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INTRODUCTION:
RECLAIMING A
SILENCED VOICE IN
AMERICAN
HISTORY

For centuries, the story
of  the  Salem  witch
trials has been told and
re to ld ,  a  ch i l l i ng
cautionary tale of mass
hysteria,  rel igious
extremism, and judicial
failure. Yet, within this
well-worn  narrative,
one  crucial  figure  has
remained largely in the
shadows:  Tituba,  the
enslaved  woman  from

B a r b a d o s  w h o s e
confession  ignited  the
firestorm  of
accusations  in  1692.
While historical records
offer  only  fragmented
and biased accounts of
her life, the acclaimed
novel  I  Tituba Black
W i t c h  O f  S a l e m
M a r y s e  C o n d e
shatters  this  silence.
Published in 1986 and
translated into English
i n  1 9 9 2 ,  t h i s
groundbreaking  work
of  historical  fiction  by
t h e  l a t e ,  g r e a t
Guadeloupean  author
Maryse  Condé  does
more  than  just  fill  in
the gaps. It  resurrects
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T i t u b a  f r o m  t h e
footnotes  of  history
a n d  g r a n t s  h e r  a
powerful,  defiant,  and
deeply  human  voice.
This article delves into
t h e  p r o f o u n d
significance  of  this
literary  masterpiece,
exploring  its  themes,
i ts  re imagin ing  of
h i s t o r y ,  a n d  i t s
enduring  relevance  in
discussions  of  race,
gender,  and  colonial
power.

THE GENESIS OF A
MASTERPIECE:
WHY MARYSE
CONDÉ WROTE I,
TITUBA

To truly appreciate the
impact  of  I  Tituba
B l a c k  W i t c h  O f
S a l e m  M a r y s e
Conde,  one  must  first
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
author's  motivation.
M a r y s e  C o n d é ,  a
towering  figure  in
Caribbean  literature,

was fascinated by the
absence  of  Tituba  in
the  historical  record.
The  real  Tituba,  an
Indigenous  Arawak
woman  from  South
America or possibly an
A f r i c a n - d e s c e n d e d
slave  from  Barbados,
w a s  o w n e d  b y
Reverend  Samuel
Parris.  After  being
pressured  and  likely
beaten,  she confessed
t o  w i t c h c r a f t ,
dramatically describing
a  coven  of  witches
meeting in Salem. Her
confession  was  the
catalyst  for  the  trials.
Yet,  after  the hysteria
subs ided ,  T i t uba
vanishes  from history.
Condé saw this erasure
as a profound injustice,
a  s y m p t o m  o f  a
historical narrative that
only  values  certain
voices. She set out to
write  I  Tituba  Black
W i t c h  O f  S a l e m
Maryse Conde not as
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a  d r y  h i s t o r i c a l
corrective,  but  as  an
a c t  o f  c r e a t i v e
reparation.

A Fusion
of History
and
Imaginati
on
Condé  masterful ly
blends  documented
historical  events  with
r i ch ,  imag inat ive
storytelling.  The  novel
opens  not  in  Salem,
but in Barbados, giving
Tituba  a  pre-history
that  the  histor ical
record  completely
ignores .  We  learn
about  her  mother,
Abena, who was raped
by  an  English  sailor
and  later  hanged  for
striking her master. We

l e a r n  a b o u t  h e r
stepfather, Yao, a wise
man  who  teaches
Tituba the healing arts
a n d  t h e  w a y s  o f
nature. This grounding
in a Caribbean context
is  essential.  It  frames
Tituba not as a simple
victim, but as a woman
with a culture, a family,
and a spiritual tradition
that  is  powerful  and
respected  in  her  own
world.  This  backstory
makes  her  journey  to
the  cold,  rigid,  and
spiritually  bankrupt
world  of  Puritan  New
England  all  the  more
tragic  and  resonant.
The power of I Tituba
B l a c k  W i t c h  O f
Salem Maryse Conde
lies  precisely  in  this
collision of worlds.

