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ABSTRACT: Disability studies in postcolonial Africa appear circumscribed by two 

significant paradoxes. First, there is the abysmally low legislative, political and in-

frastructural support for persons living with disabilities. The second paradox which 

seems to amplify the first is that there is a palpable silence on disability discourses 

in African literary debates; a possible indication of some of the prejudices that un-

derwrite the positions of persons with disabilities.

In addition, African identities have been inexorably altered by the imbalances in 

the power relations of the colonial experience and some fictional representations 

of the disequilibrium of the Empire/colony interface illustrate how people can be 

differently constructed and disabled by privileged and normative discourses.

Thus, the emergent patterns of bodily dismemberment in African subjects are, 

in this essay, read as thematic and, in a paradoxical sense as aesthetic motifs of 

Empire’s systemic deconstruction and disarticulation of the colonised. This essay 

examines the twin subjects of disability and sexuality as both culturally defined yet 

individually embodied semiotic representations of postcolonial subjects. Giving 

examples from the novels of Tsitsi Dangarembga, which are set within the socio-

political context of postcolonial Zimbabwe, this essay critically examines the nov-

elist’s character portraitures. In our analyses, we largely deploy critical tools from 

disability studies in an attempt to demonstrate how the political resonances of 

their lived experiences are inscribed into African bodies and how these historically 

differentiated bodies become fractured and simultaneously reconstructed. 
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The victimization, I saw, was universal. It didn’t depend on poverty, on lack of 

education or on tradition. It didn’t depend on any of the things I had thought 

it depended on. Men took it everywhere with them. Even heroes like Ba-

bamukuru did it. And that was the problem. (Tsitsi Dangarembga, 1988, 118) 

This study originates from an observable dearth of critical discourse on the twin 

problematic of African sexuality and disability in African literary debates. So far, 

critical debates on these twin issues have been visibly dominated by international 

research/studies thus, mostly excluding the critical voices of African scholars. Yet, 

even in a cursory, most rudimentary examination of African literary representa-

tions, there is indisputable evidence that complex issues pertaining to disability, 

sexuality, gender roles and functions are often foregrounded in the midst of other 

profoundly engaging thematic preoccupations. For instance, Soyinka’s depiction 

of Eleshin Oba’s piquant sexual appetites just before his ominous encounter with 

death in the play, Death and the King’s Horseman (1975) has portentous personal 

and communal reverberations. Similarly, Aminata Sow-Fall, in her slim but rev-

olutionary novel: The Beggars’ Strike or the Dregs of Society (1981) foregrounds 

profound conflicts between the talibés or the dregs of the society: the disabled 

beggars who in a neoliberal capitalist state eager to attract foreign tourists, now 

constitute a public nuisance. Although that novel interrogates disability issues as it 

intersects with foundational aspects of the ethics and theology of Islam on the one 

hand, as well as environmental health issues on the other, it has often been tra-

ditionally viewed as a vigorous engagement with Feminist or Marxist ideologies.1 

Also, numerous other African writers imaginatively create disability and sexuality 

as intertwined discourses yet, in spite of their centrality in both human existence 

and experience; these discourses are only beginning to emerge from shrouds of 

superstition and mythology in need of theorisation from the perspectives of Afri-

can realities, histories, and imaginaries.

 In following Bolt (2012, 287) this article attempts to negotiate the palpable 

‘critical avoidance’ that appear to dodge the issues of disability and sexuality in 

African literary debates. Also, by centralising a specific African locus in a temporal 

postcolonial moment, the essay calls attention to the disabling politics of particu-

lar African, historical and cultural experiences and their impact on the construction 

of African subjectivities in literary representations. Therefore, in the subsequent 
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conflation of bodies emerging from such experiences, it becomes pertinent to in-

vestigate how the varied interactions of bodies—white/black/brown, male/female, 

and able/disabled (visible/invisible) are counterpoised and constructed. This then 

helps us to reconsider the interconnections between identity, embodiment, sexu-

ality and oppression. Moreover, it corroborates Garland-Thomson’s position in an 

early yet important study on disability studies, in which she submits that ‘disability 

is a culturally fabricated narrative of the body: a system that produces subjects 

by differentiating and marking bodies’ (2001, 1). And an important critical ques-

tion that evolves from this position is: what are the indices for differentiation and 

how are these powerfully inscribed into people’s anatomy within and across cul-

tures? In an attempt to understand these issues, it is instructive to expand the base 

understanding of disability which extends beyond the mere personal/individual, 

medical pathologies of human incapacities and limitations. Indeed, there is every 

indication that suggests that African identities and their embodiments have been 

inexorably altered by the imbalances in the power relations of the colonial expe-

rience. And the fictional representations of some African writers, including Tsitsi 

Dangarembga, who capture the disequilibrium of the Empire/colony interaction, 

illustrate how people can be differently constructed and disabled by privileged 

and normative discourses.

