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Equality between men and women is not a given right in Nigeria and has not been prioritized 

(United Nations 6). In Helon Habila’s Waiting for an Angel (2002) this is also a prominent 

issue, that women are not given the same opportunities as the men, even though they are just 

as able as males. Although the situation is tough for both women and men during the time 

when the novel is taking place, the women have to struggle even more to accomplish 

something with their lives and to change their living situation.  This essay argues that the 

women portrayed in Habila’s Waiting for an Angel are intelligent and competent, but limited 

in life by their sex. They cannot create their own lives; instead, it is the men around them that 

form their existence. This essay will discuss three of the women in the book: Janice, Hagar 

and Alice. These women were chosen because they are all educated and strong-minded, but 

they have no use for these traits, for they are women. The essay will illustrate how these 

women are limited to certain choices in society, as well as why they are restricted when it 

comes to making use of their education and knowledge. Issues that will be touched upon are 

marriage and family life, education, work and influence. These topics will be discussed by 

using up-to-date reports and writings about Nigeria; feminist theory will also be used. 

 “Influence” means in this context: “To affect the mind or action of” and “To affect the 

condition of, to have an effect on” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2012). In other words, the 

discussions about women’s influence in this essay talk about how women can affect the minds 

of for example men and how they can have an effect on society and change society’s views of 

women for the better.  

Equality plays an important role in the essay and the definition is based on the thoughts of 

feminist theory-writer Hughes (2002). She argues that if females have limitations that males 

do not have, they are not equal to men. Equality means people have the same rights, 

opportunities and are not discriminated on any grounds. All people have the same status 

(Hughes 33). Equality is an important issue when talking about feminist theory (Kourany 

117). Women have long struggled to achieve the same rights as men, such as the right to vote, 

access to higher education and equal pay and conditions at work (Hughes 35). Being equal 

can mean different things; women can be equal to men in some respects but not in others, 

because we are biologically different (Kourany 116). Hughes explains further that views on 

equality differ, but something to consider is that all feminists do not strive for sameness. 

Sameness in this context meaning that women should be identical to men or that what they do 

should be identical. It is the opportunities that should be the same. Hughes argues that both 
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women and men should have the same opportunities for education and work (Hughes 38). 

Feminists strive to make women a less subordinate part of society. Unfortunately, changes 

take time. The situation in real life Nigeria is not unfamiliar or new; Women have been 

treated as inferior to men for a long time. The change to become more powerful is still in 

progress in Nigeria.  The women portrayed in Habila’s novel are unequal to men when 

discussing how they are treated and which opportunities they are given, which this essay will 

illustrate further on. 

There is a lack of feminist criticism within the field concerning Habila criticism. Few of the 

works focus on how the women in the book are portrayed. Many of the published documents 

are centered on the importance of intellectuals, both female and male. There is, however, not a 

specific comparison between the genders and their position in society. Also, it is often the 

main character, Lomba, who is the main focus of these studies. Other literary studies that 

analyze Habila’s novels are written with focus on the military regime and how the citizens are 

oppressed by the government.  Erritouni (2010) is one author that analyzes the despotism in 

Waiting for an Angel, but neither does he reflect on female status in the oppressed society. 

The city of Lagos is the main subject in Dunton’s (2008) article, with extra attention to the 

importance of speech and words, but a real reflection relating to the topic of women is not 

found.  Yet again there is no emphasis on the women and their situation, but more an overall 

view of the event’s taking place in the novel.  

The fact that there is a very small amount of studies that highlights the women in the novel 

make this essay even more important in order to see the novel from a different point of view, 

the view of the (to some extent) invisible women. Focus is not given to them so therefore their 

accounts are more hidden. However, the most important thing is actually not the emphasis on 

women’s rights, but rather on the way that women are represented. In this particular novel 

they are represented in a way that needs some analysis, because there are instances in the 

novel that can be viewed from many different angles, they can be both strong and weak at the 

same time. In addition, feminist criticism is not about what is the right book for a feminist 

reader, instead it is a way of reading whichever book you like and then to see and reveal the 

problems concerning women and how they are portrayed in that particular novel.  

This essay is a contribution to the feminist criticism field that concerns Habila’s writing and it 

can be of assistance when the reader wants to find new and interesting issues in the novel. 

Even if there is a deficient amount of feminist works examining Habila’s writing it does not 
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mean that the topic is uninteresting. On the contrary, it is fascinating to reveal situations in the 

novel that has not been discussed in detail before and perhaps evoke new thoughts for other 

readers as well. 

It is important to know the history and culture of Nigeria in order to understand the events 

taking place in the novel. To read about women’s position throughout history in real life 

Nigeria creates a greater appreciation for Habila’s writing. “It [literature] is shaped by 

political, social, cultural and economic ideologies” (Fonchingong 144). In order to fully grasp 

how the three chosen women are restricted in their lives, it helps to have an overview of 

women’s lives’ in general in Nigerian society. In addition, feminist criticism is useful as it 

focuses on gender in relation to politics, society, and culture (Bahri 200).  

From colonial time to present day, the status of African women has declined drastically 

(Okeke 4). Before colonization women had their own economic functions and own specialties 

in agriculture. After colonization women had to defend their right to keep these areas for 

themselves and men’s superior position in society was even more entrenched. Women had to 

settle for less than they were used to when it came to work assignments and status. Instead 

they had to focus more on the household and the family. Before colonization, women had 

more opportunities to make their voices heard than they had after (Okeke 6). In other words, 

women have limited access to certain occupations and therefore also limited in life, since they 

are more restricted to the house and household chores than men. Nevertheless, the women in 

Nigeria do not just accept this though; several women’s rights groups have been established 

and are working towards a more equal society. The National Council of Women’s Societies 

Nigeria gathers the 400 women’s associations in Nigeria where women’s ideas and opinions 

are formulated and discussed (Ojo-Ade 145). Furthermore, the Nigerian Civil Service offer 

women equal pay, benefits and maternal leaves which is quite rare in other work places 

(Nigerian Society 10).  The work opportunities for the three women in the book are not 

numerous. Janice is the only one with a real employment, she works as a teacher. This is a job 

that is dominated by males; as a woman in that environment she has to work harder (British 

Council 15). Hagar works as a prostitute, a female profession, but is seen upon as unworthy 

and sinful.  

