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“DES VOIX REFUSERONT DE SE TAIRE”:  WOMEN’S  VOICES  IN  

LÉONORA MIANO’S  CONTOURS DU JOUR QUI  VIENT  

Marda Messay  

Léonora Miano’s second novel Contours du jour qui vient, published in 2006, 
is the story of Musango, a twelve-year old girl who searches for the mother who 
cast her out for being a demon when she was nine. Miano was inspired by the 
phenomenon of “child witches” in the Democratic Republic of Congo. As a result, 
the novel reflects the deteriorating socio-economic conditions of the post-war 
period, the disintegration of societal/familial bonds, and the tendency to accuse 
children, who are in a socially precarious position, of being the cause of these 
crises.1 Not surprisingly, prior studies have focused on these core aspects of the 
novel. For instance, in “La représentation de l’enfance fragmentée dans Contours 

du jour qui vient de Léonora Miano” (2014), Guedeyi Yaeneta Hayatou studies 
the hostile environment depicted in Miano’s novel and demonstrates how 
abandoned children like Musango serve as scapegoats for the unhappiness and 
failure of the members of the community. However, it is important to note that 
Miano was also inspired by two American Negro Spirituals, Wade in the water 

and Motherless Child when writing Musango’s journey (Miano, “Interview” 230). 
Keeping in mind that spirituals were used to voice the suffering of slaves as well 
as act as sources of wisdom, strength, and hope for the enslaved community 
(Guenther 66), it is worth considering how Miano reflects the vocalization of 
suffering and the role it plays for individuals and communities within her novel. 
Therefore, while it is clear that Miano’s text reveals the horrific experiences of 
children accused of witchcraft, I propose that Miano’s novel also invites a reading 
of the text that focuses on voices, especially how they help reconstitute Musango’s 
fragmented sense of self and her relationship with others. 

In this article, I explore the way Musango’s self is shaped and defined by 
different women in her social environment, specifically by the way their voices 
are silenced or used. These voices include those from women in her family, the 
women in her community, as well as the women she encounters in a human 
trafficking camp where she spends three years. To begin, I will examine how 
Miano characterizes Musango and her social environment in the first part of the 
text in order to reveal the extent of the damages Musango sustains within her own 
home and community. Secondly, I will examine how an already fragile Musango 
witnesses the silencing of women in a human trafficking camp and in a 
community revivalist church and how this silencing engenders a resistance within 
Musango to break through the silence and the misery.2 Lastly, I will study how 
this resistance is further cemented and refined by the women she meets in the 
second half of the novel, women whose voices not only transmit knowledge and 
values but also have the capacity to change the community for the better. 
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Ultimately, I will demonstrate how Musango is able to affirm her self-worth, 
reconstruct her fragmented sense of self, establish a connection with others, and 
become a guiding voice through her interaction with these women. 

From the very beginning, Contours du jour qui vient identifies Musango as a 
traumatized individual. The text opens with Musango remembering and narrating 
the last time she saw her mother. She describes how her mother tied her to the bed 
and beat her for causing her misfortunes, while the neighbors, who heard her cries, 
stood by watching: “Tu criais: Elle a tué son père! C’est à cause d’elle qu’il est 

mort et que nous sommes pauvres à présent! Cela m’a été révélé, et je dois me 

débarrasser d’elle. . .” (17, italics in original). The mother’s cutting remarks are 
further intensified by the neighbors’ lack of empathy. They witness Musango’s 
pain and hear her cries but remain silent; instead, they look at the material goods 
in the house in envy. The only other person who speaks during this scene is Sésé, 
“la prétendue voyante, la diseuse de nos mésaventures” (18), who informs 
Musango’s mother that she needs to not only cast Musango out of the house but 
also purify her house. Following Sésé’s advice, Musango’s mother banishes her 
daughter from her home while ignoring Musango’s pleas to not be abandoned. 
Unfortunately for Musango, her trauma is further exacerbated by the lack of 
empathetic listeners as well as the lack of any space that would allow her to safely 
vocalize her suffering and begin working through her trauma. For instance, after 
she is banished from her home, she tries to find refuge at her paternal 
grandmother’s home, even though she had shunned Musango in the past because 
she was illegitimate. The grandmother rejects her, just as she did in the past: “Elle 
te détestait tant qu’il lui était impossible de venir en aide à ta fille. Elle a seulement 
dit : Si ta mère te hait à ce point, elle seule sait pourquoi. Je ne peux rien pour 

