
1 

 

INTRA-GENDER CONFLICT IN SELECTED FRANCOPHONE NARRATIVE 
 

Charity Omoleegho Oyewole 
       
Abstract                          

Conflicts occur regularly in everyday situations and can vary in level and intensity. Some of 
these conflicts are minor, but some can turn into major conflicts. Conflicts could be between 
members of the same family (domestic conflict), individuals in the same profession, business 
and trade among others. Intra-gender conflicts could involve hostility and enmity among 
individuals of the same gender. This paper seeks to analyze intra-gender conflicts in selected 
Francophone Narratives. The selected novels are: Une Si Longue Lettre, Un Chant Écarlate, 
and Modukpè, le Rêve Brisé. The paper tries to establish the fact that envy, egoism and greed 
are adjudged as factors responsible for intra-gender conflicts. Recommendations proffered 
include among others that literary writers and artists should make efforts to dramatize issues 
of marital values in their works and women should be reoriented to allow sisterly bond exist 
among them.  

 
Conflict originates from the Latin word ‘Configere’ meaning to strike or attack altogether. 

Conflict can be referred to as disagreement between two or more individuals.  The cause of the 
disagreement can be as a result of clash of interests, desires, ambition and competition. Conflicts 
could be violent or non-violent (subtle). Conflict could also be internal or external; it is internal when 
it has to do with the individual in conflict with himself while it is external if a second party is 
involved in the conflict. Wherever there is conflict, there is bound to be conflict resolution or conflict 
management in order to avoid a situation where there will be long term tension and unhappiness 
among the concerned persons. According to Musabomer, (2014): 

 
… There are conflicts found everywhere. Each conflict has a reason behind it, these conflicts  
usually occur when two or more individuals or groups feel they have irreconcilable difference,  
or they feel that  their needs, interests or wants  are threatened by the existence of the  other 
groups’ demands. Hence clashes become inevitable. 

                 
 Kimpton   (2014) also has this to say about conflict and conflict management: 
 

Conflict is inherent in all workplaces and contexts. It occurs regularly in everyday situations 
and can vary in level and intensity.  When people work together there will inevitably be 
disagreements. Some of these conflicts are minor, but some can turn into major conflicts. 
If conflicts are not resolved, they can lead to long term tension and  unhappiness amongst 
employees 

          
  Conflict could be between husband and wife,  co-wives of the same husband, parents and 
children, step-mother and step-child/children, mother in-law and daughter in-law, wife and 
sisters/brothers in-law (domestic conflict), individual in the same profession, business and trade 
among others. However, the main thrust of this work is intra-gender conflict. Intra-gender conflict is a 
struggle or disagreement within a group which may or may not be gender specific. “The use of 
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hostility and enmity within the women group is an example of intra-gender conflict which many 
African writers have explored to depict the bitter rivalry that exists between and among women”. 
(Akorede, 2011). In his contribution to co-wife rivalry Ogunsina (1985) in Akorede opines: “The 
theme of rivalry, envy, malignity, malice, suspicion and ill-will is conspicuously present…sometimes, 
it is the husband’s affection,  partiality and or devotion to the most junior or senior wife that   leads to 
jealousy and malignity”. 
 

This paper seeks to look into intra-gender conflicts in selected Francophone narratives. Three 
novels have been selected for this study. They are Une Si Longue Lettre, Un Chant Écarlate, and 
Modukpè, le rève brisé 
                                         Une Si Longue Lettre 
            The rivalry between Tante Nabou and Aïssatou is that of irreconcilable difference. Tante 
Nabou is disappointed that her son chooses a wife outside the royal family (an ordinary blacksmith’s 
daughter). She plans her revenge and this she achieves by secretly marrying her niece (petite Nabou) 
to her son, (Mawdo Bâ). She visits her brother and demands to take along his little daughter for 
companionship.  She feels she has the right to choose a wife for her son and this is where the conflict 
lies because her daughter in-law does not fit into her dream wife for her son. She enrolls her niece in 
school and sponsors her education until she becomes a trained mid-wife. Thereafter, she takes petite 
Nabou to her son, informing him that her brother is giving ‘petite Nabou’ to him as wife, his own way 
of thanking his sister for the upbringing of his daughter. When Mawdo Bâ presents the case to his 
wife (Aïssatou), he tells her that he has to obey his mother in order not to break her heart.  Unable to 
bear the betrayal and humiliation, Aïssatou decides to divorce her husband. She leaves the town for 
another to start a new life and eventually becomes a diplomat in her country’s embassy in the United 
States of America. When “going her way”, she drops a letter for Mawdo Bâ :  
 
                Les  princes dominent  leurs  sentiment pour honorer leurs  devoirs. 
                    Les autres  courbent leur nuque et acceptent  un sort qui les brime… 
                    Je me dépoule de ton amour. Vêtue de seul habit valuable de la  
                     dignité, je  poursuit  ma route (50). 
                            