Consequently, this essay calls attention to the intense processes of exclusion-

ary and oppressive marginalisation endemic in colonised societies which are sig-

nificantly relevant to the processes of creating disabled bodies within the African 

experience. Thus, the inclusion of conversations or perspectives from other cultur-

al locations of the world invites us to more profound and incisive ways of under-

standing disability issues. Such cultural narratives underscore the call of cultural 

theorists such as Whyte and Ingstad (1995) who emphasize the need to culturally 

localise perceptions of disability. Thus, disability studies helps in understanding 

our cultures and vice-versa.

In the animated discourses of both sexuality and disability, the body remains 

the central focal point and this is starkly stated in Snyder and Mitchell’s (2011, 

10) argument that ‘embodiment is a potentially meaningful materiality, a locus 

of identification’. Following this position in the context of the present discussion 

means that various bodies depending on which side of the power divide they be-

long, can be read as scripts which articulate different stories because underlying 
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the Snyder/Mitchell argument are assumptive paradigms implicit in the definitions 

of personhood, the politics of identity formation and construction, and the valu-

ational bases of appearances. How then are certain bodies constructed as norma-

tive and others which fall outside this norm are the ‘Other’ and how do disabled 

bodies navigate normativity? Also, how is sexuality redefined by disability and 

vice-versa? The example of several homophobic African societies and their perva-

sive normative masculinist ideologies, which have often been used to police and 

oppress aspects of women’s lives and sexuality are culpable in this regard. Essen-

tially, such societies use the male-equals-power logic in which hegemonic mas-

culinity authorises, transcends and significantly sign-posts all others. Thus, while 

female African bodies and sexuality are often, sites for the contestation, articula-

tion and negotiation of power, male bodies are politically, socially, and culturally 

authorised by their ascendant position as the defining powers evolving into what 

has been profoundly described as ‘a national-masculine tradition which provided 

the pivotal signposts of identity formation …’ (Jeyifo, 2004, xvii). 

However, In spite of this masculine ethos, African women signal their agency 

by exploiting various aspects of their sexuality to their advantage and this is ex-

pressed in the counter-narratives they produce in which they challenge and desta-

bilise social and sexual stereotypes especially about women. This has been most 

powerfully inscribed into the growing corpus of writings by female African writers 

since the close of the twentieth century and continuing into the present time. As 

journalists, activists, novelists, poets, playwrights, short story writers, children’s lit-

erature writers from all over the continent, these women poignantly narrate their 

agency as illustrated in the prose fiction tradition of female Nigerian writers includ-

ing Lola Shoneyin and Chika Unigwe, Cameroonian, Calixthe Beyala, Zimbabwean 

writers Petina Gappah and Tsitsi Dangarembga among several others. 

Framing the African experience

Although several studies already subsist on Dangarembga’s novels and her preoc-

cupation with postcolonial (Boehmer, 2005, 222) and gender debates, it is only re-

cently that disability discourse in her work began to gain ground. One of the most 

recent studies in this regard is Barker’s (2011) seminal study which examines the 

concept of the ‘exceptional’ child-protagonist in several postcolonial fictive narra-
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tions including Nervous Conditions. And whereas Barker’s study concentrates on 

the important element of the child-protagonist, this essay takes a more expansive 

critical standpoint by centralising both disability and sexuality issues in the young 

and adult characters in Dangarembga’s novels. Also, applying one of Quayson’s 

(2007) nine typologies in his landmark work to their study, Gorman and Udegbe 

forcibly argue that through the use of disabled women’s’ bodies as tropes in post-

colonial African writing, there is the creation of ‘catharsis’ which serves to ‘erase’ 

or ‘suppress’ the knowledge of the violence of (neo) colonial relations (Gorman 

and Udegbe, 2010, 310). However, the trajectory of this essay pays critical atten-

tion to both male and female characters in the novels in an attempt to come to a 

fuller understanding of African identities as altered/reconstructed by colonialism. 

Also, rather than erasure or suppression as seen in the Gorman-Udegbe work, this 

paper further demonstrates the graphic foregrounding of the violence engendered 

by the coloniser/colonised relations and as the bodies of the characters are sys-

tematically dismembered, their sense of wholeness and wellness become propor-

tionally diminished. This furthers Quayson’s position as he observes in his study 

that, “it is the body itself in its naked corporeality that is at the heart of social and 

political nervousness in real life” (Quayson, 2007, 204). In other words, the body is 

a central or critical nodal point in the wide spectrum of discourses on disability. 

