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Abstract 

Ishmael Reed is one of the most provocative voices of the Black Arts 

Movement. He is renowned for his satirical blending of African diasporic traditions 

called Neo-HooDoo aesthetic, myth, and postmodern experimentation. By inserting 

Afrocentric mythologies and trickster figures, Reed’s novels dismantle dominant 

cultural narratives, particularly those of the American West and Western rationalism. 

Yet Reed’s treatment of women has long been debated. Though a few critics have 

accused him of marginalizing female characters, while others argue that his women 

embody disruptive agency and cultural wisdom. 

This article attempts to present Reed’s evolving portrayal of female 

archetypes across three major novels Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down (1969), Mumbo 

Jumbo (1972), and The Last Days of Louisiana Red (1974), to show how women shift 

from individualized disruptors, to collective cultural mediators, to individualized 

contradictions. This research paper argues that Reed’s women are central to his 

revision of the Western canon, embodying both continuity and disruption, by situating 

Reed’s female characters within the broader discourse of Afrocentric satire, womanist 

critique, and postmodern experimentation 
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Introduction: 

Ishmael Reed is one of the most widely received and reviewed African 

American male author since Harlem Renaissance. During black arts movement Amiri 
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Baraka and Reed rose to fame as the controversial writers. Baraka’s controversy arose 

from the successive political ideologies he has adopted and abandoned in a two 

decade metamorphosis, whereas Reed’s source of controversy is his penchant to 

parody and satire even in the sacred and shared beliefs of his religion. Reed has 

chosen to establish his presence as an artist not by repeating and reviewing the great 

black texts in African American tradition, rather by challenging the formal convention. 

Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down is Reed’s first satirical Western parodies which 

frontier myths and exposes the racial and cultural violence underlying them. It is a 

parody particularly of dime novel where hero must ride off victoriously into the sunset. 

Women in this novel are framed largely as archetypes. Here, Loop Garoo Kid, the 

protagonist, was saved by Zozo Labrique, charter member of the American Hoodoo 

church, a female conjurer. She was killed by Atonists. Before her last breadth, she 

invokes hoodoo power into Loop Garoo Kid. 

 

Mustache Sal embodies the femme fatale, who is Drag Gibson’s wife and 

former lover of Loop Garoo Kid. She is ensnared in a web of power and manipulation 

and also caught between desire and betrayal. Her role satirizes the Western trope of 

women as pawns in male conflicts. Yet, her sexual power makes her a formidable 

opponent.  

 

Reed complicates this by granting her agency—her shifting loyalties 

destabilize male authority. Sal’s betrayal of Loop Garoo is not simply personal but 

emblematic of how women are positioned as pawns in patriarchal struggles. At the 

same time, her ability to destabilize loyalties demonstrates the disruptive potential of 

female desire. Sal’s shifting loyalties destabilize Drag Gibson’s authority, showing 

how Reed uses female figures to parody the Western genre’s reliance on women as 

symbols of male rivalry. 

 

In an extent of Reed’s writings, this satire goes beyond human characters to 

mythological and religious figures. Loop Garoo is pursued by divine forces, including 

Diana (the Roman goddess) and the Virgin Mary. These female archetypes embody 

the eternal goddess tradition, representing both fertility and spiritual authority. Their 

presence highlights Reed’s blending of myth and satire, positioning women as cosmic 

forces that challenge patriarchal religion. 

 

http://www.rjoe.org.in/


 

RESEARCH JOURNAL OF ENGLISH (RJOE) 
www.rjoe.org.in | Oray’s Publications | ISSN: 2456-2696 

An International Approved Peer-Reviewed and Refereed English Journal 

Impact Factor: 8.373 (SJIF) | Vol. 11, Issue 1 (Jan/Feb/Mar;2026) 

__________________________________________________________________ 

  

RJOE JOURNAL 132 

 

By invoking Diana and Mary, Reed critiques the Western canon’s 

appropriation of female divinity while reimagining women as central to spiritual 

resistance. Diana’s pursuit of Loop Garoo parodies the intrusion of classical 

mythology into American narratives, while Mary’s appearance underscores the 

tension between Catholic iconography and Afrocentric spirituality. Werner Sollors 

argues that Reed’s use of myth “reclaims suppressed traditions and re-centers them 

in the American narrative” (The Invention of Ethnicity 201). Women, in this sense, 

are not merely secondary characters but embodiments of mythic power. 

 

Madge Ambler similarly notes that Reed “forces the Western canon to 

confront Afrocentric mythologies that destabilize traditional roles” (Ambler 128). 

