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Women Around the World

 “My heart rejoices each time a woman emerges from the shadows,” says Mariama Ba’s main character in So Long a Letter.  Ground-breaking writers like Senegal’s Ba are slowly emerging from the shadows of their respective national histories to tell of the stories of women in their countries.  While British and American women began publishing in large numbers in the 19th century and enjoy considerable recognition in the literary world today, the publication and translation of works by women from the developing nations is a much more recent phenomenon.

From the gritty South Africa of Nadine Gordimer to the lush green of Edna O’Brien’s Ireland, Women Around the World explores the terrains and challenges of women’s lives.  Each novelist, whether from Latin America, Africa, or Ireland, a European nation with a colonial past, tells of a world that is both familiar and remarkably diverse from our own.

The national stories against which these novels unfold are marked by great turmoil and change in recent years.  We meet women who live their lives within the context of political revolution, dictatorship, or unfamiliar social mores such as polygamy.  Gordimer’s None to Accompany Me, for example, mirrors the chaotic racial politics of South Africa right after the fall of apartheid.  The House of the Spirits affirms how love and forgiveness are necessary to justice, even during the rise and fall of democracy in Chile.  The nations, villages, and families presented in these novels show us how women survive, struggle, fail or succeed to make their own freedom.

Yet each of these books also touches on issues familiar to women everywhere:  the challenges of coming of age, the disappointments and joys of marriage, the struggle of mothers and daughters for respect and identity, the need for community and individuality.  The women in these novels strive to articulate their dreams, exert control over their lives, and find peace within their hearts.

The Country Girls Trilogy (1960) by Edna O’Brien (Ireland)
Kate and Baba are ambitious Irish country girls in search of life.  As school children, they’re thrown together by fate in a small rural town.  As young adults, they strike out to conquer Dublin.  Kate, after losing her father to alcoholism and her mother to a tragic accident, wants true love.  Meanwhile, the pragmatic Baba uses her superior social skills to acquire financial power.  What each ends up with, however, raises questions about the nature of survival. This compelling, sometimes funny, sometimes tragic trilogy of three short novels highlights the struggles of girls becoming women without the direction and support they need.  While O’Brien went on to write over a dozen other novels and short story collections, this first trilogy firmly established her great gifts in conveying the dreams of young women making their way in a troubled world.  532  pp.

The House of the Spirits (1985) by Isabel Allende (Chile)
Allende’s best-selling epic tale follows three generations of a family through sorrow, blood and love.  The Trueba and del Valle families, united through the marriage of the gentle, clairvoyant Clara and the tyrannical, greedy Esteban, embody Chile’s fall from democracy to a turbulent new dictatorship.  The “house” in House of the Spirits is really the whole country, but the “spirits” are manifest in the courage and compassion of women like Clara, her daughter, Blanca, and granddaughter, Alba.  Their whimsy, magic, and, ultimately, the redeeming power of love enable them to transcend warfare, torture, tyranny, and chaos.  Within this context, great transformations are possible.  Allende, the niece of Chile’s first democratic leader, Salvadore Allende, was forced to flee Chile for Venezuela after her uncle was killed in a military coup.  She now makes her home in the United States, but she carries on her family’s fight for democracy through her storytelling.  433 pp.

Like Water for Chocolate (1992) by Laura Esquivel (Mexico)
Like The House of the Spirits, Esquivel’s Like Water for Chocolate is packed with the fantasy, whimsy, and surprise of the “magical realism” that characterizes many Latin American novels.  Screenwriter Esquivel also knows how to write a novel so visual that she can zoom in on the tiniest details in order to tell a character’s whole story.  In this panoramic tale, obedient daughter Tita rebels when tradition and a tyrannical mother conspire to keep her from true love.  Growing up on a wealthy Mexican ranch at the turn of the century, Tita is only allowed to communicate her rich passions and deep sorrows through the food she prepares.  Meanwhile, one of her sister marries Tita’s true love while the other bewitches a rebel leader.  Esquivel’s novel dives into the gaps between mother and daughter, sister and sister, and tradition and passion.  Most especially, she celebrates the luscious connection between emotion and food.  246 pp.

None to Accompany Me (1994) by Nadine Gordimer (South Africa)
The evolving relationships of two couples, one black, one white, illustrate the hazards and hopes of life in post-apartheid South Africa.  Here Gordimer shows that the personal is political as she explores the nature of sexual and power politics.  Vera Stark, a middle-aged woman who has found her life’s work in helping blacks reclaim land taken from them by whites, feels increasingly distant from her husband.  This white couple’s disintegration leads them into misunderstandings with a black couple, Mpho and Sibongile Mazoma.  Through these two households, we learn the recent history of “real human beings struggling with their personal abilities and limitations, their moments of selfishness and sacrifice, farsightedness and blindness,” writes Dean Baldwin.  The rich dialogue and inner monologues in this unconventional novel help readers better understand the isolation and confusion of the new South Africa.  324 pp.

So Long a Letter (1980) by Mariama Ba (Senegal)
In a lively letter to her childhood friend, the recently-widowed Ramatoulaye reminisces about her husband’s decision to take a second wife, his sudden death, and how she rebuilt her life and serenity.  Set in Senegal, an Islamic society that sanctions polygamy for men and where illiteracy is common among women, Ba’s first novel has been translated into 16 languages because of its powerful portrayal of African women’s lives.  Ba, one of the few educated Senegalese women of her generation, creates a moving account of a life so familiar in its emotions and struggles that it speaks to women throughout the world.  Ramatoulaye, in analyzing her marriage, her options then and now, and her rewarding connections with her children, comes to see where her power lies and what it means to be true to herself.  As Ba herself explained, So Long a Letter was part of her “sacred mission” as a writer to strike out “at the archaic practices, traditions and customs that are not a real part of our precious cultural heritage.”  89 pp.
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