DECONSTRUCTING
THE "BLACK
WITCH"
STEREOTYPE

One of the most crucial
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contr ibut ions  o f  I
Tituba  Black  Witch
Of  Salem  Maryse
Conde  is  its  radical
deconstruction  of  the
"witch"  archetype.  In
the  white,  Pur i tan
imagination,  a  witch
was a servant of Satan,
a creature of  evil  and
perversion. For Tituba,
however,  the  concept
is  entirely  different.
Her  "magic"  is  not
d iabo l i ca l ;  i t  i s  a
benign,  ancestra l
practice  rooted  in  the
natural  world.  She
h e a l s  t h e  s i c k ,
communes  with  the
spir i ts  of  the  dead
(including her  beloved
mother),  and  finds
solace in the beauty of
the  forest .  Condé
reframes witchcraft  as
a form of  African and
Caribbean  spirituality,
a source of agency and
cultural  identity  in  a
world  that  seeks  to
strip her of everything.

Tituba’s  magic  is  not
about  evil;  it  is  about
survival,  resistance,
and  connection  to  a
lost homeland.

Tituba as
a Symbol
of
Resistanc
e
Throughout  the  novel,
Tituba is not a passive
victim.  Despite  being
enslaved,  imprisoned,
and  betrayed,  she
possesses  an  inner
strength  that  is  truly
i n s p i r i n g .  H e r
confession in Salem is
n o t  a  m o m e n t  o f
w e a k n e s s ,  b u t  a
ca l cu la ted  ac t  o f
s u r v i v a l .  S h e
understands  that  the
Puritan  authorities
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need  a  monster,  and
she gives them a story
they  can  understand,
all  while  protecting  a
kernel of her true self.
This  strategic  use  of
her  own  marginalized
position  is  a  profound
act  of  resistance.  I
Tituba  Black  Witch
Of  Salem  Maryse
Conde  shows  us  that
power can be wielded
in subtle ways, even by
the  most  powerless.
H e r  r e f u s a l  t o  b e
b r o k e n ,  h e r
unwavering  sense  of
self, and her continued
practice of her healing
a r t s  m a k e  h e r  a
heroine  for  anyone
who  has  ever  been
silenced or oppressed.

KEY THEMES AND
LITERARY
SIGNIFICANCE

The  novel  is  a  r ich
tapestry of interlocking
themes  that  resonate
far  beyond the  specific

historical moment. It is
a  w o r k  t h a t  a s k s
fundamental  questions
about  identity,  justice,
and  the  na ture  o f
storytell ing  itself.

Race and
Colonial
Oppressio
n
Foremost is the theme
of race. The full title, I
Tituba  Black  Witch
Of  Salem  Maryse
Conde,  deliberately
highlights  Tituba's
race. The novel argues
that  Tituba  was  an
easy  target  not  just
because  she  was  a
woman  and  a  slave,
but  specifically
b e c a u s e  o f  h e r
B lackness .  In  the
Puritan  imagination,
s h e  w a s  a l r e a d y
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associated  with  the
wild, the heathen, and
the  unknown.  Condé
draws  a  direct  l ine
between the racism of
colonial  America  and
the  persecution  of
Tituba.  Her  Blackness
made  her  the  perfect
s c a p e g o a t  f o r  a
community  looking  to
externalize  its  own
fears  and  anxieties.
The novel is a powerful
critique  of  how  race
and power have always
been intertwined in the
American story.

Gender,
Sexuality,
and
Patriarch

y
T i t uba ’ s  wo r l d  i s
d o m i n a t e d  b y
m e n — t h e  b r u t a l
Puritan  patriarchs,  the
hypocritical  Reverend
Parris,  and  even  the
charismatic  but  flawed
rebel,  John  Indian,
whom she marries. She
is a sexual being in a
society that  fears  and
condemns  female
s e x u a l i t y .  H e r
re la t ionsh ips  a re
complex, often marked
by  both  tenderness
and  exp lo i ta t ion .
Condé  does  not  shy
away from the  sexual
violence  that  was  a
d a i l y  r e a l i t y  f o r
ens laved  women.
However,  Tituba  also
finds  genuine  love  and
companionship,  most
notably with the Jewish
merchant  Benjamin
Cohen  d'Azevedo.
Through  T i tuba ' s
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experiences, the novel
dissects the patriarchal
structures  that  control
women's  bodies  and
destinies, showing how
they  are  compounded
for  women of  color.  I
Tituba  Black  Witch
Of  Salem  Maryse
C o n d e  i s  a
quintessential  work  of
postcolonial  feminist
literature.