However, people do not exist in isolation. Disability issues within the coloniser/col-

onised structure also provoke profound ethical contestations some of which Mee-

kosha (2008) in a materialist reading of these relations calls attention to. Meeko-

sha notes for instance, the fact that the processes of colonialism, neo-colonialism, 

postcolonialism evoked by the north (metropole) have resulted in vast numbers of 

impaired people in the global south. She insists that the material figuration of this 

disjuncture are directly or indirectly the aftermath of the struggle for resource con-

trol; mineral, oil and economic resources therefore, calling for a paradigmatic shift 

in the discourses emanating from the north in order to arrest the form of “scholarly 

colonialism” it is provoking (Meekosha, 2008, 3). Thus, disability seems accentu-

ated in both novels considered in this essay as they are read within the material 

figuration of skewed power structures.

All of these taken together inform our considerations of Nervous Conditions 

(1988), and The Book of Not (2006). The first novel is a young girl’s story, Tam-

budzai’s – of the adult world she keenly observes. From the sensibilities of the 
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child protagonist, we encounter a plurality of experiences of several other kins-

women and their struggles to redefine themselves within the context of the over-

whelming masculinist Shona culture. As the plot unfolds, the colonial experience 

seems to disrupt and remap all the characters—male and female—in economic, 

material and psychological terms. In the sequel, The Book of Not, Tambu begins 

to confront, first-hand, the complexities of life in post-independent Rhodesia. As 

a young student in the prestigious Young Ladies College of the Sacred Heart, she 

begins to feel more acutely the contradictions she had always felt in the first novel, 

but which she learns to suppress in order not to incur the ire of her uncle and ben-

efactor, Babamukuru. Taken together both novels engage with the destabilising 

resonances in the body and psyche of colonised people as the author interrogates 

the problematic constructions of bodily and psychological disabilities and sexuali-

ties in a racialised situation.

Idioms figuring sexuality and disability in 
Dangarembga’s novels

As noted earlier, disability is not necessarily, Dangarembga’s immediate or direct 

preoccupation in both novels. Yet, her novels convulse with characters who suf-

fer various physical, material, emotional and psychological trauma. Immediately 

striking in the titles of both novels is the highly suggestive, overriding tropes of ill-

ness, dis-ease, amputation or disfigurement in physical as well as in psychological 

terms through which the author creates the tableau for reading disability in the 

novels. For instance, the title, Nervous Conditions, seem to conjure the dis-ease 

and discomfiture that overrides the experiences of most of the characters in that 

novel, while The Book of Not point to the material and physical deficits encoun-

tered as the novel opens. 

More than in her first novel, the author situates her second story within even 

more nightmarish, bloodcurdling violence of a newly independent Rhodesia 

caught in the vicious struggles of decolonisation. Not only does the second novel 

open with the bloody dismembering of bodies, Netsai, Tambu’s younger sister, in 

particular, bears in her body the pernicious inscriptions of the guerilla wars that 

plagued her country as she searches for a national ethos. Much like the first novel, 

The Book of Not opens with a subtraction, this time, the bloody dismembering of 
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Netsai’s leg. With the blowing away of one of her limbs, Netsai is not only disabled, 

she becomes sexually undesirable. Thus, in spite of her inspiring participation in 

the freedom effort, Netsai’s beautiful and youthful body is sadly misshapen by the 

violence of the Chimurenga. With a body misshapen, Netsai’s sexuality is decon-

structed and she suffers emotional rejection by her lover, the un-named soldier. 

At this point of disillusion and with her star-spangled dreams completely evapo-

rated, Netsai finally seeks the reconstruction of her body, perhaps hopeful it may 

become once again attractive. Dangarembga thus, deftly locks Netsai’s experience 

as thematic and aesthetic trope with that of her nation as both limp on in a delu-

sionary walk to freedom. 

The Chimurenga wars of Zimbabwe tragically interrupt and deeply wound 

other characters and as Tambu recalls in The Book of Not: ‘To the scars of war were 

added the complications of Independence’, (2006, 198). Caught in the traumas of 

these bloody armed conflicts, Tambu is forced to pick her way through the human 

debris of her family members in an attempt to make a head way with her own life. 

The memories of their twisted bodies causes deep psychological trauma for her 

and she keeps perseverating on this scene not only as she returns to the second 

year at the Convent, but also later in her adult life. For Tambu, her own disability 

is both intellectual and emotional; and ultimately material. Unable to surpass the 

initial brilliance and potential of her O-level grades, she is not able to distinguish 

herself in any career path, a position she finds both disturbing and disconcerting.

