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Abstract  

The aim of this paper is to investigate NoViolet Bulawayo’s (b. 1981) use of techniques 

from African oral tradition in her novel We Need New Names. Bulawayo uses these 

techniques to comment on experiences of colonialism, mimicry, and other societal 

problems in post-colonial Zimbabwe, and the essay aims to show how she draws 

parallels between those experiences and the experiences of others who live under 

similar circumstances in the USA. The essay suggests that Bulawayo’s novel consists of 

a single building block in the making of a construction built up by many other stories 

by authors such as Chinua Achebe, Toni Morrison, and Ngugi wa Thiong’o: that 

through Bulawayo’s novel, the names of those subaltern others who are not always 

heard in the media are added to the  construction of a global epic. Thus, this epic can 

suggestively take part in a collective criticism of Western global hegemony over the 

minds of citizens in a globalised world, but also in a critique of those societies which 

fail to fill their citizens’ basic needs.  

 

Keywords: NoViolet Bulawayo, Oral tradition in African post-colonial literature, 

mimicry, Zimbabwe, stereotypes 

Sammanfattning 

Syftet med denna essä är att undersöka NoViolet Bulawayos (f. 1981) användning av 

tekniker från afrikanska oral tradition i sin roman Vi behöver nya namn. Bulawayo 

använder teknikerna för att kommentera kolonialism, mimik och andra 

samhällsproblem i det postkoloniala Zimbabwe, och vidare föreslås här att hon ser 

likheter mellan dessa problem och de som has av andra som lever under liknande 

omständigheter i USA. Denna essä menar att Bulawayos roman utgör en bricka i en 

pågående konstruktion som i sin helhet består av verk av författare som Chinua 

Achebe, Toni Morrison och Ngugi wa Thiong’o. Genom Bulawayos roman läggs 

namnen av de vi inte alltid hör i medierna till i en konstruktion av ett världsomfattande 

episkt verk.  Detta episka verk kan således förslagsvis utgöra en del i en kollektiv kritik 

av västerlandets hegemoni över individernas sinnen i en global värld, men också av de 

samhällen som inte förmår uppfylla sina medborgares grundläggande behov. 
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Nyckelord: NoViolet Bulawayo, muntlig tradition i det postkoloniala Afrika, mimik, 

Zimbabwe, stereotyper. 
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Zimbabwe in the first decade of the 21st century is portrayed by Zimbabwean author 

NoViolet Bulawayo as a country that most of its citizens seem to want to leave. Her 

novel, We Need New Names (2014), follows a young black girl, Darling, who is one of 

those who manages to do so. Zimbabwe has gone through colonialism, liberation, the 

rule of a hero turned despot, and civil unrest. Darling grows up in this society 

devastated by its colonial past and current misrule but manages to leave that past 

behind—or at least it seems so. She becomes one of those who live in a globalised world 

where fewer and fewer live where they were born; sometimes they move to get a better 

life, sometimes to escape from the horrors of war, and sometimes because they have 

no future where they come from, like Darling. Regardless of why someone migrates 

that person can carry within herself the memories of the past—not only defined by their 

own individual experiences but also through the inherited memories of his or her 

ancestors. Those ancestral memories sometimes consist just of a person’s name, or 

looks, but sometimes a person can carry within him- or herself the cultural background 

of a whole country in the stories and riddles heard as a child. This essay will argue that 

Bulawayo uses techniques from African oral traditions to highlight the effects of 

colonialism, mimicry, and other societal problems in post-colonial Zimbabwe. In order 

to shed light on certain international aspects on colonialism, moreover, the author 

draws parallels between the experiences of Darling and those of other people with 

which this protagonist comes in contact. Thus, Bulawayo binds together stories 

originating from the African continent with the stories of the illegal migrant 

community in the USA in a construction of a global epic tale including all those who 

can be seen to be affected by a postcolonial position. 

When dealing with a generic term such as ‘African oral tradition,’ the first idea 

to tackle is that of ‘Africa,’ a vast continent containing numerous ethnic groups, over 

50 nation states, and an enormous landmass. Such an entity should, strictly speaking, 

not be joined by name in any other than geographical sense—but sometimes 

generalisations are necessary. Nigerian author Chinua Achebe once wrote that: 

We tend to think of African literature as a newborn infant. But what we 

have, in fact, is a whole generation of newborn infants. If you look 

cursorily, one infant looks very much like another; but each is already set 

on its own journey. Of course, you may group them together on the basis 

of anything you choose—the color of their hair, for instance … Those would 
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all be valid distinctions, but they could not begin to account fully for each 

individual person, carrying, as it were, his own lodestar of genes. (Achebe, 

English and the African writer, 343) 

I will be using generic terms like ‘African literature’ and ‘African oral tradition’ in the 

full awareness that these generalisations can never be used to fully account for any real 

living or dead person, and I hope that the reader will bear this in mind. In order to 

avoid my own Euro-centric bias I have, however, strived to use sources from 

researchers and authors originating from the African continent.  

Another clarification might be needed as regards the two names of Bulawayo’s 

country of birth: most of the countries in Africa south of the Sahara are arbitrary 

creations of European origin, and so also the country we know today as Zimbabwe. The 

British explorer par excellence Cecil Rhodes obtained mineral rights in 1888 from local 

chiefs and the area was proclaimed a “British sphere of influence”; in 1895 the territory 

was formally named ‘Rhodesia’ (Cartage 92). Rhodesia was then formally annexed as 

a separate entity within the British Empire in 1923 and remained so until 1980 (Cartage 

92) when, after long negotiations with Britain, it was granted independence, 

introduced majority rule, and was renamed Zimbabwe (95). 

NoViolet Bulawayo is the pen name of Elizabeth Zandile Tshele, who was born 

1981 in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe (Zvomuya n.p.), but who now resides in the USA. She did 

not, however, become aware of her given name until she started school and heard her 

name being used by her teachers: her mother Violet and her friends had other names 

for her, such as ‘mKa’ (Bulawayo in Greenman n.p.). In traditional African culture a 

child is brought into life by it receiving its name (Hamlet 27), and in the oral tradition 

names are very important and should carry a meaning (Cloete and Madadzhe 37). The 

background to Bulawayo’s own pen-name is explained by the author herself in an 

interview with Ben Greenman (n.p.) as a way to pay tribute to her deceased mother 

Violet. The word ‘no’ in her native language Ndebele means ‘with’—so NoViolet actually 

means ‘with Violet,’ and she chose ‘Bulawayo’ to express her longing for her home town 

in Zimbabwe which she had not seen for thirteen years when her novel was published. 

