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Preface

Reference Quarterly, the Contemporary Literary Criticism (CLC) series provides readers with critical commentary

and general information on more than 2,000 authors now living or who died after December 31, 1999. Volumes
published from 1973 through 1999 include authors who died after December 31, 1959. Previous to the publication of the
first volume of CLC in 1973, there was no ongoing digest monitoring scholarly and popular sources of critical opinion and
explication of modern literature. CLC, therefore, has fulfilled an essential need, particularly since the complexity and
variety of contemporary literature makes the function of criticism especially important to today’s reader.

Nmed “one of the twenty-five most distinguished reference titles published during the past twenty-five years” by

Scope of the Series

CLC provides significant passages from published criticism of works by creative writers. Since many of the authors
covered in CLC inspire continual critical commentary, writers are often represented in more than one volume. There is, of
course, no duplication of reprinted criticism.

Authors are selected for inclusion for a variety of reasons, among them the publication or dramatic production of a criti-
cally acclaimed new work, the reception of a major literary award, revival of interest in past writings, or the adaptation of a
literary work to film or television.

Attention is also given to several other groups of writers—authors of considerable public interest—about whose work criti-
cism is often difficult to locate. These include mystery and science fiction writers, literary and social critics, foreign
authors, and authors who represent particular ethnic groups.

Each CLC volume contains individual essays and reviews taken from hundreds of book review periodicals, general
magazines, scholarly journals, monographs, and books. Entries include critical evaluations spanning from the beginning of
an author’s career to the most current commentary. Interviews, feature articles, and other published writings that offer
insight into the author’s works are also presented. Students, teachers, librarians, and researchers will find that the general
critical and biographical material in CLC provides them with vital information required to write a term paper, analyze a
poem, or lead a book discussion group. In addition, complete biographical citations note the original source and all of the
information necessary for a term paper footnote or bibliography.

Organization of the Book

A CLC entry consists of the following elements:

B The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. Also located here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transliterated forms for
authors whose native languages use nonroman alphabets. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the
pseudonym will be listed in the author heading and the author’s actual name given in parenthesis on the first line
of the biographical and critical information. Uncertain birth or death dates are indicated by question marks. Single-
work entries are preceded by a heading that consists of the most common form of the title in English translation (if
applicable) and the original date of composition.

B A Portrait of the Author is included when available.

® The Introduction contains background information that introduces the reader to the author, work, or topic that is
the subject of the entry.
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®  The list of Principal Works is ordered chronologically by date of first publication and lists the most important
works by the author. The genre and publication date of each work is given. In the case of foreign authors whose
works have been translated into English, the English-language version of the title follows in brackets. Unless
otherwise indicated, dramas are dated by first performance, not first publication.

B Reprinted Criticism is arranged chronologically in each entry to provide a useful perspective on changes in critical
evaluation over time. The critic’s name and the date of composition or publication of the critical work are given at
the beginning of each piece of criticism. Unsigned criticism is preceded by the title of the source in which it ap-
peared. All titles by the author featured in the text are printed in boldface type. Footnotes are reprinted at the end
of each essay or excerpt. In the case of excerpted criticism, only those footnotes that pertain to the excerpted texts
are included.

B A complete Bibliographical Citation of the original essay or book precedes each piece of criticism. Source cita-
tions in the Literary Criticism Series follow University of Chicago Press style, as outlined in The Chicago Manual
of Style, 14th ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1993).

®m  Critical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations explicating each piece.
B  Whenever possible, a recent Author Interview accompanies each entry.

B An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for ad-
ditional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included
here. Boxed material following the further reading list provides references to other biographical and critical sources
on the author in series published by Gale.

Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors that appear in a wide variety of reference sources published by the
Gale Group, including CLC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first page of the Author Index. The index
also includes birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.’

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in CLC by nationality, followed by the number of the CLC
volume in which their entry appears.

A Cumulative Topic Index lists the literary themes and topics treated in the series as well as in Literature Criticism from
1400 to 1800, Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism, Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism, and the Contemporary Liter-
ary Criticism Yearbook, which was discontinued in 1998.

An alphabetical Title Index accompanies each volume of CLC. Listings of titles by authors covered in the given volume
are followed by the author’s name and the corresponding page numbers where the titles are discussed. English translations
of foreign titles and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title under which a work was originally published. Titles
of novels, dramas, nonfiction books, and poetry, short story, or essay collections are printed in italics, while individual
poems, short stories, and essays are printed in roman type within quotation marks.

