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Abstract 
Ola Rotimi’s The Gods Are not to Blame and Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex have been 

explored as works of tragedy with focus on the male. But women or female 

characters play important roles in the plays. Thus, the aim of this study is to 

explore the place of women in The Gods Are Not to Blame and Oedipus Rex. As an 

adaptation of Oedipus Rex, The gods are not to blame is situated in the Yoruba 

cosmology through a feminist perspective of theoretical framework as 

propounded by Elaine Showalter, the study argues that the cultural imposition on 

women as objects or properties to be inherited is what empowered the tragic tone 

of the text. The method of analysis adopted in this study is the descriptive research 

design. While both texts portray women as under the influence of patriarchal 

culture, The Gods Are not to Blame offers a more positive view or perspective of 

women. This may be seen as a contrast between Yoruba culture and Greek culture 

concerning women.  
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Introduction 

Tragedy as an idea has come to stay with us today. The origin of the word can be traced to 

the era of the Greek and Roman civilization. Today, people have different views on how 

they see the word tragedy. The West sees tragedy from the view of Aristotle, which is the  

classical view. There is also an African view on the subject, and a western contemporary 

view of tragedy. Tragedy, according to the Malcolm Heath(1996) translation of Aristotle’s 

poetics explains: 

 

Is an imitation of an action that is admirable, complete and possesses 

magnitude, in a language made deplorable, each of its specie separated in 
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different parts, performed by actors, not through narrative; effecting 

through pity and fear the purification of such emotions. (Malcom 10) 

 

The purpose of tragedy is catharsis or “purgation, correction, purification” (Udumukwu 

18). On the other hand, (Tawfik 2010) explains that:   

 

Tragedy originated from the worship of Bacchus, the wine god known to 

the Greeks under the name Dionysius. Every spring, religious celebrations 

were held for this god. There was boisterous drunkenness with an 

outpouring of gaiety. People danced and sang at these times around a 

statue of the wine god. They were decked out in goat skins and leaves. 

This dancing and singing was at first improvised. After that with the 

passing of time, the performance was refined. (Tawfik 376) 

 

A careful look at tragedy in Oedipus Rex and The God’s are not to blame will show that it 

revolves around the male tragic hero. However, the tragic texture of these texts would not 

be possible if the women in the text did not play any role such as the mother of King 

Oedipus or  the mother of Odewale.  Therefore, this study will explore the place of women 

in these two tragic plays in order to underscore how they were portrayed and the cultural 

role they assumed. 

 

It is important to ask such questions as how women are perceived by societies and how 

has this perception affected the place of women in the configuration of a text? These 

questions are important because women and how they are represented receive attention 

in every form of art and particularly literature.  To a large extent, cultural views such as 

the idea of patriarchy informed human perception of the place of women in art or society. 

This is such that the place of women in society has been in terms of subjugation, 

suppression and as subservient lives controlled by masculinity. This has made it that 

women are forced by men to operate within the constraints and confines of gender. Now, 

the reason the perception of women through the lens of patriarchy becomes an issue is 

because, patriarchy sees women from a negative light. 

 

In this study, we are going to explore the place of women in the configuration of tragedy 

in Sophocles’ King Oedipus and Ola Rotimi’s The Gods Are Not To Blame. Inspite of the fact 

that it will shift attention from the male centred configuration of tragedy in these plays in 

order to give attention to the place of women in such tragic configuration. The specific 

questions the study raises are, how are women portrayed in the plays, and how has 

cultural views about women in Greek society and Yoruba society affected the portrayal of 
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women in the plays. This study is significant because it will deepen the conversation on 

women, social participation and importantly changing the narrative on the place of women 

in literature, which has been male dominated.  This study will also use a qualitative 

analytical approach.  