The title of her novel We Need New Names also points to Bulawayo’s evident interest 

in names. The first half of her novel’s narrative takes place in Zimbabwe, whereas the 

second half takes place in the USA, where Darling is received by her mother’s twin 

sister aunt Fostalina and her family. As the story moves the vast distance between the 

continents, Darling also gets a bit older—she is now a teenager, something we 
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understand from events surrounding her new life in the West. Darling being slightly 

older also affects how the people around her are described—and the gaze given to her 

by Bulawayo becomes clearer and more focused on factual circumstances and 

individuals close to her. 

That African literature ‘has its roots in the oral tradition’ often appears as 

something of a mantra when reading scientific papers on the literature of the continent 

from an African perspective. Maybe this theme is best summarised by Solomon O. 

Iyasere’s oft-cited introduction to his classic Oral Tradition in the Criticism of African 

Literature: “The modern African writer,” Iyasere writes, “is to his indigenous oral 

tradition as a snail is to its shell. Even in a foreign habitat, a snail never leaves its shell 

behind” (107). Oral tradition is maybe best understood if one visualises those 

moments, maybe in the evening by the fire-side, when a group of people gather to share 

their experiences, or when the storytellers of a community share their wisdom to the 

younger generation, thus teaching them “ethics, morality, and the culture of the 

community” (Ojaide 44). We Need New Names requires no previous knowledge of 

Africa or its literature, however, and there is nothing in the novel which might make 

the reader shocked enough to look as surprised as (s)he had just “seen the buttocks of 

a snake” (Bulawayo 32), but with little bit of background and understanding the 

pleasure of reading this book, and other similar books, will increase exponentially. 

The works of Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, and Ngugi wa Thiong’o are a few of 

the well-known African authors whose writing is said to be built on this old literary oral 

tradition, as shown by Tanure Ojaide in Modern African Literature and Cultural 

Identity for example. The storytellers, sometimes called ‘griots,’ gave their audiences 

narratives containing elements of realism (Hamlet 27) based on the communal 

experience of those present in the circle of the listeners, and the social criticism in 

African novels today can be traced back to this ancient tradition (Ojaide 45). In more 

general terms, this link between the oral and the written word is vital to the African 

literature of today (Scheub 1), and in order to fully appreciate modern African writers, 

as Iyasere points out, “we must recognise the ‘pastness’ of their works, even though 

they are ‘eternally present’” (110). 

This essay will begin with a discussion on colonialism and other interrelated 

topics, and then move the focus on to how the author uses techniques from African oral 

tradition to illuminate and extend the postcolonial discourse to cover also groups 

whose names are not always heard in that context. 



Triyono 6 

The aim here is to propose We Need New Names as a post-colonial work, which 

requires an understanding of that word’s background in relation to colonialism, as this 

is seen as a prerequisite for the former. Furthermore, this section tries to establish a 

bond between Bulawayo and the African American literary tradition by using a term 

strongly associated with post-colonialism: mimicry. 

The colonial rule in Africa imposed a feeling of inferiority to those colonised and 

many would argue, as does Tyson, that this kind of feeling of being worth less existed 

among African Americans historically in the United States of America too, and that this 

is still something felt among African Americans today. The oppression of all minority 

populations in the USA is well documented (see Tyson for a lengthy discussion [367]), 

and their treatment ties in with colonialism. Even though both the ideologies of racism 

and imperialism act on an idea of racial difference, they still create “cross-overs of 

ideas” because not everything the oppressed do and create can be monitored, writes 

Ania Loomba, who continues to point out that the contradiction “about colonialism is 

that it needs both to ‘civilise’ its ‘others’ and to fix them into perpetual ‘otherness’” 

(145). For the African American population, the resistance to racial oppression has 

been fought through various means, of which artistic expression is one (Hamlet 27). As 

Loomba points out, literature has a key role in challenging a ruling colonialist ideology 

through its embedded power to challenge, invert and appropriate an established rule 

(63).  

Postcolonialism, on the other hand, is one of those elusive terms which resists a 

single and simple explanation and maybe it would be easiest, as Loomba writes, to see 

postcolonialism “as the contestation of colonial domination and the legacies of 

colonialism,” as such a definition, she writes, “would allow us to include people 

geographically displaced by colonialism … ” (16, emphasis added). ‘Postcolonial 

studies’ often consider ideas of “hybridity … in-betweenness, diasporas, mobility and 

cross-overs of ideas and identities generated by colonialism” (Loomba 145), whereas 

‘postcolonial criticism’ often “addresses the problem of cultural identity as it is 

represented in postcolonial literature” (Tyson 419). Bill Ashcroft points to the fact that 

the postcolonial position has produced what he calls ‘postcolonial creativity’, which 

results are “produced and ‘consumed’ in a variety of cultural contexts,” thus creating a 

moment, Ashcroft writes, “when the horizons of different worlds inform each other” 

(410). This line of thought is also shared by Tyson who writes about postcolonial 

theorists who describe the postcolonial identity as a “a constantly evolving hybrid of 
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native and colonial cultures” which can be seen, Tyson writes, as “a productive, 

exciting, positive force in a shrinking world that is itself becoming more and more 

culturally hybrid” (422, emphasis in original).  