In response to numerous suggestions from librarians, Gale also produces an annual cumulative title index that alphabeti-
cally lists all titles reviewed in CLC and is available to all customers. Additional copies of this index are available upon
request. Librarians and patrons will welcome this separate index; it saves shelf space, is easy to use, and is recyclable upon
receipt of the next edition.

Citing Contemporary Literary Criticism

When citing criticism reprinted in the Literary Criticism Series, students should provide complete bibliographic information
so that the cited essay can be located in the original print or electronic source. Students who quote directly from reprinted
criticism may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as University of Chicago Press style or Modern Language As-
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sociation (MLA) style. Both the MLA and the University of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the
current standards for citations. It is important, however, to choose one format for all citations; do not mix the two formats
within a list of citations.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a bibliography set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 14th
ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1993); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the
second to material reprinted from books:

Morrison, Jago. “Narration and Unease in Ian McEwan’s Later Fiction.” Critique 42, no. 3 (spring 2001): 253-68.
Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 169, edited by Janet Witalec, 212-20. Detroit: Gale, 2003.

Brossard, Nicole. “Poetic Politics.” In The Politics of Poetic Form: Poetry and Public Policy, edited by Charles Bernstein,
73-82. New York: Roof Books, 1990. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 169, edited by Janet Witalec, 3-8.
Detroit: Gale, 2003.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers, 5th ed. (New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 1999); the first example pertains to
material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

Morrison, Jago. “Narration and Unease in Ian McEwan’s Later Fiction.” Critique 42.3 (spring 2001): 253-68. Reprinted in
Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Janet Witalec. Vol. 169. Detroit: Gale, 2003. 212-20.

Brossard, Nicole. “Poetic Politics.” The Politics of Poetic Form: Poetry and Public Policy. Ed. Charles Bernstein. New
York: Roof Books, 1990. 73-82. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Janet Witalec. Vol. 169. Detroit: Gale,
2003. 3-8.

Suggestions are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Project Editor:

Project Editor, Literary Criticism Series
The Gale Group
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8054
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Ama Ata Aidoo
1942-

(Full name Christina Ama Ata Aidoo) Ghanaian novel-
ist, poet, playwright, short story writer, and children’s
writer.

The following entry presents an overview of Aidoo’s
career through 2002.

INTRODUCTION

Best known for her short stories, novels, and plays, Ai-
doo embraces the devices of the African oral tradition
in all aspects of her writing. Her works reflect a feminist
and nationalist consciousness that links Africa’s social
problems and the decline of its oral tradition to past
European colonial rule and Africa’s present neocolonial
economy. Different aspects of Africa’s social history,
particularly the legacy of slavery, are often the subject
of Aidoo’s work, and one of her more controversial
recurring motifs is the exploration of the marginaliza-
tion of educated African women. In such works as
Anowa (1970) and Our Sister Killjoy: or, Reflections
from a Black-Eyed Squint (1977), Aidoo presents female
protagonists who defy the stereotype of the submissive
African woman despite strong male opposition and
abuse. ‘

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION

Aidoo was born in 1942 to Chief Yaw Fama of the
Fanti town of Abeadzi Kyiakor, Ghana, and his wife,
Maame Abba Abasema. This royal environment exposed
Aidoo to traditional African lore and literature which
would strongly influence her later writing. She attended
Western schools, completing her primary education at
the Wesley Girls’ School in Cape Coast and graduating
with honors in English from the University of Ghana at
Legon in 1964. She was later appointed as a Junior
Research Fellow of the Advanced Creative Writing
Program at Stanford University. While attending the
University of Ghana, Aidoo participated in the school
of drama and several playwriting workshops. The
publication of her plays The Dilemma of a Ghost (1965)
and Anowa later established Aidoo’s reputation as a ris-
ing African playwright. After the success of Anowa, Ai-
doo turned her attention to different genres of writing,
publishing novels, essays, poems, reviews, and, most
notably, collections of her short stories. Her collection