With this knowledge of Nigeria’s past, it is easy to understand that life as a woman in Nigeria 

differs from the life of men in the same country and Habila’s portrait of the three women and 

their lives is similar to the actual living conditions for women in Nigeria; Janice is educated 
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but she does not have a husband. She has prioritized having an education over having a 

family. Even if Alice has finished school she still relies on the man she is about to marry. Her 

educational background is of less importance. Compare Janice and Alice’s situation to the 

situation of Lomba, the main character’s life: He drops out of school but still manages to find 

a girlfriend (Sarimam) and employment (Habila 187). The men and women in the novel have 

unequal opportunities in this respect, just as they have in contemporary Nigeria also; Women 

are subordinate to men and their status in society relies heavily on the man that they are 

married to or will marry. Since marriage is an important part of Nigerian culture, women’s 

education is not valued the same as men’s education. Education for a woman is generally 

looked upon as a waste of time, as women are destined to marry at an early age and raise a 

family. The knowledge an education can provide is not necessary for a wife and a mother 

(United Nations 6).  

Pressure to marry, have children and the demand for male heirs are some factors that form or 

obliterate Nigerian women’s career ambitions (Okeke 3). Even if a woman wants to go to 

school, she might be stopped due to the pressure from family members that she should focus 

on finding a husband instead. For the men, however, the situation looks different. It is more 

common for a boy or man to have an education, seeing as he will need it to find a job and 

provide for the future family. Also, finding a job is easier when you are male and the salary is 

often higher for men than it is for women (Ojo-Ade 142). In the novel, Janice is a teacher who 

shows her strong opinions when she talks to Lomba and superintendent (Habila 31), but her 

beliefs are of less importance because she is a woman in a patriarchal society (Okeke 8). The 

only job that Hagar can obtain is working in the streets as a prostitute because no one hires an 

unmarried woman who has dropped out of school (Habila 147). Alice has to marry a man for 

money because she has no income (Habila 100). Three clear examples of women who are 

trapped to the restrictions of being female in Nigeria; women do not have the same prospects 

as men have, even though they live in the same country.  

There are many demands on Nigerian women, such as marriage and having children, 

preferably sons. There are, however, women who try to destroy these norms and go against 

society’s view and the families’ wishes. Okeke (2004) interviews several women from 

different time periods and they all say that women who are not married at a certain age are 

looked down upon (82). This means that even if a woman has multiple degrees and diplomas, 

she is not met with respect until she finds a husband. One can connect this statement to 
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Habila’s character Janice; she has an education and a career, but no husband. It is impossible 

to say if she is met with respect or not, since such observations are not stated in the book. 

What can be said is that Janice does not seem to care about the fact that women without 

husbands are of less value, since she has not been in a hurry to find a husband (Habila 26).  

None of the three women discussed in this essay has husbands or children; therefore they are 

not respectable women according to society’s values and ideals. Had they been men instead, 

their situations would be different though; men can be respected with or without a family, 

because of the male sex being seen as the superior one.  It is not only the marriage that is of 

importance in Nigeria though; it is also the ability to bear a child. When a couple struggles to 

conceive a child, it is always the woman’s fault if they are unsuccessful. Also, even if the 

woman can produce children, the only thing that matters is that one of these children is male. 

Women who only give birth to girls are just as useless as women who cannot become 

pregnant at all (Okeke 86). Even if a couple consists of two people, the blame is put on the 

woman since the man is considered superior and flawless. In Working with Feminist Criticism 

(1996) it is stated that feminists distinguish between being a woman biological and being a 

woman according to society’s view. “For instance, such a distinction means that being born as 

a woman does not automatically equip one for motherhood or imply that one ought to become 

a mother” (Eagleton 158). Eagleton’s feminist view does not correlate with the traditions in 

Nigeria, since a woman is not considered a real woman without a family in Nigeria.   

Evidently women are restricted when it comes to life choices because they can never be 

voluntarily single or say that they do not want to have children without being a liability to the 

family (Okeke 82). This is not an obvious problem in the novel, however. The three women in 

the novel turn down proposals or are apprehensive when it comes to the issue of marriage and 

love, but they do not seem to be worried about what their families might say or think of them. 

One example of the carelessness when it comes to family concern is the situation that Hagar is 

in when talking to Kela about Joshua: “Tell him it won’t work. Tell him to forget me. I belong 

to the past. I am like an appendix: useless, vestigial, even potentially painful. Tell him that 

(Habila 153). Hagar does not want to be romantically involved with Joshua because of his 

political ambitions, but she does not care about her own reputation or her family’s shame and 

dishonor  

As already established, it is apparent that women in Nigeria are very dependent on their men. 

When they are children they depend on their father to finance an education. If that is not 
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possible, a girl has to work at home and do chores (Nigerian Society 7). The loss of education 

as a result of all the housework is a setback when trying to establish one’s own life later on. 