Both novels demonstrate the abject disfigurement of the characters and read-

ers are confronted with an acute sense of the profoundly enervating political pro-

cesses that alter the identities and sexualities of once colonised people. Thus, 

disability is not only centralised as thematic motif, it works also as paradoxical 

aesthetic motif in Dangarembga’s novels. These motifs then become counter-nor-

mative dialectic which animates the thematisation, symbolisation and setting of 

the two novels. In very subtle but clear terms, Dangarembga points to the physical 

and psychological boundaries as well as to the inherent politics embedded within 

the expropriatory processes of colonialism. Thus, while the lives of her characters 

seem to be confined to the dusty, rustic village of Umtali, they all experience in 

varying degrees of intensity, the divisive spatial and racial nuances of the colo-

nial experience. This creates several forms of mutilation or fragmentation, and as 

the bodies and minds of her characters are scarred and maimed, their sexuali-
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ties and identities are irrevocably altered. And the incisive studies of Fanon (1965)2 

and Scarry (1985) provide incontrovertible evidence of the systematic processes 

of disabling African subjects in the colonial project. The novels thus illustrate the 

links that exist between the scarred bodies of colonised people and their sexuality, 

which result from the characters’ perilous navigations of the backdrop between 

colonial domination, Shona patriarchy and other socio-economic burdens of the 

newly-independent Zimbabwean nation. This is particularly so when situated 

within the 2004 World Health Organization’s definition that sexuality ‘is influenced 

by the interaction of biological, psychological, social economic, political, historical 

factors’ (quoted in IIkkaracan and Jolly, 2007, 3) .

Scholars, in particular—Dunton (1989), Nfah-Abbenyi (1997), and Chanter 

(2006)—remark that African women’s sexuality has been under-researched and 

therefore poorly understood, especially because it is under-textualised. Chanter 

observes, for instance, that following the perpetuation of hyperbolic Eurocentric 

myths about African women’s sexuality, the latter have responded with marked 

reticence. However, the more recent insightful studies on African sexuality by 

Azodo and Eke (2007), Falola and House-Soremekun (2011) Tamale (2011) clearly 

indicate scholarly progression on the subject. Arnfred’s (2005) seminal study on 

African sexualities announce the need to rethink African sexualities beyond the 

imperium of European/Western racialised imaginaries, which have constructed 

African sexuality as the curiously ‘exotic’, the noble and the depraved savage’ (Arn-

fred, 2005, 7) . While these images are consistent with the colonialist identification 

of the African as the ‘other’, there are other diverse factors including socio-cultural 

institutions, economic structures, and religious ideologies, which invariably imbri-

cate the expression of intimacy as exemplified in Dangarembga’s novels.

For instance, Dangarembga’s characters seem to relentlessly embody conflict-

ual tensions as they tentatively embrace a newly independent nation state at the 

initial stages of defining a new national ethos on one hand, and on the other, a 

significantly different traditional life defined by prejudicial Shona practices. With 

bodies seemingly torn between these two defining poles, all the characters; male 

and female, young or old, educated or not are compelled to negotiate these con-

flicts. In this process, their bodies and psyche become marked and even if they 

appear mundanely concerned with the routinised exegeses of daily living, their 

private individual lives connect with larger political, economic and social burdens 
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as they live in a bind of domination or subordination, presence or absence, escape 

or entrapment. This corroborates Willey and Treiber’s (2002) observations that:

Dangarembga not only demonstrates that nationalism and colonialism collude 

with patriarchy in particularly damaging ways for women, but also insists that 

African theories of nationalism need to be rethought from the perspective of 

gender (Willey and Treiber, 2002, xiii). 

It is precisely within the framework of their interactions within socially prescribed 

gender roles and functions that we encounter the process of disabling sexualities 

in Dangarembga’s characters which informs Tambu’s innermost turmoil captured 

in the reflective statement in the epitaph to this essay. 

 Tambudzai embarks on telling several interconnected stories that imbricate 

with her own personal life-story in the two novels. Thus, the reader encounters a 

collage of stories of several individual life stories of women, often set in contrastive 

relief to accentuate the oppositional differences they embody. This often results 

in a plurality of standpoints which is de rigueur in postmodern feminist narrative 

tradition. For example, the lives of all the women seem to oscillate around the 

central figure of Babamukuru, the embodiment of Shona tradition and patriarchy. 

As the central unifying figure in the novels, Baba totally conforms to the image of 

the ‘good boy’ that the colonisers have of him (Nervous Conditions 19). But Dan-

garembga parodies Baba’s complete, unquestioning acceptance of the missionar-

ies’ teachings. In his total conformity, Baba’s mind seems disabled. He becomes 

robotic, not challenging the racist ideology of the colonisers thus, remaining be-

nign even when he perceives their oppression. Take, for instance, his insistence 

that his brother, Jeremiah, should ‘properly’ marry Mainini in the Christian tradi-

tion of the missionaries, a proposition that not only draws the fatal ire of Mainini; it 

also sends her health spiraling downwards.