No Sweetness Here (1970) integrates African oral
techniques with Western literary conventions and was
warmly received by critics in Africa and abroad. Aidoo
published her first novel, OQur Sister Killjoy, in 1977
and did not release another work for eight years. This
was due in part to the oppressive political regime in
Ghana at the time, which was characterized by military
brutality and the indiscriminate incarceration of Ghana’s
intelligentsia. Aidoo taught English literature at the
University of Ghana, Cape Coast, from 1970 to 1983,
and was a consulting professor in the ethnic studies
program of the Phelps-Stokes Fund from 1974 to 1975.
In 1982 Aidoo was appointed Minister of Education in
Ghana under the government of J. J. Rawlings. Due to
pressure from the increasingly conservative govern-
ment, Aidoo was forced to resign the position and
subsequently left the country in 1983. She settled in
Zimbabwe, later serving as the chair of the Zimbabwe
Women Writers Group. Aidoo is also the founder and
executive director of Mbaasem, a foundation that sup-
ports African American women writers and their work.
She received a short story prize in a Mbari Press
competition and another from Black Orpheus for the
title story in No Sweetness Here. In 1992 she was
awarded the Commonwealth Writers Prize for African
Literature for Changes: A Love Story (1991). She has
travelled extensively in Africa, the United States, and
Europe, and has presented lectures at universities
throughout Africa and North America.

MAJOR WORKS

Aidoo first attracted critical and popular attention for
her dramatic works which examine the gender, racial,
and intergenerational conflicts that African men and
women are forced to confront in the modern world. The
Dilemma of a Ghost focuses on a young Ghanaian, Ato
Yawson, who was educated in America. He returns
home with his African American wife, Eulalie Rush,
whom he has married without forewarning his family.
The cultural conflict, conveyed through the design of
the family house, images of food, and distinctive levels
of language, is exacerbated by the couple’s decision not
to have children. When Eulalie shows no sign of becom-
ing pregnant, Ato’s family assumes that she is barren.
The core of the problem, however, lies in Ato’s in-
ability to bring about any meaningful reconciliation
between his ancestral and adopted cultures. Only the
strength and wisdom of Ato’s mother helps to assuage a
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bitter confrontation between Ato’s Western individual
values and his family’s traditionally communal African
beliefs. In Anowa, a beautiful, talented young woman
named Anowa rejects all the suitors her parents approve
and instead marries Kofi Ako, the man of her choice.
Anowa and Kofi quickly discover that they have almost
nothing in common, and Kofi tries to drive Anowa
away. Refusing to be divorced without reason, Anowa
repudiates Kofi’s insinuations of barrenness—a com-
mon accusation leveled against African women in child-
less marriages—and instead blames Kofi for the failure
of their marriage. Completely deflated by this threat to
his manhood, Kofi kills himself, and Anowa also com-
mits suicide, overwhelmed by the futility of attempting
to find meaning in life. Anowa is set during a significant
period in the colonial history of Africa’s Gold Coast,
and the ethical implications of colonialism and slavery
heighten the dramatic action, revealing conflicting at-
titudes toward such issues as wealth and slavery.

No Sweetness Here, Aidoo’s first published work of
prose, collects eleven short stories that emphasize Ai-
doo’s concern with feminist issues. The stories focus on
a range of diverse and often tragic topics such as sex-
ism, degradation, feminine adolescence, and humanist
values. “Everything Counts” and “For Whom Things
Did Not Change” are primarily centered around the
impact of modernization on both rural and urban
women, while “The Late Bud” explores budding girl-
hood and the identity crisis emanating from growing up
female in a sexist environment. Aidoo’s novel Our
Sister Killjoy blends traditional prose with poetry and
passages written in the epistolary form. Consisting of a
prologue and three chapters, the novel records the
impressions of an African girl named Sissie during a
visit to present-day Germany and England, noting the
colonial histories of both countries and their govern-
ments’ role as oppressor to African peoples. Sissie is
the Ghanaian representative of an international group of
young volunteer workers and, as she witnesses the
economic exploitation of and racism against African
immigrants in Europe, she loudly encourages her
countrymen to return to Africa. In 1985 the College
Press of Zimbabwe published Someone Talking to Some-
time, the first collection of Aidoo’s poetry, which
contains forty-four original poems. Aidoo employs a
conversational style in the poems to lend humor to the
essentially tragic nature of existence, particularly in
such poems as “From the Only Speech that Was Not
Delivered at the Rally” and “Of Love and Commit-
ment.” Her second volume of poetry, An Angry Letter
in January and Other Poems (1992), examines similar
thematic material, while also presenting a series of
existential questions regarding self-identity, exile, place,
and belonging. In Changes: A Love Story, Aidoo
explores the limited options retained by modern African
women in regard to love and marriage. The female
protagonist, Esi, an ambitious Ghanian careerwoman,