Sadly, some of the foregoing continue to be practiced in some parts of the world. Such 

restrictions on women continue today in Africa which according to Nutsukpo (105) is a 

patriarchal society. This study is saying that the negative perception of women, from 

culture and patriarchy coloured the way women are portrayed in the configuration of 

tragedy in the two plays we are studying. This study will therefore show how women are 

portrayed and also show that culture affected their portrayal to a large extent. 

Statement of the Problem 

Every feminist movement is predicated on the belief that the right of women are denied 

and should be restored. From Mary Wollstonecraft's "A Vindication of the Rights of 

Women" to Chimamanda Adichie's "We should all be feminists", the idea has not changed. 

It was, and still is, a cry for equality between the sexes in every sphere of life: economically, 

socially and politically. The secondary place which women occupy in Oedipus Rex and The 

gods are not to blame is what the study intends to examine and possibly contribute to 

bringing about the desired change.  

 

Aim and Objectives  

The aim of this study is to explore the place of women in Oedipus Rex and The gods are not 

to Blame. Specifically, the objectives are:  

i. explore how women are perceived in the texts;   

ii. examine how their perception has affected their places in the texts.  

 

Scope of the Study  

This study concerns itself with the place of women in Oedipus Rex and The gods are not to  

Blame.  

 

Significance of the Study  

This study is significant both in theory and practice. On the theoretical aspect, it will add 

to the volume of feminist literature as well as the comparative literature between Western 

dramatic texts and the Nigerian counterparts. It will also comparatively explore tragedy 

as perceived by the West and that of the Yoruba cosmology. 

 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies    | www.phjhds.com Vol.8 N0. 2 June, 2021 

 

The Place of Women in Sophocles' Oedipus Rex And Ola Rotimi's the Gods Are Not To Blame  380 

In practice, it will add to the ongoing sensitization of women's cause. It will equally help 

the Nigerian Policy makers to consider some of the valuable findings of the work in 

reaccessing the role of women in the Nigerian society. It will also create awareness of how 

accepted cultural practices deprive women of their right to choice, especially in matters 

that pertain to their personal lives.  

 

Methodology  

The research design adopted by this study is the descriptive research design. This involves 

description analysis and interpretation of variables involved in the study.      

  

Theoretical Framework 

This study is explored within feminism as a theoretical framework. This is the belief system 

which argues that in social, economic, and political sphere, there is no equality of the sexes. 

We may argue that feminism as a movement originated from the West but the issues it 

raises are manifested worldwide. This also reflects the fact that the desire for women right 

is not recent whether in Africa, Europe, America or Asia. The main reason feminism gained 

prominence is because in history, women were confined to the domestic sphere, while 

public life was reserved for men. They were denied the right to own property, to study, or 

to participate in public life. Women were compelled to cover their heads in public, women 

could neither vote nor hold elective office (Gamble Sarah, 2001). 

 

Feminist theory aims to understand gender inequality and focuses on gender politics, 

power relations, and sexuality. While providing a critique of these social and political 

relations, much of feminist theory also focuses on the promotion of women's rights and 

interests. Themes explored in feminist theory include discrimination, stereotyping, 

objectification (especially sexual objectification), oppression, and patriarchy. In the field of 

literary criticism, In the field of literacy criticism, Elaine Showalter propounded a clearly 

articulated feminist  literary theory. Showalter has proposed a separate and independent 

model of feminist literary theory by rejecting the inevitability of male models and theories 

and by recalling the history of women's writing to the present. 

 

Born January 21, 1941, she is an American literary critic, feminist and writer on cultural 

and social issues. She is one of the founders of feminist literary criticism in the United 

States academia, developing the concept and practice of gynocritics which describes the 

study of women as writers.  

 

Showalter posited that feminist criticism fall into two categories: woman as reader 

(feminist critique) and woman as writer (gynocriticism). In the first category, women are 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/equality-human-rights
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consumers of a male-produced literature and this aspect of feminist criticism is concerned 

with the stereotypical representations of women, fissures in male-oriented literary theory 

and how patriarchy manipulated the female audiences. Gynocriticism attempts to 

construct a female framework for the analysis of women's literature and focuses on female 

subjectivity, female language and female literary career.   