In her narrations, except for the visibly, physically marked bodies of Nyasha 

and Netsai ,all the other characters seem (at least, initially) able-bodied yet, they 

all seem to be crucially disabled at defining points in their development. In Nerv-

ous Conditions, for instance, Tambudzai’s existence, education, destiny and even 

sexuality are predetermined and almost entirely contingent upon Nhamo’s, her 

privileged brother’s life within Shona cultural mores. No wonder as Yvonne Vera 
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notes, Tambu opens the narration with a taboo in her mouth because right from 

the onset, Tambu’s life seems to be disabled by Nhamo’s existence. This some-

what substantiates Garland-Thomson’s (2001) observation that previous concep-

tual traditions see the woman’s body in terms of a negation or subtraction of the 

man’s. Thus the author’s two novels dramatise the various experiences of different 

women in a society in which women’s ‘needs and sensibilities’ are neither a ‘prior-

ity nor even legitimate’ (NC: 12). Therefore, beyond the sexism that circumscribes 

the lives of the women, there is, additionally, the ontological contestation for le-

gitimation and recognition by Dangarembga’s women which graphically unfolds 

in Tambu’s mind. 

All the female characters in both novels suffer various kinds of sexual mutila-

tions. Thus, unable to find full sexual expression and satisfaction in their relation-

ships; they seem to live incomplete lives. For example, Mainini appears sex-less, 

unable to shed the enervating threefold yoke of poverty, racism and gender dis-

crimination throughout her life. Mainini’s portraiture contrasts with that of Maig-

uru, her educated and sophisticated sister-in-law, who, despite the advantage of 

her education and sophistication, is unable to sexually attract and sustain the at-

tention of her husband, Babamukuru, who is now enraptured in a banal, routi-

nised life of head at the mission school in Umtali. Her education does not elevate 

Maiguru beyond the dilapidated confines of Mainini’s decrepit kitchen where she 

laboriously ensures that the food her husband provides last throughout the festive 

season in Umtali. Maiguru sacrifices everything she has worked for to satisfy sexist 

cultural traditions, taking the back seat where her society expects her to be. In a 

complexly sustained relationship with her husband, Maiguru’s self-erasure is sub-

stantial; possibly leading to her atrophic existence. It is therefore little wonder that 

she often finds herself at the edge of collapse, but rather than collapse as Mainini 

does, she walks away.

Set in contrast to these older women is Aunt Lucia, Mainini’s younger sister, 

who seems to have a lusty sensuality and sexuality that notoriously oscillates be-

tween Jeremiah and Tekesure. Lucia remains one of the bravest women in the 

Nervous Conditions by openly confronting patriarchy. This occurs at the dare, the 

council of men [which include Aunty Gladys on account of her age]1 who gather 

to discuss their concerns for Lucia’s rambunctious flirtations with two men in the 

family. However, underlying the surreptitious agenda of the dare is an attempt to 
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control or police what they consider as Lucia’s transgressive sexual appetites from 

their own normative perspective. Unlike the other maininis who keep a safe dis-

tance from the dare, Lucia singularly and openly confronts and defies the author-

ity and diktat of the patriarchs who seek to restrain and therefore ‘normalize’ her 

sexuality precisely because Lucia’s sexual agency is seen as potentially disruptive. 

But by disrupting the normalising script of traditionalism the dare seeks to impose 

on her sexuality, Lucia is able to negotiate for herself liberation. Lucia’s constesta-

tory disposition connects her with her niece, Tambu, whose posture sets her in 

sharp contrast with her uncle. Unlike Babamukuru who is a conformist, Tambu 

and Aunt Lucia are both deviants; they reject the fatal atavism of their foremothers 

and defy the cultural structures and ideologies which privilege maleness and pro-

scribe women’s lives to minimalist spaces. In their relationships and interactions, 

both the protagonist and Aunt Lucia are distinctively, thematically and symboli-

cally, in opposition to the other women who appear resigned to the prescriptions 

of an overbearing patriarchal society. 

