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Abstract

Violence against women is a persistent and universal problem irrespective of race, colour, culture
and religion. It is estimated around the world that one in every three women has been beaten,
coerced into sex or abused in her life time and the abuser is either a family member or someone
otherwise known to her. Violence brings a lot of terror to women and restricts them from
contributing to the economic development of their communities. Violence against women is often
known as ‘gender-based’ violence because it partly stems from women’s subordinate status in the
society. It emanates from unequal power structure between men and women. Violence against
women causes mental health breakdown, as well as other physical and psychological sicknesses. It
is responsible for the death of many women in the society. The proposed paper using Buchi
Emecheta’s work Second Class Citizen exposes violence which the protagonist Adah experienced
from her husband. This paper re-iterates that violence against women is a violation of women’s
rights and proposes that empowerment of women through education will uplift women and increase
their self-reliance. Using womanist theory, this paper discusses kinds of violence against women,
the impact of violence on women and ways to curb violence against women.
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1. Introduction:
Gender based violence is a human rights problem as well as a public health problem which affects
millions of women and girls. The rate at which women and girls are subjected to violence is
alarming. Violence against women has become a cankerworm that needs to be addressed and held
in check to avoid the psychological trauma, sickness and even death in which women and girls are
made to suffer on account of this. The Convention of the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) adopted in 1979 has been signed by many countries,
reiterating the importance of bringing an end to all forms of violence against women and girls, as
well as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) especially SDG5 which focuses on gender
equality and women’s empowerment. Although these commitments have been made, violence
against women remains pervasive. Fried (2003: 91) opines that “one out of three women in the
world has been beaten, coerced into sex, or otherwise abused in her lifetime and the abuser is
usually a family member or someone otherwise known to her”.
Buchi Emecheta in her novel Second Class Citizen brings into focus various kinds of violence such
as sexual and physical violence which women and girls suffer at the hands of their partners and
family members.
In patriarchal societies, women are looked on as the weaker sex and are excluded from power
structures. The presentation of women as weak and dependable beings makes them vulnerable and
exposes them to various kinds of violence.
Womanism: The term womanism, which gives rise to another term womanist, is associated with
various conditions of black womankind. It is formed in contrast to feminism which is familiar to the
west, but did not fully represent the interest of black women, mostly African- American women in
the struggle for the full blossoming of a woman as an autonomous human person, as held by the
feminists. It therefore becomes necessary on the part of the oppressed to put out their own notion
on womanism. The term represents the problems and issues of all maltreated and discriminated
women.
A womanist is a pro-woman, an advocate of women’s interest, equity and enrichment within one’s
community as well as in religious, educational, economic, political and social relationships.
Womanism accommodates and promotes the interests of women as well as those marginalized or
subjugated. Womanism focuses on the empowerment of women and seeks the support and
solidarity of all be it male or female, in its mission of addressing and solving women’s issues.
Alice Walker, who has publicized the term opines that womanism as an ideology and movement,
stands for advocacy of women’s rights, enthusiasm for women’s achievements, abilities and
qualities. A womanist therefore believes in women’s equality and even superiority to men.
Womanism according to Alice Walker means black feminism. Womanism represents a woman in
her audacious, courageous behavior. Womanism appreciates and prefers women’s culture, strength,
her commitment to survival, and the wholeness of the entire people, male and female. (Walker
1983.15). Womanism addresses also the racist and classist aspects of white feminism and includes
the word “man” acknowledging that black men form integral part of black women’s lives as their
children, lovers and family members.
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2. Various Kinds of Violence against Women

Violence against women is one of the common forms of human rights violations practised all over
the world. Domestic violence is responsible for the death of many women aged between 14 and 44.
Violence brings a lot of terror to women and restricts them from contributing freely to the social,
economic, and political developments of their communities. Violence prevents women from
exercising their human rights and restricts their ability to function as full citizens of their societies.
The United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women (United Nations
General Assembly 1993) defines violence against women as “any act of gender-based violence that
results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women,
including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivations of liberty, whether occurring in
public or private life” (Fried 2003. 96). The declaration maintains that violence against women is
based on gender inequality between women and men which manifests itself in various forms, for
example physical, psychological, and economical.

