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ABSTRACT 

This study explores the themes of social and economic exploitation, patriarchy, and resistance 

in the selected works of Buchi Emecheta, focusing on Second-Class Citizen, The Joys of 

Motherhood, and The Bride Price. Emecheta’s portrayal of female protagonists navigating 

oppressive gender roles reveals the complexities of cultural, societal, and economic challenges 

that marginalize women. Through characters such as Adah, Nnu Ego, and Aku-nna, Emecheta 

critiques both colonial and indigenous systems that perpetuate gender-based discrimination. 

The analysis highlights the economic dependency and exploitation of women, as well as their 

journey towards empowerment and self-discovery. The study further examines how 

Emecheta’s narratives contribute to African feminist thought by questioning patriarchal 

structures and advocating for women’s independence, education, and autonomy. Ultimately, 

this study underscores the significance of Emecheta’s work in reshaping African feminist 

literature and fostering a deeper understanding of gender oppression and resistance. 

Keywords: Buchi Emecheta, social exploitation, economic exploitation, patriarchy, resistance, 
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INTRODUCTION 

Buchi Emecheta, a prominent Nigerian writer, is renowned for her exploration of the 

complexities surrounding social and economic exploitation, particularly the experiences of 

marginalized women in post-colonial Nigeria. Her works, which include novels like The Joys 

of Motherhood (1979), Second-Class Citizen (1974), and The Bride Price (1976), delve deeply 

into the struggles of women who face societal and economic oppression. Emecheta’s writing 

vividly portrays the intersection of gender, class, and race, highlighting the nuanced 

experiences of Nigerian women who are often caught between traditional expectations and the 
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transformative forces of modernization. Her works critique the patriarchal structures that 

perpetuate gender inequality and the socio-economic exploitation that entraps marginalized 

individuals, especially women. 

The marginalization that Emecheta explores is both social and economic. Socially, the women 

in her novels are oppressed by patriarchal norms that confine them to domestic roles, while 

economically, they are subjected to exploitation by both the colonial and post-colonial systems. 

Emecheta’s narratives frequently examine the ways in which women, particularly those of 

lower socio-economic status, struggle to assert themselves within these restrictive frameworks. 

For instance, in The Joys of Motherhood, the protagonist, Nnu Ego, is trapped in a cycle of 

motherhood and domesticity, while economic hardships perpetuate her misery. Despite her 

resilience, Nnu Ego’s attempts to break free from the chains of patriarchal society and 

economic deprivation are futile, underscoring the limitations imposed on women by both 

traditional and modern economic structures. 

Emecheta’s works also offer a powerful critique of colonialism and its continued effects on 

post-colonial societies. Colonialism not only subjugated African nations but also entrenched 

gender hierarchies that continue to marginalize women in the post-independence era. In 

Second-Class Citizen, Adah, the protagonist, experiences the compounded challenges of being 

a woman and an immigrant in the United Kingdom. Through Adah’s journey, Emecheta 

explores how colonial legacies shape the socio-economic positions of women and their ability 

to escape oppression. The tensions between cultural identity and economic survival are central 

themes in Emecheta's work, revealing the ongoing struggles of marginalized individuals who 

are caught in the web of global inequalities. 

Moreover, Emecheta’s writing provides a counter-narrative to mainstream post-colonial 

literature, which often centers on the experiences of male protagonists. By foregrounding 

female voices, Emecheta challenges the literary canon and the notion that women's stories are 

secondary. Her exploration of female agency and the pursuit of autonomy, despite the 

overwhelming obstacles they face, offers a unique perspective on the post-colonial condition. 

In doing so, Emecheta invites readers to reconsider the intersections of gender, class, and 

power in shaping the experiences of the marginalized. 

This study seeks to examine the themes of social and economic exploitation in Emecheta’s 

selected works, with a particular focus on how gender dynamics influence the lived realities of 

marginalized women. By analyzing the ways in which Emecheta portrays the intersection of 
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these oppressions, this study aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of the complexities 

of post-colonial exploitation and the resistance of marginalized individuals. 