The
Power of
Storytelli
ng
The  novel's  structure
itself is a statement. It
is  framed  as  a  first-
person  narrative,  a
memoir  from  beyond
the  grave.  Tituba  is
telling  her  own  story,
directly  to the reader.
This is a radical act. It

wrestles  the  narrative
away  from  the  male,
white  historians  and
gives  it  back  to  the
subject  herself.  Condé
is  acutely  aware  that
history  is  a  story  told
by the victors. I Tituba
B l a c k  W i t c h  O f
Salem Maryse Conde
is a deliberate counter-
narrative,  a  "herstory"
that  challenges  the
official record. The very
act of writing this novel
i s  a n  a c t  o f
reclamation,  insisting
t h a t  T i t u b a ' s
perspective is not just
valid,  but  essential.
The narrative, at times
deeply  personal,  at
t imes  h istor ica l ly
s w e e p i n g ,  i s  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
enduring  power  of  a
single  voice  raised
against  the  noise  of
injustice.

THE NOVEL'S



8

8 I Tituba Black Witch Of Salem
Maryse Conde

2024-11-27

ENDURING LEGACY
AND RELEVANCE

Nearly  four  decades
after  its  publication,  I
Tituba  Black  Witch
Of  Salem  Maryse
Conde remains a vital
and  urgent  text.  Its
influence  can  be  seen
in the countless works
of  fiction,  film,  and
scholarship  that  have
since sought to recover
marginalized  voices
from  history.

A
Blueprint
for
Revisionis
t

Historical
Fiction
Condé’s  novel  paved
the way for a genre of
historical  fiction  that  is
u n a p o l o g e t i c a l l y
p o l i t i c a l  a n d
imaginative. It showed
that it is possible to be
faithful to the spirit of
history while inventing
the  details.  It  rejects
the notion that history
m u s t  b e  d r y  a n d
objective,  arguing
instead  that  empathy
and  imagination  are
essential  tools  for
understanding  the
past.  Works  like  The
Underground  Railroad
by  Colson  Whitehead
and The Water Dancer
by  Ta-Nehisi  Coates
owe a debt to the path
cleared  by  I  Tituba
B l a c k  W i t c h  O f
S a l e m  M a r y s e
Conde .
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Relevanc
e to
Contemp
orary
Conversa
tions
The  nove l  speaks
directly to our current
m o m e n t .  T h e
#B lackL i vesMat te r
m o v e m e n t ,  t h e
ongoing  fight  for
gender  equality,  and
the debates about how
we  teach  history  in
schools  all  find
resonance  in  Condé's
pages.  The story  of  a
Black  woman  being
scapegoated  by  a
fearful  and  prejudiced
system is not a relic of
the 17th century.  The
dynamics of power, the

weaponization  of  fear,
and  the  silencing  of
marginalized  voices
are as pertinent today
as they were in 1692.
To read I Tituba Black
W i t c h  O f  S a l e m
Maryse  Conde  is  to
understand  how  the
past  is  never  truly
past; it is always alive,
shaping the present.

CONCLUSION: A
RESOUNDING AND
NECESSARY VOICE

In  the  end,  I  Tituba
B l a c k  W i t c h  O f
Salem Maryse Conde
is not just a book about
the Salem witch trials.
I t  i s  a  p r o f o u n d
meditat ion  on  the
nature of freedom, the
resilience of the human
s p i r i t ,  a n d  t h e
transformative  power
of  telling  one's  own
story.  Maryse  Condé
gave us a gift: she took
a  ghost  from  history
and  made  her  a  flesh-
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and-blood woman, with
all  her  loves,  desires,
sorrows, and strengths.
Tituba  is  no  longer  a
silent footnote. She is a
complex,  flawed,  and
utterly  unforgettable
heroine.  This  novel  is
essential  reading  for
anyone  who  wants  to
understand  the  deep
roots  of  racism  and
sexism in America, and
f o r  a n y o n e  w h o
believes  in  the  power
of literature to restore

what history has tried
t o  e r a s e .  I t  i s  a
m a s t e r p i e c e  o f
i m a g i n a t i o n  a n d
empathy,  a  book  that
will stay with you long
after  you turn  the final
page,  whispering  the
defiant  name  of  a
woman who refused to
be  forgotten:  Tituba.
Maryse  Condé’s  work
ensures that her story,
and  the  s tor ies  o f
countless  others  like
her, will continue to be
told.