Gender-based violence is usually practised irrespective of race, class, religion, age,
ethnicity, culture, or geographical region. Any woman can be a victim and a survivor of gender-
based violence. In the novel Second Class Citizen, Emecheta discusses various kinds of violence
inflicted on the protagonist Ada by her husband. This paper focuses on physical and sexual
violence, meted out on the protagonist, which not only dehumanizes her and inflicts pains on her,
but deprives her of human rights and dignity. The violence perpetrated against Adah, the
protagonist is carried out by family member, confirming what Fried has earlier proposed:
“Estimates expose the magnitude of gender-based violence: One out of three women in the world
has been beaten, coerced into sex, or otherwise abused in her lifetime- and the abuser is usually a
family member or someone otherwise known to her” (Fried 2003:91). The violence experienced by
the protagonist reflects what women suffer in the society at the hands of men, be it their husbands
or fathers or even brothers. Violence against women committed by a family member or a partner
has testified that the “family is not always a safe and secure place for women”(Ibid: 94). Domestic
violence which includes battering, intimate partner violence, family violence, or intra family
violence is the most common type of gender-based violence practised. Intimate partner and family
violence are those experienced by the protagonist, among others. Physical and sexual violence
which the protagonist experienced will be discussed next.

2.1 Physical Violence

Violence against women is a worldwide problem cutting across cultural, religious, social,
and economic boundaries. The most common type of violence is domestic, which is violence
perpetrated by intimate partners or ex-partners. It is further described as “assaultive and coercive
behaviours that adults use against their intimate partners” (Yount and Carrera 2006: 355). Intimate
partner abuse known as domestic violence which includes wife-beating and battering is usually
accompanied by psychological abuse as well as forced sex.
Physical violence is a pattern of physical assaults and threats used to control another person. Such
includes punching, hitting, choking, biting and throwing of objects at a person, kicking, pushing
and using a weapon such as a gun or a knife either to harm the victim or to threaten her.
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The World Health Organisation gives an in-depth definition of intimate partner ordomestic violence
as “acts of physical aggression such as slapping, hitting, kicking and beating, psychological abuse
such as intimidation, constant humiliation, forced intercourse and other forms of sexual coercion,
and various attempts to control a partner’s behavior such as isolating her from family and friends,
restricting her movements, and limiting her access to information or income” (Garcia-Moreno at al
2003:113).

Many women who are victims of abuse by their spouses have been abused many times. The
causes of abuse are related to various reasons which include resources of the household or that of
the male partner. Some personal, social and cultural factors often lead to domestic violence. People
have argued that physical (overt) force and threats are used as tools to control the action of others.
It is “posited that people will rely on overt force when they lack other resources, or when other
resources have failed to help them achieve their goals” (Yount and Carrera 2006: 356). Low
income is also a factor which leads to the physical abuse of the wife. Low income earning may
bring about a lot of stress which leads to violence. Women’s economic dependence has also been
associated as a cause of physical violence. When a woman depends entirely on the husband for her
maintenance and that of the entire household, and if the man at a particular time cannot cope with
the demands of the family, this usually leads to quarrelling and wife-beating. Other reasons for
physical violence are seen when the economic resources of the woman exceed that of her male
partner. Some men may feel that their authority and identity are threatened and so resort to violence
to assert their psychological loss or diminution of power and authority. Studies have also shown
that women whose marriages are arranged or those who marry at verytender age are usually victims
of domestic violence. Their innocence, ignorance and inexperience become disadvantages when
they are in the company of abusers. Arranged marriages are not contracted out of love and those
who engage in child marriages have neither skills nor livelihood. Moreover, early life experiences
of partners may increase involvement in domestic violence. “Witnessing family violence or
experiencing direct maltreatment may increase the risk of domestic violence in adulthood because
such experiences teach children to view violence as normal” (Yount and Carrera 2006: 359).
Children who grow up in such an environment end up being perpetrators or victims of intimate
partner violence.

