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Brownies Zz
Packer Summary

An In-Depth
Look at
“Brownies”
by ZZ
Packer:
Summary,
Themes,
and
Analysis

ZZ  Packer’s  short
story  “Brownies,”
which  opens  her
a c c l a i m e d
collection  Drinking
Coffee  Elsewhere,
is  a  masterful  and
often  unsettling

exploration of race,
class, and childhood
innocence .  For
students, book club
m e m b e r s ,  a n d
literary enthusiasts,
a  t h o r o u g h
B r o w n i e s  Z z
Packer  summary
reveals  not  just  a
s imple  ta le  of  a
troop  of  African
A m e r i c a n  G i r l
S c o u t s ,  b u t  a
layered  narrative
about  prejudice,
groupthink, and the
painful  journey
t o w a r d  m o r a l
awareness.  The
story,  set  during a
summer  camp  in



t h e  s u b u r b s  o f
Atlanta, follows the
members  of  Troop
909 as they plan a
confrontation  with
a  troop  of  white
g i r l s  o v e r  a
perceived  racial
slur.  What  unfolds,
h o w e v e r ,  i s  a
p o w e r f u l
examination of how
bias can operate in
unexpected  ways,
even  among  those
who are themselves
t a r g e t s  o f
discrimination. This
article  provides  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
s u m m a r y  o f
“Brownies,”  delves
i n t o  i t s  k e y
characters  and
themes,  and  offers
a  close  analysis  of
its enduring literary
significance.

Complete
Summary of
“Brownies”
by ZZ
Packer

T h e  s t o r y  i s
n a r r a t e d  b y  a
fourth-grade  girl
named  Laurel,  a
member  of  Troop
909,  an  all-Black
Brownie troop from
a suburban area in
the  Sou th .  The
troop has arrived at
Camp  Crescendo
f o r  a  w e e k e n d
c a m p i n g  t r i p
alongside other Girl
S c o u t  t r o o p s ,
including  Troop
909,  which  is  all-
white.  The  central
c o n f l i c t  o f  t h e
B r o w n i e s  Z z
Packer  summary
b e g i n s  w h e n  a
member  of  Troop
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909,  a  loud  and
d r a m a t i c  g i r l
named  Octavia,
c l a i m s  t o  h a v e
heard  one  of  the
white  girls  call  a
member  of  their
group the n-word.

The  reve la t ion
immediately  ignites
a  f i e r c e  a n g e r
within  the  troop,
particularly  among
the  more  assertive
girls  like  Octavia
and Arnetta, who is
described  as  the
group’s  natural
leader and a master
of  manipulation.
Arnetta  is  the  one
who  first  proposes
that they “get” the
white girls for what
t h e y  s a i d .  S h e
rallies  the  troop,
whipping them into
a  righteous  fury.
The girls spend the
r e s t  o f  t h e  d a y
p lann ing  the i r

r e v e n g e .  T h e y
debate  strategies,
consider using their
chaperones  (which
they decide not to,
for fear of involving
a d u l t s ) ,  a n d
eventually settle on
a  plan:  they  will
l u re  one  o f  t he
white  girls  away
from the group and
corner  her  in  the
woods,  forcing  her
to apologize.

T h e  s t o r y ’ s
narrator,  Laurel,
r e m a i n s
conspicuously quiet
throughout  these
discussions.  She  is
a  thoughtful  and
observant child who
f e e l s  c a u g h t
b e t w e e n  t h e
group’s  fervor  and
her  own  growing
unease.  She  does
not  fully  believe
that the white girls
said  what  Octavia



c l a i m s  t o  h a v e
heard.  Laurel ’s
father  has  taught
her  to  be  cautious
a b o u t  j o i n i n g
“mobs,” and she is
acutely  aware  of
t h e  p o w e r  o f
suggest ion  and
group  mentality.

