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On Necropolitics and the Female 
Refugee in Edna O’Brien’s Girl (2019) 

Abstract: Written six decades after the 
contentious, yet highly influential feminist 
saga The Country Girls and inspired by the 
traumatic abduction of several young Nigerian 
women by local terrorist factions in 2014, Edna 
O’Brien’s 2019 novel Girl echoes the author’s 
earlier concerns with Irish parochialism and 
patriarchalism. Maryam barely survives the 
ordeals of the terrorist camp. Moreover, 
her subsequent reinsertion in a society that 
completely effaces her illustrates the ever-shifting 
criteria that will determine if she is to be deemed 
fit for living or dying within globalized structures 
of governmentality. Focusing on Maryam’s flight 
from one carceral site to another, this paper 
inquires whether by building a sense of localized 
resistance that connects the female refugee to 
the endangered landscape, O’Brien’s narrative 
entertains a more widespread possibility for such 
transversal solidarity frames to counteract the 
“techno-thanatological” drive of power. 
Keywords: Edna O’Brien; Achille Mbembe; Rosi 
Braidotti; Necropolitics; Subaltern.

Carmen Borbély
Babeș-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca, Romania 
carmenborbely@yahoo.com

DOI: 10.24193/cechinox.2020.38.25

Trapped in a dense forest that acts as 
a setting for much of Edna O’Brien’s 

Girl (2019), Maryam and Buki, recent es-
capees from a terrorist camp attacked by 
governmental forces, witness their hide-
out by a lake being surveyed by a stealthi-
ly gliding “machine” that makes a muffled 
sound, “like the distant buzzing of bees.”1 
Naked and alone, the two Nigerian teenag-
ers – who have suffered abduction, indoc-
trination and rape at the hands of terrorists 
– realize that they are if not altogether in-
visible, then irrelevant to the martial gaze: 
“’But it saw us?’ ‘But we were nothing to 
them.’ We stood, our hands across our tim-
id bodies, ashamed of ourselves.”2 In fact, 
the women’s uncanny encounter with a 
drone draws attention to the vulnerabili-
ty of the female refugees, not only amidst 
the violent backdrop of the local conflicts 
between the militants and the military, but 
also within the far broader context of glob-
al warfare. As one of the girls remembers, 
“countries from all over the world sent 
[drones] into other countries in order to 
spy. They were just machines, gathering in-
formation that would be sent back, by sat-
ellite, to some alien territory.”3 

As depicted in O’Brien’s novel, the 
necropolitical drive of the global, looming 
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large in this unexpected encounter between 
fragile victims and indifferent technolo-
gies, speaks to a certain disinvestment of 
the consciousness of death from the abhor-
rence of carnage4 that more direct forms of 
warfare are usually associated with. It also 
sheds light on the multiply displaced gen-
dered subalterns: culturally, ideologically 
and, not least, corporeally. Boko Haram’s 
forced removal of the two hundred and 
seventy-six girls  from their school dormi-
tories,5 their transportation into the heart 
of the jungle, their imprisonment in the 
terrorist-run reeducation camp, and their 
half-hearted acceptance back into their 
communities upon their release from cap-
tivity taps into a certain exhaustion of the 
imaginary of lived spatiality for them. In-
visible to the global gaze of power, before 
which they feel mortified (either because 
of their lack of clothing or because of their 
lack of (geo)political significance), the 
female refugees are also barred access to 
forms of local emplacement.

The use of the singular noun in the 
title of O’Brien’s text is, of course, the sign 
of a rounding of the loop in the author’s 
concern with women’s emancipation from 
the triple trap of parochialism, patriar-
chalism and paternalism in the Country 
Girls trilogy. The “incendiary, trailblaz-
ing” echoes of that triad of novels, which 
were published almost six decades ago and 
“charted the fortunes and sexual awaken-
ing of two young women in the Ireland of 
the 1950s,”6 are heard in Girl. It is a novel 
about collective trauma, condensed in the 
painstakingly researched and imaginative-
ly conveyed ordeal of one victim: Maryam, 
the brilliant-minded Nigerian girl who 
used to win essay-writing contests before 
being seized and abused by the terrorists. 

