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SAMPLE OF A GOOD ESSAY 
Final Project
We Need New Names is the 2013 novel by Zimbabwean author NoViolet Bulawayo. It has received numerous positive and negative reviews. Some regard it as “superbly entertaining” (Awaraka, 2020 para.5) and “a compelling read” with “Realistic characters” (Okeke, 2014 para. 4). However, others felt the novel was riddled with a “plethora of stereotypes” (Darkowaa, 2020), as the author tried “to cover every ‘African’ topic” as if it were “the morning’s news on Africa” (Habila, 2018). This mix of praise, prizes and criticism begs the question: How should authors write about Africa? And, furthermore, what effect does writing about poverty-stricken areas, hungry people, have on the region they’re supposed to represent?	Comment by Emma Bider: Correct citation if using online reviews if there is no page number 
Wainaina (2005) sarcastically declared that the correct way to talk about Africa and its people would be by belittling them, making them less than human. As it is implied in Helon Habila’s review of the novel, Bulawayo is essentially “performing Africa” in order to provide her readers with poverty-porn (Habila, 2018). Poverty-porn is the depiction of suffering and tragedy of poor people for the purpose of generating an emotional response and, often, to gain donations and charity (Roenigk, 2014). This term can be used to criticize the way news outlets and humanitarian aid organizations depict the people they are supposed to be helping, and in the way characters are portrayed in fictional narratives. It is understandable why someone might oppose the depiction of Africans in this way since it might perpetuate incorrect, harmful narratives about the continent and its peoples, as a whole (Roenigk, 2014). Historically, this mirrors the origin of the myth of the Dark Continent (Brantlinger, 1985) and maybe poverty-porn is a continuation of the stereotypes it engendered. However, as I will show, this is not the case in Bulawayo’s book.
As we have seen, NoViolet Bulawayo has been criticized for representing Zimbabwe, and possibly the rest of Africa, negatively in her novel We Need New Names. I will be arguing that this is not the case, that the novel does not represent Zimbabwe negatively because the backdrop of the story is not meant to be Zimbabwe, but rather a harrowing situation where characters full of hope and visions of better futures grow and develop. First, I will argue this hope is represented through the young characters' voices in the novel, their shared conversations telling us of their desires for better lives and the willingness to make it happen, even while knowing it will be difficult. Secondly, the terrible situations lived by the characters and the conditions in which they live, as presented in the book, serve to criticize the institutions, their power and influence, that allow these things to happen. And, while the events shown in the book have real-world parallels with what happened in Zimbabwe, the reader is invited to recognize that similar institutions are present in various countries and their abuses are common in their recent history. Finally, this book discusses the themes of migration and immigration, and their effects on people and on their sense of identity, and frames it as a multinational struggle, not to be taken as solely a Zimbabwean problem.	Comment by Emma Bider: Thesis and arguments 
In the first chapter of the book, we not only meet the protagonist, Darling, but also her bold and blunt voice. As she and her friends are leaving to steal guavas in another neighborhood Darling tells us, “Mother would kill me dead if she found out” but, because she’s hungry, she would “rather die for guavas” (Bulawayo, 2014, p. 3). There is no great sorrow in her stating the fact that she’s hungry, just a comical metaphor that a child might say. In this first paragraph alone, we understand these kids are not victims. They might be hungry but are taking control of their situation. We are not meant to feel pity for these children, but root for them. These children are not described having “flies on their eyelids and pot bellies”, as Wainaina (2005 para. 3) said it should be, but are just kids. This, for me, is the first indication of their willingness to make their lives better. This will seem to be even greater than that of the adults, as Darling astutely points out that “the mothers are busy with hair and talk” and the men won’t notice them “either since their eyes never lift from the draughts” (Bulawayo, 2014, pp. 3-4). 