In recognising if something is ‘postcolonial’ then, as Ashcroft points out, the 

determining factor is if the cultural expression is engaged with empire, typically 

through “appropriation and transformation of features of the imperial culture,” a 

practice, Ashcroft argues, that often occurs in language and literature (411). As will be 

shown below Bulawayo’s narrative frequently touches the topic of empire and she uses 

an appropriated and transformed language: her novel can therefore be considered a 

postcolonial work. As Ashcroft points out, the aesthetic of such a postcolonial work 

“lies in the materiality of language, for this is the space of contact between cultures” 

(415). Achebe writes that the, 

African writer should aim to use English in a way that brings out his 

messages best without altering the language so much that its value as a 

medium of international exchange will be lost. He should aim at 

fashioning an English that is at once universal and able to carry his 

peculiar experience. I have in mind here the writer who has something 

new, something different, to say. (Achebe, English and the African writer 

347) 

Which seems to give a very fitting African perspective on the contact between cultures 

Ashcroft mentioned above. 

One of many things joining African American history with Africa is the particular 

use of the English languages. When the slaves were taken from Africa and transported 

through the infamous ‘middle passage’ to northern America, among the first things the 

slavers did was to separate people from the same communities, meaning those who 

spoke the same language, “in order to restrict their oral communication” (Hamlet 27), 

presumably to prevent revolt among the enslaved. Even though linguistically 

separated, the differences “were overcome by the similarity in the basic structures of 

their different languages and cultures” which the slaves combined with English and 

thus created a new combined form of language that carried with it the oral traditions 

of Africa, writes Janice D. Hamlet (27). Hamlet exemplifies this through what she calls 

“black church” with its “spontaneous verbal and nonverbal interaction between 
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speaker and listener,”1 and other cultural forms like “the musical expressions of African 

Americans” (28). Lois Tyson, too, points to the importance of orality in African 

American literary tradition, in which, according to her, orality is  

usually achieved by using Black Vernacular English and by copying the 

rhythms of black speech, including, for example, the repetition of 

important phrases and alternating voices, devices associated with church 

sermons and with blues, jazz, and rap music. (386) 

Both the African and the African American literatures can thus be seen to be joined 

through their roots in the oral tradition. Regarding the history of English language in 

colonial Africa, the inherently Eurocentric colonialist ideology was a “pervasive force” 

when the British established British schools in their colonies, schools the colonisers 

used, Tyson writes, to “inculcate British culture and values in the indigenous peoples 

and thereby forestall rebellion” (421). The English language is thus a language imposed 

on these two groups originating from Africa—regardless of if they were enslaved or if 

they were colonised by the British—and that is something that further joins these two 

groups.  

When reading postcolonial works, such as We Need New Names, a Western 

reader should be careful not to confuse them with literary works in a Western tradition 

as they are not extensions of European literature (Ojaide 43). The West sometimes 

seems to be suffering from what could be called an Eurocentric bias where taste is 

defined by the “aesthetic judgment of the dominant class” (Ashcroft 411) and where 

only those works which follow a West-defined literary tradition can be considered great 

(Tyson 361); this, Ashcroft writes, “has pushed postcolonial writing to the periphery” 

(411). Aesthetic judgement can thus become, as Ashcroft points out (412), “a form of 

colonization,” to which Scheub adds the notion that African literature should be 

originating from Europe is itself a result of colonialism (42). To fully appreciate African 

literature, it is therefore important not to read it as something derived from European 

tradition, but rather as something distinct, new, and based on a different tradition than 

the Western—as in the case of We Need Names, African oral tradition. This difference 

does not, however, make the African novel a ‘strange creature’—it might still consider 

universal human topics, but doing so with a voice that differs slightly from the Western: 

                                                           
1 Achebe gives good example of the Nigerian perspective on this topic: ”[Obi’s, the protagonist’s] only criticism 
of the Christian service [in the westernised capital Lagos of Nigeria] was that the congregation was denied the 
right to reply to the sermon” (No Longer at Ease 192). 
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as in the case of Bulawayo with a voice which can be seen to have its roots in the oral 

tradition. This slight difference can, in fact, be an act of opposition to colonialism—as 

will be shown below. 

Many of those colonised try “to imitate their colonizers, as much as possible, in 

dress, speech, behaviour, and lifestyle” (421). This type of discourse, Tyson explains, is 

known as ‘mimicry.’ Mimicry is widely considered to undermine authority in 

postcolonial writing as “neither the coloniser nor colonised is independent of the 

other,” an insight Loomba credits H. K. Bhabha’s “influential writings” (149). The 

colonial identities, that is the coloniser’s and the colonised subject’s, are not static but 

in agony and in continuous change which undermines both parties “claims to a unified 

self …” (Loomba 149). Bhabha describes 

mimicry [as being] the desire for a reformed, recognizable Other, as a 

subject of a difference that is almost the same, but not quite. Which is to 

say, that the discourse of mimicry is constructed around an ambivalence; 

in order to be effective, mimicry must continually produce its slippage, its 

excess, its difference. (126, emphasis in original) 

This ambivalence, or agony, creates within the colonised subject a feeling of being 

between two cultures, which “often produced an unstable sense of self, which was 

heightened by … forced migration colonialism …” (Tyson 421). For the coloniser, on 

the other hand, it produces an undermining of itself as it fails to replicate itself in the 

colonised subject (Loomba 149). Bulawayo gives many examples of mimicry in her text, 

as in the following example where she describes a black security guard, hired by the 

white inhabitants of a wealthy area to protect themselves, and who says to Darling and 

her friends that:  

I command you to immediately turn around and retrace your steps. 

Extricate yourselves from these premises and retreat to whatever hole you 

crawled out of. Under no circumstances should I ever lay my eyes on you 

again, you follow? (106)  

Here the guard takes on an almost parodic variety of the voice and character of a ruling 

white class: although his words sound distinctly different from Darling’s and her 

friend’s language it is not ‘standard’ British English either. It is this kind of slippage in 

the colonial powers strategy to reproduce a copy of itself that shows its ideological 

weakness—and, at the same time, Bulawayo’s description of this failure can be seen to 

be an action of revolt which undermines the colonial authority; this strengthens her 
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anticolonial stance, something that is also noticed through her use of the appropriated 

English which will be discussed below.  When, in the foreword to her novel The Bluest 

Eye, Morrison describes the background to her debut novel by writing that the “origin 

of the novel lay in a conversation I had with a childhood friend. We had just started 

elementary school. She said she wanted blue eyes” (n.p.), she makes it clear that 

mimicry was the starting point for her writing. Furthermore, this points to the need of 

imitation within the African American population too—and as has been shown above 

mimicry links the American and African continents together in the same manner as the 

oral tradition does, and which in both cultures can be seen to constitute a platform for 

resistance against racial oppression. 