toi” (23, italics in original). Even the different revivalist churches that have taken 
root in the city of Sombé do not provide her the space or the tools to speak her 
trauma. As Musango explains, the churches in her community did not encourage 
dialogue or healing by working together. Community members attend these 
churches and pray, not to bring together their families or their community, but to 
remove the people they blame for their misery from their lives (25). Ultimately, 
Musango finds herself alone in the streets. Apart from a street vendor named Kwin 
who offers her some food and a blanket, Musango is barely acknowledged by 
others. Therefore, it is not surprising that after a week on the streets, Musango had 
become “une gamine mutique” (29). As Laurie Vickroy indicates, trauma-related 
silence can be indicative of the unspeakable nature of the experience and the 
disruption it creates: “Silence represents the loss, repression, inarticulateness and 
shock associated with trauma” (102). It can also indicate the creation of “a self-
protective, self-imposed firewall to avoid total psychic fragmentation” (Ritter 
180). This is evident in Musango’s behavior: “Je n’avais adressé la parole à 
personne, et seule Kwin s’est approchée de moi” (29). Therefore, Musango’s 
silence signals not only the extent of the trauma she experienced and the resulting 
disconnection with others, but also an attempt to protect herself. 

After a week on the streets, Musango is taken in by an association of women, 
who have survived their own trials and tribulations, and have assumed the mission 
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184 Women in French Studies 

of taking care of abandoned children. Musango finds herself in an idyllic space: 
“Dans le jardin qu’on traversait pour atteindre la maison, des arbres fruitiers 
poussaient. Le parfum des corossols se mêlait à celui des papayes. C’était comme 
si ce lieu n’avait pas appartenu à Sombé. Il n’avait pas été frappé de cet effroi qui 
avait rigidifié le monde autour de lui” (29). In contrast to her previous description 
of the community or the revivalist churches, it seems that Musango had finally 
found a nurturing space or a surrogate home. Her description of the women also 
suggests that she would not only receive some affection and protection but could 
also begin to work through her traumatic experiences and begin her recovery: 
“Elle s’est penchée vers moi et m’a caressé les joues du plat de sa main. Je crois 
que personne ne m’avait touchée de cette façon. Ayané m’a portée, en disant à 
son amie : je vais lui donner un bain et l’aider à dormir” (30, italics in original). 
While she is in this safe space, Musango begins to slowly explore the extent of 
the damages she suffered at the hands of her mother, specifically her mother’s 
failure to provide the necessary guidance to form a strong female identity. As 
Andrea O’Reilly and Sharon Abbey explain in their introduction to Mothers and 

Daughters: Connection, Empowerment and Transformation (2000), a mother’s 
narration of her own experiences is essential not only in fostering her daughter’s 
self-esteem and self-worth but also in helping girls assume their female identity 
and create a strong empowered female self (2-3). However, in Musango’s case, 
even before the violence, her mother is depicted as unwilling or even incapable of 
connecting with her daughter: “Je t’étais seulement indifférente, et tu repoussais 
ma tendresse” (33). The mother never shares anything that contributes to the 
development of a strong female self. Instead, the mother recounts the damages 
that Musango did to her body during birth and breastfeeding: “Tu auscultais sans 
arrêt ce qui révélait déjà ma nature de vampire : cette poitrine qui s’était affaissée 
parce que, disais-tu, j’étais si vorace. . .” (33). In addition, the mother denies 
Musango the opportunity to meet or speak with her maternal grandmother or her 
aunts, depriving her from other important role models that could have helped 
Musango form a strong female identity: “Nous ne sommes jamais allées ensemble 
voir les tiens. Tu t’y rendais toujours seule . . . Parfois, certaines d’entre elles 
venaient te voir à la maison. Tu les recevais dans la cuisine d’où tu me chassais” 
(36). Musango’s contemplation of her difficult relationship with her mother 
underscores how her mother’s silence affected Musango’s emotional well-being 
and her functional development into womanhood. It also demonstrates the extent 
to which silence has become the modus operandi of this community. Therefore, 
Musango’s recovery must consist of not only regaining her voice and 
reconstituting her connection to her mother but also in breaking the silence within 
the community. Unfortunately for Musango, she is unable to begin her recovery 
as she is forced to flee this safe space when it is threatened by rebels. She is later 
kidnapped by another group of rebels who deliberately choose children discarded 
by their families and communities for manual labor and is subsequently sold to 
human traffickers. Instead of rebuilding herself surrounded by feminine sources 
of identification and inspiration, Musango is brought into a space that harms 
women. 