Nevertheless, females can overcome these obstacles; one way is to marry a man with good 

economy. In other words, find a husband that can support the woman and provide for the 

family in the future, just as Habila’s character Alice does (Habila 100). A husband can also 

help when looking for a job. Married women are more likely to be employed than single 

women. However, their wages are not equal to the wages of men doing the same work (Ojo-

Ade 142). The result of this inequality is that women are yet again thwarted in their struggle 

for greater independence; Even if they find a job, it might not be lucrative enough. Janice, 

Alice and Hagar have jobs or internships that are low status or inadequately salaried which 

portrays of the hardships of being a working female.  

Educated women may have a harder time finding a suitable husband. Those women who are 

highly educated are often “past their prime” since they have studied for some time. “Past their 

prime” meaning that they are not marriage material because the majority of men do not want 

to marry older women. Nor do they want to marry women who are more educated than them, 

because they are considered the superior ones. Therefore it would be awkward if the wife is in 

some way more advanced than the husband (Okeke 70). These norms are especially 

representative of the 1950-60’s and even if we can see a development today towards the 

better, old habits and traditions are hard to change (Okeke 9). However, in the novel this is 

not an issue; Janice is past her prime and very educated but she is still being proposed to by a 

man less cultured than her. He does not have a problem with her being an older, more refined 

woman: “Her name is Janice. She has been to the university. She has class. Not like other 

girls.”(Habila 17) Instead of seeing Janice as a threat, he wants to court her with love poems, 

which makes him an exception to the above statement.  

Even though marrying a man for love is more common in contemporary Nigeria where both 

girls and boys are well-educated, it is still not unusual for a woman to marry for money (Ojo-

Ade 146). The three women in the book all have different approaches to marriage but Alice is 

the one who talks about it the most. She has to choose between love and money; either Lomba 

whom she loves or Ngai who has the financial assets she needs. (Habila 99) 

When Alice is introduced in the novel, she is a girl with her own opinions and has an 

independent attitude (Habila 81). Skipping classes and doing whatever she likes to is not 

typical behavior for women in Nigeria, especially not for the poor citizens. (Nigerian society 
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23). Alice, however, has the privilege of being a general’s daughter, and therefore has more 

opportunities in life such as access to education. She has the same opportunities as the males 

her age, if not even brighter opportunities which could be a sign of equality (Hughes 33). 

However, if it had not been for her father she would not have had to face opportunities in the 

same way. It is not Alice herself that creates these prospects, but her father. When he leaves, 

she is left with a mother in the hospital and no income to cover the hospital bills. The 

opportunities disappear. Therefore she has to come up with her own solution to securing the 

future for her and her family. Alas she only has an internship and no real employment which 

means no income, at least no earnings that can meet the financial demands from the hospital. 

She then turns to marriage and agrees to marry a man, whom she is not emotionally involved 

with, because of his money. As already established, it would not be seen as inappropriate to 

marry for money; on the contrary it is a common occurrence. Even so, Alice has her concerns 

about the marriage and tells Lomba about them: 

. . . You know how much it costs to keep my mother here a day? Twenty thousand naira. 

This is the best cancer hospital in the country. Twenty thousand and she has been here 

over a month now. Where did you think the money came from – my father? My father has 

left us. Over one year now. He is in Abuja with his new wife. Ngai pays for everything – 

everything, including this dress I am wearing. Now do you understand? (Habila 100)  

His money is her only hope, because as woman, with or without a husband, she will have a 

hard time finding job with the sufficient earnings that are needed to pay the hospital bills 

(Nigerian society 22). When Alice marries Ngai whom she does not love, she is basically 

saving her own life since she cannot pay her own bills and her mother’s hospital bills at the 

same time. Therefore, when Lomba asks Alice to marry him her response is to turn down his 

proposal since what Lomba is asking for is not possible for her. It is not a good idea for Alice 

to marry Lomba when none of them have a stable income, for the reason that she would never 

be able to pay the hospital with love and love is the only thing that Lomba is offering her. In 

other words, Alice cannot choose the man that she loves because of social position as a 

woman. Just as in the novel, having no husband can lead to lack of job opportunities which in 

turn can lead to loss of income even in real life Nigeria (Okeke 81). This demonstrates how 

difficult it is for women to take control of their own lives and be self-sufficient, no matter 

how strong-minded and independent they are. Men are ranked so much higher than the 
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women that it would be a real struggle for a woman to reach an influential position or be able 

to create her own life without help from a man (Okeke 4).  

To return to the novel, neither marriage nor family life has been a priority in Janice’s life. She 

does have a boyfriend, who later becomes her fiancé, but no children; she is portrayed as a 

woman past her prime. Considering the previous information about highly educated women 

who are older, this is a possible reason for Janice’s’ single life. She does not seem that 

bothered by the fact that she has no husband and she even endangers the relationship she has 

with Muftau, when she gives him an ultimatum regarding helping Lomba in prison: “. . . I 

want you to contact these people [Amnesty International]. Give them his name. If you can’t 

do that, then forget you ever knew me” (Habila 31). Giving him an ultimatum like this 

illustrates that Janice is a determined woman with her own opinions. Jeopardizing her 

relationship makes her stand out from the rest of the women during this time in Nigeria, since 

the majority of women would seize the opportunity to marry. However, another thing to take 

in consideration is Janice’s choice of husband. She is a cultured woman who loves poems 

while Muftau is almost illiterate and has no interest in culture whatsoever (Habila 41). Janice 

is settling for less just because she feels the pressure to marry and no one else will have her.  

Another unmarried woman in the novel is Hagar. She is kicked out of her home when her 

mother sees her stepfather touching Hagar inappropriately. The mother interprets the situation 

incorrect, and blames Hagar for seducing her husband (Habila 147). Then she has to make it 

on her own. Hagar as a young woman, without a husband, a family or a complete university 

education has a hard time supporting herself. Being in the difficult situation that she is, the 

odds of finding a job are slim or nonexistent (Nigerian Society 10). Hagar’s solution is to start 

working as a prostitute. Prostitution is looked upon as a sin and not a job for worthy people 

and therefore she is seen as an outcast. The prospect of finding a suitable husband becomes 

less likely for each day that Hagar works because of career choice.  