Both African and African American literature can also be said to often share the 

same kind of ‘from below perspective’ which tackles a sense of inferiority, and this 

struggle against a culturally dominant force is done with a language imposed on their 

authors.  At the same time both cultures are also joined by the creative will to reshape 

and reclaim their respective cultural identities, and in this creative process various 

vibrant hybrid forms emerge; and the tool used is the appropriated use of the English 

language. An example of the hybrid form in Bulawayo’s narrative is when Darling and 

her African American friend Kristal are discussing their different Englishes: “[Kristal:] 

First of all, it’s called Ebonics and it be a language system, but it be our own, naamean, 

‘coz we ain’t trynna front. [Darling:] I say. Uh-huh, I beg your pardon, my ass, trynna 

sound like stupid white folk, she says” (222). The theme in this sentence, Ebonics, is 

an example of an appropriated language and Kristal shows clearly how it is a part of 

her African American identity when she says: “but it be our own.” A big part of the 

struggle for an identity for all minority groups, though, is to escape the stereotyped 

image of them by a ruling majority, as will be explored through Bulawayo’s character 

Tshaka Zulu later in this essay. However, the essay will now move on to consider what 

can be seen to represent Bulawayo’s take on the postcolonial position, and how the 

techniques she uses in her narrative can be identified as rooted in African oral 

tradition. 

Names are important in African oral tradition and so too Bulawayo, as have 

already been mentioned: one of the many imaginative and creative names in We Need 

New Names, and maybe the most interesting one, is ‘Prophet Bitchington Mborro’ as 

it shows the care the author puts into her choice of names for her characters. The first 

two parts of the name might not need any analysis, but as we can see in another part 
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of the novel ‘mboro’ is an obscenity2 which Darling and her friends write on the walls 

of a house in the rich neighbourhood Budapest (Bulawayo 276). When Prophet 

Bitchington Mborro speaks it is like thunder coming out (Bulawayo 35), but his 

thunderous preaching is not aimed at increasing the morals and thus the wellbeing of 

his herd but rather his own wealth: Mborro manages both to preach and rape at the 

same time (40), and for a mere 500 US dollars (“if there are no U.S. dollars, Euros will 

do”) and two virgin goats (99) he will drive out the spirits which are devouring the 

blood and body of Darling’s father (98), sick with AIDS. The double obscenity in the 

prophet’s name serves as a critique of both the society that fails to provide the basic 

needs of its people, such as health care, but also of those individuals who use this failure 

as means to enrich themselves. Societal critique is a reoccurring theme in Bulawayo’s 

narrative as will become evident in the next section on how Bulawayo mixes reality 

with fantasy. 

We Need New Names can be read as a collection of linked stories. Each separate 

story covers a certain theme that provides meaning through mimesis (an imitation of 

reality) mixed with fantasy, and all the stories are also aligned with each other. 

Together they create a complex pattern with a metaphorical structure, that is, they 

produce context which might not be apparent in one single story. According to Harold 

Scheub this is something which is characteristic of African oral performances (6). 

Prophet Bitchington Mborro, mentioned above, is suggestively based on the South 

African televangelist of ‘Incredible Happenings Ministries’ named Paseka Motsoeneng 

but known as ‘Mboro’ (Naik n.p.), and he is an example of how Bulawayo mixes reality 

with fantasy.  

A central feature in African tradition is the alignment of dissimilar images into 

a linear movement which progresses from conflict to resolution (Scheub 6). This is 

provided by Bulawayo through her way of recounting various stories, such as when she 

tells the sad story of the many people leaving the African countries they come from: 

“the children of the land” leave, “[t]hose with strength” leave, “[t]hose with ambitions” 

leave, “[t]hose with hopes” leave—everyone who can is “Moving, running, emigrating, 

going, deserting, walking, quitting, flying, fleeing …” (145). Darling and her friends 

even have a game they call ‘The Country Game” in which the children take on the names 

                                                           
2 Mboro is a Shona-word for male genitalia (“mboro”, def 1.a), and mborro in Swahili means masturbation 
(“mborro”, def 1.b), which shows the connotations of the word used. Both Shona and Swahili are Bantu 
languages—a big language group with many languages which are widely used in Africa (Bendor-Samuel n.p.).  
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of various countries and in this game everyone wants to be “U.S.A and Britain and 

Canada [and other wealthy countries] … But nobody wants to be rags of countries like 

Congo, like Somalia, like Iraq … and not even this one we live in—who wants to be a 

terrible place of hunger and things falling apart?” (Bulawayo 49). The resolution in this 

instance can thus be seen to be, as already mentioned and as also the game implies, to 

leave: like Darlings father to South Africa and later Darling to the USA.  

Not all, however, get away when things are falling apart: the presidential 

elections in Zimbabwe in 2008 threatened the power of the sitting president Robert 

Mugabe who clung on to his power through violence, and to vote against him meant 

literally “placing your life on the line” (McGreal n.p.). Bulawayo designates one of her 

stories to these elections which she portrays through making one of Darling’s 

neighbours, Bornfree Lizwe Tapera, die of the violence surrounding the elections. 

‘Born-frees’ is an epithet for young people born in Zimbabwe post-independence (i.e. 

after 1980) and they are known for their “anti-establishment stance” (Zvomuya n.p.). 