                  Princes master their feelings to fulfill their duties. Others bend their 
                  heads and in silence, accept a destiny that oppresses them…I am 
                  stripping myself of your love, your name. Clothed in my dignity; the 
                  only worthy garment.  I go my way (31) 
            

The conflict between Ramatoulaye and Binétou’s mother is provoked by greed and envy. The 
latter desires the type of comfort the former enjoys and uses her daughter as a spring board to 
achieving her objective.  She manipulates her daughter with tears on a regular basis, pleading with her 
to accept the offer of her “sugar daddy” who is ready to assist the family in their desire for social 
mobility. Binétou’s mother repeatedly drums into the head of her daughter her desire to be free from 
the burden of cooking with firewood. She is her only hope if only she concedes to the demand of her 
“sugar daddy” by becoming his second wife.  
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            Daba is definitely in conflict with Binétou, a friend who makes her father abandon his wife 
and twelve children. The friendship between the two ruptures because Daba is hurt that the  pot- 
bellied “sugar daddy” that her friend talks about and mocks regularly is no other than her beloved 
father. Using the building he jointly owns with Ramatoulaye as collateral, her father obtains a bank 
loan to buy a mansion for Binétou and a chalet for his new mother in-law. Infuriated by her father’s 
attitude, Daba advises her mother to take a clue from Aïssatou and divorce her father. Ramatoulaye 
could not bring herself to taking such a decision because according to her:  
 
                         I am one of those who can realize themselves fully and 
                         bloom only when I form part of a couple. Even though I 
                         understand, even though I respect the choice of liberated 
                         women, I have never  conceived of happiness outside 
                         marriage.        (p.56)            
         
  An opportunity to revenge comes for Daba when her father dies. Since the bank loan remains 
unpaid, the bank officials come around to confiscate the mansion where Binétou and Mawdo once 
lived, the mother in-law’s chalet and the family house. Daba  and Abou, her beloved husband buy the 
two buildings thus saving Ramatoulaye and Daba’s eleven siblings  from homelessness and rendering  
Binétou and her greedy mother homeless. 
                                        Un Chant Écarlate (Scarlet Song)        
    
            Ousmane’s mother is not happy that her son marries Mireille, a French lady.  Ouleymatou, a 
Senegalese and Ousmane’s childhood friend, who needs social mobility through marriage to Ousmane 
sees it as an opportunity to gain entrance into the heart of Ousmane’s mother. As Oko (1996) rightly 
put it; “Ouleymatou washed and ironed for Ousmane’s mother and worked her way into the heart of 
the family. As socialized consciousness, Ouleymatou is superior to Mireille but as an intellect she is 
highly deficient”.  A product of a polygamous family and an unsuccessful marriage, she seduces 
Ousmane with provocative dresses thus exposing sensitive parts of her body.  A semi literate lady, she 
refuses marriage offers from suitors because of the singular ambition of becoming Ousmane’s second 
wife: 
 
                           She was not averse to sharing. Sharing a man was the 
                           common lot of women in her circle and the idea of  
                           finding a man for herself alone had never crossed her 
                           mind. (p. 106) 
 
          Ouleymatou successful scheme in becoming Ousmane’s second wife and her mother-in-law’s 
favorite leads to the psychological problem of Mireille; she murders her son and attempts to murder 
Ousmane. 
                                       Modukpè, le rève brisé. 
          With the aid of the auto-biographical style and fictional form, Adelaide Fassinou recounts the 
experience of mother and daughter who are victims of patriarchal deceitfulness. Modukpè, the heroine 
lives in a society where the culture and the law are in favour of men. Twice she becomes victim of 
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patriarchal deceitfulness. Robert, the first man in her life abandons her when she becomes pregnant 
for him. More than a decade after, she marries Freddy a medical doctor and delivers a baby girl. Since 
she has just a child for Freddy, the latter engages in extra-marital relationship. Dukpè gets wind of the 
affair when her rival becomes pregnant for Freddy’s third child after giving birth to two sons. 
Modukpè laments her abandonment by her husband: 
 