The  next  day,  the
Brownies  execute
their  plan.  They
manage to separate
one girl from Tropp
909,  a  small,  pale,
strange-looking girl
whose  name  we
l a t e r  l e a r n  i s
D e n i s e .  T h e
Brownies  surround
her  in  a  remote
a r e a  n e a r  a
dra inage  p ipe .
Arnetta  begins  to
interrogate  Denise,
demanding that she
confess to using the
racial  slur.  Denise,
however ,  looks
c o n f u s e d  a n d

frightened.  She
speaks  in  a  slow,
halting,  and  oddly
formal manner. She
d e n i e s  s a y i n g
anything at all. The
other girls from her
troop come looking
for  her,  and  the
c o n f r o n t a t i o n
becomes a standoff
between  the  two
groups.

At  this  point,  the
s to ry  t akes  i t s
crucial  turn.  The
chaperone from the
white  troop,  Mrs.
Margolin,  arrives
on the scene. She is
a  kind but  puzzled
woman  who  asks
what  is  happening.
A r n e t t a ,  s t i l l
furious,  accuses
Denise  of  using  a
bad  word .  Mrs .
Margolin  patiently
asks  Denise  if  she
said  anything,  and
D e n i s e ,  w i t h  a
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con fused  look ,
simply says she was
“just  looking  for  a
yellow  bird.”  It  is
then,  in  a  moment
o f  p r o f o u n d ,
h e a r t b r e a k i n g
clarity,  that  the
reader—and finally,
t h e
characters—begin
to understand. Mrs.
Margolin  explains
to  the  Brownies
that  Troop  909  is
f r o m  a  s p e c i a l
school  in  Decatur.
She gently explains,
“They’re  not  like
you  all.  They  are
s p e c i a l - e d
s tudents . ”  The
white  girls  are not
racist  in  the  way
the  Brownies  had
assumed;  they  are
c h i l d r e n  w i t h
significant  learning
disabil it ies  and
i n t e l l e c t u a l
challenges.  They

had  l ike ly  been
speaking  in  their
own  way,  perhaps
loudly or strangely,
but  not  with  the
intent  to  hur l  a
racist  epithet.

The  Brownies  are
s tunned .  The i r
righteous  anger
collapses  into  a
confusing  mixture
of shame, guilt, and
d i sappo in tment .
Arnetta  tr ies  to
s a v e  f a c e  b y
insisting  that  the
g i r l  d i d  s a y
something,  but  her
voice  wavers.  The
troop dissolves, and
the  girls  wander
b a c k  t o  t h e i r
campsite,  subdued.
The power dynamic
h a s  b e e n
c o m p l e t e l y
i n v e r t e d .  T h e
Brownies, who saw
themselves  as  the
morally and racially



victimized  group,
have  now  become
t h e  b u l l i e s ,
i n t i m i d a t i n g  a
g r o u p  o f
vulnerable, disabled
children.

The story ends not
with  a  climactic
resolution, but with
a  quiet,  reflective
moment.  Laurel’s
father picks her up
from camp. He is a
kind,  intellectual
man who has tried
to teach her  about
the  complexities  of
the world. When he
asks her about the
trip,  she  is  unable
to  articulate  what
happened .  She
simply  asks  him  if
he  thinks  Black
people are as smart
as  white  people,  a
q u e s t i o n  t h a t
reveals  her  own
internalization  of
the  very  rac ia l

hierarchy  they  had
j u s t  t r i e d  t o
cha l lenge .  Her
father’s response is
a  gentle  but  firm
l e s s o n :  n o  o n e
should ever tell her
she’s  inferior.  But
the  damage  has
been  done.  The
experience has  left
L a u r e l  w i t h  a
profound  sense  of
disillusionment,  not
just  about  racism,
b u t  a b o u t  t h e
fallibility of her own
g r o u p  a n d  t h e
painful  realization
t h a t  e v e n  t h e
o p p r e s s e d  c a n
become oppressors.

Key
Characters
in the
Brownies
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Story

A  t h o r o u g h
B r o w n i e s  Z z
Packer  summary
w o u l d  n o t  b e
complete  without
understanding  its
key  characters,
e a c h  o f  w h o m
serves  a  distinct
s y m b o l i c  a n d
narrative function.