Hagar is rebelling against society’s view of Nigerian women when not looking for a husband. 

Unmarried women are often exposed to various preconceptions and gossip. If a woman is not 

married at a certain age, society assumes that there is something wrong with her (Okeke 82). 

Hagar does not seem to care what society thinks and is in no way trying to put herself in a 

better light because of these preconceptions. She has accepted the fact that she is single and 

will probably stay single for some time. When speaking to Kela, a local boy, she even states 
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that “sometimes love isn’t as important as we think” (Habila 152). It becomes apparent to the 

reader that love is not Hagar’s first priority at this point.  

There are more aspects of inequality in Nigeria besides family life and work. While there has 

been development with the educational rights for girls in Nigeria, there is still room for 

improvement (British Council 23). The number of boys enrolling in school exceeds the 

number of girls doing the same thing. There can be several causes for this, one of which is 

marriage at an early age as mentioned previously. In a poor family where the economy only 

allows for one child to go to school, the importance is often placed on financing the boys’ 

education instead of the girls’ because the boys are the ones to carry on the family name 

(British Council 30). None of the three women discussed from the novel experience this kind 

of injustice. In Alice’s case, the reason she is able to study is because of her father, who has 

the financial means to support her schooling (Habila 83). 

Education is close linked to work and the educational level of women matters when seeking 

employment since higher education can lead to better work opportunities, though it does not 

necessarily affect their salary in a great way. Women who are well-educated earn less than 

males who have the same schooling. This is illustrated in the British Council Report: “For 

example, women with tertiary education earn the same as men having secondary education 

qualifications, while women with secondary education have similar incomes to men with no 

education at all” (15). Therefore no matter how much a woman studies or how many different 

schools she attended, the man will always exceed her when it comes to money and wages. 

When comparing the situation in Nigeria to the situation in the book some similarities are 

evident; the only work that Alice can obtain is non-paid work, even though she has graduated 

(Habila 95). In other words, she has the same income that a man with no education (and no 

job) has. Her career is restricted by her sex. 

Janice, Hagar and Alice have all been fortunate enough to go to school, but their educational 

backgrounds have different impacts on their lives. Starting with Hagar’s education; she is 

doing well at school and is about to read English literature at University. In many ways, she is 

confident since she dares to send love letters to her teacher, even though it might not be 

considered proper behavior (Habila 147). Nonetheless, her confidence is useless since her 

chances of creating a good life and a safe future are destroyed because of her stepfather’s 

inappropriate behavior. Because her stepfather abused her, she cannot begin the life that she 

had imagined. 
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Janice, however, is the only one of the three women who has a higher education that has lead 

to a job (Habila 17). Her education has therefore evidently helped her since she is employed 

as a teacher. She is a woman who dares to say what is on her mind and is a role model for 

other women who are restrained by society’s views of them. She is a role model in the sense 

that she dares to stand up to authorities and question their action (Habila 30). As a woman, 

she is perfect for the job of a teacher, since there can be a connection between having many 

female teachers in a school and having girls who graduate, and thereby creating more equality 

in the educational department (British Council 33). Women teachers are outnumbered by men 

(especially in the northern parts of the country), which makes Janice’s profession more 

interesting when talking about equality between the sexes (British Council 33). She is the only 

woman with a job and the job that she has is mostly done by men and in more ways than one 

she goes against the idea of the typical woman; she is not married, has no children, has a job 

and works in a male-dominated profession. 

The fact that there are not many job opportunities in Nigeria reflects in the book; the women 

cannot just pick and choose from a range of different jobs; Hagar is almost forced into 

prostitution (Habila 147) and Alice has to settle for a Youth Service-job (Habila 95). They 

have limited (if any) work choices compared to the men in the book (Joshua, Lomba, Muftau) 

who all have jobs. The situation in contemporary Nigeria is similar; in the agriculture business 

there are many work opportunities for women and for some it is the only work opportunity 

they have (Nigerian Society 22). Even though women can have other jobs, they are still not 

valued the same as men and they are paid far less. Even after an economical highlight during 

1999, women’s salaries were not equal to men’s. In fact, the income gap between the sexes 

grew vaster after the democratization rule and the attainment of better finances during 1999 

(British Council 14).  

The only woman who is financially independent is Janice because she has a career. It is 

apparent that having a job is crucial for women to keep their sovereignty. Since women find it 

more difficult to find jobs, they have to struggle to achieve independence (Ojo-Ade 142). 

Given that men are treated as superior, it is easier for a woman to depend on a man rather than 

to fight for her own sovereignty. 

Both Hagar and Alice must rely on men in order to make a living. Hagar has to have male 

customers to earn money and Alice has to marry a man for money since she has none herself. 

The constraints of society make it hard for them to be self sufficient. McCain (2007) discuses 
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the issue: “The women do not come from similar backgrounds, neither do they act with a 

unified purpose, yet their actions provide examples of the possibilities available to the nation.  

Alice, the daughter of the general, is paralleled in her helplessness to the character of Hagar 

the prostitute. They are both forced into prostitution” (31). Overall, options in Nigeria are not 

numerous for women. Hagar and Alice do not have many choices in life either. The few 

possibilities they have are not sufficient enough to cover their expenditures which results in 

them taking to desperate actions, such as prostitution when talking about Hagar. The only 

solution to Alice’s financial problems is to marry rich, since she does not have an income nor 

does she have a father to help her (Habila 100).  