Violence perpetrated against women by their partners or ex-partners is often accompanied
by emotionally abusive and controlling behavior. Many acts of domestic violence have led to the
death of women while others have been maimed by other means such as acid baths. Many women
keep quiet about abuse from their partners. Reasons for keeping quiet are sometimes based on
cultural beliefs which encourage men to punish their wives and keep them under their control
through beating. Women are encouraged to bear such violence without much publicity. Sometimes,
they are encouraged to bear such hoping that it will eventually stop soonest. Experience rather
shows that the abuser hardly changes unless something stronger forces him to change.

A woman’s educational qualifications and resources may change her views about violence.
Dependent women who have no other source of income are more tolerant of such abuse or can even
see it and the acceptance of the same as a demonstration of “authority” on the part of their partners
and a demonstration of loyalty on the part of the female partners or victims. Others may decide to
stay in abusive relationship for the sake of their children; that they may have the relative comfort or
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the appearance of a home and its stability for the bringing up of their children. Some others remain
so as to avoid being given the tag, “divorcee”. A third group might remain for the sake of the
children, that the children may not get the tag of being children of a divorcee. These cultural and
social reasons deter some women from reporting the abuse they receive from their partners.
Sometimes, this silence becomes fatal. Hence, some abuses come to light only after the death of the
woman on account of the same abuse that she decided to hide and to wish away.

The novel Second Class Citizen reports various degrees of physical violence ranging from
flogging from which pain is inflicted on the protagonist to domestic violence which includes
beating with objects, slapping and coerced sex. Adah the protagonist is thoroughly caned by a
teacher for smiling. The teacher announces the list of available secondary schools and asks the
pupils to apply. Adah is carried away with her dreams in which she sees the “presence”, in the form
of a being telling her “You are going, you must go and to one of the very best of school”’(Emecheta
1974: 20). This makes her smile. The teacher asks her what is so funny about what he said. Adah
responds that she is not laughing. Four boys hold her to be flogged by the teacher. The pain is so
intense that Adah bites one of the boys to assuage her pain. “To ease the pain, she sank her sharp
teeth deep into the back of the poor boy who was backing her. He started to scream loudly, but
Adah would not let go, not even when the caning stopped. The boy wriggledin agony and so did
Adah. All the teachers came to the rescue. Adah’s teeth had dug into him that fragments of his flesh
were stuck between her teeth. She quickly spat them out and wiped her mouth, looking at them all
wide-eyed” (Ibid: 20). This episode shows the kind of physical punishment that was given to
children then. Why would a child of nine be punished that way for smiling at her ideas?

Another incidence of violence is shown as Adah is given two shillings to buy steak by her

