sure
that a wife is the sole possession of her husband and that no other male should ever come
into contact with her. As an example, when a man cuts and retains a strand of hair of a
girl, the girl is his property and none other can get a chance to touch the girl. One of the
most inhuman superstitions is associated with the bride price: when a woman is not paid
the bride price by her husband to her father or guardian, she will die during the delivery.
(Emecheta, 50)

Unluckily, the relationship between Aku-nna and Chike comes out too early and
the jealous Okoboshi, who is among her suitors, abducts her and marries her. At a very
tender age of fifteen, Aku-nna is appalled and appalled at how things have turned out. Out
of desperation, she reveals to Okoboshi that she is not a virgin anymore; that she has
already been taken by Chike. Still in shock and humiliated by this fact, Okoboshi will not
consummate the marriage and physically abuses Aku-nna. Nna-nndo and Chike, who are

6811 | Dr. Kambhampati Rajesh The Price Of Womanhood: A Study Of Myth And
Tradition In Emecheta’s The Bride Price



set in the mind of liberating Aku-nna, plot to assist her in getting out. The same day, she
somehow escapes and takes shelter with Chike in a different town, Ughelli, where she gets
a teaching job. Chike as well joins an oil company and they get married and they are
planning to have a peaceful life. However, Aku-nna is also riddled with the haunting
thought of her bride price even though they are happy now. Her step dad in his pride and
stubbornness denies to give the bride price to the father of Chike and he keeps cursing
the young couple.

Sadly, Aku-nna loses her life during delivery of her first child, a beautiful girl
named Joy- named after the joy that she had experienced upon marriage to Chike.
Although the doctors believe that some of the complications that she experienced during
the child delivery were due to her malnutrition and age, there has always been the feeling
that the old superstition might have materialized. It is still not clear whether it was a
medical cause or the implementation of the myth but what is definite is that the death of
Aku-nna was a reflection of the same superstition she and Chike had aspired to surpass.

The myth is also entrenched in the post-death period of her death. All girls born in
Ibuza since the death of Aku-nna are told her story, and it strengthens the ancient taboos
of the land. The point is simple: a girl has to be satisfied with a husband who is selected
to her by her people and to pay the bride price in order to live long and see children of
her children. (Emecheta, 80)

The novel highlights the strong psychological grip of myth to African people mind,
the way the cultural traditions are deeply embedded to the lives of people. Emecheta
criticizes how the myths continuously propagate the belief in old practices even in the
modernization. It may be difficult to understand but the fact remains that these practices
still influence the lives of people especially women and their identity in the society. The
fact that such views still prevail is a testament to the power of tradition and the inability
to loosen the grip on the ancestral practices even in the wake of urbanization and societies
changing.

The Bride Price starts in a port city, Lagos in Nigeria, where the Odia family lives.
The opening scenes swerving in the course of events that will change the lives of this
family, Ezekiel, the father; Ma Blackie, the mother; Nna-nndo, the son and Aku-nna, the
daughter and a main character of the story. The city of Lagos being an industrialized urban
center is an extreme contrast to the more traditional, agrarian society that the family will
soon go back to in their ancestral village of Ibuza. This environment brings out the clash
between the new and the old, thus bringing out the main conflict of the novel. Without
the knowledge of the mother and children of Odia family, the father, Ezekiel, is dying. The
turning point is his death and the funeral he has which catapults the family into another
dimension in their lives. Ma Blackie is visiting the village of Ibuza when he dies, and it is
the farewell of Ezekiel to his children that initiates the rest of the action. Their culture is
such that a woman who is single may be viewed as one who cannot take care of herself or
her children. This social perception is summarized in the translation of the name of the
brother of Aku-nna that translates to, father is the shelter. The implication is obvious:
Nigerian culture does not perceive a woman to feel complete without being under the care
and authority of men.

In the narration, the mother is just a woman, boneless as the narrator explains. A
fatherless family is a family that lacks a head in an existing family. This is an expression of
the gender roles and the social pressures that are strongly instilled to determine the
family unit in Ibuza and Nigerian society as a whole. It is in this context that the life and
destiny of Aku-nna is influenced.
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Throughout the first three chapters of the novel, Emecheta outlines how the death
and funeral of Ezekiel to the eventual exodus of widow and children out of the city. It is in
this transition that Emecheta presents some of the key themes that she will bring out later
in the rest of the book. Among these are the idea of the bride price, the place of the women
in the Nigerian society, the effect that the Ibo traditions had and the conflict of the
traditional practices with the effect of the British colonization. Emecheta preconditions a
further development of the intersection of these forces in the life of her characters.