The government offers many job opportunities and those working there have the power to 

affect society. Nevertheless, women are underrepresented in public office, the place where 

decisions are made and where changes are developed (Ojo-Ade 143). The place where the 

most influential people are working is the public office and it is hard to change women’s 

position in society if few women take an active part in decision making in both local and 

regional government. The consequence is that it is hard for a woman in Nigeria to have power 

or influence. Men not only outnumber women in the workplace but they also have the most 

power in the household (Nigerian Society 23). In other words, women have no place where 

they can make their voices heard without going via a man first. One instance in the novel 

where the male rule is apparent is when Alice talks about moving: “I’ve been looking for a 

place. My Dad doesn’t want me to stay in the hostels” (Habila 82). Alice’s father decides 

where she will live, because he is the man of the house and therefore he is also the one to 

make all the decisions concerning the family.   

When Hagar’s stepfather mistreats her (Habila 147), he takes an active stand in the question 

of male superiority; he feels he has the right to touch her in any way he likes even though she 

opposes him. The father or husband is the head of the family, and also the one who has the 

most power. A man has the power to choose another wife if he wants to. The woman, on the 

other hand, cannot have a second husband and has no say in the husband’s choice of second 

wife (Nigerian Society 23). At the workplace the conditions are similar, women have less 

influence and have fewer chances to be promoted or achieve high positions (Nigerian Society 

10). It is not unusual for women to be exposed to sexual harassment or other inappropriate 

behavior from men. Men believe that it is their right to treat women however they want to 
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since they are males (Okeke 81). Okafor-Vanni (2013) writes about rape in Nigerian culture 

in The Guardian:  

Nigeria is still very much a patriarchal society; a society where rules and norms are 

dictated and governed by men. Women are assigned roles, spaces and our bodies 

determined by men: the father, the spouse, the male relatives. Any woman who wishes to 

go against the grain is punished severely. This punishment can take different forms but the 

most devastating, most intimate and most violent against the female person is rape 

(Okafor-Vanni n.p.).  

The article demonstrates how women in Nigeria are treated and regarded. This occurrence is 

not that different from the events taking place in the novel; the instance of men taking 

advantage of their position in society in the novel appears when the campus is invaded by 

soldiers who rape the female students (Habila 73), which shows that the soldiers felt that they 

have the right to abuse women because of their superiority, both as men and as soldiers. 

Mwangi (2009) writes about the issue of sex and discusses how Lomba sees women overall, 

but also how he feels about Janice, in a way that can be clearly connected to this essay and its 

title: Being a woman and nothing else. Mwangi writes about how Lomba portraits women as 

sexual objects rather than as fellow citizens and that he is almost patronizing Janice because 

of her age:  “While the superintendent Muftau, is seen as human (not beyond human passions 

and infatuation, despite his callus behavior as a jailer), Janice is presented eventually as a 

pitiable individual, despite her passion for poetry and sympathy for the  prisoner” (Mwangi  

57) and continues with: “ To Lomba, the women do not seem to have individual identities; 

they are more like sexual objects to satisfy his arrested desire” (Mwangi  57). According to 

Mwangi, it is hard for the women in the novel to break free of the stereotypes when even 

Lomba, an intellectual man with great ambitions, sees women only as humans with a specific 

purpose; a purpose to satisfy his needs. Habila writes in such a way that the novel and its 

portrayal of women figures contain a tinge of “masculinist” ideology (Mwangi 58). 

Even if the women in the novel do not have much power, they do have some emotional 

advantages. Despite the fact that Alice decides to marry Ngai instead of Lomba, she still has 

emotional control over Lomba. Alice was his first love and he would do anything for her, 

which she knows. Lomba would most likely marry her if she said yes (Habila 98). She does 

not use this influence though, since she has no use for Lomba at this time in her life. The one 
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who has the power in this situation is Alice’s fiancé. He has an advantage over Alice because 

he is not only a man, but a man with money. Yet again, it is evident that gender and one’s 

economic situation are of great importance when trying to gain status or power. Since none of 

the three women has much money or a high-status job their ability to influence other people is 

significantly reduced. The fact that they are women is one reason (family and status are other 

reasons) to why these three individuals do not have money or high-status jobs.  

In contrast to the other two women discussed here, Janice actually influences (or at least 

affects) her boyfriend and superintendent Muftau by threatening him (Habila 31). Such 

behavior is a sign of confidence and empowerment, which Hagar and Alice do not have to the 

same extent. Unfortunately the reader does not find out what happens after her speech to the 

superintendent. However, looking at the situation from a different angle can make the analysis 

different as well. Even though Janice is well-read, has a good education and a job as a teacher, 

she has to threaten her husband-to-be in order to (try to) make a change. It is not her intellect 

or her arguments that have the greatest impact on Muftau; it is the threat of breaking up that 

makes him insecure; “I see now that I’ve made a mistake. You are not really the man I 

thought you were.” (Habila 31). As a woman, she has to take to other measures to put 

pressure on the authority, emotional measures in this instance. Even though Janice talks to 

Muftau and presents logical reasons for Muftau to help Lomba, she notices that these 

arguments do not have the impact she desires, she turns to Muftau’s emotions instead. As a 

reader, the change in Muftau is evident in his behavior and nervousness (Habila 31). To have 

an impact on her lover she has to pressurize him.  