flouts convention by divorcing her husband and becom-
ing the second wife of a more progressive man. Through
Esi’s struggle for self-respect within a relationship, Ai-
doo examines such issues as career choices, marital
rape, monogamy, polygamy, and the toll of compromise
in marriage. Her second short story collection, The Girl
Who Can and Other Stories (1997), is written from a
child’s perspective, featuring young female protagonists
who struggle to define themselves within patriarchal
African society. In stories like “She-Who-Would-Be-
King” and “Male-ing Names in the Sun,” Aidoo
subverts the traditional portrayal of adolescent African
females, creating characters who question and challenge
the role of the African woman in the twenty-first
century. Aidoo has also written several children’s works,
including The Eagle and the Chickens and Other Stories
(1986) and Birds and Other Poems (1987), a book of
poetry for children.

CRITICAL RECEPTION

Aidoo’s work has garnered generally positive reviews
throughout her career. The Dilemma of a Ghost has at-
tracted high praise from critics, despite some negative
comments about the play’s structural weaknesses and
Aidoo’s attempts at blending the African oral tradition
with Western literary elements. Several reviewers have
lauded the stories in No Sweetness Here, noting Aidoo’s
skill at creating sympathetic characters as well as the
social relevance of her prose. Fawzia Afzal-Khan has
commented that, in No Sweetness Here, “Aidoo uses
her dramatist’s skills to create an immediacy of environ-
ment and experience into which the reader is drawn,
almost as participant rather than observer.” While many
scholars have agreed on Aidoo’s prominence as a social
critic, some commentators have expressed uneasiness
over what they describe as Aidoo’s pointed attacks
against the Western world in Our Sister Killjoy.
However, other critics have rejected this assessment,
favorably comparing the novel to James Baldwin’s The
Fire Next Time and Jean Toomer’s Cane. Gay Wilentz
has argued that Our Sister Killjoy deserves considerable
praise for presenting “a rarely heard viewpoint in
literature in English—that of the African woman exile.”

PRINCIPAL WORKS

Dilemma of a Ghost (play) 1965

Anowa (play) 1970

No Sweetness Here (short stories) 1970

Our Sister Killjoy: or, Reflections from a Black-Eyed
Squint (novel) 1977

Someone Talking to Sometime (poetry) 1985
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The Eagle and the Chickens and Other Stories [illustra-
tions by Paul Wade] (juvenilia) 1986

Birds and Other Poems (juvenilia and poetry) 1987

Changes: A Love Story (novel) 1991

An Angry Letter in January and Other Poems (poetry)
1992

The Girl Who Can and Other Stories (short stories)
1997

CRITICISM

Ebele Eko (essay date October 1986)

SOURCE: Eko, Ebele. “Beyond the Myth of Confronta-
tion: A Comparative Study of African and African-
American Female Protagonists.” ARIEL: A Review of
International English Literature 17, no. 4 (October
1986): 139-52.

[In the following essay, Eko examines how Aidoo
subverts the traditional role of the African female
protagonist in Anowa, comparing the play to several
works from African and African American authors.]

Times have changed since the sixties, and a new breed
of black women writers in Africa and America are giv-
ing creative birth to a new breed of female protagonists.
One of their deep concerns, a point which Hoyt Fuller
has stressed, is to help destroy degrading images and
myths and recreate for black women images that liber-
ate and build up self-identity. The myth of black mother-
daughter confrontation, to which a whole volume of a
scholarly journal has been devoted,? is one such.

I intend to focus on the creative process of myth
destruction and recreation in two works each from
Africa and America. By comparing and contrasting the
confrontation of daughters and their mothers and
“totems” of that tradition—the reactions, the revelation
of deep-seated mother-daughter resemblances, and the
challenge the daughters become to those around
them—I hope to prove a number of things. First that,
far from being selfish, spoiled, and pugnacious, these
daughters are budding activists, products of the times
(all four works are published between 1959 and 1983).
Second that their mothers too experienced similar
frustrations in their youth but lacked a voice and silently
conformed. Third that their conscious choice achieves a
double goal: raising the level of their awareness, and
challenging others to greater black consciousness.
Fourth, these daughters are their writers’ mouthpieces,
used to address pressing problems in African and

African-American communities. In a sentence, I will try
to show the crucial importance of female determination
to stand for equity and choice.