Bulawayo, herself one of the ‘born-frees,’ can be seen to make a rather strong political 

statement by giving a person a name representing a whole generation (and names are 

as mentioned important to the author), and then let him die through the hands of his 

own government. Darling and her friends Bastard, Sbho, Stina, and Godknows, witness 

Bornfree’s burial, where one of the attendants “speaks about country and runoff and 

heroes and democracy and murder and freedom and human rights and what-what. The 

sound of it maddens the mourners; it’s as if they’ve just been insulted” (136). After the 

burial Darling and her friends play yet another game, this time one which recounts the 

story of how Bornfree was caught by the government men:  

[Bastard:] I am Bornfree. Kill me! … Then Godknows starts making 

hooting and groaning sounds and we know he is becoming the lorry that 

brought the armed men who came for Bornfree … We quickly pick up our 

knobkerries and machetes and knives and axes and get in the lorry. Stina 

takes off his What Would Jesus Do? T-shirt and waves it because it’s now 

the flag of the country, and we point to it with our weapons and sing the 

president’s name … We are proper drunk with verve; we are animals 

wanting blood … Our faces are contorted now; we look at each other and 

we have become fierce and really ugly men … we pounce on Bastard, who 

is now Bornfree. We scream into his face while we clobber him. Who are 

you working for? Sellout! Who is paying you? America or Britain? … 
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Friend of the colonists! Selling the country to whites! … You want Change, 

today we’ll show you Change! Here’s your democracy, your human rights, 

eat it, eat, eat, eat! (Bulawayo 141) 

Then the children take on the death of Bornfree, and it is noticeable how the author 

depicts this horrid scene with a very specific wording, almost like the text was giving 

stage directions: “swing,” “straight line,” “sound of something breaking,” “above the 

ear,” and so on. 

Then Godknows swings a hammer, making a straight line in the air. It hits 

Bornfree at the back of the head and I hear the sound of something 

breaking. Sbho swings an ax and hooks him at the side, above the ear. 

Next, a machete catches Bornfree in the face, splits him from the eye to the 

chin … With all our weapons clamouring for one person like that, it looks 

like we are hitting a grain of sand; there are just so many weapons they 

crash into one another. (Bulawayo 141) 

The crescendo is intensified in the emotions expressed by the children’s grim imitation 

of the soldier’s laughter, 

But we only laugh and keep hitting. Hitting hitting hitting. … Then we stop 

the beating and somebody says, Get up and go. Get up. But Bornfree 

cannot stand. He crawls on the ground, slowly, slooooooowly, like a fat, 

poisoned cockroach … But the pounding doesn’t stop … Bornfree is half 

naked now and looking like a ragged, bloodied thing and not a person. He 

still doesn’t make a sound … The people of [the shantytown] Paradise too 

don’t make any sounds. There is this black silence, like they are watching 

something holy. But we can see, in the eyes of the adults, the rage. It is 

quiet but it is there. Still, what is rage when it is kept in like a heart, like 

blood, when you do not do anything with it, when you do not use it to hit, 

or even yell? Such rage is nothing, it does not count. It is just a big, terrible 

dog with no teeth. And then finally, finally, we just stop … They killed him, 

somebody whispers. Jesus, he has died death. (Bulawayo 143) 

This essay argues that the way in which these very vivid and powerful images are used 

and in the way in which fantasy is woven together with reality, a feature of African oral 

tradition as discussed above, reveal clearly how Bulawayo’s technique is anchored in 

the oral tradition; this is further strengthened through her use of metaphors (e.g. “we 

are animals wanting blood”), repetition (e.g. “… you do not do anything with it, when 
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you do not use it to hit”), parataxis (e.g.  “knobkerries and machetes and knives and 

axes“) and peculiar language (e.g. “he has died death”)—techniques which will be 

analysed further in the coming. The quotation above also shows the value of the 

author’s use of oral techniques: by playing out the scene, almost in a theatrical manner 

as children’s play, Bulawayo takes the edge off what otherwise would be an unbearable 

description of the reality of many Zimbabweans in 2008.  

Bulawayo’s language is often filled with metaphors and formulations, such as: 

“He [the sick father, back from South Africa] is just length and bones. He is rough skin. 

He is crocodile teeth and egg white eyes, lying there, drowning on the bed” (90). 

According to Iyasere the English language is something modern African authors 

reshape to mimic traditional speech patterns and rhythms and which the author needs 

to “carve into perceivable form” in order to complete the “impossible task of adapting 

the language of a foreign culture to his native inheritance” (111-12). Iyasere also points 

to the frequent use of proverbs in oral traditions, which a modern African author uses 

to “infuse the English language with indigenous wisdom and vitality” (113). Referring 

to Bulawayo’s metaphor above, it is easy to understand what the sick father looks like: 

“[h]e is crocodile teeth,” for example, means that his bones are sticking out like the 

sharp teeth of a crocodile. This meaning is something “Even a brick” (Bulawayo 53) 

could figure out, to use yet another of the author’s many proverbs.  

As was discussed above, names are an important feature for Bulawayo and the 

African oral tradition. Darling’s father is described above as “just length and bones”—

and this provides the background to Darling’s grandmother’s name, ‘Mother of Bones.’ 

The grandmother, obviously belonging to an older generation, serves as a link to the 

past for Bulawayo, as will be shown in the following. 

While still in Zimbabwe the protagonist, Darling, lives with her mother and her 

grandmother, Mother of Bones, who sometimes mutters to herself and Darling “always 

[has] a feeling [that] she is muttering to [the dead grandfather]” (Bulawayo 24). For 

Darling, her grandfather only exists as a picture, well hidden by Mother of Bones, on 

which “he has a bone going through his nose and is wearing earrings” and, Bulawayo 

writes: “Nobody likes to talk about [the grandfather], it’s as if he is something that 

never happened …” (24) Bulawayo’s portrayal of the grandmother serves well as an 

example of the feeling of inferiority among the colonised Africans: the colonialist 

discourse was based on the coloniser’s assumption of their own superiority in which 

they were at the centre of the world whereas the colonised were at the periphery and 
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considered inferior (Tyson 419-20). No one can formulate this feeling of inferiority in 

a more concise way than Achebe:  

The second generation [after the liberation from English rule] of educated 

Nigerians had gone back to eating pounded yams or garri with their 

fingers for the good reason that it tasted better that way. Also for the even 

better reason that they were not as scared as the first generation of being 

called uncivilized. (No Longer at Ease 168, emphasis in original) 

By hiding away—for lack of a better phrase—her African roots, Darling’s grandmother 

unconsciously suggests that the colonialist culture is something superior which she is 

taught to mimic and which she in her turn passes on to her grandchild. At the same 

time, the grandparents become a way for Bulawayo to introduce the theme of 

colonialism, such as when Darling is thinking of the grandfather’s passing and the 

white people’s “theft” of her country:  

If you are stealing something it’s better if it’s small and hideable or 

something you can eat quickly and be done with, like guavas. That way, 

people can’t see you with the thing to be reminded that you are a shameless 

thief and that you stole it from them, so I don’t know what the white people 

were doing in the first place, stealing not just a tiny piece but a whole 

country. (20) 

This passage bears resemblance to an episode in Ngugi Wa Thiong’o’s Weep Not, Child 

in which the author lets the protagonist’s father, Ngotho, tell his family a story: 

I’ll tell you. There was a big drought sent to the land by evil ones who must 

have been jealous of the prosperity of the children of the Great One … Then 

came the white man as had long been prophesied by Mugo wa Kibirio, that 

Gikuyu seer of old. He came from the country of ridges, far away from here. 

