Difficult Terrain

A Zimbabwean moves to Detroit in NoViolet Bulawayo’s novel.

BY UZODINMA IWEALA

HAT do Detroit, Mich., and a
town in Zimbabwe called Para-
dise have in common? For Dar-

ling, the narrator of NoViofet Bulawayo's
Striking first novel, “We Need New
Names,” the answer is almost nothing —
except they're places she has lived.
Darling’s corner of Zimbabwe, which
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she prowis with a mischievous gang
of chitdren called Bastard, Chipo, God-
knows, Sbho and Sting, is a study in
contrasts, turning each day into an ad-
venture. There is Darling’s Paradise, a
collection of shacks whose residents have
been beaten down by a hard life in a coun-
1ry with little concern for the small man.
Then there is Budapest, a neighboring
community where whites and rich Afri-
cans live in big, solid houses with all the
amenities of the industrialized world. Its
guava trees prove impossibly tempting
to Darling and her friends, wha steal the
fruit both to feed their iunger and to en-
Joy athrilling, if fleeting, sense of power.

As they roam between these neighbar-
hoods, Darfing and her friends engage
in a1 childlike but painfully insightfui dia-
logue about life on the global margins.
Their world jsn't the poverty-stricken
Africa of the old stereotypes, a place
whose people know nothing mare than
the bounds of their own deprivation. It
is, instead, a place where the villagers
secretly mock the oblivious white NGO
workers who have come to “save them,”
where the Chinese have arrived speak-
ing the language of money, where the
H.1LV.JAIDS epidemic takes on an almost
mundane feel in the person of Darling’s
father. Just another migrant worker re-
turning from what he thought would be a
tetter Jife n South Africa, he suffers his
illness in the privacy of his own home.
Darling’s friends find her family’s shame
unremarkable.

Bulawayo’s portrayal of Zimbabwe is
notable not for its descriptions of Para-
dise and Budapest but for those of Dar-
ling's interior landscape — when, for ex-
ample, she cumpares camera-toting NGO

Vi apping pictures of her friends
to paparazzi harassing Paris Hilton, or
when she observes that in Zimbabwe
you need to be a grandfather to be presi-
dent, unlike America’s youthful Obama,
Sometimes Darling is afraid of her world,
which can be bath disgusting and beguil-
ing, but she is sure of her place in it.

‘zodinma Iweala is the author of a
novel, “Beasts of No Nation.”
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Bulawayo describes all this in brilliant
language, alive and confident, often fun.
ny, strong in its ability 10 make Darling's
African life immediate without resorting
to the kind of preaching meant to remind
Western readers that African stories are
universal, our Jocal characters globalized,
our literature moving beyond the posico-
lonial into what the novelist Taiye Selasie
has best characterized as Afropolitan.

But then there is “Destroyedmichy-
gen,” where the teenage Darling finds
herself in the eare of her Zimbabwean
aunt, the cammon-law wife of 2 Ghanaian
man whose son from another woman —
an obese boy dressed in sagging pants,
obsessed with videp games — seems
te have imbibed the worst of American
youth culture. Here the novel descends
into trite observations ahout the eddness
of snow, the sound of gunshots, the clash
of cultures when a skinny Zimbabwean
marries a grossly fat American in order
Lo get immigration papers. Here there
is a predictable pride-meets-privilege

Realities of Race

Being black, in America and Africa, draws a novelist's scrutiny.

BY MIKE PEED

HAT'S the difference between
an African-American and an
American-African? From such

ction springs a deep-seated dis-
cussion of race in Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie’s third nove), “Americanah”
Adichie, born in Nigeria but now living
both in her homeland and in the United
States, is an extraordinarily self-aware
thinker and writer, possessing the abil-
ity to lambaste society without sneering
or patronizing or polemicizing. For her, it
seems no great feat to balance high-fiter-
ary intentions with broad social cnuque
“Americanah” in

Chitmamanda Ngozi Adichic

or Various Observations

AMERICANAH
By Chimamanda Ngozé Adichie
477 pp. Alfred A. Knopf. $26.95.