333632-Women in French_TEXT.indd 193 10/14/19 9:32 AM 



   
 

	
	

       
    

   
            

   
  

    
     

     
    

   
  

 
   

 
     

   
  

   
     

    

  
 

  
 

     
   

    
 

 
 

  
    

      
   

     
    

  
       

  
 

        

  

Messay 185 

Thus far, the text and as a result, my analysis have focused on the damages 
Musango sustains at home and within her community. The rest of the novel 
follows Musango as she manages to survive in different hostile environments. It 
focuses on her interaction with the women she meets and, more importantly, on 
her ensuing transformation. Musango’s transformation begins in a human 
trafficking camp run by three men identified only by their pseudonyms Lumière, 
Don de Dieu, and Vie Éternelle. They offer “réarmement moral” (47) to women 
who willingly come to them or are sold by their families before they make their 
journey to Europe. For example, one of the girls, Mukom, was treated like a slave 
by her family and came to Lumière in order to be able to go to France for a better 
life. Another girl, Siliki, was sold to traffickers because she liked girls and was 
caught with one. As one can imagine, the pseudonyms do not reflect the rude 
reality of the camp or what these men do to these women. As Olga Gajic-
Veljanoski and Donna E. Stewart explain in “Women Trafficked into Prostitution: 
Determinants, Human Rights and Health Needs” (2007), trafficked women are 
exposed to social restriction, marginalization, physical, psychological and/or 
sexual abuse, resulting in “depression, post-traumatic stress (PTSD) or somatic 
symptoms (e.g. headache, backache, dizziness), suicidal thoughts or attempts and 
drug and alcohol abuse” (345). Therefore, it is not surprising that the first time 
Musango mentions these girls, she identifies them as “les ombres qui 
m’environnent” (46). While Musango’s identification of these girls as “shadows” 
already hints at the unnaturalness of this camp and the horrible experiences they 
endure, it is her detailed description of their transformation and what it engenders 
in her that will be the focus of my analysis. At the beginning of their stay, the girls 
feel at ease enough to speak about their pasts and their dreams: “Elles se racontent 
leurs vies, et aussi des histoires pour se persuader que la lumière les attend au bout 
du tunnel” (48). Unfortunately, the girls’ state of mind drastically changes as they 
undergo rituals where they not only have to give their discarded hair and nails to
Vie Éternelle who performs the ritual but they also have to swear their allegiance 
to him. 

Musango describes the impact of these rituals on the girls by evoking the loss 
of their voices: “Dans la pièce obscure qui leur avait été allouée, je les ai vues peu 
à peu disparaître pour devenir ce qu’on attendait qu’elles soient: des mortes 
vivantes. . . Au fil des mois et des visites de Vie éternelle, . . . elles s’éteignaient. 
Elles ne disaient plus que des paroles sans substance, tentant en vain de conjurer 
le silence sous lequel le monde les avait passées” (62). These girls losing their 
ability to express themselves meaningfully underscores the shattering of their 
sense of self and their connection to others. As Musango witnesses these women 
become shadows of their former selves, she becomes more determined to not 
become like them and to affirm herself as a person of worth. For instance, in an 
interior monologue directed at her mother, she states: 

Il n’est que des ombres ici, te dis-je, qui vivent au temps présent le Jugement 
dernier. Toutes acceptent leur sort comme un passage obligé. Je suis une ombre 
par la force des choses, puisqu’elles déteignent sur moi, imprimant sur mes jours 
la non-vie dans laquelle elles se noient. Cependant, je n’ai rien à me reprocher. 
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186 Women in French Studies 