Darling’s voice and narrative is also a show of resistance against various forms of authority through mockery (Ngoshi, 2016). Sometimes, this resistance is shown by poking fun at those who represent this authority. For example, when she meets the London woman who carelessly throws edible food away and Chipo wants to know what food that was, the woman misinterprets her gestures and assumes they don’t know what a camera is, to which Darling replies internally, “even a stone can tell that a camera is a camera” (Bulawayo, 2014, p. 9). Here she rejects the woman’s assumption that they would be too ignorant to know what a camera is, as if they weren’t part of the modern world, which can be argued is a common misconception by those non-Africans. Other times, Darlings resistance is shown through her actions and how they highlight an absurd situation, even if by accident, as in the time she changed the eyes of Mother of Bones’s picture of Jesus Christ from blue to brown so they could be, in her words, “like mine and everybody’s, to make him normal” (Bulawayo, 2014, p. 25). Darling’s actions here point out the bizarre and quite laughable notion found in Western European Christianity depictions of Jesus that Jesus, a Jewish man from the Middle East from 2000 years ago, had blue eyes.
Taking the setting of the novel to be Zimbabwe, a country that in 2019 was ranked 150th in the Gender Development Index (UNDP, 2019), it is noteworthy that the voice to guide us is that of a little girl. With the frankness of a child, she can ignore the limitations that will be imposed on her later in life and tell us what she sees, the way she sees it. She shows herself to be an intelligent political commentator, even without naming names, because her delivery is sincere and convincing (Chitando, 2016). If there are other strong and determined girls like Darling, of independent mind and spirit, and who can stay that way all the way to adulthood, then there is hope for a better future in the next generation.
Another instance that shows the kids’ desire for a better life for themselves, despite the circumstances, comes when an NGO cameraman starts taking pictures of them. At first, they go along with the motions, knowing they are uncomfortable but not saying anything because they want the gifts they will receive, so they put up with it. Darlings narration lets us know they are feeling harassed by the cameraman, that they feel shame because they’re privacy is being invaded when they were not ready for it. That is, until the cameraman turns to Bastard. He starts showing off and taking advantage of the moment. Godknows tells him, “You are not supposed to laugh or smile. Or any of that silly stuff you are doing”, but Bastard replies, “I can do what I want … when they look at my picture over there, I want them to see me. Not my buttocks, not my dirty clothes, but me” (Bulawayo, 2014, p. 55). This scene is interpreted by Sibanda (2018) as a clear depiction of poverty porn, meant to show the precarity of their situation for the admiration of others, however I feel Bastard’s confidence in his own image denies the cameraman’s desire for a gloomy picture. Bastard is told he’s not supposed to show happiness, but he does anyway. Godknows proclamation of what is correct behavior echoes Wainaina (2020), saying African characters should not be laughing, but Bastard is doing just that. He is inverting what is expected of him and showing how he doesn’t want to be defined by images others make of him.
Second, I argue that the novel does not represent Zimbabwe negatively because it is a critique of the institutions present in the country, not about the country itself or its peoples. One of the most prominent institutions to be a source of suffering and trauma for Darling and the people in Paradise is the government. We understand what government the novel is depicting from contextual clues, but not from any specific mention of it. In fact, the name Zimbabwe is never mentioned in the text of the book. Neither is the name Mugabe. Though it’s easy to identify it after recognizing the similarities between events in the book and those that happened in the real-world. For example, the destruction of Darling’s first home is very similar to what happened during the 2005 “Operation Murambatsvina”, also officially referred to as “Operation Restore Order” by the Government of Zimbabwe, though the Shona word Murambatsvina translates as “waste disposal” (Loimeier, 2020). This operation destroyed homes and businesses that were deemed illegal, though often unjustifiably, and resulted in hundreds of thousands of people made homeless, millions of peoples seeing their lives negatively impacted, children unable to go to school, and the sick unable to access care facilities (Tibaijuka, 2005). The fact that no specific name associated with the government is mentioned can be interpreted in several different ways. One, it can be that not naming it robs it of its power to loom over the minds of those who have had to live during that period. Another way to read it is that not naming who the government is acts to demand change because, as title states, we (they) need new names in government, since the name of their current president is the only one the children protagonists in the novel have known (Mapanzure 2019).