In various interviews, Edna O’Brien has 
confessed to the lengths she went to docu-
ment the plight of the girl she felt impelled 
to write about. These documentation ef-
forts included, among other things, her 
interviewing many other rescued victims 
of the Chibok abductions, “whose survi-
vor’s stories she absorbed and then trans-
formed into the novel’s single, soul-searing 
narrative.”7

This narrative asks whether, given the 
obliteration of her presence in the postco-
lony,8 the subaltern can nonetheless over-
come the tense opposition between the 
local and the global by participating in 
the reconfiguring of planetary relationali-
ty.9 Seen through the lens of geocriticism, 
O’Brien’s novel of 2019 participates in a 
worlding of literary cartographies, as well 
as in a coming together of by-now “mondi-
alized” narratives of (anti)slavery and (anti)
coloniality. For example, the paradoxically 
caring form of infanticide in Toni Mori-
son’s Beloved undergirds the representation 
of Maryam’s a-maternal relationship with 
Babby, the child she bears to her dying 
terrorist husband. In addition to this, the 
mother’s failure to provide sustenance to 
her infant is also explicitly related, in the 
Irish writer’s African trauma narrative, to 
another novel about the violence of colo-
niality, namely Charles Dickens’s Great 
Expectations. The latter’s Bildungsroman 
frame serves as a counterpoint to the dis-
turbed rhythms of Maryam’s growth and 
development. The question posed by Girl 
is if the traumatized subaltern – whose 
frail existence unfolds entirely within the 
compass of death – can nonetheless access 
a state in which violence, whether cataclys-
mic or attritional, ceases to be levelled at 
her. What forms of resistance or solidarity 
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need to be shaped so as to interrupt the 
persistent effect of necropolitics? Guided 
by such questions, this paper tries to see 
if in Edna O’Brien’s narrative the female 
subaltern can step outside the purview of 
the “war machines.”10 It also seeks to de-
termine whether the female subaltern can 
form alliances within transversal frames of 
camaraderie that cut across the boundaries 
of ethnicity, nationality and religion and 
that can nurture her reconnection with the 
bonds of motherhood.

Returning to the scene discussed at 
the beginning of this essay, one can see 
that the drone11 is the mark of what Rosi 
Braidotti calls “necro-political governmen-
tality”12 or what Achille Mbembe refers to 
as “necropower.” Mbembe’s term refers to a 
political paradigm in which the disciplin-
ing goal of biopower gives way to a poli-
tics of death. The aim of necropolitics is no 
longer to preserve the disciplinary illusion 
but to ensure the proliferation of “sites of 
violence,” conflict zones or refugee camps, 
where the death technologies can be ap-
plied to eliminate those deemed to be dis-
posable.13 In O’Brien’s story of trauma and 
flight, a story whose focus straddles “conti-
nents and cultures to describe the pain and 
suffering of women and girls,”14 biopower 
is deployed as necropower. This happens, in 
Mbembe’s terms, in the postcolony, whose 
chronotope compresses and redoubles the 
twin pulsations of the colony: displacement 
(dislocation, transgression) and entangle-
ment (boundary pollution). The “aftertime” 
of the postcolony, Mbembe states, is a time 
of “discontinuities, reversals, inertias, and 
swings that overlay one another, inter-
penetrate one another, and envelope one 
another.”15 In other words, “the postcolo-
nial condition is one of aftermath: It is an 

inherently unstable condition comprising 
‘decomposition and violence’ as the trauma 
of colonialism, and signifies the continua-
tion or nonclosure of the violence of colo-
nization.”16 As Mbembe notes, the colony’s 
traumas are not eliminated from but, pos-
sibly, aggravated or intensified in the post-
colony. Here, the tangled accumulation of 
suffering, guilt and trauma is additionally 
complicated by the shift from disciplinary 
biopower to exterminating necropower. In 
O’Brien’s depiction of the “topographies 
of cruelty,” “weapons are deployed in the 
interest of maximally destroying persons 
and creating death-worlds, that is, new and 
unique forms of social existence in which 
vast populations are subjected to living 
conditions that confer upon them the sta-
tus of the living dead.”17 