 

The first category of this theory, woman as reader is what this study is anchored on. It is 

relevant to this study since the aim is to explore the place of women in Oedipus Rex and 

The Gods are not to Blame which are male-authored texts. 

 

Literature Review   

In a critical study of Oedipus Rex, Michael Bross (1984) notes that: 

Oedipus Rex, like all Greek tragedies, was written for an annual religious 

festival, and it is a reasonable assumption that Sophocles' primary interest 

was not the personal fates of Oedipus and Jocasta. Rather, the underlying 

theme of the drama deals with the attainment of self-knowledge. (Michael 

10) 

 

Also, Ainaab Tariq & Ravi Bhatt (2002), observe that women in Ancient Greece were not 

really placed in important positions in the play. As a matter of fact, “Jocasta is the only 

important female character in the play, who is the mother and wife of Oedipus. This was 

not her choice but rather was the result of complicated events. She began her life as the 

daughter of Menoeceus of Thebes, and the sister of Hipponome and Creon” (Tariq and 

Bhatt 517). 

 

But Dorothy Illner (1982) offers another insight to King Oedipus from the feminist 

perspective with focus on Antigone, daughter of Oedipus.  What Illner seeks to show is 

that, although women in ancient Greek society were confined to the domestic sphere, the 

role women played enhanced the tragic sense of the play (Illner 58). 

 

While, Pereira (2017) observes that the culture in ancient Greece to a large extent informed 

how women are assigned roles as “Women’s lives were dictated, for the most part, by their 

father, or the kurios. The father would determine a woman’s future by organizing her 

marriage and essentially selling her for a dowry, as was the common practice” (Pereira 3). 

 

In a critical review of The Gods Are Not To Blame, Oberiri Destiny Apuke explored the play 

in terms of its thematic concerns. Apuke underscore the theme of: 
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Fate/destiny, this is about the destiny of the main character of the book, 

Odewale, who was predicted at birth to kill his father and marry his 

mother. Another most noteworthy theme that revolves in the play is 

mistaken identity, ODEWALE was full of ignorance thereby thinking he 

was an Ijekun man and that the people he stayed with were his real 

parents. Other noteworthy themes as unveiled by the thematic analysis is 

that of price of disobedience and heroism among others. (Apuke 11). 

 

Another scholar, Nutsukpo explored the Representation of Women in Ola Rotimi's The 

Gods Are Not To Blame. Nutsukpo notes that the play portrays African women who are 

“vocal, resourceful, assertive and courageous, women who stand side by side with their 

men in the performance of their roles as women, wives and mothers (Apuke 109). 

 

The Yoruba and the Greek culture have their view on women. For the ancient Greece, 

women do not have much right like men when it comes to vote, or land ownership   (Pen 

Press 2002). From the plays we explore, women are inherited as properties. Women in 

ancient Greece are seen as weak (Scott, 2009), and should be protected, except for the 

Spartans. Female babies were at a much higher risk of being abandoned at birth by their 

parents than male offsprings. Girls were educated in a similar manner to boys but with a 

greater emphasis on dancing, gymnastics, and musical accomplishment which could be 

shown off in musical competitions and at religious festivals and ceremonies. The ultimate 

goal of a girl's education was to prepare her for her role in rearing a family and not directly 

to stimulate intellectual development. Young women’s marriages were usually organised 

by their fathers, who chose their husbands and accepted dowry. The Greek woman has 

less to say on this issue. Generally, women could not attend public assemblies, vote, or 

hold public office. Even a woman's name was not to be mentioned in public – for good 

reasons or bad(Keuls, 1985).  Married women were, at least in the eyes of the law, under 

the complete authority of their husbands. Such writers as Aristotle have no doubts that 

women were intellectually incapable of making important decisions for themselves 

(Poetics).  