If the women in the novel are striving for equality, they should use arguments just as the men 

do instead. Using personal and emotional measures to persuade people undermines the actual 

arguments, as if these arguments were not really valuable. When the men in the book are not 

convinced by the logical and rational arguments of the women, the females grasp after 

desperate solutions: They make promises and threats that appeal to the men’s emotional side 

rather than their rational side. By doing so, the women weaken their own contentions and 

diminish their own intelligence. Since their arguments are not having the desired effect, it 

seems like the women are giving up. It seems as if they are not convinced by their own 

arguments themselves and therefore have to change their approaches and the dispute becomes 

more emotional. Had it been a man who had argued with Muftau, the situation might have 

been different since men in general have more respect for other males (Okeke 81). 
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In the novel, Joshua, who is in love with Hagar, wants her to stop prostituting herself. He even 

offers to pay for her education if she stops, but she refuses to take his offer (Habila 157). Even 

if there is love involved in the relationship between Hagar and Joshua, it is evident that Joshua 

is the one who would be taking care of Hagar if they ended up together, because of this offer. 

Joshua does not have much money but he is a man and in Nigerian society the man is the 

provider for the family. Often the man is also the head of the family in Nigeria; the one who 

makes the decisions (Nigerian Society 9). Joshua leads a demonstration, which Hagar tries to 

talk him out of (Habila 177). However, she does not try to use her logical ability and talk him 

out the demonstration. Just like in Alice’s and Janice’s situations, she tries to affect Joshua in 

an emotional way, by offering to run away with him. He says no, because of the people who 

are relying on him to go through with the demonstration and by doing so he considers the 

opinions of the people more important than the opinion of his beloved. He is the man; he 

makes the decisions and does not take Hagar’s feelings in consideration at all.  Joshua speaks 

to Kela about their dispute: “Yesterday we quarrelled. She didn’t want me to lead the 

demonstration. She even agreed to go away with me if I stayed away. I guess she knew…” 

(Habila 177). The fact that Hagar already knew beforehand what was going to happen 

exemplifies how smart she is, even though it does not help her in her dispute with Joshua.  

When a woman’s only chance of influencing men is to threaten them and use their emotions, 

it becomes clear that men and women are not equal. The women in the book all use their 

beloved’s emotions when trying to convince them; Janice threatens to leave her fiancé, Hagar 

promises to run away with Joshua and Alice is marrying a man, giving him her love in 

exchange for his financial support. They are doing this because they have no real arguments 

or because the men do not listen to women’s arguments. It is difficult to know. But what is 

evident is that the women all seem to accept this form of negotiation, trying to appeal to the 

emotional side of their debater rather than the logical. Being heard in any way is good, but it 

does not always lead to a successful social change or persuasion (Ackerly 4).  

Since the women in the book are restricted because of their sex, their lives are, of course, 

restricted as well. Two of the women in the book are noticeably unhappy because of their life 

situations, namely Hagar and Alice. Hagar makes a comment to Kela: “Smokers are liable to 

die young, but who wants to live for ever, anyway?” (Habila 147). Such a comment implies 

that Hagar is dissatisfied with her life and that she feels that she has nothing to live for. She 

also mentions that she feels old, not physically but emotionally and mentally (Habila 151). In 
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her mind, her life has already passed and since her prospects are poor, there is nothing to look 

forward to.  

Alice’s behavior demonstrates that she is not satisfied with her decision to marry Ngai. 

Kissing Lomba on the lips the last day before she leaves the hospital gives the impression that 

she does not want to leave him at all (Habila 100).  Alice obviously does not live the life that 

she really wants. A loveless marriage is only a necessity for her and probably not her first 

choice. Her mother says that Alice and Lomba should stop playing (Habila 97), but even with 

the support from her mother she does not follow her heart. Janice, however, appears to be 

content with life. On the other hand, to be content does not necessarily mean to be happy. Her 

fiancé Muftau is a good man who works as a superintendent at a prison, but perhaps he is not 

the man she envisioned herself to marry. Since she has “a little past” she does not have a 

whole range of suitable men to choose from as future husbands and therefore has to settle 

with Muftau.  All of these women seem to have lost some degree of exuberance and McCain 

connects at least Hagar’s and Alice’s situations to the society they are living in and the 

treatment they experience: “The constant humiliation causes many of the characters and 

Lomba, as representative of the whole, to lose their imagination of a better life” (McCain 31). 

The hopes for a life without trouble and a life with love appear to be far away for Alice, 

Janice and Hagar; this is shown in the choices they make as well.  

With regards to choices, the three women all had to make them. Some had to make more 

difficult choices than others, but still they had options and various paths from which to 

choose. As Joshua says when talking about Hagar and her occupation: 

Life. As you grow older, you’ll find life demanding you to make certain choices. Some 

people choose the easy roads, some the hard ones; but they all have their reasons. Never 

condemn a man or give up on him because of the road he has chosen – because sometimes 

it is actually the road that chose him. People can change. People do change. (Habila 148) 

In other words, no one should look down on Hagar because she is a prostitute because it is her 

choice and she has made this choice because of personal reasons. In Alice’s situation, she 

feels it is crucial to marry Ngai and she has her own grounds for doing so. One can say that 

they had to choose paths that were in a way given to them. It is the people around them and 

the events that take place in their lives that changes their future. The men in their lives are 

significant factors to this life change. Furthermore, being a woman and women’s position in 
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society plays a role in their life developments as well; since they do not have the same 

chances in life as men, their lives become different even if they do not want to. However, we 

know too little about Janice to make assumptions of what she has been through, but she 

chooses to say “yes” to Muftau’s proposal even though they are very dissimilar (Habila 26).  

Habila‘s women are stereotypes, victors or victims as in much African writing (Fonchingong 

139). Alice and Hagar are the two clearer examples of the latter in this novel, while Janice is a 

victim in a more vague way. She is a victim of being labeled as past her prime and therefore 

people around her can automatically assume that she is desperate or just strange. Hagar is an 

obvious victim of sexual abuse, while Alice is a victim of the economical injustice in her 

society. Also, women are not involved in the struggle, in this case “struggle” can relate to the 

demonstration, to the same extent as the men. There were no women present during the 

planning of the demonstration and the women who joined the demonstration did not know 

what it was about (Habila 166). Such events illustrate that even though women are present 

during the demonstration, they cannot affect the outcome in the same way as men.  

