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Nervous Conditions is a novel about the coming of age of 

its narrator, Tambudzai. The oldest daughter of a native 

Shona family living in the British colony of Rhodesia in 

the 1960s, Tambudzai is intent on getting an education 

and developing her independence. To do so, she must 

overcome the autocratic authority exercised by the men 

in her family and the racism and patriarchy of the 

colonial culture. Much of her growth comes through her 

relationships with four women—her mother, whose 

life is one of neglect and deprivation; her two aunts, who experience mistreatment from the 

men in their lives; and her cousin Nyasha, who rebels against her oppressive father and 

eventually develops an eating disorder. By being with these women and witnessing the 

injustices they endure and the losses they suffer, Tambudzai acknowledges the realities of her 

world and the kind of clarity and strength it will take to make her way beyond it. 
 
 
 
 
 

Students should respond to any four (4) prompts from those listed below.  The ideal 

response is, at minimum, an organized five paragraph essay that is one complete typed 

page (two complete handwritten pages) in length.  Students who type are expected use 1 

inch margins and “Times New Roman” as a 12 point font.  Double-spaced text is neither 

required nor allowed for this assignment. 

 
You may need a dictionary or another reference item in order to “unpack” some of these 

questions.  Don’t be intimidated.  There’s a difference between obstacles and barriers.  
 

 
 

1)  "The condition of native is a nervous condition introduced and maintained by the 

settler among colonized people with their consent. To what extent is this 

demonstrated in the novel? 

 
2)  Tambu's journey progresses from "entrapment to rebellion to escape". How is this 

made clear in the novel? 
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3)  Comment on the presentation of rebellion and actively opposing one’s imposed fate. 

 
4)  “Stoicism and fatalistic acceptance is an obstacle to the liberation of the women.” To 

what extent is this true of the novel? 

 
5)  “The conflict between the old and the new is the recurrent thread that unifies the 

novel”. To what extent would you agree that this is a valid observation? 

 
6)  Tambu is looking to education, the classic meritocratic ladder of the poor, as the way 

out the poverty trap. Discuss how Education is presented in the novel. 

 
7)  Explore the problematic relationship between Tambu and Nyasha. 

 
8)  Social alienation and a deep sense of personal powerlessness overwhelm most 

characters in the novel. Discuss with reference to Tambu. 

 
9)  “Babamukuru was still and would always be the closest thing a human could get to 

God.” Comment on Babamukuru’s presentation as a more than mortal being. 

 
10) Explore the relationship between Nyasha and her father, and comment on how it is a 

casualty of their “nervous condition”. 

 
11) “The root of her trouble is her desire to please everyone.” To what extend  would you 

say that this is an accurate diagnosis of Maiguru’s predicament? 

 
12) “Dangarembga warns against the exploitative nature of imperialism and the danger of 

cultural alienation that it poses to the African.” Discuss. 

 
13) Comment on how Dangarembga presents the idea of the patriarchal social structure 

and the dangers of it stifling female growth and individuality. 

 
14) It is ironical that behind his benevolence and seemingly liberal attitude, Babamukuru 

has fixed expectations of feminine conduct. Comment on the contradictions in 

Babamakuru. 

 
15) “No matter what attempts Tambu makes at forgetting her past, traces of it will always 

resurface.” Discuss the validity of this comment with reference to the novel. 

 

I acknowledge that my son or daughter has a summer reading assignment to complete before 

entering Pre-AP, AP, or Dual Credit English next year.  It is understood that the project will be due 

the first week of school. 

Please return this signature page to your teacher during the first week of school. 
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