With its “blend of economy and lyr-
icism” and its “intense focus on the emo-
tional lives of women on the sharp end of 
mental and physical incarceration or con-
straint,”18 the novel shows how after they 
are kidnapped by the terrorist marauders, 
the girls also have their fates sealed by the 
politicians. The latter all too eagerly boost 
and boast their technologies of death: “We 
have helicopters now that can fire four thou-
sand rounds per minute. A truly devastating 
piece of military hardware. A game changer. 
Nigerian government statement in re-
sponse to Boko Haram.”19 O’Brien’s skill-
fully steers attention away from the global 
hysteria this national trauma generated by 
pushing the confrontations between the 
government and the militants into the 
background.20 Her real focus is revealed 
in the novel’s second epigraph, taken from 
The Trojan Women by Euripides, a play that 
reminds one of the theaters of permanent 
warfare and the slaughtering of innocents 



322
Carmen Borbély

in the postcolony. In O’Brien’s retelling of 
the Boko Haram incident, the epigraph 
“Here’s linen to clothe your wounds”21 
touches upon the personalized impact of 
trauma. It suggests that it may be possible 
to heal an unspeakable pain and to unrav-
el the “knotted assemblage”22 of traumatic 
effects through empathic encounters with 
others.

Maryam’s testimony, which is simul-
taneously private, meant to be recorded 
in her notebook, and public, discloses her 
self-awareness as a victim of corporeal 
trauma. Her first self-portrait identifies a 
rift between her former and her present 
states. This unhealable divide is signaled 
by the imagery of the congealed blood that 
is wrapped around her body like a second 
skin: “I was a girl once, but not any more. I 
smell. Blood dried and crusted all over me, 
and my wrapper in shreds. My insides, a 
morass. Hurtled through this forest that I 
saw, that first awful night, when I and my 
friends were snatched from the school.”23 
As she treads the threshold between bare 
life and imminent death, Maryam holds on 
for a long while to her little notebook. This 
and the imagery of a knotted dynamics 
between humans and nature24 remain her 
sole incentives to sanity: “In the scramble, I 
managed to hide my little notebook. It was 
a teeny notebook, meant more for sums 
than for letters, but I squeezed words into 
each little square. I hoarded them. They 
now were my only friends. I had won the 
notebook, along with a scented sheet of 
paper, for my essay on nature. The sheet of 
paper had ‘Woods of Windsor’ written on 
the margins. I did not know where Wind-
sor was.”25 

Maryam’s life in captivity in the 
Sambisa forest hovers between these two 

extremes – the self ’s annihilation through 
physical degradation, torture and ravish-
ment, and the self ’s survival through remi-
niscence and remembrance. In the forested 
camp she has several encounters with other 
subalterns who are equally desperate to nar-
rativize their experience. In doing that, they 
hope to find bridges of communion with 
their addressee, who becomes a testifier by 
proxy to their singular yet shareable grief. 
For instance, John-John, the ten-year-old, 
tells Maryam his family saga. This includes 
his home village being pillaged by the in-
surgents and his family being dismembered 
and forced to flee their farm. His trauma 
account forefronts his abduction and sub-
sequent reunion with his grandmother, 
whom he nonetheless abandoned when he 
was once again taken hostage by the terror-
ists: “On the way back in the dip between 
two big hills, I saw the lights of the cycles 
bounding towards me and before I could 
hide from them, one was already picking 
me up by the hair, laughing, laughing. Then 
I was squeezed in between them, calling 
out, ‘Granny …Granny,’ and they laughed 
more. My granny died in that field and her 
furniture is elsewhere, rotting.”26 Maryam’s 
first-person story is filled with the nested 
first-person stories of the humans she in-
teracts with while imprisoned in the forest 
camp. Not least among these is Mahmoud, 
the warrior husband she is gifted to so as to 
reward his merits in battle. The necropoliti-
cal grasp of a postcolonial power that harks 
back to the colony’s generalized state of ex-
ception27 makes itself felt in the way Mah-
moud is used as a cog in the war machine 
wielded by the terrorist group. Having cho-
sen to embrace a life of warfare rather than 
watch his mother starve, Mahmoud incurs 
fatal psychic and physical wounds after 
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being ordered to raid his native village and 
to slaughter his kinsmen:

Then his mind cracked and he began 
to speak senselessly, the nine daugh-
ters of some god and the image of a 
beheaded head. ‘A beheaded head is a 
wild and dripping thing.’ It was what 
he held, it was the creature that he had 
been conversing with all those weeks 
and that he cradled in his arms.
‘Shut up, Mahmoud, or they will shoot 
you.’ I knew that if they heard him he 
would be brought out for a beating, or 
worse. I kept trying to hush him.  A 
beheaded head is a wild and dripping 
thing. He would never come back 
from this delirium.28

Incessantly rummaging the atrocity 
he has committed, Mahmoud slips into 
an insanity that is neither therapeutic 
nor pathological, since the symptoms of 
trauma – madness, delirium, terror and 
paranoia – affect most of the subalterns 
treading the realm of necropower. Unable 
to hold their ground before the avalanche 
of terror threatening to strike from either 
pole of the political spectrum, the survi-
vors of trauma whom Maryam encoun-
ters or those she reconnects with in her 
post-captivity days are condemned, in the 
words of Achille Mbembe, to drift in the 
“third zone between subjecthood and ob-
jecthood.”29 Rebeka, the schoolgirl who 
wore the halo of survivability in Maryam’s 
memory because she had jumped to her 
freedom from the truck transporting them 
into the wild, confesses that she cannot 
shed the pain-ridden memory of her cap-
ture attempt. Nor can she escape from her 
psychological captivity: 

All of a sudden, she was shaking, and 
asked if we could go and sit some-
where quieter.
‘I will never forgive myself,’ she said, 
quietly, and I could see the shame she 
carried at having left us.
‘I have sickness,’ she said, whispered it.
‘What sickness?’
‘The Jihadis will take me. They have 
powers over me.’
‘They don’t. They can’t.’ She was trem-
bling so badly she had to hold on to a 
pillar. She refuses a drink of water.
‘I want to be normal,’ she says, the 
voice urgent.
‘You are normal,’ I say, although I too 
am jangled. […]
I saw her hurry, alone, a fugitive, in 
and out between the crowds, the sun 
picking up the glints of gold on her 
veil. She could not get away from that 
firmament of power quick enough. I 
had shattered her one hope.30

The subaltern’s fugitiveness – a per-
manent condition in the postcolony – is 
consonant, up to a point, with the Deleuz-
ian brand of nomadism embraced by Rosi 
Braidotti. Nomadism can convey the run-
away subaltern’s complex relations with the 
terrain that she can only be embedded in if 
the death drive of power breaks her lines of 
flight.31 Still, being constantly on the run 
can numb the initial excitement. Maryam 
discovers this in her flight through the 
wilderness, alongside her daughter Babby 
and her friend Buki. The exhilaration they 
experience upon fleeing the terrorist camp 
blocks their realization that the forest can 
also turn (as Maryam’s essay predicted) 
into a “topography of cruelty”32 towards 
the human trespassers:
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Over a trench and into the first fron-
tier of the forest. It was dark, darker 
still where the trees meshed overhead. 
Paths and slopes were wayward, but 
we ran with a speed we did not know 
we had. Our legs vaulted us. We had 
run a great distance before we flopped 
down under a cover of trees. Old 
mulchy leaves beneath us, green leaves 
above us and our hearts hammering. 
Babby was asleep, as if she had died. 
We were unable to speak. A bird with a 
chestnut belly chirped ceaselessly as it 
stood on the ground looking at us. Fat 
tears fell from our eyes. Finally Buki 
whispered, ‘We are free … we are free.’ 
Not since the three girls had been tak-
en that morning, long ago, to be sold 
as brides, had the word  free  escaped 
our lips. The leaves were still shedding 
water, and we raised our faces to them, 
to be baptised anew,  to be washed 
clean. The shelter that flowed from 
those trees, so benign, so different 
from the tamarind tree we sat under.33