cousin. She needs the money to register for the entrance examination. She knows that nobody is
interested in her education and nobody will give her the money, so she decides to withhold the
money and tell the cousin that it got lost on the way to market. The cousin sends her to buy
“koboko” which is a cane used by the Hausas for tending and disciplining their horses. The cousin
demands the truth from Adah, but she keeps quiet because she will lose the opportunity of going to
school. “She had to go to the Methodists Girls” High School or die” (Emecheta 1974: 21). “After a
hundred and three strokes, he told Adah that he would never talk to her again: not in this world nor
in the world to come. Adah did not mind that. She was, in fact, very happy. She had earned the two
shillings” (Ibid: 22).
There are many ways of correcting a child. Though Adah takes the money which she uses to
register her exams, she could have been corrected in another way. To flog a child one hundred and
three(103) times because of $1 is sheer wickedness and uncalled for. The one hundred and
three(103) strokes must have inflicted a lot of pain and bodily injury on Adah. Such a beating is not
corrective but malicious. If the family was interested in Adah’s welfare or interested in her quest
for education, Adah would not have stolen the two shillings. She wants to pave the way for her
education and is ready to endure any pain to achieve her aim of registering for the entrance
examination to a secondary school. Besides, if gender equality existed between Adah and her
brother Boy, for whom some money has been allocated for his education, Adah would not withhold
the money given to her to buy steak. But knowing that her cousin Vincent can afford the money for
another steak, she wants to use the money for her entrance examination.
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Another instance of physical violence is also recorded when Adah separates from Francis.
She rents another house to live with the children. Francis follows the daughter secretly after school
and finds out where they are staying. He bangs on the window, Adah opens the door and asks what
he wants. He responds: “In our country, and among our people, there is nothing like divorce or
separation. Once a man’s wife, always a man’s wife until you die. You cannot escape. You are
bound to him. When reminded that a wicked man that knocked his wife about, ran the risk of losing
her. He says, my father knocked my mother about until I was old enough to throw stones at him.
My mother never left my father” (Emecheta 1974:172). In the course of the argument between
Francis and Adah, Francis threatens her with a knife he is carrying. He smashes her radio on her
head and beats her up mercilessly. The doctor who treats her say to her “Next time you might not
be so lucky with a man who can beat you like this” (Ibid:173)
Wife battering has led to the death of many women across the globe. Many others have been badly
injured. Francis believes that by culture, Adah is bound to be with him. He forgets that culture is
not static but dynamic. A woman is never bound to stay with a violent man. She could seek a way
to be separated from him so as to move on with her life. Francis’ action and reasoning confirm the
notion that a child’s experience in the family can makes him both a victim of abuse and a
perpetrator of the same. Since Francis’ father knocked his mother about, Francis believes he could
as well knock his own wife about because that is what he learnt as he was growing up. Childhood
experience plays a great role in adult life. Adah is lucky that she survives the violence. Many are
not so lucky. The retention of one’s life and sanity is better than living with a violent person and
either dying on account of his violence, being maimed by that or being made finally to lose all
revulsion against violence. In this way, the abused can lose her humanity and sensibility and thus
becomes an abuser.