Laurel (The
Narrator)

Laurel is the story’s
moral compass and
its  most  complex
character.  She  is
quiet,  observant,
a n d  d e e p l y
conflicted.  Unlike
A r n e t t a  a n d
Octavia,  she is  not
swept  up  in  the
group’s  rage.  Her
f a t h e r ’ s
influence—specifica
l l y  h i s  warn ing

a b o u t  t h e  m o b
mentality—shapes
her  perspective.
She is the only one
who  questions  the
story ’s  centra l
premise.  Laurel
represents  the
i n d i v i d u a l
c o n s c i e n c e
struggling  against
t h e  t i d e  o f
collective  action.
H e r  g r o w i n g
u n e a s e  a n d
eventual  shame
form the emotional
core of the story.

Arnetta

A r n e t t a  i s  t h e
unofficial  leader  of
Troop  909.  She  is
d e s c r i b e d  a s
aggressive,  sharp-
tongued ,  and  a
natural leader. She
i s  t h e  o n e  w h o
orchestrates  the
e n t i r e
c o n f r o n t a t i o n .



Arnetta’s  anger  is
performative;  she
uses  it  to  assert
dominance  within
the  group.  When
the  truth  about
T r o o p  9 0 9  i s
r e v e a l e d ,  h e r
authority  crumbles,
a n d  s h e  i s  l e f t
trying  to  salvage
her  own  pr ide .
Arnetta  symbolizes
t h e  d a n g e r s  o f
u n t h i n k i n g ,
righteous anger and
the  need  to  feel
powerful in a world
that  often  renders
B lack  ch i ld ren
invisible.

Octavia

O c t a v i a  i s  t h e
instigator.  She  is
the one who claims
to  have  heard  the
slur .  Octavia  is
dramatic and seeks
attention.  Her  role
is  crucial  because

she  provides  the
spark for the entire
conflict. Whether or
not  she  actually
heard  the  word  is
deliberately  left
a m b i g u o u s  b y
Packer.  Octavia
may have misheard,
or  she  may  have
manufactured  the
s tory  to  create
d r a m a .  S h e
represents  the
unrel iabi l i ty  of
hearsay  and  the
speed  at  which  a
story  can  become
fact within a group.

Denise and
Troop 909

Denise  is  the  girl
f rom  the  wh i te
t r o o p  w h o  i s
cornered  by  the
Brownies.  She  is
described as small,
pale,  and  speaking
in a strange, formal
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way.  She  i s  the
innocent  victim  of
the story. The other
girls  of  Troop  909
are all  “special-ed”
students.  Their
presence  is  the
story ’s  centra l
irony. They are not
the  oppressors  but
a group even more
vulnerable than the
Brownies.  Their
e x i s t e n c e
cha l lenges  the
readers’  and  the
c h a r a c t e r s ’
assumptions  about
vict imhood  and
prejudice.

Major
Themes in
“Brownies”
by ZZ
Packer

The story is a rich
tapestry  of  themes

that  go far  beyond
the simple summary
of its plot.

The Insidious
Nature of
Prejudice

The  most  obvious
theme is prejudice,
but Packer handles
it  with  remarkable
nuance.  The  story
s h o w s  t h a t
prejudice  is  not  a
one-way street from
white to Black. The
B r o w n i e s ,
f rustrated  by  a
history  of  systemic
racism  and  their
o w n  p a r e n t s ’
stories  of  injustice,
are  primed  to  see
racism everywhere.
They  are  so  ready
to  be  victims  that
they fail to see the
t r u t h .  P a c k e r
s u g g e s t s  t h a t
bias—the  tendency



to  judge  an  entire
group based on the
a c t i o n s  o r
perceived traits of a
few—can  exist  in
any community. The
story warns against
t h e  d a n g e r s  o f
groupthink and the
a s s u m p t i o n  o f
victimhood.

