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“I’m very fascinated by the idea that it takes a certain kind of madness to 
overthrow the status quo and to bring about change. That’s why I love that… 
commercial, ‘Here’s to the Crazy Ones’” (Imbolo Mbue, in conversation with 
Rachel Barenbaum, 2021). 

 
How Beautiful We Were, the second novel by Imbolo Mbue, who was born in 
Cameroon, was published in 2021. Reviewing work written four years ago 
might seem odd, as reviews usually take place fairly immediately after 
publication. Indeed, in 2021 and 2022, many reviews celebrated Mbue’s 
“sweeping and quietly devastating novel” (El Akkad 2021). Most of these 
were Northern (Mbue lives in New York) and the book was heralded in the 
New York Times as one of the 10 best novels of 2021. Writing with some awe, 
reviewer El Akkad eulogised Mbue’s narrative of the resistances through 
which the fictional village of Kosawa seeks to survive being poisoned, 
attacked, and wearied into near-death, and then death, by the politics of oil 
extractivism under the control of Pexton, a United States-based company.  

I have struggled, however, to find African-authored discussions of the 
book. After much searching, I discovered only an essay by Biama, Oketch, 
and Kimani (2022), and a piece by Benedicta Ehanire (2022). It is more than 
possible that my searches were too thin or poorly mapped. However, since I 
encountered – and was shattered by – Mbue’s novel in 2021, it has seemed 
important to do what is possible to bring her writing into the centre of 
thinking about how to assert the catastrophic damage brought on by oil-
focussed extractivisms especially, so that the languages used are as indelible as 
the rights and lives of those who live and work as “collateral damage.” 
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How is it possible to de-normalise, forever, the “productive” flows of 
oil, minerals, metals, and gas forced from beneath the earth’s surface into the 
industries that resource the strongest technologies of the North? I am 
referring here to the technologies of high-speed transportation, the giant 
behemoths of construction and mass-scale food production, and the 
generation of electrical and, of course, military power.  How can knowledge 
of the intimate, varied, and searing experiences of millions of people, utterly 
marginalised in the gigantic processes that feed the demand for crude oil, be 
wrought so that it does not simply become as over-familiar as the dead and 
dystopian landscapes of oil-soaked earth? 

Mbue has her response to these formidable questions: How Beautiful 

We Were. 

For the past year or so, I have been working with Charmaine Pereira and the 
authors of many of the pieces in this issue of Feminist Africa on a research 
project exploring some contemporary synergies among violence, gender and 
power. As the collation of writing in this issue suggests, these synergies can be 
choreographed into a globe of courage, shock, paralysing hopelessness, and 
the recognition of extraordinary achievements of strategy and solidarities. 
There is nothing, however, in the issue that focuses on land, questions of loss 
and ancestry, nor the implications of global extractivist economies. Given the 
centrality of these questions to what we may understand, in 2025, as 
“violence,” it is an opportune moment to write a review about Mbue’s novel, 
bringing other notes into the issue’s exploration. 

Before proceeding, however, it is appropriate to pause a little, in 
hesitation regarding the term “review.” Critical sociolinguists Ashraf 
Abdelhay, Cristine Severo, and Sinfree Makoni have indicated, “reviewing is 
an act of power and not a mere act of applying shared academic standards of 
rigor. As such, it has social and political ramifications since it is implicated in 
the cultural politics of ‘naming’” (Abdelhay et al 2021). The authors go on to 
explore the implications, in Western discourse, of naming the Arab world’s 
revolution in 2010 the “Arab Spring.” Effectively, this “Eurocentric 
invention” entailed “stripping” the peoples of the Arab world of their own 
history and their agency to name their own revolutionary struggles; it suggests 
that prior to 2010, countries in North Africa and the Middle East had been in 
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a “winter slumber.” I cite these scholars here because I find helpful their 
recognition that the work of “review” is indeed political and, almost always, 
proceeds without the direct consent of an author. One could argue that 
indirect consent is afforded through the act of publication, but a reviewer gets 
afforded a somewhat unilateral authority in her choice of approach to, 
engagement with, and installation of a work she has not herself written. So, 
what can be suggested as a feminist review?  

There can be no unitary response to this question. Feminist writers 
have deployed review practices in many ways: to call out misogynies or 
gender-blindnesses, to develop a “public” argument with a writer’s 
perspective, to celebrate a writer’s achievement, to remind an audience of a 
piece of work whose visibility has dimmed, and/or to choreograph a mix of 
commentary into renewing conversations that the author has invited. Perhaps, 
the simplest demand of a feminist review would be that it remains 
accountable to questions of how and why a text is chosen for review, and clear 
about what the review itself requests of any reader. I want to be clear about 
my intentions. My “review” of Mbue’s novel is single-minded: to spur a desire 
to read How Beautiful We Were.  