The riveting story of The Book of Not is on the boarding house experiences of 

young African girls at the prestigious Convent. At the Convent, the physical separa-

tion of the dormitories as well as the unspoken actions and attitudes of the nuns; 

their benign generosity clearly delimits the boundaries of the young black girls. In 

this atmosphere, Tambu is unable to distinguish herself. She is disturbed that in 

spite of the opportunity and the promise of her brilliant O-level results, she fails, 

dismally, to surpass that initial potential. The overwhelming experience of racism 

is for the young Tambu too profound, almost surreal. She therefore survives by re-

calling and trying to abide by the Unhu philosophy as a personal strategy to cope 

with life on the fringes. The agonizing experience with the white, elderly matron-

in-charge at the Twiss Hotel, Mrs. May, is another example. Curiously misnaming 

Tambu, persistently calling her Isabel poignantly signals for Tambu, a negation 

of her personal identity which is unbearable. It seems that in the imagination of 

Mrs. May, Tambu is no more than ‘an undifferentiated lump of flesh’ (a non-be-

ing) which is perhaps more grievous to Tambu than the misnaming. Mrs. May’s 

thoughts about Tambu, therefore, force a voyeuristic contemplation of the young 

girl’s vibrant adolescent body as a site of negation and embarrassment. And this 

is bizarre as it incredulously signals Tambu’s inferiorisation and defeminisation 

on account of her race, class and gender. At this point in her young adolescence, 
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Tambu experiences the intensity of a life at the centre of exclusion in which she 

becomes soldered to scenarios, a part of undistinguished humanity. Like sister 

Emanuel at the Convent, Mrs. May completely erases Tambu’s humanity and per-

sonhood as she is considered no more than a piece of flesh; pointing to the de-

valuation and dehumanisation of the colonised female subject. 

Castrated masculinities 

Possibly because of her woman-centered agenda, in her two novels, Dangaremb-

ga’s portraiture of her male characters is not as elaborate as those of her female 

characters. Rather, the author presents images of men who are deeply scarred and 

this is possibly, symptomatic of the crises of the strong autochthonous masculin-

ist tradition that pervades African culture and literary texts. Dangarembga’s male 

characters appear ineffectual and ultimately incapacitated in the face of compel-

ling socio-political and sometimes economic forces they have to contend with. 

Other female African writers including Emecheta, Darko, and El Saadawi, create 

tropes of disabled masculinities to represent their radical, ideological and aesthet-

ic departure from a failed masculine ethos. These authors therefore repeatedly 

represent images of men as weaklings, often emasculated caricatures. The import 

of this representation is, thus, more clearly understood when considered within 

a conceptual milieu where men’s bodily or physical performance is crucial. Thus, 

while disability may point up one’s vulnerability and dependence, masculinity is 

associated with power, prowess and being in control. Dangarembga’s portrayal of 

disabled masculinities illustrates a contradiction that creates what Shakespeare 

(1999, 57) describes as “symbolic castration” both a lived and embodied dilemma 

for disabled men.

It is important, however, to note Barrett’s (2014, 39) suggestion that it has be-

come orthodoxy to decenter a single, static masculinity in which there is no fixed, 

essential masculine identity. This suggests that there are varied forms of mascu-

linities and that men would generally variously negotiate their gendered identi-

ties in an intensely personal/individual and private level. For instance, the young 

boys, Nhamo and Chido, in the novels, appear only very briefly in Dangarembga’s 

narration; appearing as mere silhouettes in contrast to the strong character rep-

resentation of their sisters. Nhamo, for instance, is quickly deleted from the first 
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narrative while Chido, Nyasha’s older brother, appears completely overshadowed 

by his father’s strong mien and high aspirations for his son who is expected to carry 

on family (or perhaps more accurately, Shona traditions. Chido’s pallor is further 

accentuated as he is intellectually unable to engage with the strong currents of his 

sister, Nyasha’s vibrant mind. Thus, the early textual absence of these young boys 

signals their inability to generate an alternative discourse to counter the failed, 

masculinist master-narrative of contemporary African societies of the older gen-

eration represented by their father or uncle.. 

The other men in the novels also appear to reinforce the slight portraitures 

of the young boys. For instance, there is the insignificant, un-named soldier, Net-

sai’s lover in The Book of Not. There is also Jeremiah, and his brigand companion, 

Tekesure, who are both pitiable caricatures. Their image is structured as thematic 

and aesthetic opposition to Babamukuru’s, the avatar of Shona values and patri-

archal culture. The ableist script Baba represents and his normalising symbol and 

image of resilience, strength, achievement and staid demeanor is however com-

pletely overturned by the end of the second novel. 

In a final twist of irony, Babamukuru is charged with being a “collaborator” at 

the morari—a village political rally. This takes place in the full glare of his entire 

family to drive home the humiliation. Here, Baba is physically assaulted and pub-

licly stripped of his revered invincibility. In this scene, Mainini seizes the opportu-

nity of the debacle and vents her seething anger and suspicion on the family head 

who represents to her the image of the colonial oppressor. In its figural sense, this 

experience is for Babamukuru, a process of castration from which he never fully 

recovers physically and psychologically. His personal, tragic emasculation sugges-

tively occurs on the eve of Rhodesia’s political independence. Baba’s subsequent 

confinement to the wheelchair, in a supine position operates symbolically to ef-

fectively disable him from emerging as a new national icon in the new Zimbabwe. 