Class and
Social
Hierarchy

The  story  is  also
deeply  concerned
w i t h  c l a s s  a n d
social  hierarchy.
The  Brownies  are
f r o m  a  “ n i c e ”
s u b u r b a n
neighborhood,  but
t h e y  a r e  n o t
wea l thy .  The i r
p a r e n t s  a r e
professionals—teac
hers,  mail  carriers,
nurses.  The  white
special-ed  girls,

however, are from a
different  stratum
entirely.  They  are
marginalized  not
just by race but by
a b i l i t y .  T h e
Brownies look down
on  them  for  their
s l o w n e s s  a n d
s t r a n g e n e s s ,
revealing a classism
and ableism within
their  own  group.
The  story  shows
that  hierarchies  of
p r i v i l e g e  a n d
oppress ion  are
c o m p l e x  a n d
layered.

Childhood
Innocence vs.
Adult Realities

The  Brownies  are
fourth-graders,  but
they  are  already
burdened  by  adult
concerns  about
race  and  power.
The camping trip is
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supposed  to  be  a
time  of  carefree
fun,  but  it  quickly
b e c o m e s  a
rehearsal  for  the
racial  battles  of
adulthood.  Laurel,
in  particular,  is
caught in a painful
trans i t ion.  She
wants to believe in
the group’s version
of  events,  but  her
own  observations
tell  her  differently.
T h e  s t o r y
p o i g n a n t l y
i l l us t ra tes  the
m o m e n t  w h e n
c h i l d h o o d
innocence  is  lost,
replaced  by  the
confusing,  often
c o n t r a d i c t o r y ,
moral  landscape of
the adult world.

Language and
Miscommunica

tion

P a c k e r  u s e s
language itself as a
theme.  The  entire
conflict is based on
a word that may or
may not have been
said.  The  white
special-ed  girls
s p e a k
dif ferently—they
are  literal,  formal,
a n d  s l o w .  T h e
Brownies  interpret
this  difference  as
h o s t i l i t y  o r
stupidity. The story
h igh l ights  how
easily language can
be  misunderstood,
especially  across
different social and
cognitive worlds. It
is a powerful lesson
a b o u t  t h e
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
listening  carefully
and  suspending
judgment.



Literary
Analysis:
Point of
View and
Narrative
Style

ZZ Packer’s  choice
of  a  first-person
narrator  is  crucial
t o  t h e  s t o r y ’ s
effectiveness.  By
telling  the  story
through  Laurel’s
eyes, Packer allows
t h e  r e a d e r  t o
exper ience  the
conflict  from  the
inside.  We see  the
group’s anger build,
w e  f e e l  t h e
p r e s s u r e  t o
conform,  and  we
share  Laure l ’ s
growing doubt. This
intimate  point  of
v iew  makes  the
s t o r y ’ s  f i n a l

revelation  even
more devastating.

Packer’s  prose  is
deceptively  simple.
S h e  u s e s  t h e
l a n g u a g e  o f  a
fourth-grader,  but
she imbues  it  with
deep  emotional
resonance.  The
dialogue  is  sharp
a n d  r e a l i s t i c ,
capturing  the  way
c h i l d r e n
s p e a k — w i t h
bluster,  repetition,
and sudden shifts in
loyalty.  The  story’s
pacing is masterful:
a slow, tense build-
up  followed  by  a
s u d d e n ,  q u i e t
deflation.  There  is
no dramatic fight or
tearful apology. The
e n d i n g  i s
understated,  which
makes  i t  a l l  the
more  powerful.  It
leaves  the  reader,
like  Laurel,  sitting
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w i t h  t h e
u n c o m f o r t a b l e
aftermath  of  the
incident.

Critical
Reception
and Legacy

“Brownies”  is  one
of ZZ Packer’s most
famous  stories.  It
w a s  o r i g i n a l l y
published  in  The
New  Yorker  and
later  appeared  in
h e r  d e b u t
collection,  Drinking
Coffee Elsewhere