Rien, m’entends-tu ? Je suis née et ce n’est pas un crime, que je sache. Laisse-
moi sortir d’ici pour te dire en face : je saurai m’aimer sans que tu m’y aides. 
(62) 

This desire to use her voice is especially noteworthy given the fact that when she 
arrives at the camp, Musango is silent: “Le monde n’était plus que ce silence dans 
lequel je m’étais retranchée, incapable du moindre ancrage” (59). Musango even 
comments at how others perceive her silence as unnatural: “Les filles voyaient en 
moi ce que tu as vu, un esprit maléfique. Mon mutisme en cette terre d’oralité 
criait mon non-appartenance au genre humain” (60). Musango initially breaks 
through this silence while playing with the toads in the camp’s pond. While she 
sometimes admires the toads’ movements, other times she crushes them to death 
to feel some sort of power: “. . .la sensation des viscères et du sang qui 
s’échappaient de leurs corps m’intruisait sur la réalité de ma puissance. Ils 
mouraient et je vivais” (61). While this epiphany leads to her speaking to ask for 
things, she never carries an actual conversation with Kwédi (the woman assigned 
to feed the girls) or the other girls. It is after seeing the silencing and unnatural 
transformation of these girls into “des mortes vivantes” (62) that Musango 
becomes determined to escape the camp and ultimately use her voice to not only 
confront her mother but also affirm her self-worth. 

Musango succeeds in escaping by hiding in Vie Éternelle’s car trunk when 
he leaves the camp. When she finally emerges, she finds herself in front of Soul 

food, one of the revivalist churches in her community. She hears hymns and is 
captured by one voice in particular “imprégnée de culture noire américaine” who 
sings “je ne mourrai pas, je vivrai. Je chanterai les louanges de mon sauveur. . .” 
(81, italics in original). As she approaches Soul food, she is caught by Lumière, 
who is one of the leaders of the church, and is forced to join the congregation. 
Similar to her narration of her experiences in the human trafficking camp, 
Musango describes the women and how they interact with each other: “Les 
femmes font la cuisine et le ménage le jour durant. Elles disent des prières et se 
taisent. Elles se taisent surtout. . .Leurs filles les rejoignent après la classe. Elles 
troquent leur uniforme [sic] contre un foulard et une soutane. Tout le monde a la 
même pour signifier cette fraternité retrouvée en l’Éternel, et le fait que tous ont 
la même valeur à Ses yeux” (84). Musango focuses yet again on the silence of 
women. At first, it seems that, unlike the women in the camp, these women are 
silent as they have found contentment in spending time with their daughters and 
with this sisterhood they have created. However, just as in the camp, Musango’s 
description reveals how the women are truly silenced and underscores the 
superficial nature of their contentment: “Parce que la gloire de l’homme telle que 
professée en ces lieux réclame leur totale soumission. Et que cette dernière passe 
par une mort qui ne dit pas son nom. C’est pour cela qu’elles ont été créées, pour 
être des cadavres vivants” (101, emphasis added). Just as the trafficking camp, 
which was touted as offering “réarmement moral” before the voyage to Europe, 
destroyed the girls, this space, named Soul Food, seems to have silenced and 
destroyed these women. In addition, just as seeing the silencing of the girls 
provokes a response in Musango, the unnatural state of these women incites a 
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vocal reaction: “Me suis-je échappée du royaume des ombres pour échouer dans 
celui des morts? Je ne sens pourtant pas venir ma fin. Tout à coup, j’en ai assez 
de ces gens et de leur comédie. J’en ai assez de me taire” (101). Musango speaks 
up in front of the entire congregation and questions the religious leader’s 
interpretation of a religious text. She also reveals what she went through in the 
camp for three years. This, in turn, provokes an uproar from the community who 
demand answers from the men she implicated in her story, and during the 
mayhem, Musango seizes the opportunity to escape. Musango’s optimism in what 
awaits her outside this space and her readiness to start her new life is evident as 
she says “il faut que je réfléchisse à la manière d’approcher enfin ma vie. Je me 
sens sur le point d’éclore, comme un poussin qui va briser sa coquille” (108). 

