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Toni Cade Bambara writes fictions which focus on the ways gender
roles, ideology, family, and community condition the experiences of black
women. She portrays initiation as a painful but often rewarding ritual. While
the initiation can be sexual in nature, it most often involves some awaken-
ing into the relationship between the self and the society which shapes it.
Because of her strongly-held political views, her characters are frequently
brought to an awareness that their truest selves can only be realized through
a commitment to communities of blacks and women. But this commitment
is less to a specific ideology than it is to the underlying values that create
such communities. In fact, she uses folk materials throughout her work
that enable characters to resist closed systems of power and to learn in-
stead “‘the caring that lies beneath the antagonisms between black men and
black women.’’! But her emphasis on caring does not lead her to a denial
of the depth of antagonism nor to any easy solution to the problems be-
tween men and women. Rather, identity and integration are consistently seen
as experimental and open-ended; her characters are left at the edge of some
new experience rather than with a sense of the completion of action and
resolution of oppositions. The self can only realize itself through its exten-
sion into the community, but the very process of extension is ongoing and
thus the self is never finished.

The Salt Eaters (1980), Bambara’s first and thus far only novel, focuses
on a woman’s quest for identity and freedom within the context of the
disintegration of black community values. The community, the principle
female character, and the structure of the novel itself are all constantly be-
ing decentered. The principal action takes place in a clinic room where Velma
Henry, a political activist who has attempted suicide, is being treated by
Minnie Ransom, a root worker and conjure woman. The cause of Velma’s
attempt seems to be her inability to deal with the conflicting demands of
the black community. Groups committed to feminism, ecology, political
activism, revolution, black capitalism, voodoo, astrology, and cynical
apathy threaten her sense of self because she believes in achieving selfhood
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