2.2 Sexual violence.

Sexual violence occurs in every society throughout the world. It is a manifestation of male
dominance and gender inequality. It is non-consensual sex ranging from the use of threats and
intimidation to unwanted touching and forced sex. The World Health Organization defines sexual
violence as “any sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, unwanted sexual comments or advances,
or acts to traffic, or otherwise directed against a person’s sexuality using coercion, by any
regardless of their relationship to the victim, in any setting, including but not limited to home and
work place” (Brown et al. 2006:269). Oladepoet al. (2011: 78) define sexual violence as “any
sexual act, unwanted sexual comments or advances or acts to traffic women’s sexuality, using
coercion, threats of harm or physical force by any person regardless of relationship to the survivor
in any setting”. Mbadugha (2016: 11) expands the scope of sexual violence to include “an
attempted or completed sexual act involving a person who, because of illness, disability or the
influence of alcohol or other drugs, or because of intimidation or pressure, is unable to understand
the nature or condition of the act, decline participation, or communicate unwillingness to engage in
the act”. Sexual violence is further manifested “in the form of fondling, exposure to pornography,
denial of the partner to use condoms, forced sex during dating, engagement or marriage, as well as
attitudes and obscene gestures in dealing with women” (Amarijo et al. 2014 :702).
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Sexual violence is an extreme restriction of the sexual and reproductive rights of women. “The
Fourth International Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1995, recognized the right of women
to decide about their fertility and sexuality, without suffering any form of coercion, discrimination
or violence” (Blake et al. 2014: 10). Yet the violation of this right takes place in many cultures and
societies, especially in cultures where women are still subordinate to the dictates of men. Many
victims of sexual violence do not report their ordeal because of a lack of enabling laws. And even
where such laws exist, because of the difficulty in getting law enforcement agents to cooperate to
give them justice, many victims decide to keep quiet. This is besides the horror of the
stigmatization suffered by the victim. As such, the victims often prefer to be silent and live with
psychological trauma instead of adding another trauma in the process of seeking elusive justice.
Sexual violence is one of the devices which men use to maintain their power and put women
under their control. Sexual violence, which includes rape by intimate partners (husbands), is still
not recognized by some African countries as violence. Rape is a crime of extreme violence and is
defined “as an expression of dominance, power, and contempt, a rejection of the woman’s right to
self-determination, a denial of her being. Rape is not passion or lust gone wrong. It is first and
foremost an act of aggression with a sexual manifestation” (Niarchos 1995: 650). Rape indicates
non-consent. In many marital relationships, women are forced to have a sexual relationship by their
husbands. In traditional societies, men consider it their right to sleep with their wives whether the
women are in the mood or not. This action not only denotes that the woman has no right over her
body but indicates that she is the mere property of the man. In the novel Second Class Citizen,
Adah is considered the property of her husband because she is married and has given up her
father’s name. Marriage makes a woman the property of the man. Emecheta captures this in saying
that the protagonist Adah “had become an Obi instead of the Ofili she used to be. Boy had resented
this, but his presence at the wharf showed that he had accepted the fact in Africa, and among the
Ibos in particular, a girl was little more than a piece of property” (Emecheta 1974: 34). Being a
piece of property means that she has no right over herself. She belongs to the man, who owns her,
and the owner has the right to do with her whatever he wants. The giving up of the father’s name to
take the name from this perspective is not an act of slavery. It is an act of love and oneness with the
man. It is this kind of mentality, being a “piece of property” that makes Francis believe he can have
access to Adah whenever he wants. He does not consider Adah’s health or whether she is in the
mood for it. Adah is his property and he has to exercise his right and superiority over her. For
Francis “marriage was sex and lots of it, nothing more” (Emecheta 1974: 41). Francis’s notion of
marriage which is synonymous with sex makes it difficult for him to consider his wife’s welfare,
thereby making the act one-way traffic. According to Adah, “but how can she protest to a man who
was past reasoning? The whole process was an attack, as savage as that of any animal” (Ibid: 40).
Francis’s notion of a woman shows that a woman has no right over her body. She remains an object
for man’s gratification. “To him, a woman was a second-class human, to be slept with at any
time...and, if she refused, to have sense beaten unto her until she gave in; to be ordered out of bed
after he had done with her, to make sure that she washed his clothes and got his meals ready at the
time” (Emecheta 1974: 165). Francis’s notion of a woman forms the basis of the problem Adah
encounters in her marriage, which mirrors the fate of many women. Many men share the same
opinion. This one gratification gives rise to a situation in which Adah’s children are not well spaced
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with the three children at the time being contemporaneously in nappies. “Many international studies
have found that women who suffer physical or sexual abuse from an intimate partner are more
likely than non-abused women to have many children” (Ellsberg et al. 2001: 1)

It is striking that when Adah decides to practise birth control because the children are not
spaced, Francis stands against it with the ironic excuse that men know how to control themselves,
according to him as it is done in the bible: “You hold the child and you don’t give it to the woman,
you pour it away” (Emecheta 1974: 141). This implies the withdrawal method which is not
effective. Ada’s refusal to give in to his demands earns her another beating. He forces himself on
her and she becomes pregnant once again. This action causes Adah to cry as she bemoans her
situation and says, “my sons will learn to treat their wives as people, individuals, not like goats that
have been taught to talk” (Ibid:122). These scenes in the novel show that sexual violence is a
malaise which is prevalent in many marriages. It enslaves a woman and reduces her worth as a
human being. The woman is thus deprived of her basic right, the right over her body. The pleasure
in self-giving that ought to be derived from the sexual relationship becomes torture. In actual fact,
many women are raped in marriages by their husbands.

3. Impact of Violence on Women

Violence has contributed to physical, psychological and mental health issues of many women.
According to Chhabra (2018: 1),“A study has shown significant association between life time
experiences of physical violence or sexual violence or both, by a male intimate partner, and a wide
range of self-reported physical and mental health problems in women”. There are various health
imbalances in women that are associated with domestic violence and abuse. Physical and sexual
violence have been associated with psychiatric problems, depression, anxiety, phobias, post-
traumatic stress disorder, suicidal impulse, alcohol and drug-abuse. Many victims of physical
violence have sustained varying degrees of injuries, while others have been maimed for life. Many
others have been sent to their early graves. There has been an increase on homicide globally.