Sal’s agency, though limited, complicates the stereotype of women as mere pawns, 

positioning her as a destabilizing force within Reed’s satirical landscape. But in the 

progress of the novel, Loop with the aid of gris – gris dolls, he not only thwarts her 

attempt to dominate him but expels her completely. 

 

Mumbo Jumbo employs “necromancy” and Neo-HooDoo pluralistic 

allusions to deconstruct and redress the West’s master narrative of history and the 

tenuous fallacy of Euro racial superiority, offering a compelling counter-narrative 

while reconstructing perceived historical and cultural realities in its revelatory wake. 

The novel offers insightful alternative perspectives of Western history — including 

the influence of Afro traditions on Western civilization and the profound impact of 

Afro American culture on North American culture — while rigorously challenging 

the ideologies and motives underlying Eurocentric devaluation of Afro culture on the 

West 

 

Reed’s treatment of women in Mumbo Jumbo evolves significantly. Here, 

women are not confined to individualized archetypes but appear as collective agents 

of Jes Grew, the cultural “virus” of dance and sensuality. Reed describes Jes Grew as 

producing “symptoms like dancing and lusting,” and women are often at the forefront 

of this outbreak. Their bodies become sites of cultural resistance, challenging the 

repression of Atonist forces. 

One of the most striking aspects of Mumbo Jumbo is the way women embody Jes 

Grew’s vitality. Reed describes the outbreak as producing “symptoms like dancing 

and lusting,” and women are often at the forefront of this contagion. Their bodies 
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become sites of cultural resistance, challenging the repression of Atonist forces. This 

portrayal satirizes Western fears of female sensuality. In traditional narratives, 

women’s dancing and sexuality are often framed as dangerous or corrupting. Reed 

reverses this logic, presenting female sensuality as liberatory and essential to cultural 

survival. 

 

Kameelah Martin Samuel argues that Mumbo Jumbo can be read as a “Neo-

HooDoo womanist text” because it foregrounds female sensuality as a force of 

liberation against Western repression (Samuel 7). Jes Grew women dancers 

symbolize the collective energy of Afrocentric traditions, contrasting with the rigid 

control of Western patriarchy. 

 

Earline, Papa LaBas’s niece, represents the tension between domesticity and 

liberation. She becomes infected by Jes Grew, and her dancing threatens the stability 

of the household. Reed uses Earline to show how women’s participation in Jes Grew 

disrupts traditional domestic roles.Papa LaBas observes that “Earline was caught up 

in the dance, unable to resist the pull of Jes Grew,” underscoring her role as both 

victim and celebrant. Earline’s infection dramatizes the impossibility of containing 

Jes Grew within the boundaries of domestic respectability. Todd F. Tietchen notes 

that Reed’s satire “exposes the absurdity of Western rationalism by foregrounding 

Afrocentric vitality” (Tietchen 240). Earline’s disruption of domestic norms 

exemplifies this vitality, positioning women as agents of cultural resistance. 

 

Reed also invokes mythological female figures, particularly Isis, to highlight 

the continuity of Afrocentric traditions. Isis represents fertility, wisdom, and spiritual 

authority, contrasting with the patriarchal suppression of Atonist forces. By including 

Isis in the narrative, Reed situates women at the center of cultural survival. The 

goddess tradition underscores the novel’s theme that women are bearers of wisdom 

and continuity, even when marginalized by Western narratives. Isis’s presence 

reminds readers that Afrocentric spirituality has always recognized female divinity, 

in contrast to the patriarchal structures of Christianity and Western rationalism. 

Reed’s fiction has revised the Western canon by inserting Afrocentric mythologies 

and destabilizing traditional roles. Women, through figures like Isis, embody this 

revision. 
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In Louisiana Red, Reed returns to individualized female figures but 

emphasizes their contradictions. Edna Red, the matriarch, is described as “the glue 

that held the family together.” Her death destabilizes the household, underscoring the 

invisible labor of women in maintaining social cohesion. Minnie, by contrast, 

weaponizes sexuality. Papa LaBas notes that “Minnie had a way of making men 

forget themselves,” highlighting her disruptive power. Sister Effie represents 

religious devotion, insisting “the Lord will deliver us from Louisiana Red.” Yet Reed 

satirizes her confinement to moral roles, questioning the efficacy of faith alone 

against systemic corruption. Edna Red embodies the traditional role of women as 

preservers of family and community. Yet her death also signals the fragility of that 

role in a society fractured by corruption and radical politics. Reed’s satire here is 

double-edged: while he critiques the marginalization of women, he also exposes the 

precariousness of relying on them as the sole anchors of tradition. 