The title of the main character Aku-nna literally refers to the affluence of the father.
The name itself is a simple indication of the bride price that her father will get once she
gets married. According to the narrator, this was an awaited thing to him. Aku-nna is
thirteen years old and perfectly understands the connotation of her name and what is
expected of her due to this name (Emecheta, 5). She realizes that her value is determined
by her price of marriage in her culture. Even being a little girl, she already knows what
kind of role she is going to assume in her society, the role of a marriage and motherhood.
Her main aim is to get it good in marriage, to get a man who will pay a high bride price
and make her family rich through the payment.

Aku-nna is not only aware of her role in marriage in a financial context. She is
aware that, in her society, marriage is not a personal or romantic decision, but it is a
societal exchange. The narrator remarks that she would marry well to a man who can
afford a high price as a bride hence the importance of bride price in the Ibo culture. (6)
This is the part of Aku-nna just as it is the part of all women in her society. Once she gets
into a marriage, her responsibility will be an ability to give birth to her husband,
preferably sons so that the family name will continue, and the family will continue to
prosper. This exchange of marriage where a woman is supposed to introduce prosperity
in her family in the form of bride price and to also keep the family alive by giving birth to
children is an underline of the highly patriarchal society Aku-nna is residing. It is within
this framework that she has to negotiate her desires, her future, and her personal agency
and be bound in the societal expectations.

The father of Aku-nna, Ezekiel, unfortunately, tells her that he just needs to go to
the hospital briefly, but dies of a disease. Aku-nna feels that something horrific has
happened to her father, but she is not informed by her family members who appear-out-
of-the-blue before her door. Nor does she ask questions. Good children do not question
much. Rather, Aku-nna is a victim of the directions of her uncles and aunts, who meet to
plan the funeral rites. She eventually finds out of the death of her father in the traditional
form of communication; the art of storytelling which is used to communicate important
events in the lives of the Ibo people. The girl is depicted as a beautiful and intelligent
person who understands the value of self-worth and possesses the capability to perceive
things from a broader perspective, allowing her to connect with others and uncover the
truth. The girl is portrayed as a beautiful and smart individual who realizes the
importance of self-worth and has the ability to see things in a larger context, which
enables her to relate to other people and discover the truth.

It is at the funeral and burial of Ezekiel that the reader of the novel is initially
exposed to the conflict between the ancient Ibo society and the British colonization. She
describes that Ezekiel is buried in a clash of two cultures and gives emphasis on the co-
existence of the traditional belief systems and the systems that are more westernized and
brought by the colonial missionaries. Ibo people who are deeply rooted in the ancient
worship and rituals are now compelled to adapt Christian teachings, especially the ideas
of heaven and hell. The Ibo people live in a delicate mixture of traditional ways of
ceremonies, as they fear to upset any of the gods, both traditional and those taught by the
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colonists. Friction exists between the society and the family, causing a strain on the family
in both aspects. There is tension between the society and the family, which puts the family
at a disadvantage in both ways.

Widower, Ma Blackie, mother of Aku-nna goes back to Lagos to find out the tragic
news of the death of her husband. She had gone to Lagos to see her home country hoping
to be fertilized again and bear Ezekiel another child. She is aware that, being a widow, she
cannot afford to remain in Lagos and thus she is preparing her children to go back to
Ibuza. According to the book, women do not possess the right to choose or decide on their
marriages (Emecheta, 18-20). The village of Ibuza, where Ma Blackie and her children
relocate to, is a rural community of agrarian society and is found in Ibo people. This
neighbourhood is characterized as one that is reputed not to care what job they
undertake, as long as it earns them money- a race who are very business-mad. Ezekiel has
a brother by the name Okonkwo who lives in Ibuza. This society values highly the
capability of a man to uphold two or more wives and the status of a man is usually
determined by the number of wives he is able to maintain. Ma Blackie is the widow of his
late brother Ezekiel which Okonkwo inherits. He does this not only because it is the norm,
but also because he is looking forward to the bride price that Aku-nna will come with in
the future. Okonkwo is a man with ambition who is jealous of Obi title that he can achieve
once he becomes rich enough. As a result, women from middle-class families generally
marry young, wealthy men to ensure their families enjoy the advantages of a prestigious
household. Consequently, middle-class women tend to marry off young affluent men so
that their families can reap the benefit of having a prestigious family.