 

In Yoruba, women, like most Nigerian women are culturally seen as subordinate and  are 

usually relegated to the background, socially, politically, economically and religiously 

(Agbasiere 1998). Yoruba women as seen in literature are disadvantaged and males make 

decisions for women, whether it affects the woman negatively or positively. The birth of a 

baby girl does not receive the kind of enthusiastic reception that is usually given to that of 

a baby boy. This is to show that women are treated as less important that men.  Whenever 

https://www.worldhistory.org/greek/
https://www.worldhistory.org/law/
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a baby is born, the sex of the baby will be the most important question. That is why 

(Olanrewaju et al., 2015) observe that: 

 

In Africa and other parts of the world, there has always been tension over 

the preference of the male child over his female counterpart. Such 

preference sometimes hinges on the biased perception of women through 

ages and other misconceptions which have continued to survive in many 

societies. Consequently, it is not strange that the male child enjoys a 

preferential desirability and treatment over the female child. This is true 

of most African societies, of which the Yoruba society is inclusive. 

(Olanrewaju 82) 

 

 If the baby is a female, the mother will be scolded and treated as a lazy, good for nothing 

woman. On the other hand if the child is a male, praise will be showered on the mother, 

not considering the fact that Biology has shown that it is the father who determines the sex 

of an offspring. 

 

An Evaluation of the Place of Women in Oedipus Rex and The gods are not to Blame  

The play Oedipus Rex is a known play on tragedy. The emphasis has been on male hero 

and exploits, but on the other hand, there is less attention on the place of women in the 

play. This observation is important because women characters play vital roles in the play 

but the attention is shifted to male characters. This reminds us of the reason behind female 

right activism where even though in comparison to male citizens, women were unable to 

vote, own land, or inherit properties, while their place was in the home and their purpose 

in life was the rearing of Children. In such Greek society in which Oedipus Rex was written, 

women’s lives were dictated, for the most part, by their culture. The father through the 

norms of culture would determine a woman’s future. It is such cultural practice that 

required that Oedipus after solving the riddle of the Sphinx is awarded the title of King of 

Thebes and he marries the queen, not knowing she is his mother.  

 

Thus, we can see that the cultural perception of women as objects or things which can be 

inherited increased the tragic tone of the play. After Oedipus discovers the disgusting 

truth, he gouges out his eyes, blinding himself because he sees the children which came 

from his incestuous relationship. 

 

Sophocles created female characters who appear as mere props. In Oedipus Rex, at Colonus, 

Oedipus depends on his daughters to guide him, care for him, and help him function as a 

blind man. On the other hand, Antigone leads Oedipus onto the stage and helps him walk, 
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find places to sit, and describe their surroundings. Later, when his daughter Ismene comes 

to see him, she says she has come to see him because she cared for him and yearned to see 

her father.  Also, women hardly ever strayed from the roles that they were required to 

fulfil, and if they did stray, it wasn’t permanent. At the end of Oedipus Rex, Oedipus asks 

Creon to look after his daughters, but not his sons: 

 

 Creon, you need not care about my sons; my two girls—so sad and 

pitiful— whose table never stood apart from mine, and everything I 

touched they always shared— O Creon, have a thought for them! be more 

successful in life, when placed under the same circumstances as women, 

simply because they are men.(Sophocles 101) 

 

Although both Antigone and Electra are examples of stubborn and determined heroines, 

they could never live up to their full heroic potential because of their gender. The 

immediate consequence of Sophocles work was the impact it had on the way the people of 

ancient Athens thought about relationships between men and women. They only see 

Women as objects and tools under men good for only Levirate purpose, that is, the 

inheritance of the wife of a dead kinsman. Jocasta however stands as the sole female 

character, with Antigone and Ismene, her daughters, playing no active roles. 

