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ABSTRACT 

This study interrogates the spectre of child marriage in the selected works of Zaynab Alkali and 

Abubakar Gimba. Child marriage, a practice now being legislated against as child abuse has been 

a common practice throughout history for a variety of reasons. This paper explores the practice of 

child-marriage as represented in Zaynab Alkali’s Stillborn and Abubakar Gimba’s Golden Apple. 

The study employs the psychoanalytical theoretical framework in analyzing the selected texts. It 

is discovered that child marriage is still silently practiced all over the world for different reasons 

such s insecurity, poverty, protecting the female child, because of teenage pregnancy, social 

relationship, tradition and religion even in modern times. It is concluded that child marriage is an 

abuse that takes away the girl-child’s (more than boy-boy’s) right to choose her own partner, 

exposes her to many health challenges and domestic violence, and deprives her of her girlhood 

and right to education. In most developed counties, child marriage has been declared as a crime 

and laws made to deal with defaulters. In developing countries, though laws are there, they are 

hardly executed for one reason or the other. It is therefore recommended that the appropriate 

authorities close all possible lacunae in the extant laws against child-marriage and strengthen them 

to be able to take their full courses against defaulters, not minding their social statuses, political 

positions or religious inclinations. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Child marriage is defined as when a boy or girl gets married before the age of 18. This kind of 

marriage is a common practice in most developing countries of Africa and beyond. Every year, 12 

million girls are married before the age of 18 (UNCF, 2018). The practice, as it were, is rooted in 

various conditions – traditional, economic, religious, and legal – that disproportionately affect 

(more of) girls and women (than boys and men). The vast majority of child marriages are rooted 

in gender inequality - between a girl (of frail social background, tender body and age, and 

oftentimes, week economic background) and a man (stronger social background, older in age and 

stronger in body, and most of the times, stronger economic background). 

 

Child marriage violates the rights of children and has widespread and long-term consequences for 

child brides and grooms. For girls, in addition to mental health issues and lack of access to 

education and career opportunities, child-marriage deprives them of their girlhood and expose 

them to domestic violence right from a very tender age to adulthood. According to Wodon et al 

(2017), it denies girls their rights to health, education and opportunity, while undermining the 

achievement of half of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and holding back economies. 

 

The picture painted of Nigeria in regards of child-marriage is very gory. The 2020 development 

report of the UN Development Program has it that 43% of women ages 20 to 24 had been married 

by the age of 18 in Nigeria. More detailed, according to UNICEF, over 44% of girls in Nigeria are 

married before the age of 18 and 18% are married before the age of 15 (Girls Not Brides, 2017). 

This makes Nigeria the third country with the highest absolute number of child brides in the world 

at 3.5 million, and in Africa.  
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An analysis by the International Centre for Research on Women (ICRW) found that what is 

constant across countries with high child marriage rate is not limited to adherence to a particular 

faith, but rather factors such as poverty and limited access to educational opportunities for girls 

(CFR 2017). In Northern Nigeria in particular, the Hausa Fulani show a strict adherence to child 

and early marriage because Islam plays a pivotal role in the lives of most northern Nigerians. 

Culture and traditions of Hausa Fulani are intertwined with Islamic religion. 

 

Mahmud and Rabiu on male writers in northern Nigeria, and Giwa in “I'd rather die” (1994) among 

others have not just depicted instances of injustice, marginalization and other forms of hardship 

meted to women in the patriarchal society, but also given them voices to speak as they are casted 

as protagonists in the above mentioned novels. For example, in Yarinya by authorial intrusion he 

made clear that a girl’s consent is required and forced marriage is not welcome in Islam. 

According to walker in the paper “Global Economy and Development”, child marriage 

… is often without valid consent, it is predicted on the attitudes that 

strip girls of the autonomy and individuality. This alone constitutes a 

threat to a girl’s sense of self and psychological integrity and is 

therefore potentially traumatic. It also creates a social context that 

dehumanize and devalues the intrinsic worth of girls, increasing their 

risk of exposure to additional traumas (2019:13) 

She further states that child marriage create social structures in which girls are often exposed to 

prolonged abuse, abuses of power, dependence on abusers, betrayal, entrapment and haplessness 

and therefore they are particularly at risk of developing complex trauma. Therefore, creating a 
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sense of betrayal and detachment from their previous support structures, due to their youth, lack 

of education and lower social standing, girls then become dependent on their husbands.  

 

Causes of child marriage include poverty, crave for bride price or dowry, cultural traditions, 

religion and social pressures, fear of child remaining unmarried until adulthood, gender inequality, 

protecting family ‘honours’ and insecurity, particularly during war. 