The characters I discuss—Anowa in Ama Ata Aidoo’s
play, Anowa; Kiswana Browne in Gloria Naylor’s
novel, Women of Brewster Place: Margaret Cadmore in
Bessie Head’s novel, Maru; and Senna Boyce in Paule
Marshall’s novel, Browngirl Brownstones—reveal many
bonds and parallels, despite obvious separations of time,
space, and even genre. “You got to take yuh mouth and
make a gun,” says Silla Boyce, Selina’s mother,® a state-
ment which finds ironic fulfilment in each of these four
daughters under study. There are astonishing resem-
blances in their defiant utterances, their self-assertion,
their committed and courageous opposition to the op-
pressive status quo. Each struggles to break free, to be
herself, to be different from her mother’s expectations.
Nevertheless, each discovers in herself a mere exten-
sion of her mother’s personality. They are similarly uni-
fied in their expressing and dramatizing what I may call
“creative rebellion” against oppressive institutions and
traditions. Their capacity for personal sacrifice and the
challenges they pose to others demand that they be
looked at seriously as catalysts for social, economic,
and political changes.

An exciting starting point is the deceptive lull before
the dramatic moment of confrontation over cultural and
ideological values. A critic has summarized the situa-
tion thus:

The conflict is basically between the idealists (the
daughters) and the pragmatists (the mothers). . . .
[TThey are grieved to see their children making choices
that they do not understand, turning their backs on the
things the mothers have struggled to attain.*

In Anowa, Anowa’s mother Badua, a village woman of
Ghana, wants her daughter to become a full woman in
the village, “happy to see her peppers and onions grow.”
In Women of Brewster Place, Kiswana’s middle-class
mother swears to whatever gods will listen to “use
everything at her disposal to assure a secure future for
her children.”® In Maru, Margaret’s foster mother, the
missionary Margaret Cadmore senior, who rescues and
nurtures the orphan child of a dying Marsawa woman,
raises her with great care to prove her pet theory that
“heredity is nothing, environment is everything.”” Seli-
na’s mother, Silla Boyce, an ambitious Badjan im-
migrant to New York, labours and saves so that she can
buy a brownstone house to pass on to her daughters. All
of them are well-meaning mothers, who like Janie’s
grandmother in Their Eyes were Watching God, long
for them “to pick from higher bush and a sweeter
berry.”” They wish for their daughters what they missed,
because in the words of the poet Tagore, “when you
feel sorrow, grief and joy for someone you enlarge
yourself, you enrich yourself.””
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Ironically, the daughters refuse to conform. They rebel
against their mothers, not as mothers but as representa-
tives of societal authority and expectation. Bell Hooks
explains this universal psychological phenomenon in
terms of her personal experience with her mother:

She is also always trying to make me what she thinks
it is best for me to be. She tells me how to do my hair,
what clothes I should wear. She wants to love and
control at the same time. . . . I want so much to please
her and yet keep part of me that is my self my own.'

The daughters want to be themselves. Anowa wants to
choose her own husband in a conservative society where
one’s parents do the choosing- Her stubborn indepen-
dence is nothing short of radical. In a language shock-
ingly disrespectful in context, she declares her stand: “I
don’t care mother. Have I not told you that this is to be
my marriage and not yours” (p. 17). Adding shock to
shock, she proceeds to do what she pleases, leaving
home with a promise not to return. Anowa’s rebellion is
a challenge to her entire community and evokes prompt
reaction, not only from her parents but also from the
elders of the village. Her mother’s warning carries the
potency of a collective curse:

It’s up to you, my mistress who knows everything. But
remember, my lady—when I am too old to move, I
shall still be sitting by these walls waiting for you to
come back with your rags and nakedness.

(p- 17)

Her father, Osam, wants her apprenticed to a priestess
to curb her spirit. The village old woman laments that
the age of obedience has run out, while the old man
blames it all on fate, remarking that Anowa has the “hot
eyes and nimble feet of one born to dance for the gods”
(p- 20). Regardless of threats and curses, Anowa leaves
with her head held high, promising to make somebody
out of the husband they had ridiculed as a cassava man
or a worthless fellow.