My position is that the lack of names associated to government is done in order to make the reader think of similar governments, which they might know that have committed similar atrocities. The destruction of homes can be Robert Mugabe’s Operation Murambatsvina or it could be a government-sanctioned company destroying the ancestral lands and homes of indigenous communities, for example. It could even make the reader think of other forced evictions carried out by the Zimbabwean government post-independence, as was the case of the residents of Churu Farm in 1993 (Tibaijuka, 2005). Every reader will bring their own memories and knowledge when reading the novel because the events are not unique to Zimbabwe and, as NoViolet Bulawayo said:
I’d like to imagine my audience as anybody who is aware that, as long as they’re reading a human story, it is also theirs, in a way they are connected to it. (BAMorg, 2015 para. 11)	Comment by Emma Bider: Pull quote using correct style 
Another institution portrayed negatively in the novel is that of religion and religious groups. These are institutions present in every country in the world, and they are capable of controlling many aspects of people’s lives. When Darling goes to church with Mother of Bones, she notices the importance of posturing among the adults, trying to arrive earlier than the others, making sure others notice how good of a Christian they are, and even the pastor is described as having new fancy and colorful clothing and a new stick (Bulawayo, 2014, pp. 33-35), which is in sharp contrast to the poor lives of many of the residents of Paradise. This lack of humility and compassion towards the congregation by the religious leader is later in the novel shown again when Prophet Revelations Bitchington Mborro is asked to pray for Darling’s father. After the prayer service is done, he asks for “two fat white virgin goats to be brought … for sacrifice”, and to receive “five hundred U.S. dollars as payment, and if there are no U.S. dollars, euros will do” (Bulawayo, 2014, p. 101). Predatory behavior by religious leaders is also not a uniquely Zimbabwean problem – they are in the richest and poorest countries alike.	Comment by Emma Bider: Correct citation of a direct quote 
One final institution that is being criticized by the novel, that I will show in this essay, is the patriarchy. The gender norms established by the patriarchal societies in which Darling lives, both in Paradise and in the United States, share some similarities. Both are shown to influence women to perceive themselves negatively. In Paradise, when Prophet Revelations Bitchington Mborro asks for sinners to stand up, only women do so (Bulawayo, 2014). In the United States, Aunt Fostalina is shown to be obsessed with achieving the “correct” body shape (Bulawayo, 2014, pp. 151-157). Furthermore, we see what happens in Paradise what happens to women who reject the gender norms of society. This type of woman is represented in the church service in Paradise as someone who is supposedly possessed by the devil, and her exorcism results in essentially sexual assault (Bulawayo, 2014). We don’t know if the exorcism was staged but the message the church is sending Darling is clear, even as she was being sympathetic to the possessed woman, thinking she was just misunderstood. This exorcism in church in Paradise not only serves as criticism of the religious institution, but also of the gender norms which classify women as sinful while the men are free to act as they please and basically given permission to commit sexual assault (Wilkinson, 2016). Darling’s rebellion against such gender norms continues in the United States, where she and her friends start watching pornography together and emulating the sounds the actors would make. NoViolet Bulawayo said:
When I’m thinking back to my own childhood, my own upbringing, it was a culture of silence, it was a culture where things like sexuality, or even sex, were not openly discussed (SaharaTV, 2014)
And this culture of silence is a problem present in every community, in practically every space, as shown by movements such as #MeToo and Time’s Up.