Despite being prohibited by international laws; child marriage has continued to rob millions of 

girls. To put an end to this practice, novelist like Zainab Alkali, Gimba Abubakar, Okey Eni and 

others as a way of contributing to humanity, have raised their voices against child marriage in their 

novels in order to create awareness in the society. 

 

This paper explores the projection, portrayal and depiction of child marriage in the selected novels 

and also to determine and ascertain causes and effects of child marriage on individuals and society. 

The study is poised to interrogate how the practice is reflected and represented in Alkali’s and 

Gimba’s works. The aim is to x-ray how the novelists, seen as the eyes of the contemporary society, 

perceive child marriage in the selected novels.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

This study adopts the Psychoanalysis theoretical framework, Psychoanalysis can be described as 

a theory, a treatment and a method of research which has become one of the mechanisms for 

finding the hidden meaning of literary texts. For Freud, a work of literature was the external 

expressions of the author’s unconscious mind. Felman further posits that "psychoanalyst carries 
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forward the post-structuralist project by imaging language as not just a component of the mind but 

the structure of the mind itself" (Cited in Hale 2006-274). 

 

Psychoanalysis can be looked at from three models – dynamic, economic and structural. This paper 

is more focused on the structural aspects in the analysis of the two selected texts. It will also 

highlight a bit on the dynamic and economic model.  

 

Dynamic models hold that our minds are dichotomy consisting of conscious (the rational and the 

unconscious (the irrational)). The economic model introduces two concepts namely; the pleasure 

and reality principles. The pleasure principles crave only pleasures, ignoring moral boundaries 

established by society. It is a relief from all pains and suffering. Reality principle, on the other 

hand, is that human psyche that recognizes the need for societal standards and regulations of 

pleasure. Freud states that; "both these principles are at war within the human psyche" (Bressler 

2011: 126).  

 

The structural model looks at three aspect of human psyche – the Id, ego and super ego. Id, Ego 

and Super Ego are a set of three concepts in psychoanalytic theory. The three agents are theoretical 

constructs that describe the activities and interactions of the mental life of a person.  

 

The main function of psychoanalysis theory in this study is to reveal the true content of the two 

selected texts. Using psychoanalysis as the theoretical framework allows for effective analysis of 

the texts, through the effect of id, ego and super ego of the lead female characters.  
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PROJECTION, PORTRAYAL AND DEPICTION OF CHILD MARRIAGE IN THE 

ALKALI’S STILL BORN AND GIMBA’S SACRED APPLES. 

It is known that the connection between literature and psychoanalysis has always been deployed 

by the academic field of literary criticism. It is a way of interpreting hidden meaning of a literary 

text. The novel projects the effect of early marriage on the characters. The mothers of the characters 

who are being focused and analyzed in the text were also married off as children to older men who 

never appreciated them. Take for instance mother of Li. 

Stop reminding me that I am eighteen I am aware of that, Awa 

shouted, well, it is just that our mother was taken to her Husband’s 

house at the age of fourteen 

The society is represented here as the one that looks at the age of eighteen as old for a single girl 

who is still at her parents’ home. It also depicts discrimination against women, as the men seem to 

objectify the female characters and heap on them all the blames for what goes wrong in the home. 

For example, the father picks on his wife wherever the children are found wanting whatever faults 

the children committed, especially Li and Sule. Baba would punish them and after wards lash out 

on their mother with unkind words. On a particular day, he said to her “A heathen woman can only 

have heathen children” (Alkali 2002:13). 

 

The pain of growing up in a household that is deprived of happiness is what pushes the young girls 

into the dream world of marriage as an escape route; hoping they could create a better world for 

themselves. For examples, Faku didn’t see how she could go on living with her parents much 

longer; her mother was always rebuking her for what she called her forward and tactless manner. 
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"One day you will kill me in this house” (Alkali 2002:13). All these climax in a lot of psychological 

issues on the characters in the text.  

 

Li took pleasure in attending the funeral dances knowing Baba would be angry with her but 

irrespective of what will happen, if caught, she went ahead to satisfy herself and damn the 

consequences. The reality principle for Li – she knew that if she was caught, her reality would be 

to face her father’s punishment. This is why Freud believes that these two are at war within the 

psyche (Bressler 2011:126); that is, the pleasure and reality principles as established in this two 

characters. 

 

In Faku’s case, she followed her dream by marrying a man irrespective of the fact that he was 

already married, and followed him to the city to discover the reality that the man (Garba) was not 

rich, but provided for by his wife. This is obvious in the following extract: 

Li had recognized Faku as soon as she smiled, revealing the once 

beautiful dimples, now wider and deeply set into a then haggard 

face…She could not believe this was reality. How could this near 

stranger be her friend Faku? Finished in body and no doubt in soul? 