Conclusion

The above discussions demonstrate that disability inevitably cuts across the many 

boundaries of gender, sex, class, race, and age as illustrated in the two novels con-

sidered here. Particularly in African postcolonial literature, there are discursive 

links between gender, disability and national identity. It is therefore important to 
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read disability as integral to the theorisation of the colonised body. Within this 

conceptual frame, we see how the veridical processes of the event differently mark 

postcolonial subjectivities. Dangarembga’s African characters irredeemably em-

body various vulnerabilities and disabilities as a result of the virulent interracial 

relations inflicted upon them by the event of colonialism and in their national and 

familial relations, these characters are left with transmogrified bodies. Interesting-

ly, Dangarembga does not merely explore the pathologization of colonial subjec-

tivities; she explores in and through them the psycho-emotional impact of various 

disabilities resulting from that experience as most virulently seen in the deformed 

bodies of Netsai, Nyasha, Maiguru and Babamukuru.

Also, in centralising the politics of their existence and politicizing the physical 

and psychological disfigurement of her characters, Dangarembga translates their 

nightmarish experience of the colonial past into their present, equally traumatic 

state. In other words, inscribed into the physical bodies of the characters are the 

ghoulish scars as memorabilia of the colonial experience and its narrative tropes 

of violence. Additionally, by focusing on the sexualities of her characters, we see 

how their lives are materially and psychologically inscribed with negations or frag-

mentations often resulting in the loss of their sexual appetites and identities. 

As consistently depicted in her two novels, Dangarembga’s African women appear 

defeminised by severe socio-cultural, political, economic and patriarchal preju-

dices. To this extent, as they lose their sexuality they also lose their self-defining 

potential and they are a in constant struggle between self-effacement and self-def-

inition. It however seems that Aunt Lucia is the one exception who does not allow 

Shona traditional prejudices redefine her. Lucia thus embodies a free spirit and is 

able to finally make some progression however marginal. She emerges unscathed; 

insulated from the problematics of a nascent, post-independence life in a tottering 

nation. Appearing as a beacon on the horizon having gained at least a basic educa-

tion, it would seem that the author points to the latent potential in Lucia as key to 

the process of recovery at both national and individual levels. 

Endnotes

1	 See for instance Nwabueze Joe Obianuju in ‘Human Rights Echoes in Aminata Sow Fall’s 

The Beggars Strike 1995 Neohelican.22:1, 295–310 And more recently, Chioma C Opa-

ra ‘Drama of Power: Aminata Sow Fall’s The Beggars Strike in (Eds.) Chikwenye Okonjo 
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Ogunyemi and Tuzyline Jita Allan Twelve Best Books by African women: critical readings 

(Athens: Ohio UP, 2009) 161–176. 
2	 Fanon’s well documented treatise on the subject of the disorders in the psyche of the 

colonised subject as the victim of colonialism especially in his Chapter 5 of The Wretched 

of the Earth provides substantial evidence of crippling monstrosities of that tragic event.

References

Arnfred, Signe. 2005. Ed. Rethinking Sexualities in Africa: Introduction 7–29. Swe-

den: Uppsala.

Azodo, Ada Uzoamaka. 2010 ‘A Zimbabwean Ethic of Humanity: Tsitsi Dangaremb-

ga’s The Book of Not and the Unhu Philosophy of Personhood’ In Ernest Eme-

nyonu ed., New Novels in African Literature Today 27, 117–129. Currey: HEBN

 Azodo, Ada, U and Eke, Maureen N 2007. Eds. Gender and Sexuality in African Lit-

erature and Film Trenton: AWP.

Bahri, Deepika. 1994. ‘Disembodying the corpus: postcolonial pathologies in Tsitsi 

Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions’ 1–14 postmodern Culture 5.1 http://ww-

w3iath.virginia.edu/pmctext-only/issue.994/bahri.994.

Barker, Clare and Stuart, Murray.2010. Disabling Postcolonialism Global Disability 

Cultures and Democratic Criticism. Journal of Literary and Cultural Disability 

Studies 4(3): 219–236.

 Barker, Clare. 2011. Postcolonial Fiction and Disability: Exceptional Children, Meta-

phor and Materiality Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Barrett, Timothy. 2014 ‘Disabled Masculinities: a Review and Suggestions for Fur-

ther Research’ MCS: Masculinities and Social Change 3(1): 36–61

 Boehmer, Elleke. 2005. Colonial and Postcolonial literature: migrant metaphors. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press.