About American Blacks (Those Formerly
Known as Negroes) by a Non-American
Black” and winning a fellowship at
Princeton (as Adichie once did; she has
acknowledged that many of Ifemefu’s ex-

Amcncz\‘ ngarm and Bnlnm butit’s also

when Darling s the
anorexic daughter of a man whose house
she cleans,

The more Darling becomes an Ameri-
can, the less vibrant Bulawayo’s writing
becomes. When Darling and her Nigerian
and Alfrican-American girliriends watch
pornography online, we get a mechanical
catalog of sex acts that pales in compari-
son with the wrenching discussion that
appears earlier in the book when Darling
and twa friends in Paradise try to help a
friend get rid of the baby she is carrying,
the child of her own grandfather. And yet,
despite the course of the tatter half of the
novel, Bulawayo is clearly a gifted writer.
She demonstrates a striking ability to
capture the uneasiness that accompanies
a newcomer's arrival in America, 10 illu-
minate how the reinvention of the selfina
niew place confronts the protective mem-
ary of the way things were back home, &
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dy of the uni-
vcrsal human experience — a platilude
made fresh by the accuracy of Adichie’s
observations.

So an Alrican-American is a black
person with long generational lines in
the United States, most likety with slave
ancestors. She might write poetry about
“Mother Africa,” but she's pleased to be
from a country that gives international
aid rather than frem onc that receives it.
An American-African is an African newly
emigrated to the United States. In her na-
tive country, she didn't realize she was
black — she fit that description only af-
ter she landed in America. In college, the
African-American joins the Black Student
Union, while the American-African signs

are her own). Ever hovering in
Ifemelu's thoughts is bser high school boy-
friend, Obinze, an cqually intelligent if
gentler, more self-effacing Nigerian, who
outstays his visa and takes illegat jobs
in London. (Witen Obinze trips and
to the ground, a co-worker shouts,
knee is bad because he's a knee-grow!

Ifemelu and Obinze represent a new
kind of immigrant, “raised well fed and
watered but mired in dissatisfaction.”
‘They aren't flecing war or Starvation but
“the oppressive lethargy of choiceless-
[ Where Obinze fails — soon enough,
he is deported — ifemelu thrives, in part
because she secks amthenticity. Never
has Ifemelu felt as fres 1he day she
stops hiding her Nigeri; ceent under
an American one, the accent (hat canvine-
cslelcmnrknlcrss s white. She refuses
1o straighten her hair (a favorite Web site

up with the African Students

Adichic understands that such fine-
grained differentiations don't penetrate
the minds of many Americans. This is
why a lot of people here, when think-
ing of race and class, instinctively speak
of “blacks and poor whites,” not “puor
blacks and poor whites” Many of Adich-
ie’s best observations regard nuances of
tanguage. When people are reluctant to
say “racist,” they say “racially charged.”
The phrase “beautiful woman,” when
enunciated in certain tones by certain
haughty white women, undoubledly
means “ordinary-looking black wom-
an.” Adichie’s characters aren't, in fact,
black. They're “sable” or “gingerbread”
or “caramel.” Sometimes their skin is so
dark it has “an undertone of blucherries.”

“Americanali” tells the story of a smart,
strong-willed Nigerian woman named
Ifemelu who, after she leaves Afric for
America, endures severa) harrowing
years of near destitation before gradu
ing from college, starting a blog cotitted

is com), even if she
must endure muttered disparagements
from African-Americans when out with a
white man — “Yon ever wonder why he
likes you looking all jungle like that?”
Early on, a horrific event leaves If-
emelu reeling, and years later, when she
returns to Nigeria, she's still haunted by
it. Meantime, back in Lagos, Obinze has
found wealth as a property developer.
Though the book thrcatens to morph into
asimple story of their reunion, it stretch-
es into a scalding assessment of Nigeri
a cauntry too proud to have patience fur
“Americanalis” — hig shots who return
from abroad to belittle their countrymen
— and yet one tha, sometimes unwit-
tingly, endorses foreign values. (Of the
winter scenery in a sthun]s Christimas
teach-
Christmas is not a real
snow falls like it does

abroad?™)y
“Americanall” is witheringly trenchant
and I\uu.ly empathietic, both worldly and
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al
the discomfiting realities of our times
fearlessly before us. It never feels false. )
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