(Alkali: 2002:77). 

 

Abandonment is another issue suffered by young girls in most marriage. The reality they 

discovered was different. They actually add no value to existing homes but another form of 

economics bondage to the existing family.  
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On the dynamic, Freud argued, perceiving and recording external reality is the reasoning part of 

our mind. For example, Li “smiled back, convinced she could handle him given the chance and 

the unconscious was the first point of attraction; for example, she observed that he was good 

looking but poorly dressed…. By God the man is attractive” (Alkali 2002:17). In the case of Li, 

she spent years at home waiting for Habu Adam to come back to her after the marriage rite. 

Rationally she began to think and look for a way to go back to the world by forging ahead after 

suffering abandonment by Habu. She accepted that she lost her man to the city, she decided to go 

back to school to make her dream come through. According to the text,  

Dusting her class seven certificate… now five years later, 

she was ready to read for her advanced teacher’s certificate. 

She intended to be the most educated woman in the village… 

Only then would she assume the role of the man of the house 

‘In her father’s compound’ (Alkali 2008:85). 

 

Now, let us turn to the concepts of Id, Ego and Super Ego on patriarchy abandonment, marriage, 

social pressures on the female child education. According to Bhasin the team “patriarchy refers to 

male domination – the power relationship by which men dominate women, Agbada sstate that 

“patriarchy assumes that no woman is worth her achievement except she surrenders her body in 

exchange for progress or promotion at work. This view is portrayed in Sacred apples through the 

character of Midioka, Zahra’s immediate boss in the office.  

 

Patriarchy is the prime obstacle to women’s advancement and development. This played out in 

Zahra’s life. At work, she was ridiculed; while at home, she was pressured into and out of marriage. 
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For Zahra, in order to safe herself, she needed to tell him, but within her, she was also afraid of 

being exposed she was carrying the disease called ‘Aids’. 

After Zahra’s divorce, her ego made her to reflect on how to and know it is better to move on. 

Zahra disengaged herself from her thoughts, she now looked to the future first… the end of her 

Iddah, which happily, was in its last lap “(Gimba 1997:53).  

 

The Super Ego’s decision is based more on moral values while the ego’s decision is based more 

on what others would think or what the consequences of an action to marrying again would be, 

considering how a single woman was perceived in the society. 

 

In the above explanation, the Super Ego is the component of personality composed of internalized 

ideals that we have acquired from our parents and society. The Super Ego is suppressing the urges 

of Id and tries to make the ego behave morally, rather than realistically. Li’s Super Ego playout 

when she learned to accept all that had happened to her from childhood to adulthood. Her Super 

Ego suppressed entirely her other desires of Id that were wrong and socially unacceptable. So she 

accepted Habu back into her life as a married woman, and so the Supper Ego strives for moral 

perfections, without taking reality into account.  

 

On the other hand, Zahra’s Super Ego acting on her conscious mind, made her become aware that 

she needed not be an enemy to her ex-husband, especially as he was making her children happy, 

and so her Super Ego becomes perceptive. 

 

CONCLUSION  

Education is what the protagonists were armed with. With education, they become men of the 

house. The selected texts present various stages of growth in the characters as in human beings. 
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The various stages constitute the literary and symbolic landmarks of woman’s growth. from 

physical, emotional, social, economics to psychological which were explored in chronological 

sequence in the texts. Furthermore, the two texts show dreams are an expression of our 

unconscious mind and that they fulfilled the function of safeguarding our sleep through the 

fulfilment of wishes that were ignored by the ‘conscious mind’. This concept was best exemplified 

in the Still born by Alkali and Sacred apples by Gimba, and has always seemed strange and hunting 

to the readers, since it provokes a great deal of controversies. 

 

The texts evinced education as one of the major aspect of the girl-child affected in child marriage. 

When a child is married off at a young age, that child is forced to drop out of school. Education 

also happens to be the main panacea to problems of child marriage. As depicted in the texts, going 

back to school and getting education, education the characters grew up more mature both 

physically and psychologically, strong enough they moved on and forgave all who wronged them. 

 

Finally, child marriage does not only disempower women, but also deprives the society of 

enormous economic prosperity. This study, therefore, advocates education and economic 

empowerment of girls as a key to eliminating child marriage in the society. Governments at various 

level should go beyond legislating against child marriage to mustering the will to implement the 

laws against the practice.  

 

In conclusion, child marriage has always been perceived as an unacceptable practice across all 

races, religions and ethnicities, and should be dissuaded by all in every society.  
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