In How Beautiful We Were, the epigraph (an item often skipped or 
glossed over by readers) sets a rhythm, in the manner of a dancer carefully 
making her first move, which warns of what follows. It is a verse taken from 
Isaiah: “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those 
living in the shadow of death, a light has dawned” (9:2 Jerusalem Bible). The 
book of Isaiah, the first of the Major Prophets in the Christian Old Testament, 
issues a caution against corrupt leadership and the perpetuation of 
discrimination and violence in interests far from holy. The book’s language is 
at once ferocious – vengeful, infuriated on behalf of holiness, and insistent 
that change and redirection are possible. The verse selected by Mbue for an 
entrance into the novel continues: “The bricks have fallen down, but we will 
rebuild with dressed stone; the fig trees have been felled, but we will replace 
them with cedars… surely wickedness burns like a fire” (Isaiah 9:10–18). The 
prophecies are believed within Christian theology to speak of environmental 
and human disasters fuelled by greed, to simultaneously awaken people to the 
spiritual wrath that this ignites and offer hope: “a light has dawned.” While 
Mbue’s novel does invoke the realms of the spiritual, they are not Christian; 
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rather, what her use of this epigraph signals is the scale of her intention and 
the presence of ancient languages that insist evil will be seen, named, and 
vanquished. This is a mind-blowingly ambitious conviction when one 
considers what the villagers of Kosawa (beginning in 1980) confront over 40 
years.  

The village has become entangled in the extraction of oil by Pexton, 
which some villagers initially think may be accessible within the region itself, 
but which turns out to be American – and inaccessible through anything akin 
to human communication. The water in Kosawa has become poisoned by the 
mining technologies, and the natural environment that villagers remember no 
longer exists: “When the sky began to pour acid and the rivers began to turn 
green, we should have known that our land would soon be dead” (4). 
Children fall sick and die, and the novel opens with what will become a 
pattern of continuous staging: “meeting with Pexton.” 

Mbue works with a language that could be misconstrued as simplistic. 
It is true that the cadence of her sentences is gentle, and that she uses no 
metaphoric embellishment (and very few adjectives) to present a multi-
dimensional narrative of very different villagers’ perspectives over time. These 
perspectives encompass what has, and could, or should happen as the deeply 
unimaginable, and yet materially constant mal-intentions of Pexton become 
clearer. It is as though Mbue is intensely determined to hold steady her gaze, 
to “give the facts” as they pertain to many characters’ ways of knowing their 
own lives, hearts, and terrible losses, and how they negotiate with Pexton’s 
indifference to their own survival. “Is the government a rock, a thing with 
neither brain nor heart?” (41) shouts Malabo, one of six men who set out to 
confront Pexton. Mbue’s writing steps one sure foot after the other across a 
shattering horizon so that we can proceed alongside the villagers, especially 
the figure of Thula, who is one of the group of age-mates, “the children”. Her 
story captures the first encounter between Pexton and the village; she 
becomes “the angry woman” who refuses to accept the company’s 
malevolence in any form and whose strategies for tackling Pexton infuse her 
whole life. 

What the villagers know is that Pexton lies. The visceral fury recalled 
by “the children” as they begin their story involves how to use language and 



Review · 207 · 
 

what it means to be forced into “discussion” when the power imbalances 
between the purported interlocutors have rendered words themselves toxic 
and overrun by a simulacrum of “human communication.” This substitute is 
enacted by those fully and consciously responsible for immense damage to 
their interlocutors. The manipulation and almost-tangible brutalities of such 
“discussions” will be familiar to anyone who has lived as powerless, 
intimately, within the cross-hairs of racist or other systemically violent 
dynamics. Every fortnight, the villagers are required to meet with “the men 
from Pexton” in a ritual – held by their own village headman – which 
performs “participation.” The village requests a solution to poisoned waters 
and thick air; the “men from Pexton” evade, promise possible change, want to 
leave as quickly as possible. The air itself seems hopeless, paralysed. 

In a move which is rehearsed, with increasing complexity, over the 
course of the novel, Mbue turns the tables. Konga, a man who has always 
refused to participate in the fortnightly meetings with Pexton, and who is 
known as “mad”, does something extraordinary: he confiscates the key to the 
car that transported the Pexton-men to Kosawa. 

From the deathlike grip of the Pexton-men over the villagers’ hearts, a 
“mad” – and literally visceral – action transforms the meaning of both 
possibility and story-telling itself: the joy of transforming a space of capture 
into a place of options is thrilling (if alarming to some villagers). Does 
Pexton, in fact have a “humanity?” And, if so, can it be genuinely engaged 
with, captured, removed, forgotten? Are there other stories? 

Across the chapters of the novel, one meets betrayal, and connivance, 
terrible violence meted out to those who protest oil-based capitalism, and 
implacable courage and joy, all part of the experiences narrated. One 
encounters the baby brother of Thula, Jabu, who dies and is brought back to 
life through the spiritual powers of twin brothers dedicated to ancestral 
cosmologies; Yaya, Thula’s grandmother who mourns the disappearance of 
her son who has gone in search of someone to confront about Pexton’s 
destruction of Kosawa; and Austin, a well-intentioned journalist from the 
United States who is appalled by what he learns of Kosawa and who believes 
his advocacy could bring global attention to the situation. Austin and Thula 
come to understand, however, that “Kosawa is America” – that oil-spillages 
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and oil-based capital have created havoc on American land as well as in many 
other zones. So, one is swept into a near-mythical drama of “good” pitted 
against “evil,” but it is clear that for Mbue, and for Kosawa, this is no myth. 

How Beautiful We Were is dedicated to “my beautiful, beautiful children.” I 
cried. But this is hardly the only response that Mbue awaits. 
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