Sexual violence is considered a public health problem because of the bio psychosocial
health of the victim. It also has a devastating effect on the physical and mental health of the victim.
It can cause physical injury and has a risk of causing sexual and reproductive health problems and
complications. Sexual violence is a means by which HIV can be transmitted to the victim which
can result in their death. Many victims commit suicide because they cannot withstand the abuse
they have received. Sexual violence often leads to unwanted pregnancies and forced abortions. It
affects the social wellbeing of the victims since they are traumatized, stigmatized, and in some
cases ostracized by their families. Women victims of violence may develop problems in their
sexual, emotional, social and professional lives. They end up being vulnerable, feeling insecure
about defending themselves. They become less sure of themselves which generally affects their
self-esteem and self-image and can lead to negative feelings and frustrations (Baptista et al. 2015:
211). Therefore, women who suffer sexual violence need attention for various medical conditions,
social support, psychological treatment, guidance on legal matters, and advice on preventing
unwanted pregnancies (Blake et al. 2014:11).
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Experiencing a trauma like sexual violence may interfere with someone’s ability to work. Majority
of the women who experienced sexual assault were forced to abandon their jobs thereby making
them jobless and losing their income. The effects of these abuses also affect the children because
children who witness domestic violence may be at greater risk of being violent in their future
relationship as witnessed by Francis in the novel Second Class Citizen, who confirms that his father
was beating his mother till he was of age to throw stones at him. (Emecheta 1974: 172). Children
are taught more by what they see and witness than what we say without any follow up.

4. Ways to Curb Gender-based Violence

Gender-based violence emanates from power inequalities between men and women. Gender- based
violence undermines the health, dignity, security and autonomy of its victims, yet it remains
shrouded in a culture of silence. Gender inequality known as disparities between individuals based
on their gender is interlinked and embraces many facets of life which includes mortality inequality,
natality inequality, basic facility inequality for instance, unequal access to schooling for girls,
special opportunity inequality such as, unequal access to higher education, professional trainings
etc. Education has been recognized as the cornerstone for women empowerment and sustainable
development. Empowerment has been viewed from various perspectives which include option,
choice, control and power. Women empowerment is a process in which women are encouraged to
participate in development activities thus giving them the freedom of mobility and the power of
speech.

In order to curb violence, following measures have to be taken.

e Laws should be made which protect women from discrimination and violence such as rape,
beating, torture and homicide. These laws ought to show that contraventions against such
laws have consequences.

e Victims of violence should be encouraged to speak out. This will root out the culture of
silence which acts as a shield that allows violence against women to thrive under the cloak
of silence.

e Education of women should be promoted because education is the key to the enhancement
of women’s equality and rights in the economic and social milieu.

e Women should be provided with skills through which they can be financially independent
and thus contribute to the welfare of their families.

o Women’s participation in leadership and governance should be encouraged and provisions
made to include women by granting them a quota or percentage in political offices.
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Conclusion:

Violence against women anywhere affects other women everywhere. It has impacts on women’s
health, distorts their ability to participate fully in the society, affects their enjoyment of sexual and
reproductive rights and afflicts physical and psychological pains on women and their children.
Emecheta in her work Second Class Citizen has x-rayed the negative impact of violence on women.
Many girls and women are victims of physical and sexual violence. The rate and ration of violence
has been on the increase. With the Covid 19 lockdown in place, abused women who live with their
abusers have had their daily dose of violence, domestic battery and abusive words multiplied.
Women are abused in schools as well as at their workplaces. This paper re-iterates that gender-
based violence is a cankerworm that has eaten up the society globally. All hands should be on deck
to fight this plague as international communities struggle to find solution to Covid-19 pandemic.
Since men are often the perpetrators of this heinous crime, boys should be trained from home to
eschew violence and cultivate respect for girls and women. Parents are encouraged to give their
children basic home training in which they should be able to distinguish between good and evil. If
parents train their children well, the society will be better since it is the combination of families that
eventually make up societies.
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