 Bolt, David. 2012. ‘Social Encounters, Cultural Representation and Critical Avoid-

ance’ In Nick Watson, Alan Roulstone and Carol Thomas eds., Routledge Hand-

book of Disability Studies 287–297. London: Routledge. 

Chanter, Tina. 2006. Gender: Key Concepts in Philosophy. Lond.: Continuum Inter-

national Publishing Group.

Dangarembga, Tsitsi. 1988. Nervous Conditions Introduced by Kwame Anthony Ap-

piah 2004 Emeryville, C.A. Seal Press.

Dangarembga, Tsitsi. 2006. The Book of Not U.K.: Ayebia Clark Publishers. 

http://www3iath.virginia.edu/pmctext-only/issue.994/bahri.994
http://www3iath.virginia.edu/pmctext-only/issue.994/bahri.994


GJSS Vol. 12, Issue 138
Dunton, Chris, 1989. ‘ Wheytin be dat?: the treatment of homosexuality in African 

literature’ Research in African Literature. 20(3): 422–448

Falola, Toyin and House-Soremekun, Bessie 2011. Eds. Gender, Sexuality and Moth-

ering in Africa Trenton: AWP.

Garland-Thomson, Rosemarie 2001. ‘Re-shaping, Re-thinking, Re-defining Femi-

nist Disability Studies’ 1–25 Washington, D.C.: Centre for Women Policy Stud-

ies.

Gorman, Rachel and Onyinyechukwu, Udegbe. 2010. ‘Disabled Woman/Nation: 

Re-narrating the Erasure of Neo (colonial) violence in Ondjaki’s Good Morning 

Comrades and Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions’ Journal of Literary 

and Cultural Studies 4(3): 309–329 

IIkkaracan P. and Jolly S Eds. 2007. ‘Gender and Sexuality Overview Report’ Bridge 

Lond: Institute of Development Studies.

Jeyifo, Biodun. 2004. Wole Soyinka: politics, poetics and postcolonialism xi–xxiv. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

 Makuchi Nfah-Abbenyi, J 1997. Gender in African women’s writing: identity, sexual-

ity, and difference. Bloomington: Indiana UP.

Krentz, Christopher. 2010. ‘Disability theory’ In Peter M Logan ed., Encyclopedia of 

the Novel, Vol.1 255–256 Willey: Blackwell. 

Meekosha, Helen 2008. ‘Contextualising Disability: developing southern/global 

theory’ being keynote at Biennial Disability Studies Conference, Lancaster Uni-

versity, U.K. Available at www.wwda.org.au/Meekosha. 1–20

Quayson, Ato. 2007. Aesthetic Nervousness: Disability and the Crisis of Representa-

tion Columbia: Columbia University Press. 

Scarry, Elaine. 1985. The Body in Pain: the Making and Unmaking of the World Ox-

ford: Oxford UP.

Shakespeare, Tom. 1999. ‘The Sexual Politics of Disabled Masculinity Journal of 

Sexuality and Disability 17(1):53–64 

Sherry, Mark. 2007. ‘(Post)colonising Disability in Intersecting Gender and Disabil-

ity Perspectives in Rethinking Postcolonial Identities Wagadu Vol. 4:10–22

Snyder, Sharon L and David T Mitchell ‘Introduction: Ablenationalism and the Geo-

Politics of Disability Journal of Literary and Cultural Disability Studies 4:2 10–26

Sow-Fall, Aminata 1981.The Beggars’ Strike or The Dregs of the Society. Translated 

by Dorothy S Blair, Essex: Longman

http://www.wwda.org.au/Meekosha


39Ladele: Disabling Sexualities

Soyinka, Wole.1975. Death and the King’s Horseman London: Eyre Methuen.

Tamale, Sylvia. 2011 Ed. African Sexualities: A Reader Fahamu/Pambazuka 

Uwakweh, Pauline Ada. 1995. ‘Debunking patriarchy: the Liberational quality of 

voicing in Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions’ Research in African Litera-

tures 26(1): 74–84.

Vera, Y. 1999. Introduction: Opening Spaces: an Anthology of Contemporary African 

Women’s Writing. 1–3. Harare: Heinemann

Whyte Susan, R and Ingstad, Benedicte. 1995. Disability and Culture Berkeley: Univ. 

of California Press.

Willey, Ann Elizabeth and Jeanette Treiber. 2002. ‘Introduction’ In Emerging per-

spectives on Tsitsi Dangarembga: Negotiating the postcolonial ix–xix. Trenton: 

AWP.

Zwicker, Heather 2002. ‘The Nervous Collusions of Nation and Gender: Tsitsi 

Dangarembga’s Challenge to Fanon’. In Emerging Perspectives on Tsitsi Dan-

garembga: Negotiating the Postcolonial 3–24.Trenton, N.J.: AWP.


	_GoBack