Just as Anowa’s haughtiness shocks the entire village
community, Kiswana in Gloria Naylor’s Women of
Brewster Place shocks her middle-class parents with
her inflammatory denunciation of their status symbols
and values: “‘I’d rather be dead than be like you . . . a
white man’s nigger who’s ashamed of being black!’”
(p. 85). Matching action to words in the vogue of black
activists in the sixties, Kiswana chooses an African
name (instead of Melanie), blows her hair into an afro,
quits college, moves out of her bourgeois neighbour-
hood to a low-income project, decorates it with African
artifacts, and gets a boyfriend in dashiki. The reaction
she gets is as sharp as it is forceful. Her mother’s lone
voice carries with it the moral superiority and confidence
of the self-made black middle class, whose hard-earned
security has come under fire. She taunts Kiswana about
her misguided zeal and mocks her foolishness:

Where is your revolution now Melanie? Where are
those black revolutionaries who were shouting and
demonstrating and kicking up a lot of dust with you on
that campus, Huh? They’re sitting in wood-panelled of-
fices with their degrees in mahogany frames.

(p. 84)

She adds, “There was no revolution, Melanie, and there
will be no revolution” (p. 84). The battle rages back
and forth, each pointing to concrete actions to defend
her stance. Denouncing her parents as “terminal cases
of middle class amnesia,” Kiswana declares that she is
now physically near her people (the poor blacks) and
their problems. Mrs. Browne counters by pointing to
the solid achievements of NAACP, which she supports,
as opposed to the futile dreams of those she calls “hot
heads.”

In the remote Botswana village of Dilepe, Margaret
Cadmore in Bessie Head’s Maru, like Kiswana, has to
face a crisis of choice. She is alone, a new teacher in a
strange village; her white foster mother has retired and
gone back to England. She has been brought up like an
English girl, with Western manners and impeccable
English. Everyone who meets her assumes she is a co-
loured, a status not without prejudice in Botswana but
certainly much better than that of the Masarwa, who are
considered the lowest of the low, condemned to
perpetual servitude to Botswana people. Against that
background, Margaret Cadmore’s firm and cool declara-
tion in answer to her colleague’s simple question, and
later to the headmaster’s inquiry, “I am a Masarwa” (p.
24), sends waves of shock the length and breadth of
Dilepe village. With her one-sentence identification,
Margaret confronts herself, her past, her upbringing, her
future, and her society. She defies all assumptions,
bursts out from the walls of her white foster mother’s
protection, and stands proud, aloof, and vulnerable.

Compared to Anowa and Kiswana, Margaret is like a
lamb thrown to ravenous wolves. Pete, the school
principal, Morafi, a cattle chief, and Seth, another totem
in the community, all band together against the woman
whose identification with Masarwa slaves has sent
“thrills of fear down their spines” because they all own
slaves. Margaret is seen as “a problem”; her statement
is “‘a slap in the face’” (p. 44), and their response is
therefore a vicious counter-offensive. Pete organizes
Margaret’s pupils to taunt her into resigning. “‘You are
a Bushman’” (p. 46), they chant to their teacher’s face.
Quiet but resolute, Margaret, with the aid of her friend
Dikeledi and Maru, the brother, thwarts all of Pete’s at-
tempts to have her disgraced and dismissed.

Unlike Anowa, Kiswana, and Margaret, whom the
reader meets at about the same age and comparable
maturity, Selina’s stubborn spirit grows slowly through-
out Paule Marshall’s Browngirl Brownstones. Even as a
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little girl, her mother sees her as “‘her crosses,’”
mischievously in league with her day-dreaming father, a
disobedient and difficult child. Selina’s total indiffer-
ence to her mother’s ambition of acquiring a brownstone
house in New York culminates one day in her scream-
ing rejection: “‘I’m not interested in houses.”” But her
mother’s dreams are only part of a larger community
dream. Selina simultaneously deflates and demeans
these aspirations by the hammer-blow criticisms she
levels against the entire Badjan Association when given
a chance to make a few remarks:

It [the Association] stinks . . . because it’s a result of
living by the most shameful codes possible—dog eat
dog . . . it’s a band of small frightened people. Clan-
ish. Narrow-minded. Selfish. . . .