Mugo had told the people of the coming of white man. He had warned the 

tribe. So the white man came and took the land. But at first not the whole 

of it. (24) 

This shows that the verb ‘steal,’ meaning theft, is how colonialism have sometimes been 

conceptualised in African literature. This essay will return to Bulawayo’s use of 

intertextuality and to her way of relating topics associated with colonialism below. 

Another feature of African folktales is repetition, used by the narrator to link 

what was going on before to what is happening now (Cloete and Madadzhe 36). 

Bulawayo uses this frequently in her novel, such as when she writes: “Just like a white 
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man! He has the testicles to tell a black man to listen in his own country. Somebody 

please tell this white man here that this is not fucking Rhodesia!” (118, emphasis 

added). The first generic use of ‘white’ refers to the historical coloniser of the past, and 

the second to the ‘white’ man standing in front of the narrator. The historical colonial 

reference is further emphasised by the author’s contrasting use of “his own country,” 

now called Zimbabwe, in the same sentence as the former colonial name of the country, 

Rhodesia.  

Repetition is also part of the preservation of genealogical records which Ruth 

Finnegan points out is in turn a part of the oral tradition (85). Bulawayo shows 

examples of this too, such as: “[the stool] was meant to stay in the family—my greatest 

grandfather Sindimba passed it on to Salile, who passed it on to his son Ngalo, who 

passed it on to his son Mabhada, who passed it on to me, Mzilawulandelwa, to pass on 

to my son Vulindela … All I’m saying is that stool was my whole history …” (74-5). In 

both quotations above the repetitive use of words has what could be called technical 

function: in the first quotation to give the word ‘white’ emphasis, and in the second to 

give the reciter a slight pause to think of the order of the ancestor’s names. Bulawayo 

also uses repetition as a strengthening function, for example: “Then Father laughed, 

but it wasn’t a laughing-laughing laugh” (92, emphasis added) where a Western 

English speaker might have used the expression ‘a real laugh’ or something similar 

instead.  

There are many features in Bulawayo’s text that highlight their own orality and 

thus call attention to their roots in African oral tradition, and yet another example of 

this is the conception of time and how some sentences are constructed: 

We ate like pigs, like wolves, like dignitaries; we ate like vultures, like stray 

dogs, like monsters; we ate like kings. We ate for all our past hunger, for 

our parents and brothers and sisters and relatives and friends who were 

still back there. We uttered their names between mouthfuls, conjured up 

their hungry faces and chapped lips—eating for those who could not be 

with us to eat for themselves. And when we were full we carried our dense 

bodies with the dignity of elephants … (239) 

John Miles Foley points out that parataxis is the one major “rhetorical logarithm for 

the oral tradition” (188); in the paratactic style all parts are put on an equal basis (that 

is, they are stacked), unlike in the hypotactic style where the parts are organised 

hierarchically. The stacking of the parts affects and manipulates the timeline in a 
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narrative, which keeps well with Iyasere when he explains the understanding of time 

in the traditional African folktales as something that is considered “as a vast vacuum 

which can be expanded, manipulated, or even created to suit the purpose of the writer,” 

and in which time is defined by the events (115).  “We ate for all our past hunger, for 

our parents and brothers and sisters and relatives and friends who were still back 

there” in the quotation above stacks ‘parents’, ‘brothers and sisters’, and ‘friends,’ but 

the hunger is a past hunger; this hunger can be interpreted as the hunger of those 

mentioned, or as a hunger that has been felt through the generations by others who are 

related to those eating in present time; the interpretation is left up to the reader.  

Yet another feature of African oral tradition is that the stories often have the 

capacity to be linked to other stories, which then can be placed in a narrative frame 

that produces a complex story (Scheub 6). As Scheub points out:  

[The] Igbo writer, Pita Nwana, [has] clear echoes of the oral. Later, Chinua 

Achebe … enters a dialogue with Nwana’s work …  A tangled relationship 

is thus initiated between history and literature … These … literary ties are 

characteristic of African literature. The interaction between the oral and 

literary is frequently distorted but that link is seldom absent. (36) 

This is noticeable in Bulawayo’s writing too, making her stories one building block of 

many in a great African epic, which in its entirety consists of many stories originating 

from that continent. A clear example is the following quotation where Bulawayo links 

her story to Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (Achebe also borrowed his title from a line of 

W. B. Yeats’ poem “The Second Coming,” quoted at the beginning of his novel): 

When things fall apart, the children of the land scurry and scatter like birds 

escaping a burning sky. They flee their own wretched land so their hunger 

may be pacified in foreign lands, their tears wiped away in strange lands, 

the wounds of their despair bandaged in faraway lands, their blistered 

prayers muttered in the darkness of queer lands. (146)  

It is significant how the resolution of Bulawayo’s narrative is once again to leave the 

country, whereas the exile in Achebe’s novel is from leaving the local village: 

Bulawayo’s extension of the African narrative perspective from the local to the global 

is central to the argument below.  

Bulawayo lives in the USA but grew up in Zimbabwe, as has already been 

mentioned. What her own experiences of this emigration to the USA are is not known 

to most readers of her novel, but given this background and the choice of the topics for 
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her narrative it seems apparent that she is interested in the various aspects of 

immigration and the destinies of those immigrating: “The storyteller, takes what he 

tells from experience—his own or that reported by others. And he in turn makes it the 

experience of those who are listening to the tale,” to speak with Walter Benjamin (87).  