Thus far, this essay has only discussed how restricted Alice, Janice and Hagar are. On the 

other hand, an important aspect to take in consideration when talking about their 

independence is the fact that they are brave enough to go against traditional views of women, 

and this on several occasions. There are instances and events in the novel that actually 

illustrate how these women have the courage to stand up to society. They are opposing 

society’s view on how the typical woman should behave or in what direction their lives 

should head. Nevertheless, these acts of independence are carried out in various ways and 

they all have different outcome; Janice, as mentioned previously, stands up to Muftau and 

how he runs the prison. For a woman to do such a thing was during the time when the novel 

takes place (and still is) uncommon, women were expected to have respect for their men and 

not question them (Okeke 8). She had that much confidence and belief in her cause that she 

did it no matter what. The reader does not discover if her speech makes a change in Lomba’s 

prison life, but she has affected him without even knowing it.  Muftau gives Lomba privileges 

in prison for him to write poems to Janice (Habila 17). If Janice had not been in Muftau’s life, 

perhaps Lomba’s stay in prison would be even more terrible. 

At first glance, Hagar appears to be a woman who has a future but then suddenly she gives up. 

Glimpses of hope concerning her strong mentality arise when talk of the demonstration comes 

up. She does not want Joshua to be involved since she is trying to convince him to stop it 
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(Habila 177). Nevertheless, she follows him anyway. She takes a stand and joins the 

demonstration to show her support for Joshua. Hagar obviously knows that the demonstration 

will not be peaceful, since she wants Joshua to leave, but she goes with him anyway. She has 

the courage to go through with such a statement (that a demonstration can make) and action 

towards the government because of her love for Joshua. As she predicted, the demonstration 

ends in blood and Hagar is killed when she is hit by a military car (Habila 175). This event is 

a clear example of a woman who ignores her limitations and tries to fight for her rights and 

even sacrifices her own life for them as well.  

In contrast to the two other women, Alice starts out as a head-strong girl but her confidence 

seems to decline as the story goes along. In school she goes against all the prejudices there are 

about women and decides for herself when to go to school and who to be together with 

(Habila 82). When the reader meets Alice again, at the hospital, she has lost the spirit she 

once had. She has given up and does not even fight for herself, but looks for the simple 

solution to her problems which is the loveless marriage. She is constrained by the situation 

and she accepts it without a struggle. Lomba can notice the despair in her eyes after seeing her 

wedding photo in the newspaper: “Someone had placed a full-page notice to announce the 

happy event – only Alice didn’t look that happy” (Habila 79). Alice is unhappy with her life, 

which has been formed partly because of other people and tragic events, such as her father 

leaving her and her mother falling ill.    

The fact that Hagar goes through with the demonstration is proof her bravery. Janice stands 

up to Muftau and is not afraid of his reaction. Alice is the independent girl in school who does 

whatever she likes to do without caring of what others think of her. Despite the fact that they 

illustrate their power and control over their own lives, it is hard for them to affect others 

around them anyhow. Muftau might not change his mind (Habila 31), the demonstration ends 

in sorrow (Habila 175) and Alice has to give her independence up when marrying Ngai 

(Habila 100).  

As previously stated, the number of academic essays and books on Habila’s novel in 

connection to gender issues are very limited. McCain (2012) touches upon the matter briefly 

when discussing brave actions in the novel: “But in this case, unlike Alice, Hagar does finally 

decide to act, to “change,” when she leads the other girls from the Mayfair Hotel to the 

demonstration that Joshua has organized” (38). The author describes this action as a sign of 
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independence pointing to the fact that Hagar is determined enough to go through with the 

demonstration and also influences the other Mayfair girls to join the protest. 

When it comes to writing methods, James (2012) investigates Habila’s technique and style of 

writing and comments: “. . . the marriage of facts with fiction which Habila weaves together 

in Waiting for an Angel makes it more compelling for anyone to attempt to unravel this 

mystery” (171). The historical background and history of Nigeria gives the book another 

depth and Habila has the ability to create a mix of events that could easily have taken place in 

Nigeria at the time, with fictional stories that engage the readers. The use of symbols and 

metaphors is also evident throughout the novel (James 174).  Akingbe (2010) also examines 

Habila’s use of different motifs in the novel, for example Lomba’s prison time as motif for the 

military imprisonment of the country.  The use of rape as motif of protest by Habila is also 

mentioned, he criticizes the police and their viciousness by illustrating how the military can 

defile women and to what extent (Akingbe n.p). McCain (2012) observes the different 

symbols as well but she interprets the women in the book, for example Hagar, Alice and 

Janice, as metaphors for the nation (105). Just as this essay has discussed, these women are all 

restricted when it comes to opportunities and choices in life and McCain connects their lives 

to the situation in Nigeria: “These women like Lomba become representative of a country 

prostrated by the continual abuse of the military” (31). The country itself is restricted and 

imprisoned by the military regime and Habila uses the women to illustrate this situation.  

In conclusion, the women in this essay want more out of life, but are unable to build up their 

own lives and create their own sense of independence. They are unable to do this because of 

the social limitations for women in their society. They are inferior to men because they are 

women and because they live in a country like Nigeria where equality is not an important 

matter. Not only do the men feel superior, it is also the men in their surroundings who affect 

them and alter the outcome of their lives as well. Had they been born in another country or 

born as males, perhaps their reality had been different. Even if these women are intellectual 

and determined to make a change in life, they cannot reach their full potential since they are 

women. They are just as imprisoned as their country.  