Fortunately for Musango, she meets women in the second half of the novel 
that not only show her how to use the voice she gained to rehabilitate her 
traumatized self but also how to use her voice in her community. The first woman 
is an elderly woman who saves Musango when she finds herself alone in the rain 
and almost dying in the rising mud. The woman takes Musango to her grotto, 
offering her food and the kindness Musango craves: “Elle n’est que douceur. Sa 
peau est fripée, mais chaque pli raconte une action de grâces” (121). As a result 
of this unexpected affection, Musango recognizes once again how her mother’s 
silence toward her and her subsequent abandonment affected her: “Il y a tant de 
choses que tu ne m’as pas apprises. J’essaie de trouver comment vivre, de le 
découvrir par moi-même, mais c’est difficile. C’est toi qui aurais dû me le dire” 
(122). The next day, while Musango is at the grotto, she sees children attempting 
to throw rocks at the old lady and call her “la mangeuse d’âmes” (127). Instead of 
wallowing in their insults and their attacks, the old woman laughs and assembles 
the rocks and proceeds to make a “figurine” that looks like a woman (127). She 
explains to Musango the meaning behind the figurine and teaches her how to let 
go of her anger and her sadness: 

Elle s’approche de la figurine, et désigne les cailloux: Voici les pierres de la 

lapidation, le rejet, l’injustice. Tout cela n’est plus rien qu’une forme sur le sol, 

que j’ai parfois plaisir à contempler en me disant : Tu es puissante, femme, 

puisque tu peux désamorcer la haine pour en faire cette figure inoffensive et 

attachante. Je regarde ces cailloux blancs, et je suis en paix. Je suis entière. 

(127-28, italics in original) 

The reader later learns that this old woman is Musango herself and that this 
conversation, between her current fragmented self and a secure/stronger alter ego, 
took place in her dreams. Because of this conversation, Musango is able to create 
her own figurine using stones and use her voice to unburden herself: “Je fabrique 
cette figure sur le sol pour lui confier tous mes jours privés de lumière. Ils passent, 
et je demeure” (133). Making figurines, or to be more precise, dolls, is a technique 
used in therapy as it facilitates “the process of moving from fragmentation and 
pain to certain kinds of self-soothing, integration, and reparation” mainly because 
it “can reflect back to the creator something deeply satisfying, and nourishing, and 
it may provide a healthy kind of mirroring” (Feen-Calligan et al. 168). While 
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188 Women in French Studies 

Musango’s figurine is quite rudimentary in comparison to those used in therapy, 
it accomplishes the same task. 

However, speaking to an inanimate object is not enough as the traumatized 
self cannot exist alone, and ultimately Musango will not only have to figure out 
her relationship with her mother but will also need to engage in her community. 
Different women in her community show Musango how to use her voice to 
accomplish this. The first one is Madame Mulonga, the former director of her 
school who finds Musango sitting outside her former school. She takes Musango 
home and offers her food and clothing. While the care and affection Madame 
Mulonga shows to Musango is important, it is Madame Mulonga’s relationship 
with her daughter that will be transformative for Musango. Musango notices and 
comments on the strained relationship between Madame Mulonga and her 
daughter. She indicates how Madame Mulonga’s silence about something in their 
past led the daughter to turn to the religious leaders of the community. Although 
Madame Mulonga is unable to fix her relationship with her daughter at the 
moment, she expresses her guilt for her daughter’s current predicament and 
advises Musango to forgive her mother: “Pardonne à ta mère, petite. Pardonne-

lui parce qu’elle ne trouvera jamais grâce à ses propres yeux” (164, italics in 
original). By witnessing their problematic relationship and hearing Madame 
Mulonga’s regrets, Musango understands that she must find her mother and make 
peace with her: “Les jours qui nous attendent ne devront pas mourir pour venger 
ceux qui se sont enfuis . . . Je suis en paix, mère, et je chemine vers toi. Lorsque 
nous nous verrons, je te dirai les mots qui ne me vinrent jamais, et que tu n’attends 
pas. Je te dirai que je t’aime, maman” (166). It is important to note this change in 
her attitude, especially in comparison to her previous one expressed in the human 
trafficking camp, “Laisse-moi sortir d’ici pour te dire en face: je saurai m’aimer 
sans que tu m’y aides” (62). Musango seems to understand that she must use her 
voice to offer forgiveness to her mother and not boast about her survival. 