(p- 23)

Her dramatic storming out after her speech, like
Anowa’s precipitous departure from the village and
Kiswana’s move to a lower-class neighbourhood, leaves
her mother shaken. Her announcement of her imminent
departure for Barbados, the land her mother and the
Badjan community had fled for New York, is a final
slap in their faces. Unlike Badua and Mrs. Browne,
Silla is drained by the confrontation. She pouts about
her two daughters:

Gone so! They ain got no more uses for me and they
gone. Oh God, is this what you does get for the nine
months and the pain and the long years putting bread
in their mouth . . . ?

(p. 306)

Unlike Badua, who sends Anowa away with a curse, or
Mrs. Browne, who fights back, Silla resigns herself to
the inevitable with some dignity and impatience:

“G’long,” she said finally with a brusque motion.

“G’long! You was always too much woman for me
anyway, soul. And my own mother did say two head-
bulls can’t reign in a flock. G’long!” Her hand sketched
a sign that was both a dismissal and a benediction. “If I
din dead yet, you and your foolishness can’t kill muh
now!”

(p. 307)

And yet, despite what appears on the surface as the
open rebellion of daughters against their mothers, each
mother, like Silla Boyce, somehow glimpses in her
daughter “the girl she had once been.” The daughters in
turn discover that they are not “way out” after all, but
extensions of their mothers, the “bridges over which
they have crossed.” Mary Washington has suggested
that all blacks must find a way to their true identity
through the community, and she believes that “for Black
women, the mother is often the key to that unity.”"
Anowa’s boldness is clearly inherited from her mother
Badua, who argues with her husband and gets her way

most of the time. In obvious reference to her mother’s
strong powers, Anowa asks Badua to remove her
“witches” mouth from her marriage. Ironically, her
husband and the village old woman later accuse her of
“witchcraft” to explain her extraordinary strength of
character. The tragedy of Anowa is her husband’s weak-
ness. Where Anowa’s father argues with and respects
his wife, Kofi Ako feels threatened by Anowa’s bold-
ness and sound advice. His moral weakness is their
undoing, bringing about the double suicide that more
than fulfils Badua’s curse.

Kiswana no doubt believes herself the epitome of
radicalism until she listens to her mother’s theatrical
recounting of her proud heritage and commitment to the
black cause. Suddenly, she comes to understand and ap-
preciate the source of her own dynamism, idealism, and
dedication: her mother. The generation gap is finally
bridged when Kiswana notices her mother’s red painted
toenails and realizes that they share similar tastes. It
dawns on her that she is indeed a part of her mother:

She looked at the blushing woman on the couch and
realized that her mother had trod through the same
universe that she herself was now travelling. Kiswana
was breaking no new trails and would eventually end
up just two feet away on the couch. She stared at the
woman she had been and was to become.

(p. 87)

To an even greater extent, Margaret Cadmore can be
seen as her foster mother’s programmed alter ego. The
missionary gives the orphan her own name and proceeds
systematically to fill her mind with “a little bit of
everything.” Much of her personality—her common
sense, logic, resourcefulness, and resilience—filters into
Margaret, enabling her to survive in the closed and
prejudiced environment of Dilepe, much like the one
the missionary had worked in. Her charm, her educa-
tion, and her talent are all a heritage from her mother.
Even their artistic abilities are similar:

The styles of both artists were almost identical, almost
near that of a comic-strip artist in their simplicity,
except that the younger disciple appeared greater than
the master.

(p- 87)

Despite the success of Margaret’s environmental
upbringing, she does not lose her identity as a Masarwa.
It is this that gives originality to her art and upholds her
commitment to common people. In a startling and ironic
way, Margaret, whose mother has prepared her to help
her people, fulfils that destiny not only through her
symbolic paintings but also by her marriage to Maru,
heir to the Dilepe chiefdom.

Even Selina, whose alienation from her mother starts
early in Browngirl Brownstones and is underlined
through her addressing Silla as “the mother” and as-
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sociating her with winter colours, comes to acknowledge
a union with Silla. She confesses that despite her love
for her father, “there was a part of her that always
wanted the mother to win, that loved her strength and
the tenacious life of her body” (p. 133). Slowly but
certainly, through exposure and some bitter experiences,
the young rebel comes to understand, in Gloria Gayle’s
words, that “in the world of racism the mother is a fel-
low victim rather than a natural enemy.”” It is not till
the end of the novel, however, that Selina identifies
with her mother instead of her father as her source of
inspiration, strength, and idealism:

Everybody used to call me Deighton’s Selina, but they
were wrong. Because you see I'm truly your child.
Remember how you used to talk about how you left
home and came here alone as a girl of eighteen and
was your own woman? I used to love hearing that. And
that’s what I want. I want it!