 

Minnie represents Reed’s satirical take on the femme fatale archetype. She is 

depicted as alluring, manipulative, and dangerous, using her sexuality to unsettle male 

authority. Papa LaBas observes that “Minnie had a way of making men forget 

themselves,” a line that highlights her disruptive power in a male-dominated world. 

Reed exaggerates Minnie’s traits to critique both the stereotype of the seductive 

woman and the ways in which women can weaponize patriarchal expectations. 

Minnie’s role complicates the novel’s gender politics: she is both a victim of 

objectification and an agent of subversion. As Jerry W. Ward Jr. observes Reed’s 

satire “forces readers to confront the contradictions of Black cultural politics, where 

women are simultaneously anchors of tradition and agents of disruption” (Ward 56).  

 

Sister Effie embodies the intersection of religion and gender. Her devotion to 

spiritual authority contrasts with the chaos of political radicalism. She insists that “the 

Lord will deliver us from Louisiana Red,” positioning herself as a voice of faith 

against corruption. Reed uses Sister Effie to critique the ways women are often 

confined to moral or religious roles, yet he also grants her resilience and authority. 

 

Across these three novels, Reed’s treatment of female archetypes evolves in 

ways that mirror his shifting satirical strategies. In Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down, 

women are archetypal disruptors—seductresses, betrayers, and goddesses—who 

destabilize male authority but remain symbolically framed. Mustache Sal, Diana, and 

http://www.rjoe.org.in/


 

RESEARCH JOURNAL OF ENGLISH (RJOE) 
www.rjoe.org.in | Oray’s Publications | ISSN: 2456-2696 

An International Approved Peer-Reviewed and Refereed English Journal 

Impact Factor: 8.373 (SJIF) | Vol. 11, Issue 1 (Jan/Feb/Mar;2026) 

__________________________________________________________________ 

  

RJOE JOURNAL 135 

 

the Virgin Mary embody roles that parody Western tropes while simultaneously 

reclaiming female agency and divinity. 

 

In Mumbo Jumbo, Reed moves beyond individualized archetypes to portray 

women as collective cultural mediators. Jes Grew women dancers embody sensual 

vitality, Earline dramatizes the tension between domesticity and liberation, and Isis 

reclaims Afrocentric spiritual authority. Women here are not simply symbolic; they 

are agents of cultural continuity and resistance. As Papa LaBas remarks, “The women 

knew the truth long before the men did,” a line that encapsulates Reed’s recognition 

of women’s intuitive grasp of cultural reality. 

 

Finally, in The Last Days of Louisiana Red, Reed returns to individualized 

female figures but emphasizes their contradictions. Edna Red stabilizes the family as 

matriarch, Minnie weaponizes sexuality to disrupt male authority, and Sister Effie 

embodies religious devotion. These figures highlight the paradoxical roles women 

occupy in Reed’s satire: anchors of tradition, disruptors of desire, and voices of faith.  

This trajectory reflects Reed’s broader satirical project: exposing the absurdities of 

American society while reimagining African diasporic traditions. His women 

characters embody both continuity and disruption, mirroring the tensions of race, 

gender, and power in American society. While critics debate whether Reed 

marginalizes women or empowers them, his novels consistently position female 

figures as central to cultural survival and transformation. Ultimately, Reed’s women 

embody contradictions—victims and agents, stabilizers and disruptors—that are 

essential to his satire and to the broader struggle over identity, tradition, and liberation 

in African American literature. 

Conclusion 

Ishmael Reed’s evolving treatment of female archetypes across Yellow Back 

Radio Broke-Down, Mumbo Jumbo, and The Last Days of Louisiana Red reveals the 

complexity of his satire and his Neo-HooDoo aesthetic. Female characters in Reed’s 

fiction are never passive figures; they destabilize patriarchal authority, embody Afro 

centric vitality, and mediate between tradition and modernity. 

 

In Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down, female characters appear as archetypal 

disruptors, destabilizing male power but framed symbolically. In Mumbo Jumbo, 

female embodies collective vitality, serving as cultural mediators of Jes Grew and 
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reclaiming spiritual authority through figures like Isis. In Louisiana Red, female 

characters are individualized again but presented as contradictory—matriarchs who 

stabilize seductresses who destabilize, and devotees who embody faith. 

 

Having studied, these novels demonstrate Reed’s evolving engagement with 

female archetypes. His women characters move from archetypal disruptors, to 

collective cultural mediators, to individualized contradictions. This trajectory reflects 

Reed’s broader Neo-HooDoo aesthetic, which thrives on paradox and contradiction, 

and underscores the centrality of female characters to his revision of the Western 

canon. 
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