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"A woman may be ugly and grow old, but a man is never ugly and never
old" (Joys of Motherhood 71). When Buchi Emecheta put these words in the
mouth of Ubani, one of the male characters in her novel, she did so in an
effort to underscore one of the dominant issues in the realm of the female
experience. The above quotation not only suggests that beauty or the lack
of it plays an important role in how the African woman is viewed by others,
but it also emphasizes the existence of a double standard. It is apparent that
Buchi Emecheta recognizes the disparity and even the inequity of a code of
beauty which subjects the African woman to a constant scrutiny of her
physical being. It is not uncommon for most African writers, African
women writers included, to devote some attention to physical characteristics
in the portrayal of the African woman. Furthermore, the notion of beauty is
one which is repeatedly associated with images of the African woman in
fiction.

The feminist critic Molara Ogundipe-Leslie states that "the figure of
Beauty" is an integral part of certain stereotypes of the African woman, in
particular those of the sensual lover and the self-sacrificing mother figure
(6-7). To this group we may add the image of the traditional woman, who
comes to represent the quintessence of the African female mystique.
Although much of this stereotyping can be attributed to the idealization or
mystification of the African woman in African literature, a few African
writers--notably women writers--have attempted to explore the social,
moral, and emotional implications of the notion of beauty as it relates to the
female experience in African society. On the one hand, the beauty of the
woman endows her with a certain heightened physical appeal and provides
her with a temporary instrument of power which she may use to seduce men.
In other instances, the emphasis placed on the physical charm of the African
woman provides a means by which the author can draw attention to the
importance of the female character. This aids in the task of bringing the
African woman out of the shadows and fashioning from her experiences a
heroine of the stature of the many male protagonists who populate the
pages of African fiction.

Making use of the forgotten heroines of traditional lore and history is
one means by which some writers establish the African woman as a
legitimate subject of interest in literature. In Ousmane Sembene’s Les bouts
de Dieu, one encounters the blind beggar woman, Maimouna, who
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