It is in Ibuza, whereby Aku-nna arrives in the village as she walks to the village,
that she encounters Chike Ofulue, her future school teacher and future husband. Chike is
also descended out of slaves and, as per the traditions of the tribe, he is not allowed to
make any form of friendship to Aku-nna. The start of this kind of relationship between
them evokes severe alarm among the villagers. With help of a dialogue between one of
the wives and one of the children of Okonkwo, the narrator unveils the extent to which
such a relationship would be offensive in case the rumours are true:

“.. it was the greatest insult that could befall a family... which had never been

tainted with the blood of a foreigner, to say nothing of that of the descendants of

slaves.” (52)

At this point the rumours regarding the relationship between Aku-nna and Chike
are proven. The narrator explains that:

“Chike would have outgrown Aku-nna,” the narrator states, “and maybe she would

come to regard anything there might be between them as mere childish

infatuation, if the adults had just left them alone.” (67)

But the grown men do not abandon them. They dictate to their children what they
are able and unable to do with little explanation. With time Aku-nna learns how to ignore
their prohibitions as they are nothing more than everyday trifles. Being deprived of her
father through death, and her mother being more engrossed with the Ibo culture; Aku-
nna is lonely and alone. Chike turns out to be her sole confidant and consoling factor. On
his part, Chike first of all thinks of breaking with Aku-nna. But as soon as he notices that
she has begun her first menstruation, he experiences the urge to protect her. When a girl
in their society receives her first menstruation, this is a serious indication that she can be
married. Chike understands that young men will shortly start dropping in at the house of
Aku-nna, and their fathers will be bidding on hers.

Aku-nna makes an effort to conceal her second menstrual cycle to her cousins but
when it proves impossible, everyone realizes that she is of marriageable age. Chike even
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gets more protective towards her to the point of becoming violent as he beats Okoboshi,
one of her suitors in another village. A few minutes later, the family of Okoboshi enters
the village of Aku-nna and takes her away. Ibuza believes that a man is free to kidnap a
woman and make her his wife. With her smartness, Okoboshi attempts to rape Aku-nna
and she insults him in her witty way when he attempts to do so on their supposed
wedding night. She informs him that she is already disvirgined by Chike. Aku-nna lies but
Okoboshi, in rage, does not investigate her discourse. Through the aid of her brother and
Chike, Aku-nna is able to run out of the family of Okoboshi.

In the last two chapters of The Bride Price, Aku-nna and Chike are living off-village,
in a house they have sharedly furnished. They both have lucrative careers and they are
soon expecting a baby. This means that there should be a happy ending, yet it has a dark
side. Although a few generous offers have been made by the father of Chike, the step father
Aku-nna does not approve a bride price. Aku-nna is fully aware of the tribal curse that she
gives birth to young wives whose fathers fail to accept the bride price: the unborn baby
will die during labour. Aku-nna is unable to shed off the burden of tradition in spite of all
their hopes of a new beginning. At her last moments she writes that she would only be
free in death. Accordingly, the myth of bride price asserts the life of young girl, who could
not shed this weight of this custom despite getting married to Chike.

The main character, Aku-nna, is a thirteen-year-old boy who is residing in Lagos,
Nigeria at the onset of the story. She is not unintelligent and she considers herself to be
very insignificant before the eyes of her parents since she is just a girl after all. She is
physically weak and usually vulnerable to sickness and thus, she is referred to as an
ogbanje by her parents- a living dead in her society. Her mother complains all the time
about her, telling her to decide her mind about whether she would like to live or die. The
bride price is all the parents apparently appreciate in Aku-nna, what her future husband
will pay her. By the age of fifteen, Aku-nna is used to the lifestyle in this Ibuza village. At
school, she gets to know more about the European lifestyles, but when she goes home,
she is confronted with the ideas of the same old things of her people. She is never in a
position to accept either culture even though she has been exposed to new ideas. Aku-nna
and her brother are as helpless fishes in a net: they could not go away into the water,
because they were ensnared, but they were alive still because the fisherman was arguing
with himself whether or not it was worth killing them. This metaphor helps describe how
Aku-nna feels trapped, stuck between the two worlds, and cannot get out of the maze of
her culture. This, symbolically, is a factor that leads to her ultimate death.

