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Abstract 

This paper examines the construction and negotiation of women’s identities in 

Tsitsi Dangarembga’s novel Nervous Conditions (1988) through a postcolonial feminist 

lens. It argues that female subjectivities in the novel are produced at the intersection of 

colonial power, patriarchal structures, class, and cultural tradition. Focusing on 

Tambu, Nyasha, Maigogo (Ma’Shingayi), and Lucia, the study shows how education, 

mobility, language, embodied distress, and economic conditions generate divergent and 

contested modalities of womanhood. The analysis demonstrates that Dangarembga 

problematises linear narratives of emancipation by depicting identity as dialogic, 

fractured, and contingent on material and discursive forces. 

Keywords: Postcolonialism, Women’s Identity, Postcolonial Feminism, Tsitsi 

Dangarembga, Nervous Conditions, Colonialism, Patriarchy, Hybridity, Mimicry, 

Ambivalence, Intersectionality, Female Agency, Cultural Identity, Colonial Rhodesia, 

Gender Studies. 

Introduction 

Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions (1988) is a seminal work in 

African postcolonial literature that foregrounds female interiority and relational 

dynamics in late-colonial Rhodesia. The novel’s nuanced portrayals of multiple women 

render it a rich site for examining how postcolonial conditions reshape gendered 

subjectivities. This paper investigates how Dangarembga represents women’s identities 

as historically situated and formed through interactions with colonial education, 

patriarchal family structures, economic scarcity, and processes of cultural hybridity. By 

reading the text with postcolonial feminist concepts—mimicry, ambivalence, hybridity, 

and intersectionality—the study seeks to illuminate the novel’s critique of both colonial 

modernity and patriarchal tradition. 

Objectives 

1. To analyze how Nervous Conditions represents the formation of women’s 

identities within a postcolonial sociohistorical context. 

2. To examine the roles of education, mobility, language, and economic labor in 

shaping female subjectivities in the novel. 

3. To interpret the divergent responses of key female characters (Tambu, Nyasha, 

Maigogo, Lucia) as representative of broader postcolonial gendered tensions. 

4. To situate the novel’s portrayals within postcolonial feminist theory, demonstrating 

implications for understanding agency, resistance, and vulnerability. 

Research Methodology 

This qualitative study employs close textual analysis of Nervous Conditions, 

focusing on narrative voice, characterization, recurring motifs (education, 

illness/nervousness, domestic space), and language. The analysis is informed by 

postcolonial feminist theoretical concepts — particularly mimicry and ambivalence 

(Bhabha), situated agency and the politics of representation (Spivak; Mohanty), and 

notions of cultural hybridity (Hall). Selected scenes and dialogues are read in relation to 

the sociohistorical context of colonial Rhodesia (missionary education, patriarchal 

household economies, and migration) to interpret how the novel models women’s 

identity formation. 

Women’s Identity through a Postcolonial Lens 

Narrative Positioning and Voice Tambu’s first-person retrospective narration 

performs identity-making while revealing its contingency. The retrospective vantage 

allows Tambu to critically re-evaluate past motives and compromises, illustrating 

subjectivity as temporally layered and discursively produced (Dangarembga, 1988). Her 

evolving diction and critical self-reflection mark schooling as both an instrument of 

empowerment and a vehicle for internalising colonial-patriarchal norms. Education, 

Mimicry, and Ambivalence Education in the novel functions ambiguously: it opens 

paths to mobility and recognition but simultaneously inculcates values aligned with 

colonial modernity.  
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Tambu’s aspiration for schooling stems from material inequity and desire for social mobility; yet her 

acceptance of Babamukuru’s household and the cultural capital it confers involves accommodation to patriarchal 

authority and cultural assimilation. Nyasha’s exposure to Western education produces acute criticality and refusal, but 

also psychic fragmentation—exemplifying Bhabha’s notion of mimicry’s ambivalence where imitation produces a 

blurred, unstable identity (Bhabha, as applied in postcolonial feminist readings). 

Hybridity: 

Language, and Psychic Distress: Nyasha embodies cultural hybridity and its psychosocial costs. Her time in 

England produces linguistic fluency and critical insight, which she wields to confront domestic hypocrisy. However, 

her resistance manifests in embodied symptoms—eating disorders, dissociation, and self-harm—framing her “nervous 

condition” as symptomatic of colonial dislocation and gendered expectation (Dangarembga, 1988). Nyasha’s 

trajectory highlights the insufficiency of individual resistance without structural support. 

Domestic Labor, Moral Authority, and Invisibility:  

Maigogo represents a form of womanhood grounded in domestic labor and moral stewardship. Her identity 

is constituted through reproductive and agrarian work that sustains the household yet remains socially and 

economically devalued. The novel respects her practical wisdom and moral authority while simultaneously exposing 

the limits of her agency within patriarchal and colonial economic constraints. 

Mobility, Survival, and Subaltern Agency: 

Lucia’s migration and economic strategies model pragmatic forms of agency. Her choices—informal work, 

sexual negotiation, and bodily autonomy—challenge respectability norms and reflect material modes of resistance 

available to marginalized women. Dangarembga treats Lucia’s strategies as intelligible responses to structural scarcity 

rather than simple moral failings. 

Thematic Synthesis 

Education is shown to be neither inherently liberatory nor wholly oppressive; it is historically and 

relationally situated. While it furnishes literacy and opportunity, it also promotes value systems that can alienate and 

reproduce hierarchies. The motif of “nervous conditions” operates at the individual, familial, and societal levels—

linking Nyasha’s bodily symptoms to broader processes of colonial violence, disrupted kinship, and gendered 

pressures.Dangarembga interrogates who may speak and whose knowledge is legitimised. Tambu’s narrative asserts 

epistemic authority rooted in personal testimony, yet other forms of knowledge (Maigogo’s embodied expertise, 

Lucia’s pragmatics, Nyasha’s dissident critique) are variously marginalised or pathologised. Women’s experiences in 

the novel are mediated by class, generational position, education, and colonial racial hierarchies. The intersectional 

approach reveals why responses to oppression differ: some gain limited upward mobility, some adopt survivalist 

strategies, and some experience fragmentation. 

Discussion 

Nervous Conditions complicates straightforward conceptions of female emancipation within postcolonial 

studies. The novel underscores that agency must be analysed in relation to material constraints and discursive 

formations (Mohanty, Spivak). Nyasha’s tragedy demonstrates the personal cost of resisting both patriarchal and 

colonial formations without adequate communal or institutional support. Tambu’s ambivalence suggests that 

individual educational success does not automatically translate into structural change. The novel thus calls for a 

politics that links personal struggles to collective transformation—recognising the plurality of women’s strategies and 

the need for solidarity that addresses economic redistribution, cultural recognition, and psychological care. 

Conclusion 

Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions offers a layered, critical investigation of women’s identities under 

postcolonial conditions. Through a polyphony of female voices and precise attention to embodiment, language, and 

domestic economies, the novel reveals identity as contested, relational, and historically produced. Education, 

migration, and linguistic competence emerge as double-edged forces that can enable mobility while producing 

alienation. The study concludes that postcolonial feminist readings must centre intersectionality, attend to embodied 

psychic effects of coloniality, and advocate collective responses that move beyond individual achievement to 

structural transformation. 
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