Il avait éloigne de moi, car il était toujours fourré chez l’autre, Mélanie bien sur...Maintenant, 
il avait instauré le système de « tours » comme cela se pratique dans les foyers musulmans 
polygames. Mais nous n’étions pas musulmans, Freddy, Mélanie et moi; pourtant il m’avait 
faire comprendre que de plus en plus, cela se passe ainsi dans plusieurs ménages de nos jours. 
Et puis ; la première épouse, usée par la vicissitudes du temps comme je l’étais, devait faire 
preuve d’ouverture d’esprit et d’accepter de partager plus ouvertement son époux avec une 
autre (125) 

 
He had stayed away from me, for he always stuck to the other’s house, Mélanie of course....... 

Now he had instituted the ‘turns’ system as practiced in polygamous Muslim homes. But we were not 
Muslims, Freddy, Melanie and I; nevertheless, he had made me understand again and again that, that 
is the practice today in several homes. And besides; the first wife, worn out by the vicissitudes of time 
like I was, must be open minded and accept to share her husband freely with another.     (Translation 
is ours). 
         
  There is also a sort of subtle conflict between Dukpè and Mélanie, her husband’s mistress. 
She is unhappy with Freddy and his mistress because the former betrays her while the latter robs her 
of her husband’s affection. She consoles herself:  “A mon âge, où irai – je encore.... Je suis chez moi, 
et l’autre habite  là où Freddy l’ a mise ».......... (117)  At my age where will I go....... I am in my own 
house and the other lives where Freddy placed her.”   Although unhappy with the turn of event Dukpè 
decides to come to terms with the sharing pattern associated with polygamy. 
 

 Modukpè’s mother and her co- wives are also involved in one conflict or the other. Before 
going into marriage with Jean Paul, he makes her believe that he is single until she becomes pregnant 
for her first child. Thereafter, Jean Paul’s first wife returns from the village to assert her authority as 
the first wife, thus the genesis of co-wives conflict in Jean Paul’s home. While recounting her 
experience to her daughter, Modukpè’s   mother tells her: 
...il ne m’avait pas dit qu’il était marié! S’il avait avoué dès le départ,  j’aurais mis beaucoup de 
distance entre nous, et jamais je n’aurais été sa seconde épouse. Lorsque j’appris la nouvelle, c’était 
trop tard ; j’attendais déjà mon fils aîné (13) 
 
....he never told me that he was married! If he had confessed right from the beginning, I would have 
put a great distance between us, and never, would I have been his second wife. When I got the 
information, it was too late; I was already expecting my eldest son.  (Translation is ours). 
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 Jean Paul marries more wives who become thorns in the flesh of Modukpè’s mother. Unable to cope 
with the conflict, she leaves her matrimonial home to live in Cotonou where she trades in cooked 
food. 
 
 Recommendations 
   Considering the fact that individuals in the society emanate from one family or the other and a 
healthy home determines a healthy nation, the following recommendations are therefore proffered:  
1) Government and N.G.O’s should make concerted effort to organize public awareness on marital 

values. This should be done in schools, churches and mosques. 
2) Public awareness on marital values should also be carried out by media houses (radio, television 

and the dailies). 
3) Literary writers and artists should make efforts to dramatize issues of marital values in their 

works, on stage performance and film. 
4) Women should be reoriented to allow sisterly bond exist among them and not allow themselves 

to be used by the adherent of patriarchy to perpetuate intra-gender conflicts.  
  
 Conclusion 
             Ramatoulaye exhibits female bonding when she refuses Daouda’s marriage proposal after the 
death of her husband. Fatima, her friend could not comprehend why Ramatoulaye should reject such 
offer from a sincere suitor who had loved her from childhood and who is ready to accept her in spite 
of her twelve children. However, Ramatoulaye’s rejection of the proposal hinges on revolt against 
patriarchy as well as female solidarity. Why should she break the heart of Daouda’s wife by becoming 
his second wife?  No, she could not bring herself to breaking the heart of a fellow “sister”. If all 
women could have the heart of Ramatoulaye, intra-gender conflict if not totally eradicated would at 
least be drastically reduced. 
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