In the very opening chapters of the novel, Aku-nna has numerous questions
concerning her family, her culture, her place in society. These are the questions she poses
but never utters because in her culture it is not only impolite but unimaginable when a
girl puts questions. Nevertheless, it is these questions that propel her all through the
story. Her search to answers turns into her driving force and when she discovers Chike
she starts believing that she is moving in the right direction to discover the mysteries of
her life. Aku-nna feels she can now speak out the issues that have tormented her with
Chike. He is her friend, teacher and lover. Chike is an exemplary character, someone who
is both a part and not a part of the Ibo culture, and therefore, the best character to help
Aku-nna go through his self-discovery. But such relationship with Chike is the reason of
her downfall. Her fear of the myth of bride price, the fear, which is so deeply rooted in her
and the superstition, which comes to her, takes away her happiness, and, at the end, her
life. Such tyrannical influence of this myth and her incapability to get out of it completely
makes her always nervous, as she is not able to overcome her destiny.
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The Bride Price, which is not a myth of marriage, also explores a lot on other
folklores and superstitions. As stated above, Aku-nna is regarded as an ogbanje. Myth of
the ogbanje is a child who was born to die, a child of evil, the child dies and comes to
resurrect to its mother again to give sorrow to the family. Almost no one will be able to
keep an ogbanje child alive unless its ‘iyi-uwa’, a special stone that is connecting the
ogbanje to the spirit world, is found and destroyed. It is just the destruction of the iyi-uwa
that will save the child. The myth is also referred to in Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe,
in which Okonkwo favoured his daughter, Ezinma, who is believed to be an ogbanje due
to the fact that she was the firstborn of ten children to her mother who did not pass away
during infancy. Only with the help of the medicine man discovering and destroying her
iyi-uwa, the family believes that she will survive. Indeed, the book prompts readers to
consider that the bride is merely a representation of her family. In fact, the book makes
people think that a bride is just a reflection of her family.

The application of ‘voodoo’ in the novel is also represented in Ibuza where
Okonkwo, the step father of Aku-nna, uses the dark magic to bring evil to her. The narrator
describes the situation in Ibuza where it was possible to kill an enemy far away by simply
creating a small doll which resembled them closely and conducting a ritual to inflict
damage. It was a byword in Ibuza that when you wanted to get rid of a person who was
far off, you took a little doll in the very image of the person and were puncturing the heart
with a needle or, on the other hand, set the doll on fire and allowed it to burn slowly. It
was clear that it functioned, but nobody knew how since those who mastered the art
would not put it under scientific scrutiny; the victim most of the time died and very slowly
and in a very painful manner. The fourth phase, known as the beta phase, involves the
potential buyer reviewing the packages of products being sold by sellers. The fourth stage
is a beta stage where the prospective buyer goes through the packages of products being
offered by the sellers.

When the image of her daughter is in the sight of her husband in the form of chi
(shrine), Ma Blackie is scared and disturbed. But when Chike is told of this, her father
attempts to calm her fears by implying that this is all psychological games and would not
hurt Aku-nna as long as she is not aware of them. In spite of these promises, the destiny
has a different plan. In terms of confinement and isolation, Chris is more than just a
woman in a male-dominated society; she embodies the entire society and reflects its
collective mindset. Chris, as a woman in a society dominated by men, is not only confined
and isolated; she represents the whole society and its collective mental attitude. Hence,
marriage and myth go hand in hand throughout the novel. But the myth of bridal price is
what drives the story along and ultimately, to the tragic denouement. A traditional fee,
which is paid by the family of the prospective husband to the wife family is the bride price
that is a topic of central feature in the novel. Emecheta involves in the practice to
symbolically show the submission of women to men in marriage in the African culture.
This theme brings out the extent to which the institution of marriage and its practices are
ingrained in the life of the characters.

Although The Bride Price is a fiction piece, it bears some autobiographical aspects
of the life of the author Emecheta as she recounts the events she encountered as a child
growing up in Nigeria. The book is the third one that Emecheta has released but the first
one to give a slight hope that African women as well as descendants of the slaves could
shake off the suffocating cultural habits that shape their existence. This new hope is
represented in the marriage between Aku-nna and Chike, and it might indicate that
gender roles and class divisions could finally be broken. The process of acquiring the
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bride price also reveals the issue of race as a central theme. The same process of getting
the bride price also brings out the theme of race as a primary theme.
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