AIM OF THE STUDY:  

To analyze the depiction of social and economic exploitation of marginalized individuals, 

particularly women, in selected works of Buchi Emecheta. 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY: 

1. To explore the socio-cultural factors contributing to the marginalization of women in 
Emecheta's works. 

2. To examine the portrayal of economic exploitation and gender inequality. 
3. To analyze how Emecheta's female characters respond to or resist oppression. 
4. To highlight Buchi Emecheta's contribution to African feminist discourse. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This study adopts a qualitative approach based on literary analysis. The primary data are drawn 

from three of Emecheta's most influential novels: Second-Class Citizen, The Joys of 

Motherhood, and The Bride Price. The analysis is informed by feminist literary criticism and 

post-colonial theory. Textual analysis is used to interpret themes, character development, and 

narrative strategies employed by the author. 

DISCUSSION 

1. Gender Roles and Patriarchy 

Buchi Emecheta's novels critically examine the entrenched patriarchal structures and 

prescribed gender roles that marginalize women in both traditional African societies and 

colonial/post-colonial contexts. 

In Second-Class Citizen, the protagonist Adah's aspiration for education is met with resistance 

in her Nigerian community, where educational opportunities are predominantly reserved for 

boys. Despite societal discouragement, Adah's determination leads her to London, where she 

confronts a different yet equally oppressive form of patriarchy. Her husband, Francis, embodies 

these patriarchal values, attempting to suppress her independence and economic ambitions. 

This narrative highlights the pervasive nature of gender-based oppression, transcending 

cultural and geographical boundaries. 

Similarly, The Joys of Motherhood presents Nnu Ego, whose identity and worth are 

intrinsically linked to her role as a mother. The novel's title is deeply ironic, as Nnu Ego's life 
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is marked by sacrifice and suffering rather than joy. Bound by traditional expectations that 

glorify motherhood, she endures emotional and physical hardships, underscoring the societal 

neglect of women's well-being in favor of upholding patriarchal norms. 

In The Bride Price, Aku-nna's life is dictated by the traditional practice of bride price, reducing 

her to a transactional commodity. Her decision to marry for love, defying societal expectations, 

leads to ostracization and tragedy. These narrative critiques the cultural practices that 

commodify women and suppress their autonomy. 

2. Economic Exploitation 

Economic dependency and exploitation are recurring themes in Emecheta's works, illustrating 

how financial control is used to perpetuate women's subjugation. 

In Second-Class Citizen, Adah's journey toward financial independence is fraught with 

challenges. Despite her husband's attempts to control her earnings, Adah's resilience enables 

her to achieve economic autonomy, which becomes a crucial step in reclaiming her identity 

and asserting her agency. 

The Joys of Motherhood portrays Nnu Ego's deteriorating economic situation as her children 

grow up. Her sacrifices for their education and welfare go unrewarded, highlighting the 

societal and familial exploitation of women's labor. The novel critiques the socio-economic 

structures that devalue women's contributions and leave them vulnerable. 

In The Bride Price, Aku-nna's worth is measured in monetary terms through the bride price 

system. Her defiance of this system by choosing to marry for love challenges the economic 

commodification of women, emphasizing the need for societal transformation. 

3. Resistance and Empowerment 

Emecheta's protagonists exhibit various forms of resistance against the oppressive structures 

they navigate, showcasing their resilience and quest for empowerment. 

Adah's journey in Second-Class Citizen is one of self-discovery and empowerment. She 

challenges both African and Western patriarchal norms, ultimately finding purpose in her 

writing and achieving independence. Her story serves as an inspiration for women's 

empowerment through education and self-reliance. 
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Nnu Ego's resistance in The Joys of Motherhood is more subtle, reflected in her inner strength 

and enduring spirit. Her quiet rebellion against the injustices of her life underscores the 

resilience of women who, despite systemic oppression, strive to uphold their dignity. 

Aku-nna's overt resistance in The Bride Price leads to tragic consequences, highlighting the 

high cost of non-conformity in a rigidly traditional society. Her story serves as a poignant 

critique of cultural practices that punish women's autonomy. 

4. Contribution to African Feminist Thought 

Buchi Emecheta's works are foundational texts in African feminist literature, offering authentic 

narratives that critique both colonial legacies and indigenous cultural practices perpetuating 

gender-based discrimination. 