Furthermore, through Madame Mulonga, who continues to teach despite the 
terrible socio-economic conditions of Sombé, Musango recognizes the role 
women can play in the community and the impact their voices can have on the 
next generation: “Ce n’est pas, me dit-elle, parce que la déraison s’est emparée du 
pays qu’il faut baisser les bras. Elle se sent le devoir de continuer à instruire ceux 
qui viennent encore à l’école, ceux qu’on n’a pas abandonnés aux sectes ou à la 
rue” (160). As a result of Madame Mulonga’s dedication, Musango starts to 
envision a different future for herself and for others: “Si notre peuple peut 
produire des individualités assez audacieuses pour affronter ses errances et ses 
lâchetés, il lui reste une chance de prétendre à la grandeur” (161). Musango also 
sees the importance of women’s voices in the community when she sees Kwin 
again, the street vendor who offered her food when she was cast out of her home. 
She sees Kwin when she is shopping with Madame Mulonga and they see a 
woman beating a boy for stealing food while a mob watches. Kwin speaks up, and 
knowing that she will not be able to reach the mob or the woman beating the child 
by simply asking them to stop, she takes out a bible and reads from it. Kwin reads 
a passage about the consequences of rejecting God’s teachings and makes 
connections to their current misery before asking them to reflect on the impact of 
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killing a child. As the crowd disperses, Kwin and Mulonga talk and Musango 
learns that Kwin’s mother threw her in a ravine when she was a baby and she was 
saved by a woman who named her Queen.3 Not only does Musango witness the 
power of a woman’s voice in this community but she also sees how she can 
overcome her circumstances and be a voice for the other abandoned children like 
herself and Queen. As Queen tells Musango: “ Fie-toi à ton jugement, et continue 

de croire que tu es autre chose que ce qu’on dit de toi” (202, italics in original). 
Therefore, while the old woman in the grotto taught Musango how to overcome 
her anger, these two women show Musango how she can use her voice not only 
to save abandoned children but to also shape the next generation to insure a better 
future for Sombé. 

As Musango continues to search for her mother, she meets one more woman 
who adds to what the other women have shown her, her maternal grandmother. 
This is not surprising considering the importance of the grandmother figure in 
African communities and as a result in Francophone Sub-Saharan novels. As 
illustrated by Odile Cazenave in “Rebellious women: The New Generation of 
Female African Novelists” (2000), the grandmother figure is “a tie to the past and 
a symbol of resourcefulness and wisdom, the guardian of a certain order” (114). 
Musango’s grandmother tells Musango the story of her birth and her mother’s 
story, which allows Musango to understand her circumstances as well as her 
mother’s. She even sings to Musango, something that Musango never 
experienced: “J’ai une grand-mère qui dit que je suis chez moi et qui chante pour 
m’endormir. Elle chante un vieux conte, une de ces histoires qui se passent dans 
la brousse et dans lesquelles les animaux parlent. C’est la première fois qu’on 
chante pour moi” (222). The grandmother also shares rituals of protection and a 
historical tale to demonstrate the importance of each individual in the 
rehabilitation of a community: 

Grand-mère nous dit qu’il est possible de recréer l’unité perdue des hommes, 
mais que pour y parvenir, c’est en nous-mêmes qu’il faut la réhabiliter. . .Nous 
devons faire la paix dans nos cœurs, pour que nos yeux s’ouvrent sur la vérité. 
C’est du plus petit que part le plus grand, comme la minuscule graine qui donne 

naissance à un arbre dont le feuillage peut s’étendre d’une rive à l’autre de la 

Tubé. (237, italics in original) 

Through her grandmother, Musango is able to experience the importance of 
women’s voices in the transmission of culture, knowledge and values. 