For the emaciated women who can 
hardly defend themselves against the jun-
gle’s ferociousness, a nomadic conscious-
ness is a luxury they can at best hope to 
learn how to harness if they can swing out 
of the orrery of necropolitics, switching, at 
the same time, from a management-of-dy-
ing to a management-of-survival.34 The 
constant, debilitating hunger they experi-
ence in a luscious environment, the mea-
gre roots they forage in their desperate at-
tempt to subsist, Maryam’s dried-up breast 
that cannot nourish her baby and the snake 
bite that ends Buki’s life, all these are signs 
that nature refuses the subaltern role allot-
ted to it.35

For most women, such as the emir’s 
unfaithful wife, disciplining the subaltern 
swiftly converges into punishing the in-
surgent. The female body is pitted against 
an inhuman collective warring machine. 
The death inflicting technology may be 
primitive at this moment in Maryam’s 
narrative. However, in forming composite 
wholes with the humans who throw them, 
the stones become an efficient lapidation 
device:

At the exact beat of a wooden clacker 
they all rushed to the heap of stones 
and aimed at her. The first stone 
struck, then bounced off the nape 
of her neck and she staggered with-
in the confined place where she was 
held. She tried to elude the stones as 
they were being pelted at her from all 
sides, one side of her face all blood-
ied and then washed in the rain. She 
quailed helplessly. The stones were 
coming pell-mell, falling monstrously 
on what was once the most legendary 
face in the enclave. Strips of the other 
side of her jaw came hanging off and 
when she screamed, those screams 
transformed in the victorious yells of 
her executioners.36

The semi-entombment of the emir’s 
wife has been practiced many times on the 
other girls in the compound. This coun-
terfeit burial ritual ironically embeds the 
dislocated female subaltern in the ground 
of graveyards, battlefields, or other death 
sites: “They had rehearsed us in this. They 
had built bunkers underground and one 
day we were brought in small groups, put 
down there and buried. It was all dark and 
maggoty like a graveyard. We were unable 
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to speak a word.”37 Not only must the fe-
male body suffer the incessant deathblows 
that arrest her in place. She must also bear 
the perpetrators’ (technologized) gaze. In 
the forest camp, the mangling, torturing 
or maiming of women is watched by the 
terrorists as “some great spectacle”38 that 
must also be recorded on their phones.39 
The scene ends with the traumatic con-
version of the emir’s living wife (or of her 
head, since the logic of live burial works 
along the lines of synecdoche and dismem-
berment) into an inert “ghoul,” “bleeding 
on one side and shredded on the other.”40 
It also portrays the reverse transformation, 
the coming to life, as it were, of the “stones 
themselves, the accomplices of the act, 
[which] were thrown onto the wheelbar-
rows, to be kept in readiness. The strangest 
thing of all was her hair, so long and luxu-
rious, it seemed to bristle with life.”41 

O’Brien’s portrayal of the collective 
rape to which Maryam and her fellow 
prisoners succumb in the Blue House is 
distilled through the lens of a funereal 
imagination. The young women are “quiet 
as corpses”42 and the site of ravishment lies 
across a mass grave. Just before her body 
becomes the terrain of martial confronta-
tion,43 the girl fantasizes about her self-im-
murement in the earth, so as to defer her 
bodily mutilation: 

