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Alienation, Despair and Resilience:
The Story of Black Women Immigrants
In Her Head a Village by Makeda Silvera

reader with a gallery of women characters who

immigrated to Canada for economic reasons or who
are the daughters of such immigrants. Their background is mostly
working class even if a few of the protagonists manage to make it
to the middle class through their jobs as secretaries or teachers.
Quite naturally, their environment is essentially urban as it is in
big cities that they are more likely to find the jobs they so
desperately need to survive. Unsurprisingly, Toronto, which is one
of the largest Caribbean cities outside the West Indies, is the
backdrop against which most of the short stories are set.

The streets that Millie Maxwell, the heroine of “Canada
Sweet, Girl,” walks along during the nine years of her stay there
are familiar to anyone who has read the works of Austin Clarke,
who is probably the most illustrious of Silvera’s predecessors to
have described the tragic plight of the Caribbean immigrant
confronted by ostracism and xenophobia.

Thus, Millie spends her first nights at the YWCA at the
intersection of College Street and Yonge Street. When she is
expelled from the youth hostel because she cannot pay the rent, she
hangs about in a “doughnut” shop on Bloor Street West. The first
job she gets is at a West Indian restaurant on Bathurst Street and
when she is finally arrested by the police because she is an illegal
immigrant after all, she is taken to Strathcona, like many others
before her. In other stories, such situational references may be

The short stories of Her Head a Village' present the

I Makeda Silvera, Her Head a Village (Vancouver: Press Gang
Publishers, 1994). All subsequent references to the collection will be
given in brackets in the text.
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more limited but they are always a grim reminder that the
Canadian city is no heaven for Caribbean immigrants, be they
landed or non-landed.?

All the stories in the collection speak of the same difficulty
of integrating a society whose multiculturalism is no guarantee of
tolerance and acceptance of the other. From the petty nagging of
the civil servant who keeps asking the protagonist of “The Welfare
Line” for documents she produced ages ago to the harassment to
which an overzealous immigration officer subjects the “woman in
black polka dot pant suit” (28) in “Caribbean Chameleon,” the list
of racially motivated vexations Caribbean people have to suffer is
long indeed.

In this respect, the paragon of intolerance is no doubt the
man who plans to kill Asha and her female friend in “Baby”
because they are lesbians, as his male chauvinism is clearly
compounded with a hatred for women, no doubt born of his sexual
impotence:

“Bwoy, dem girls different. Dem need a good fuck. Can’t
understand how nice Black woman like dem get influence in dis
lesbian business.”

“Nastiness man, nastiness. Satan work.”

He'd overheard the last comment many times. He’d watched the
two women closely each time they cameg into the Hotspot. They
had an independent streak about them. He didn’t like it. They

come to Canada and they adopt foreign ways, he thought to
himself. (71)

The scene ends in complete defeat for the man: cast in the
role of the voyeur, he gets so sexually aroused at hearing the two
women in the bedroom that he starts masturbating while holding a
gun in his hand. He soon ejaculates and as his penis goes limp so
does his resolve to get rid of the two women who, unaware of what
is going on in the next room, have started making love. Unable to
stand their screams of pleasure, he leaves the house after putting

2 “Landed” and “non-landed” refer to the status of the immigrants who
arrive in Canada. Until they get their official immigration papers, they are
said to be non-landed. -


















