As a result of her encounters with all these vocal women, Musango is able to 
successfully navigate her last encounter with her mother, who appears to have 
gone insane. With the help of Mbalè (a boy who has been keeping track of 
Musango’s mother at the behest of the grandmother), Musango finds her mother 
wandering around the cemetery. Despite the fact that her mother continues to 
blame Musango for her current state and even physically attacks her, Musango 
feels compassion for her mother and does not reject her. Instead, she confirms that 
Mbalè or one of his friends can continue to watch over her mother and she makes 
plans to visit her at Sésé’s house, where she is staying. Just as importantly, 
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Musango also decides a career path, which consists of creating big and small 
figurines that would tell stories: “Elles raconteraient des histoires, et les gens 
voudraient les avoir chez eux pour écouter en silence leurs secrets. Il pourrait 
même y en avoir dans la ville, des figures qui diraient ce qu’une abondance de 
paroles exprime mal” (238). These figurines would offer a different perspective 
than those heard in the revivalist churches. Clearly inspired by her own 
experiences and her transformation from a mute traumatized self to a self-assured 
vocal individual, Musango’s project seems to be intended to reshape community 
members’ states of mind in order to help them break through their own silence 
and misery. Musango’s transformation is perhaps most evident in the conclusion 
of the novel as Musango’s grandmother dies and Musango comforts Mbalè by 
speaking to him about her future project and her mother. She shares what she has 
learned about dealing with anger and grief: “Il ne faut pas pleurer, geindre 
inlassablement et perdre au bout du compte la cause même du chagrin. Il faut se 
souvenir, et puis il faut marcher” (248). In contrast to the beginning of the novel 
where Musango is identified as “une gamine mutique” (29), it is clear that 
Musango has transformed to become a guiding voice for others: “Je prends la 
main de Mbalè, et c’est le cœur ardent que j’étreins puissamment les contours du 
jour qui vient” (248). 

Miano’s text unquestionably exposes the violence that children accused of 
witchcraft experience, the community’s complicit silence, and its damaging 
consequences through Musango’s mutism. In addition, it exposes other forms of 
trauma through its depiction of the silencing of women in a human trafficking 
camp and in a revivalist church. However, as my study has shown, Miano’s text 
also underscores the power of women’s voices in overcoming trauma and 
rehabilitating the collective. The vocal women in Miano’s text help Musango 
overcome her traumatic experience and recover her sense of self.  They also show 
her the capacity of women’s voices to transmit knowledge, to reconnect the 
community, and to galvanize individuals into social and meaningful action. As 
Musango herself declares while attending a service at one of the revivalist 
churches: “Nous sommes ce peuple d’oralité qui ne dit jamais rien d’essentiel, qui 
ne sait faire que des bruits pour tenter d’étouffer la douleur. . .Taire l’intime nous 
demande tant d’efforts qu’il n’est pas surprenant que nous soyons à présent à la 
fois fous et exsangues. La plupart d’entre nous. Pas nous tous. Des voix refuseront 
de se taire” (177). It would seem that with this novel, one of the voices that will 
not be silent is Miano’s, who speaks not only on behalf of children like Musango 
who are victimized and unable to speak or be heard, but also for women who are 
silenced in other ways. In this way, Contours du jour qui vient celebrates women’s 
voices and identifies voice as a tool of liberation and empowerment for all. 

Simmons University 

Notes 
1 For more details on the phenomenon of child witches in Sub-Saharan Africa, see 

Aleksandra Cimpric’s study “Children Accused of Witchcraft: An Anthropological Study 
of Contemporary practices in Africa” (2010) published by UNICEF. 
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2 I use the term “revivalist church” as it is the term used to identify “independent” 
churches that proliferated in the DRC since the 1980s. For more details, see Cimpric (33-
37). 

3 I use “Queen” instead of “Kwin” to reflect the change in the text. For the majority 
of the text, the street vendor is identified as Kwin. However, when she explains the origin 
of her name, she uses the word “Queen”: “Elle m’a appellée Queen. Les gens de ce pays 

le prononcent comme ils le peuvent, mais c’est cela mon prénom Queen” (202, italics in 
original). This variation seems to act as a reminder of the inability of community members 
to see the potential of abandoned children but also the capacity of these abandoned children 
to rise beyond their origins. 
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