The tough situation for girls and women in the novel is reflective of how the situation in 

Nigeria is today. Hopefully we will see more feminist criticism works discussing these gender 

issues because the inequality issues are not new concerns in Nigeria. The work to make 

equality between the sexes a more important matter is still in progress, with campaigns to 
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raise the issue of women’s rights and the development of various women’s rights groups. In 

the British Council’s report Gender in Nigeria Report 2012 information is available regarding 

all that has been done for female citizens in Nigeria, as well as what still needs to be improved 

when talking about equal opportunity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Therese Fredriksson                                                                                                            

SEN62L 

 

20 

 

Works Cited 

Ackerly, Brooke. Political Theory and Feminist Social Criticism. New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2000.  Print. 

Akingbe, Niyi. “Saints and Sinners: Protest in Waiting for Angel”. The Journal of 

International Social Research Volume 3/11, 2010. Web. 27 Feb. 

<http://www.sosyalarastirmalar.com/cilt3/sayi11pdf/akingbe_niyi.pdf> 

Bahri, Deepika. “Feminism in/and Postcolonialism.” Postcolonial Literary Studies. Ed. 

Lazarus, Neil. Cambridge University Press, 2004. 199-220. Print. 

British Council. “Gender in Nigeria Report 2012: Improving the Lives of Girls and Women 

in Nigeria”. Johannesburg: British Council Nigeria, 2012. Web. 1 Dec. 2012. 

<http://www.dfid.gov.uk/Documents/publications1/Gender-Nigeria2012.pdf>  

Dunton, Chris. Entropy and Energy: Lagos as City of Words. Indiana University Press: 

Research in African Literature, Volume 39, Number 2, 2008. Web 19 March. 2013. 

<http://www.fc.hkr.se/Login/FOV1-000AA862/S03AFEAAA-

03AFEB35.3/Entropy%20and%20Energy%20Lagos%20as%20City%20of%20Words.pdf> 

Eagleton, Mary. Working with Feminist Criticism. Great Britain: Blackwell Publishers, 1996. 

Print.  

Erritouni, Ali. Postcolonial Despotism from a Postmodern Standpoint: Helon Habila’s 

Waiting for an Angel. Indiana University Press: Research in African Literature, Volume 

41, Number 4, 2010. Web 19 March. 2013. < http://www.fc.hkr.se/Login/FOV1-

000AA862/S03AFEAAA-03AFEB35.2/Postcolonial%20Despotism%20from%20a 

     %20Postmodern%20Standpoint.pdf> 

http://www.dfid.gov.uk/Documents/publications1/Gender-Nigeria2012.pdf


Therese Fredriksson                                                                                                            

SEN62L 

 

21 

 

Fonchingong, C. Charles. “Unbending Gender Narratives in African Literature”. Journal of 

International Women’s Studies Vol. 8 #1  November, 2006.  Web. 23 Feb. 2013. 

<http://www.bridgew.edu/soas/jiws/nov06/gendernarratives.pdf> 

Habila, Helon. Waiting for an Angel. London: Penguin, 2002. Print. 

Hughes, Christina. Key Concepts in Feminist Theory and Research. London: SAGE 

Publications Inc, 2002. Print. 

“Influence.” Def. 1. Oxford English Dictionary Online. Oxford University Press, 2012. Web. 

13 Dec. 2012. < http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.bibl.hkr.se/view/Entry/95520#eid408906> 

James, Anthony. “Trend and Style in Habila’s Waiting for an Angel”. Afrrev Laligens, Vol 1 

2012. Web. 27 Feb. 

<http://afrrevjo.net/journals/laligens/Vol_1_(1)_art_14_AnthonyJames.pdf> 

Kourany, A. Janet. Philosophy in a Feminist Voice: Critiques and Reconstructions. 

Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998. Print. 

McCain, R. Carmen. Writing the Angel: Helon Habila’s Waiting for an Angel. MA Thesis. 

Madison: University of Wisconsin, 2007. Web. 14 Dec. 2012. 

<http://carmenmccain.files.wordpress.com/2010/08/mccain-writing-the-angel-habilas-

wfaa-ma-thesis-20072.pdf > 

Mwangi, Evan Maina. Africa Writes Back to Self: Metafiction, Gender, Sexuality. Albany: 

State University of New York Press, 2009. Print.  

Okafor-Vanni, Amaka. “Nigeria Has a Rape Culture Too”. Guardian Africa Network, 14 Jan. 

2013.  Web. 2 Feb 2013. <http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2013/jan/14/nigeria-rape-

india-culture>  

http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.bibl.hkr.se/view/Entry/95520#eid408906
http://carmenmccain.files.wordpress.com/2010/08/mccain-writing-the-angel-habilas-wfaa-ma-thesis-20072.pdf
http://carmenmccain.files.wordpress.com/2010/08/mccain-writing-the-angel-habilas-wfaa-ma-thesis-20072.pdf
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2013/jan/14/nigeria-rape-india-culture
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2013/jan/14/nigeria-rape-india-culture


Therese Fredriksson                                                                                                            

SEN62L 

 

22 

 

Ojo-Ade, Femi. Death of a Myth: Critical Essays on Nigeria. Eritrea: African World Press, 

2001. Print. 

Okeke, Philomina E. Negotiating Power and Privilege: Career igbo Women in 

Contemporary Nigeria. Athens: Center for International Studies, Ohio University Press, 

2004. Print. 

Nigerian Society and Culture Complete Report. Petaluma: World Trade Press, 2010. Print.     

<http://www.ng.undp.org/documents/NHDR2009/NHDR_SUMMARY_2008-2009.pdf> 