Bulawayo, as suggested above, continues an ongoing discussion with previous 

and current generations of authors and storytellers originating from Africa, whose 

stories not seldom consider the themes of slavery and racial suppression. But more 

than that, she suggestively also wants to include the voices of all the illegal, and thus 

subaltern3, migrants in the USA, making their stories known and part of the continuing 

construction of an epic tale and where the names of those who are normally not listened 

to are added:   

And when at work they asked for our papers, we scurried like startled hens 

and flocked to unwanted jobs, where we met the others, many, others. 

Others with names like myths, names like puzzles, names we never heard 

before: Virgilio, Balamugunthan, Faheem, Abdulrahman, Aziz, Baako, 

Dae-Hyun, Ousmane, Kimatsu. (Bulawayo 243) 

As have already been mentioned names are an important feature in African oral 

tradition: when Bulawayo gives names such as Virgilio and Dae-Hyun to her characters  

they too can be seem to become alive through their naming, and their destinies can be 

seem to be added to the genealogical records preserved through her narrative. But 

furthermore, the question Bulawayo seems to be asking herself and posing to her 

reader is “where postcoloniality is to be found?,” a question Loomba asks too (18), and 

Bulawayo’s suggestive answer seems to be that it can be found everywhere where 

colonisation has existed or exists—not only understood as the occupation of land, as in 

‘stealing4 of land,’ but also as a result of the Western cultural hegemony over the minds 

of those not living in the Western tradition, or what is also generally known as ‘cultural 

imperialism.’ Assuming this suggestion is correct, that postcoloniality can result from 

cultural imperialism, then that pre-existing condition can be paralleled to colonialism 

(which, as stated previously, can be conceptualised as ‘theft of land’). This then leads 

to the suggestion that cultural imperialism can be considered to represent a ‘theft of 

minds.’ Bulawayo’s take on the Western influence, understood as cultural imperialism, 

in Africa is evident as the reader can see when the author describes a situation in which 

                                                           
3 The term ‘subaltern’ is here used for those who are oppressed and without any political representation. 
4 The verb ‘steal’ is used to give an African perspective; see previous paragraph for the background. 
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Paradise gets a group of visitors from a non-governmental organisation (NGO):  

“expensive white people came all the way from overseas …” (54), and they hide their 

gaze “behind a wall of black glass [sunglasses]” (52), hand out T-shirts branded with 

logos such as ‘Google,’ as well as toy guns. When the NGO people leave, Darling’s friend 

“Bastard says, Let’s go and play war, and then we take off and run to kill each other 

with our brand-new guns from America” (Bulawayo 57). What the author seems to 

suggest here, in her metaphor-rich language, is what NGOs bring is not merely 

something useful and good, but their own culture and symbols that also help fixate the 

African subject as a violent individual always engaged at war and who needs to be 

maintained in that subordinated position. 

Not everyone will recognise that the African heritage is not only present in 

Africa, but also in those “wretched places where they took looted black sons and 

daughters those many, many years ago” (Bulawayo 241), and as the author’s story 

stretches over the huge distance from Africa to America, the same may be said about 

the novel’s intertextuality. American writer Toni Morrison is a grandchild of those once 

“looted” away from Africa who has written extensively on African American history. In 

The Bluest Eye she writes:  

You [the holy Lord] said, “Suffer little children to come unto me, and harm 

them not.” Did you forget? … Yes. You forgot. You let them go wanting, sit 

on road shoulders, crying next to their dead mothers … You forgot how 

and when to be God. That’s why I changed the little black girl’s eyes for 

her, and I didn’t touch her; not a finger did I lay on her. But I gave her 

those blue eyes she wanted. (179, emphasis added) 

Thus, when Bulawayo writes “[a picture of Jesus Christ] used to have blue eyes but I 

painted them brown like mine and everybody’s, to make him normal” (23), she seems 

to enter into a discussion with Morrison. Bulawayo can also suggestively be seen as 

striking a chord between the two continents with her text and, as a result, including 

Morrisons work as one brick in the building of the story of Africa and its peoples. 

As has been shown above, We Need New Names can be understood as a 

postcolonial work, and through Bulawayo’s inclusion of those who “like us … had left 

their homelands behind” (243) into her narrative she arguably melds their experiences 

to yet another building block in what can be seen to be part of a global epic story uniting 

all those who share the same history of subordination, meaning those stereotyped 

others which she unites through her use of in African culture rooted oral techniques. 
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In the following quotation the narrative collective ‘we’ is the voice of those 

subordinated ‘others’ who between them worship “different gods” (Bulawayo 243), but 

who still share the same experience of low-paying and backbreaking jobs: 

We worked with dangerous machines, holding our breath like crocodiles 

underwater, our minds on the money and never on our lives. Adamou got 

murdered by that beast of a machine that also ate the fingers of Sudan’s 

left hand … Ecuador fell from forty stories working on a roof and shattered 

his spine, screaming !Mis hijos! ¡Mis hijos! on his way down. (244, 

emphasis in original) 

Throughout her novel Bulawayo uses names of countries as clichés or stereotypes: in 

the ‘country game’ mentioned above the various names stand for ‘the rich western 

countries’ mirrored against the ‘poor third world countries’; here the country names 

are used in a stereotypical manner to put an identifying label associated with the 

character’s country of origin. 

One of the more enigmatic characters in We Ne Need New Names is Tshaka Zulu 

who is introduced to the reader in the American half of the book. As established above, 

names are important in African oral tradition and evidently so also for Bulawayo, 

which is why it becomes necessary to know something about the real historical Tshaka 

Zulu after whom Bulawayo’s character is suggestively named. Tshaka was a legendary 

Zulu warrior, and later the king of the Zulu people, who lived in the late 18th to the 19th 

century and led his people to victory over land leading to the creation of the Zulu 

kingdom (in what is today South Africa) through grim, but creative warfare (Isichei 

414). Tshaka is remembered through so called praise songs5, which sometimes 

concentrates on his physical beauty, and sometimes on his meanness (Isichei 414).  