 

In spite of the tragedy in The Gods Are not to Blame, women specifically, played a heroic role 

in spite of the fact that African society as portrayed therein is patriarchal.  By this we mean 

what Nutsukpo (2019) who quotes John J. Macionis, sees as  

 

… a form of social organization in which males dominate females … [and] 

the belief that one sex is innately superior to the other, is the ideological 

basis for patriarchy. The traditional African society, thus, is regarded as a 

man's world. As such, the status accorded men and women is invariably 

influenced by differences in gender and traditional role expectations. 

(Nutsukpo 105) 

 

Ola Rotimi offers a more positive outlook in his play in the representation of women and 

their impact felt in the play. By representing women as active players, Rotimi 

acknowledges the crucial role they play. The first time we encountered the presence of 

women in the The Gods Are not to Blame is when, King Adetusa and Queen Ojuola present 

their first child, a son, to the priest of Ifa to divine his future. The queen “is accompanied 

by elderly women in a dance procession” (1; Prologue). The women in the play and their 
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actions symbolize women's solidarity. They are bold and assertive because their lives and 

that of their loved ones are in danger.  

 

Nonetheless, Yoruba community treat women the same way the Greek portrayed women. 

An example is shown below: 

 

The women also inform the king that they have taken the initiative to 

prepare herbs for the cure of afflicted members of their families to no avail; 

this reveals their resourcefulness. The king subsequently advises the men 

to go into the bush to pick more herbs while the women stay at home to 

look after the children and prepare to boil the herbs which the men bring. 

This advice clearly delineates the traditional role expectations of the men 

and women and, thus, restores the social equilibrium as the people 

disperse to perform their allotted tasks. It is pertinent to note, however, 

that this delineation also reveals the complementary nature of the 

relationship between the men and women, and their roles in the family 

and community. (Nutsukpo 107) 

 

What the foregoing is showing is that the place of women as represented in the play The 

God Are not to blame revolves around women as domestic servants, house wives, mothers, 

and home administrators. As domestic women who are in charge of their space, we see 

women’s control over their space when, Aderopo, “appears … a hoe in one hand and a 

strung bundle of yams slung over his shoulder. He prostrates himself before Ojuola, who 

takes the yams” (5; Prologue). Nutsukpo (2019) notes that “receiving the yams from 

Aderopo establishes Ojuola's control over the domestic realm and the well-being of the 

King and his household. In this realm, she exhibits her power, resourcefulness, and 

industriousness as a woman, in partnership with her husband” (Nutsukpo 107). 

 

Ojuola’s place fits into a mother and nurturer, an assertive Queen as we see when she 

reprimands the palace guards for trying to throw out Alaka, Odewale's old friend from 

Ijekun-Yemoja, on his arrival at the palace: “Stop that … Are there not enough troubles in 

the land without you starting your own?” (41; Act3.1). Ojuola is also respected by the chiefs 

and the people of Kutuje. On her death, the priests and chiefs accept to give her a burial of 

honour, asserting that, and “No more shall life make a mockery of her womanhood” 

(Nutsokpo 71; Act 3.4). 
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Conclusion  

Though Oedipus Rex and The gods are not to Blame are similar in terms of patriarchal 

coloration, the Yorubas as shown in The Gods Are Not to Blame have a more positive 

representation of the woman in comparison to the Greeks. It is the position of this paper 

that the cultural perception of women as objects or properties to be acquired increased the 

tragic tone of the plays. Oedipus and Odawele could have evaded the ugly prophecy of 

marrying their own mothers if these wives of the late Kings had their freedom of choosing 

who their next spouses should be or even choose to remain unmarried.  

 

Rotimi's adaptation, however includes the addition of more women as active participants 

in the play. This departure from the original play which features one woman - Jocasta- 

lends Rotimi's adaptation a more realistic outlook by reflecting the complementary 

relationship between men and women and the roles they play in the African society. The 

presence of these women characters lends the play a whole new dimension, through their 

recognition and portrayal as supportive, resourceful, assertive and courageous 

individuals.   
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