Emecheta's portrayal of everyday women's struggles democratizes the narrative of resistance, 

empowering women to question, resist, and redefine their roles within society. Her emphasis 

on education, economic independence, and personal agency aligns with African feminist 

thought, which advocates for the dismantling of patriarchal structures and the promotion of 

gender equality. 

Her narratives challenge the traditional literary canon by centering female experiences, thereby 

reshaping the discourse around gender roles and women's rights in African literature. 

Emecheta's work continues to inspire and inform feminist scholarship and activism across the 

continent and beyond. 

CONCLUSION 

Buchi Emecheta's novels Second-Class Citizen, The Joys of Motherhood, and The Bride Price 

provide a powerful narrative of resistance, empowerment, and critique of the complex 

intersection of gender, culture, and socio-economic forces that shape the lives of African 

women. Emecheta’s exploration of gender roles, patriarchy, and economic exploitation 

demonstrates a nuanced understanding of the systemic obstacles faced by women, while also 

portraying their resilience in the face of such oppression. 

The theme of gender roles and patriarchy is central to Emecheta’s works. Through her 

characters, particularly Adah, Nnu Ego, and Aku-nna, Emecheta shows how women are often 

bound by societal expectations that define their worth and place in the world in relation to their 

roles as wives and mothers. In Second-Class Citizen, Adah’s struggle for independence—both 
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educational and economic—highlights the challenges women face when trying to assert their 

autonomy in a patriarchal society. Adah’s journey, however, is not just about resistance; it is 

also about redefining her identity and reclaiming agency in a world that often denies women 

such power. Similarly, Nnu Ego in The Joys of Motherhood is a tragic figure whose role as a 

mother becomes both her identity and her imprisonment. The irony of the title underscores the 

pain and suffering Nnu Ego endures in a society that devalues women’s emotional and physical 

well-being in favor of celebrating motherhood as a woman's highest achievement. 

The issue of economic exploitation in Emecheta’s novels is another significant theme. Women 

in Emecheta's works are frequently depicted as economically dependent on men or familial 

structures, which only perpetuate their subjugation. Adah’s financial independence in Second-

Class Citizen marks a turning point in her personal empowerment. Her ability to support 

herself and her children challenges the patriarchal structures that aim to control women’s 

economic resources. On the other hand, Nnu Ego's sacrifices for her children’s welfare in The 

Joys of Motherhood are never acknowledged in economic terms. The exploitation of women’s 

labor and resources is evident in her life, and it serves as a broader critique of a society that 

commodifies women's contributions without offering them any meaningful return or 

recognition. 

Despite the immense struggles, Emecheta’s protagonists embody various forms of resistance 

and empowerment. Adah’s journey from a suppressed Nigerian housewife to an independent 

woman in London represents the potential for transformation and liberation. In contrast, Nnu 

Ego’s resistance is more quiet and internalized, a reflection of how systemic oppression can 

strip away outward forms of rebellion. Yet, her emotional strength and resolve to endure are 

forms of resistance in themselves. Aku-nna’s tragic fate in The Bride Price represents the high 

cost of defying societal norms. Her struggle against the commodification of women through 

the practice of bride price, while ultimately leading to her demise, serves as a critique of 

cultural practices that subjugate women to transactional roles. 

Emecheta’s work is a powerful contribution to African feminist thought, emphasizing the need 

to question and challenge both colonial legacies and indigenous patriarchal systems. By 

focusing on the everyday lives of women, Emecheta gives voice to those who are often 

marginalized in mainstream narratives. Her exploration of the social, emotional, and economic 

struggles of women offers invaluable insights into the multifaceted nature of gender-based 

oppression and the ways in which women navigate and resist these forces. Moreover, her 
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stories are a call for women’s empowerment, education, and financial independence as key 

elements of breaking free from these systemic chains. 

In conclusion, Emecheta’s works present a comprehensive critique of the societal structures 

that oppress women while offering a hopeful message of resistance and empowerment. Her 

characters exemplify the potential for women to challenge and change the systems that seek to 

limit them. Emecheta’s contribution to African feminist literature continues to resonate today, 

as her exploration of gender, culture, and power remains relevant in contemporary discourse on 

women’s rights, equality, and empowerment. 
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