Bulawayo’s playfully stereotypical Tshaka Zulu is introduced as a singer of 

traditional songs (in other words he is a kind of modern-day oral story teller) who 

performs at weddings and other gatherings among the African diaspora in the USA, 

whilst clad in traditional African clothes. The author describes him as follows: “Even 

though his body is all wrinkled with age, he looks beautiful and fierce in knee-length 

skirt made of colourful animal skins. Around his neck is a necklace of sharpened bones 

… In one hand is a long white shield …” (177). This modern day Tshaka is old, lives at 

                                                           
5 These ‘praise songs’ were recorded in the Zulu kingdom by the king’s own “imbongi or praiser” whose 
function “was to record the praise names, the victories, and the glorious qualities of the chief and his ancestors 
…” (Finnegan 85) 
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“Shaddybrook nursing home” (Bulawayo 233) and is apparently beginning to lose his 

grip on reality. According to Darling’s Aunt Fostalina, however, Tshaka is not “crazy,” 

but just needs to be listened to (Bulawayo 233). But as time goes by, Tshaka Zulu’s 

confused state becomes worse and one day Darling and her uncle Kojo are called to the 

nursing home where Tshaka “pushes Uncle Kojo aside, hands [Darling] a real spear, 

and says, Be armed, warrior, those white vultures, wretched beaks dripping with blood, 

must not be allowed to settle on this black land” (Bulawayo 269). By introducing a 

central figure from African history and by giving him warrior like treats, albeit 

humorously, Bulawayo suggestively makes him easily recognisable to many readers 

with African ancestry and joins the history of the descendants of black slaves in 

America with their roots to those emigrating from modern day Africa, as well as to 

those still in Africa. The historical Zulu’s reputation has given birth to the stereotypical 

expression “the warlike Zulu,” comparable to “mild Hindoo,” “the barbarous Turk,” 

“the black rapist” and alike, and which all are inventions of various colonial objectives 

(Loomba 85). Tshaka Zulu is an African icon which can be seen here to represent 

someone who is the stereotyped other who creates a contrast to what is the norm; he 

is the symbol for the objectified others which we see as “preserved in the amber of 

disqualifying metaphors …,” as Morrison writes in the afterword to her The Bluest Eye 

(210). Bulawayo is suggestively using her Tshaka Zulu as a place-holder to which she 

can attach all stereotyped ‘others’—as will be argued below. 

To enter the USA, Bulawayo’s “Tshaka Zulu sold all of his father’s cows, against 

the old man’s wishes” (240), and this experience is paralleled with other immigrant 

workers who have struggled and made sacrifices to get to the USA as well; “Nqo worked 

the fields of Botswana for nine months. Nozipho, like Primrose and Sicelokuhle and 

Maidei, slept with that fat black pig Banyile Khoza from the passport office. Girls flat 

on their backs, Banyile between their legs, America on their minds” (240), and there 

are rumours about India’s way to the country: “Is it really true you sold a kidney to 

come to America, India?” (243). The stories of those who manage to get to the USA are 

paralleled even though: “[w]e had never seen their countries but we [still] knew about 

everything in those pictures [faded photographs of mothers still back in ‘the old 

country’]; we were not altogether strangers” (Bulawayo 243). The other immigrant’s 

stories are thus becoming an included part of the historical continuum which Bulawayo 

shapes with her creation of the modern storyteller and historical stereotype Tshaka 

Zulu and through whom the author binds together the destinies of various groups of 
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subaltern peoples affected by cultural imperialism, that is, peoples who all can be 

considered to be postcolonial subjects. Those subjects are thus set into a perpetual 

otherness in the same manner as those peoples who were colonised by European 

countries were—and still are. Bulawayo seems to be aware of the complicated 

patchwork in these stories that all originate from Africa, and that include all African 

and African American experiences; at the same time, however, she sees that there is a 

whole group of similar stories which needs to be included. Just as the modern day griot 

Tshaka Zulu gets ill from not being listened to, we need to listen to the stories Bulawayo 

creates in order to cure something that is not well. Bulawayo seems to expose a general 

weakness in western listening capabilities, or to use Bulawayo’s words: “the problem 

with those who speak only English is this: they don’t know how to listen; they are busy 

looking at your falling instead of paying attention to what you are saying” (194).  

To conclude, this essay considers how Bulawayo discusses topics related to 

colonialism, a discourse which suggestively can be seen to cover those affected by ‘a 

theft of land’ and those ‘geographically displaced by theft of land,’ but also those whose 

‘minds have been stolen by cultural imperialism.’ We Need New Names is proposed as 

a post-colonial work, and this term is extended to cover works in the African American 

literary convention: both these traditions, the African and the African American, are 

joined by their respective form of exposing the coloniser’s failure in making viable 

copies of themselves as well as their roots in African oral tradition.  This exposed failure 

in the coloniser’s objective can be seen to create an act of resistance through mimicry, 

as defined by Bhabha’s theoretical model. The experiences originating from Africa are 

then bound together with the experiences of a subaltern group—the illegal migrants, 

who are defined—like those from the groups originating from Africa—as the 

stereotyped ‘others.’ By adding this group to her narrative Bulawayo exposes the 

situation for these individuals, and suggestively adds the names of those Others who 

are not always heard onto a global epic containing both old and new wisdom and ethics, 

in what can be seen to be a continuation of African oral tradition. I hope to have shown 

that We Need New Names is anchored in this old tradition through identifying the 

techniques used: naming; intertwined reality; usage of metaphors; links to the past; 

use of repetition; the novel’s conception of time; and intertextuality. The fact that all 

these techniques are used by Bulawayo points to my conclusion. The conclusion does 

not, however, reveal anything about the author’s will or aim: maybe she set out to write 

her novel in what can be seen to represent an ‘African style,’ or maybe these kinds of 
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narrative techniques are something she carries within herself so that they come 

naturally to her, maybe as a result of her upbringing and the stories she heard as a 

child. My reading of these stories points to the latter. The author thus tells a story that 

seems to fit a modern globalised world—a story worth telling in the evening by the fire-

side, a story which Bulawayo seems to suggest we in the West should learn how to listen 

to.  
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