The third argument to show that the novel We Need New Names does not represent Zimbabwe negatively is in its theme of migration and immigration, and how it frames it as a multinational struggle, not solely a Zimbabwean problem. One piece of evidence that shows this is that, just as I mentioned in the previous argument, the country where the events take place remains unnamed throughout the novel. The only countries that are named are the those where people have or want to immigrate into. And we know Darling is going to immigrate soon, because right in the first chapter of the novel she declares she will soon travel to the United States to live with her aunt Fostalina and, similarly, Bastard says he wants to go to Johannesburg (Bulawayo, 2014). This sets up an expectation of change, change in the names we use to call where we live, change which will come at an unknown time, and it generates an anxiety for other countries, as shown by how they rank them while playing the country-game:
But first we have to fight over the names because everybody wants to be certain countries, like everybody wants to be the U.S.A. and Britain and Canada and Australia and Switzerland and France and Italy and Sweden and Germany and Russia and Greece and them. These are the country-countries. If you lose the fight, then you just have to settle for countries like Dubai and South Africa and Botswana and Tanzania and them. They are not country-countries, but at least life is better than here. Nobody wants to be rags of countries like Congo, like Somalia, like Iraq, like Sudan, like Haiti, like Sri Lanka, and not even this one we live in – who wants to be a terrible place of hunger and things falling apart? (Bulawayo, 2014, p. 51)
We see this desire for a different country not just as a need to move to a different physical space, but also combined with disgust for the current place of residence and calling it derogatory names, as when Bastard says he would rather go to South Africa, “instead of working in this kaka place and getting all dirty” (Bulawayo, 2014, p. 46). Also, we see this desire for a different country, a different name, as a desire for a different government to be in place, as seen when the adults come back from voting and say, “Get ready, get ready for a new country, no more of this Paradise anymore” (Bulawayo, 2014, p. 73). And again, we see this idea of migration, of changing the name of the land one occupies, when the crowd of black men confront the white couple, telling them, “This is black-man country” (Bulawayo, 2014, p. 120). This idea of migration, of changing one’s surrounding, reflects the association of foreign lands with safety (Nyambi et al., 2019), and I would say this applies both to the immigrant who comes from anywhere in the world and physically moves to a different place and to the person who stays but wishes to change, through political action, for example, their country. 
Also, another reason why the novel does not represent Zimbabwe negatively is in the author’s intention. NoViolet Bulawayo writes, in an afterword to the novel, “Darling is Zimbabwean, but it is my hope that she is also Mexican and Indian and British, that she is from anywhere else where people live and hope and dream and leave” (Bulawayo, 2014, p. 302). The shock of leaving your home country is something universal, felt by every immigrant. Bulawayo characterizes it as a “story of perpetual mourning for what is gone” (Smith, 2013). This feeling is what makes the story universal and applicable to not just to Zimbabwe. Every immigrant can find something to relate to in this novel, whether is the terrible conditions of one’s home country, or the feeling of isolation in a new country, to the feeling that you don’t really belong in either anymore, as when Chipo taunts Darling saying, “It’s your country, Darling? Really, it’s your country, are you sure?” (Bulawayo, 2014, p. 288).
It would be unfair to say that NoViolet Bulawayo’s novel is free of problematic ideas or stereotypes. After all, the end is grim and a sharp turn from the preceding paragraphs. We don’t see the change we were hoping to see, not in Darling and not in her home country. But, in fact, that’s understandable. They are part of the first generations to be born in a new country, one that still has many problems to solve. And Darling cares about that country even if she left. The hope we want to get from this novel is not that they would have solved all the country’s problems, but rather that they are not mere passengers being taken for a ride. They represent the sea of possibilities that await their generation and all future ones.
In conclusion, We Need New Names is a powerful story of children surviving harsh conditions that fills us with hope for the future. It achieves this by providing us with bold characters who, due to their youth, can transcend social norms and be brutally honest about what they are feeling, pointing out what is good and bad about their situation and expressing their desire to change that. The novel also utilizes the backdrop of a community living in dire conditions to criticize not the community itself, but the institutions and that work directly and indirectly to permit these conditions to perdure. Finally, the novel is also a tale of the experience of leaving your homeland for hopefully better conditions. The novel is not, and should not be considered, a condemnation of Zimbabwe, no matter the similarities between the novel’s events and the real world, for many are the countries that have suffered through poverty and terrible leadership. The intention of the novel is to appeal to anybody from anywhere who wishes for a better place to live and grow.
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