I vowed that I would tighten myself 
into a knot, a buried bulb, deep in the 
earth’s hole and the elite man would 
claw and scrape like a badger, but he 
would not reach me. I would shut the 
doors of my mind. I was like some 
mad person shutting doors and win-
dows, but even as I saw him come in, 
these doors and windows were thrown 

open. […] I both died and did not die. 
A butchery is being performed on me. 
Then I feel my nostrils being prised 
open and the muzzle of the gun splay-
ing my nose. I know now that within 
minutes that gun will explode inside 
my head.  I will not wake from this, I 
will die with my scream unfinished.44

 
In the face of such vicious dociliza-

tion strategies, intended to keep women in 
(their) place, nomadism becomes the only 
viable alternative. Maryam discovers this 
upon her return to civilization. Suspect-
ed of ideological indoctrination, she fears 
being regarded as a “bush wife” who has 
come back to cause mayhem and destruc-
tion. Hence, her delusions that the soldiers 
interviewing her “hate me. I can tell by the 
way they look at me. All they want is to find 
a way to prove that I am guilty, arrest me 
on the spot and have me sent to a barracks, 
then a place of death.”45 Rejected by her 
mother and separated from her daughter, 
whose birth out of wedlock is believed to 
bring shame to her family, the young wom-
an also risks becoming a pawn in a media 
war that juggles her destiny as a mere drop 
in a sea of statistics. When she realizes that 
the President’s welcome speech is oddly 
reminiscent of the emir’s propaganda and 
that the trauma of the abducted girls is just 
another incentive for necropolitical deci-
sions, Maryam experiences inner outrage: 

But I wanted to speak, to say, Sir, you 
are only a few feet away from me, but 
you are aeons from them in their cruel 
captivity. You have not been there. You 
cannot know what was done to us. You 
live by power and we by powerlessness. I 
thought of my friends at that very 
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moment, under the tamarind tree, 
some maimed from the bombardment, 
some newly pregnant, insects feeding 
feverishly on them, mouthing the 
same prescribed prayers.46

Maryam’s reinsertion in a society that 
effaces her and reinforces her trauma by 
separating her from her child illustrates 
the pervasive grip of necropower and the 
expendability of women within global-
ized structures of governmentality. The 
questions that remain are, firstly, whether 
O’Brien’s novel outlines an emergent sense 
of localized resistance that could connect 
the female refugee to the endangered land-
scape in ways that are affirmative of life 
itself, and, secondly, if the Irish writer’s 
story of female trauma conveys the be-
lief that such transversal solidarity frames 
can counteract the “techno-thanatologi-
cal” drive of power47 in territories of what 
Mbembe calls the postcolony. 

In O’Brien’s artistic imagination, 
suffering can be transmuted into art, as 
indicated by the triptych War-Home-Har-
vest, painted by children, which catches 
Maryam’s eye:

The first was a panel of red, hard and 
obstinate slabs, with ochre vergings 

of blood dripping off the edges of the 
paper. It was called War.
The second was a drab grey, with a 
crush of children’s faces staring out 
of a window, in a sustained and silent 
scream. It was called Home.
The third was a leafy green vista, full 
of growing things – maize, corn, rye 
and sorghum, all ripening togeth-
er. The effect was lifelike, as if a cool 
breeze had made those leaves quiver, 
as it would before a shower of rain. It 
was called Harvest.48

The novel’s ending confirms that the 
provisional refuge sought by the subaltern 
can be found even among a cosmopolitan 
cast of strangers. In the school where the 
nuns invite her to teach, Maryam can at 
last nurture her daughter while also caring 
for many orphaned children. The narrative 
ends thus on a peaceful note. As the fe-
male refugee strives to overcome the abuse 
of her body, she is also reconciled with her 
premature immersion into motherhood. 
Against a wider backdrop, the fact that in 
the last panel, entitled Harvest, nature’s 
yield comingles crops of plants with a by-
now planetary distribution speaks to the 
vibrant life that can arise in sites removed 
from the sway of necropolitics.
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