(p. 307)

The mother’s anger fizzles out because for her too it is
a moment of truth. She has come to glimpse in Selina
the girl that she once was.

Beyond the confrontations with and resemblances to
their mothers, these daughters are seen by others as
abnormal. They are ahead of their time, and they act as
catalysts for changes that affect not only those around
them, but the larger society. They are, in Kofi Ako’s
words of complaint against Anowa, “looking for the
common pain and the general good,” issues he believes
should not concern any normal woman. But these are
not ordinary women. Anowa’s uniqueness is underlined
throughout. Her father declares categorically: “Anowa
is not every woman.” Kofi Ako repeatedly echoes him:
“You are a strange woman, Anowa. Too strange” (p.
36). In despair he asks if she cannot be like other
women. Like a stone in a pond, Anowa sends ripples
around her. She is a stumbling stone to many. Her
parents often quarrel over her, taking sides with her in
turns. The magic that seems to permeate everything she
touches and, above all, her adamant moral and ideologi-
cal stance against any form of slavery, shows her as a
revolutionary, championing the cause of the common
man, pleading for freedom and justice for the oppressed
everywhere. She continues in the independent tradition
that makes her reject an arranged marriage and with it
other restrictions and oppressive traditions and taboos.
She must be free to be herself. In a sense, Anowa is a
political activist. She upsets her family, shakes the com-
munity out of its sleepy complacency, and the women
especially out of their stupor of resignation. Her coura-
geous, lonely stance reveals the spiritual dimension of
her character. The village old man’s comments (after
her open accusation of impotence precipitates Kofi Ako
to shoot himself and Anowa to drown herself) sum up
her true significance and the importance of the self-

criticism her life provokes in others: “She was true to
herself. She refused to come back here to Yebi, to our
gossiping and our judgements” (p. 64). From indigna-
tion to self-justification to self-criticism, Anowa’s vil-
lage community is forced to initiate significant adjust-
ments to its whole system of thought.

That cycle repeats itself in case after case. Mrs. Browne
would never have narrated the highlights of her life to
Kiswana had she not been frightened by the degree of
determination and commitment she senses in her. She
knows that despite her taunts, the Black Arts Movement
of the sixties did give birth to a new breed of black
men and women, “strange,” zealous and, like Kiswana,
concerned with the “common pain and the general
good.” Because of her choices and theirs, things can
never be the same again in Kiswana’s family, nor among
middle-class blacks. The movement represented here by
Kiswana has forced her parents and others like them to
re-evaluate their lives, to see what they have lost and
gained, to come to grips with crucial issues of unity and
co-operation in the black community. Her actions are a
direct challenge to her parents, telling them that there is
much more than just making it in a white world. She
challenges them to bridge the schisms along class lines.
She calls for what W. E. B. Du Bois and other Pan Af-
ricanists have called for, a moral responsibility that
blacks prevent their leadership from becoming as op-
pressive as that of whites. The cultural symbols of
Kiswana’s African name, hairdo, dress, and artifacts are
her way of warning the upward-moving blacks not to
forget their roots nor the bridge over which they have
passed, that human bond and link to mother Africa that
makes them a people. Nothing could be more political.

For African Totems of Botswana, who know their roots
but cling selfishly to oppressive traditions and preju-
dices, Margaret Cadmore’s embarrassing defiance
causes an even greater political upheaval and challenge.
Her quiet and placid surface hides a resilient and
creative woman who is able to withdraw within herself
from the fierce storm of love that she unleashes. Her
strong influence on all the characters in the novel is
decisive. The scheming Totems, Pete, Seth, and Morafi,
who oppose her vehemently, are hounded out of town
because of her. Maru, the heir, and Moleka, his power-
ful and sensuous friend, both fall in love with her at
first sight, despite near-surgical implications for their
status in society. Margaret turns two best friends into
fierce rivals, vying for her sake to outdo each other in
their generosity towards their Masarwa slaves, forced
for the first time to come to grips with issues like
Masarwa humanity, social responsibility, and the future
of their community.

The sudden change in Moleka, that untamed human
energy associated with solar images, may better il-
lustrate the significance of Margaret’s influence. At
their very first meeting, the reader is told that:



