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ABSTRACT 

 
My dissertation titled “Things Left Unsaid: Historical Silences and Multiethnic 

Women’s Fiction” addresses the use of narrative by four ethnic American women 

authors, namely Dina Nayeri, Edwidge Danticat, Julia Alvarez, and Amy Tan 

(immigrants or second-generation citizens), who write about personal tragedies and 

trauma to address the issue of omission and silence in historical records.  

I argue that these literary works are an admixture of narrative and history that 

function as a mode of storytelling that allows readers to bear witness to events of social 

and political importance. Transnational and literary theorists have often prioritized the 

émigré status of these women authors to argue that they have been able to become 

successful spokespersons for their people because of their journey away from their 

homeland. However, my dissertation employs an interdisciplinary approach to 

demonstrate the opposite—these women authors may refashion themselves as hybridized 

citizens, but they do not sever ties with their homelands, nor do they speak for the 

entirety of their respective ethnic communities. On the contrary, through their fictions, 

these authors focus on the importance of individualistic and personal storytelling to 

counter the silencing effects produced through the unidimensional processes of History 

that do not incorporate a multitude of voices and points of opinion. I argue that the use of 

narrative and storytelling by these four ethnic American women authors redress such 

omissions.  
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION  

 

How many times have you heard the phrase “let me tell you a story”? Storytelling 

is a basic human impulse—as intrinsic as eating and sleeping. In Storytelling: Bewitching 

the Modern Mind (2017) Christian Salmon argues that there is nothing new when it 

comes to this impulse of storytelling; what is new is the focus on how storytelling is used 

and for what purposes (Introduction 4). Salmon mentions the unprecedented popularity of 

storytelling in the United States since the mid-1990s and sees it as a “form of 

discourse…that transcends political, cultural, or professional divisions” (4). My doctoral 

dissertation titled “Things Left Unsaid: Historical Silences and Multiethnic Women’s 

Fiction” analyzes the fiction of four ethnic American women authors to understand the 

connection between storytelling, narrative, and history. My research project has a 

comparative and interdisciplinary approach to understand how narrative works in these 

fictions to counter historical silences. My dissertation is premised on the inadequacies of 

unilateral and unidimensional production of history that disenfranchises, and silences 

select groups of people. In doing so, my dissertation investigates how narrative 

incorporates such silenced voices to remediate these omissions.  

Much has been written about History and its production. My dissertation uses the 

theoretical framework formulated by Hayden White in Metahistory (1973) to argue the 

subjectivity, arbitrariness, and selectiveness of this process. Calling the process 

“narrativization”, White claims that historians have a tendency of cherry-picking 
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historical events and information to form a story through narrative techniques. Thus, 

according to White, the very processes of producing history places inordinate power in 

the hands of the historian who can then decide which voices are heard and which are 

silenced. Narrative thus has a vital role to play in this lacuna, where individual 

experiences and accounts that often give an alternate historical version are recorded. 

According to White, historical discourse is a rhetorical domain, not a “neutral mapping of 

reality” (273). The questioning of the objectivity of history thus gives rise to the 

importance of narrative as a substitute. Of course, not all historians resort to 

narrativizing—some simply report historical events without giving them the form of a 

story. The rhetorical and grammatical distinction between discourse and narrative had 

been a hotly debated topic between structuralists such as Roland Barthes, Roman 

Jakobson, Tzvetan Todorov, Gerard Genette, and other stalwarts of narratology (275). 

However, as Susana Onega succinctly points out in Telling Histories: Narrativizing 

History, Historicizing Literature, “the loss of faith in the truth-telling capacity of the 

master narratives” has called into question the objectivity and neutrality of modern 

historiography (13). Thus, “the contemporary creative writer becomes a historian in an 

attempt to fill in the gaps left by traditional totalitarian history while at the same time the 

philosophers of history try to achieve the same aim through the exploration of the 

narrative mechanisms of history-writing” (16). This is the basic ideological and 

theoretical framework that I use in my dissertation to demonstrate the importance of 

narrative in vocalizing suppressed or deleted experiences and historical events.   

In this dissertation, I analyze texts from four different ethnicities: Iranian 

American, Haitian American, Latin American, and Asian American. In all the texts, the 
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impetus for emigration to the U.S. stays the same, rebuilding one’s life after suffering 

from life-changing traumatic events. In American literary texts, trauma has been given 

equal importance in mainstream, non-ethnic texts as well. However, my interest is 

focused on the ethnic experience because I argue that being an ethnic, “non-white” 

person in the US complicates the process of dealing with trauma and this is represented in 

ethnic American texts. My study thus connects with “non-whiteness” and the issues 

surrounding race and ethnicity that are visible in ethnic texts of the 19th century as well, 

such as in the works of Zitkala-Sa, Sui Sin Far and others. With legalized immigration, 

these issues were given even more emphasis, and one of the first ethnic American texts to 

do that in the 20th century was Abraham Cahan’s The Rise of David Levinsky (1917). In 

Cahan’s work, readers witness the struggles faced by an immigrant in the US who cannot 

forget the experiences of the past in his native land. Although Cahan focuses more on the 

successful attainment of the “American Dream”, he shows us the gradual dismantling of 

the immigrant’s identification with the new land.  

 In Racial Formation in the US, Michael Omi and Howard Winant argue that 

contrary to what people believe, “the United States has been an extremely ‘color-

conscious’ society” (Introduction 1). This color consciousness is reflected in ethnic 

American fiction, where the daily experiences of the characters involved exhibit an acute 

awareness of being the other. Like Omi and Winant, I too argue that in the US being 

“non-white” brings further complexities into the relationship that a person has with the 

State. White European immigrants have a separate set of experiences in the US than non-

white immigrants and my research project focuses on fiction written by such writers. 
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Thus, the major stimulus behind focusing on Iranian, Haitian, Latin, and Asian American 

writers is their non-whiteness.  

 Furthermore, through a comparative approach my aim is to prove that even 

though varied ethnicities inflect the experiences of trauma suffered by distinct set of 

victims, a commonality exists among the diverse groups. That commonality, among other 

things, is the shared experience of navigating American society as a racially different, 

non-white immigrant or refugee, burdened with traumatic memories of the past in a 

distant homeland. In a country that has historically failed to function as a “safe space” for 

ethnic affiliations and identification, non-white ethnic groups are forced to silence and 

repress their past in order to fully become a part of the American society. 

 Immigration has been a contested issue in the US and can be traced back to the 

beginning of the 19th century. In the early decades of the 20th century, the immigration 

question was given a different turn with the competing paradigms of cultural pluralism 

(as theorized by Horace Kallen) versus assimilationism (as theorized by Robert E. Park) 

(Omi and Winant 15). Cultural pluralism created space for different ethnicities to be a 

part of the American society, without abandoning their own distinctive cultural and social 

values. On the other hand, assimilationism emphasized complete Americanization and 

acculturation of different ethnicities without there being any space for a pluralistic 

society. I argue that this debate has never been fully resolved and is a constant theme in 

ethnic American texts. Even though the US has been built on immigration, its policies 

and attitude towards immigrants/refugees has never been welcoming. To become an 

American, one must negate or silence one’s ethnic identity and merge into the fabric of 

the predominantly white American society.  
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 In fact, as Aviva Taubenfeld outlines in Rough Writing: Ethnic Authorship in 

Theodore Roosevelt's America, plurality of ethnicities and culture has not always been 

favored in the U.S. As Taubenfeld points out, Theodore Roosevelt’s feelings towards 

people from other ethnicities was far from friendly. His political schema, as he mentioned 

in his influential essay “True Americanism”, did not look favorably upon distinct ethnic 

and cultural differences. Roosevelt was wholeheartedly pro-assimilation and considered it 

an affront and sign of treachery if an immigrant had any affiliations with their home 

country. Such an attitude at the turn of the 20th century has continued to this day, as the 

texts in this study will show. 

 In RFU, Omi and Winant focus on the impact that racially motivated political 

movements, such as the Civil Rights movement, had during 1960-1980 on policy 

formation in the US. According to them, even though social scientists in the US 

consistently failed to produce a comprehensive theory about the relationship between 

race and nation building, race has always been the driving force behind the domestic as 

well as international political motivations of the United States. U.S. imperialism and 

political domination through military expeditions such as in Vietnam had overt racial 

overtones. For my research project, I focus on literary texts published in the US post-

1980. I have specifically chosen this period because in 1980 the US Congress amended 

the previous Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 to include a clause including 

refugees i.e., any persons fleeing political persecution from their own country. Through 

this amendment annually, 50,000 refugees could seek asylum in the US. This amendment 

was a response to the increasing international political instability in many countries. 
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 Historically, the emigration of people to the US from different countries has never 

been a novelty. As Lisa Lowe mentions in Immigrant Acts, previously, the US had the 

National Origins Formula in place, which was used to decide a quota system (25). 

Through such a system, immigrants from European nations were favored. People from 

Asia and Africa were actively discouraged, and the system was set up in such a way that 

it was impossible to live and work in the US legally for such people. However, the 

Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 ended the unfair preference that was given to 

people from European nations by restructuring the quota system. The 1980 amendment to 

this Act differentiated between immigrants and refugees and set up a system of legal 

asylum seeking.   

 Ethnic American fiction published especially during the period that I analyze, 

amply demonstrate how prevailing social conditions in the country of refuge does not 

ameliorate traumatic memories: people who have taken refuge in the US suffer from a 

two-pronged problem: they are unwanted in their homeland as well as in their adoptive 

country. 

 In this study, I use the works of Dina Nayeri, Edwidge Danticat, Julia Alvarez, 

and Amy Tan. I have specifically focused on these ethnic women authors because not 

only are they aware of the tenuous political relationship between the U.S. and their home 

countries, but they also problematize the immigrant/refugee experience in their fictions. 

Much of their work is closely related to their own experiences in their politically troubled 

homeland and as an ethnic other in the U.S. mainland. In their fictions, these writers map 

their individual experiences onto their characters. As such, these writers portray the 

liminal position of an immigrant or refugee in U.S. society and the added problems that 
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they face in their daily lives in the U.S. Furthermore, in the texts that I analyze apart from 

the shared experience of being an “outsider” another commonality is the palpable 

presence of silence. The silencing of the characters exists on two levels. On the first level, 

the characters are coerced into silence through either an oppressive social system or 

political regime in their homeland. On the second level, the authors show how the social 

fabric in the US, which is not conducive to nurturing a separate ethnic identity, coerces 

the characters into repressing their past. Through a comparative approach, I compare how 

these two levels of silencing are depicted in the ethnic texts. Through this framework, I 

show how these authors push back against systemic oppression and silencing. Silencing 

leads to repressed trauma and these authors show both repression and the resistance put 

up against internalizing that pain through communication via different avenues. 

 In Haunting Legacies: Violent Histories and Transgenerational Trauma, Gabriele 

Schwab mentions the numerous ways through which unprocessed, repressed trauma can 

come back to haunt the victims as well as perpetrators of a traumatic event. She 

investigates memoirs, autobiographies, and other personal writings to prove how traces of 

repressed trauma is discernible in these modes of writing. I claim that repressed trauma is 

equally discernible in ethnic literary fiction. In the texts that I analyze, silencing and 

repressed trauma are major themes. The authors show separate ways in which repressed 

trauma can come back to haunt the victims. But these narratives also show ways in which 

characters push back against the internalization of unprocessed grief. 

 I have intentionally sequenced the following chapters in such a way to facilitate a 

conversation between them. As I mentioned earlier, all the literary texts in this research 
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project demonstrate repressed trauma. Through this comparative framework, my aim is to 

show how authors from different ethnicities deal with repressed trauma in the texts and 

the varied ways in which, through their narratives, they break through the established 

wall of silence. The narratives by these women authors also legitimizes the inherent 

heterogeneity of history—they bypass established historical records to uphold an altered 

view of their homelands to the readers—a view that is often missing from history 

textbooks and popular records.   

 The second chapter in my dissertation titled “The Scheherazade Complex: 

‘Talking back’ from the Iranian Diaspora in Dina Nayeri’s Fiction” looks at Nayeri’s 

debut novel A Teaspoon of Earth and Sea (2013). In this chapter I set up my argument by 

first establishing Nayeri’s experiences as an immigrant and asylum seeker and her 

tenuous relationship with her homeland, i.e., Iran and state-sponsored religious diktats 

that governed Iran post-1979. I give a detailed description of the political and social 

conditions in Iran leading up to the 1979 Revolution which resulted in the mass exodus of 

the anti-Khomeini population (who were actively being persecuted by the Khomeini 

regime for their religious beliefs) to EU nations and the United States. The theoretical 

exoskeleton in this chapter is reliant on Farzaneh Milani’s characterization of female 

authors writing as or from an Islamic country as Scheherazade’s daughter. Milani 

characterizes narratives by female authors as a political statement against all state-

sponsored silencing of women and considers them to be the progenitors of the female 

frame narrator of the Arabian Nights (the quintessential Islamic prototext, which 

probably comes second to only the Quran), i.e., Scheherazade. Using this theoretical 

framework I argue in my chapter that not only is Nayeri a Scheherazade’s daughter—she 
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uses the same characterization for her frame narrator and protagonist, Saba, in the novel. 

By using the Iranian art of storytelling, Nayeri juxtaposes the daily oppression faced by 

Iranians in Iran against the “immigrant worries” faced by Iranians as the ethnic “other” in 

the United States. Nayeri draws from her life to set up this comparison and uses Saba as a 

literary alter-ego to shed light on the traumatic existence and experiences of Iranian 

women, both living in and outside of Iran.  

 I continue and expand upon this theme of state-sponsored violence against women 

and their targeted silencing in my third chapter. My third chapter titled “Erasures and 

Elisions: Silenced History and the Role of Women in Edwidge Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, 

Memory” takes a detailed look at Haiti and state-sponsored violence under the dictatorial 

rule of François Duvalier, also known as “Papa Doc”. The preponderance of silence in 

Haitian society, especially when it comes to the treatment of women is a ubiquitous 

theme in Haitian literature. In this chapter I use Myriam Chancy’s argument in Framing 

Silence: Revolutionary Novels by Haitian Women where she categorizes the novel as a 

“revolutionary tool” which works against the historical silencing of women in Haitian 

society (5). Chancy argues that since Haitian women have not been given a place in 

Haitian history, it is the responsibility of Haitian women authors to write against that 

historical obfuscation and firmly resituate women in Haitian historical discourse. In this 

chapter, I give a detailed historical background about the contested historiography of 

Haiti and how certain records have been prioritized at the expense of lesser-known 

historical events and personages. I also delineate the atrocities committed during the 

Duvalier regime and Danticat’s focus on those acts of violence in her debut novel. I argue 

that in Breath, Eyes, Memory Danticat fashions herself as an African griot, i.e., 
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storyteller, and “narrativizes” Haitian history to reinsert women into the male-dominated 

domain of Haitian historiography. I claim that Danticat achieves this through the 

inclusion of key Haitian cultural artifacts in her novel, namely storytelling and vodou. In 

this novel, Danticat also shows the failure of the “American Dream” through the troubled 

character of Martine and her failed relationship with her daughter, Sophie. Danticat uses 

her hyphenated status as a Haitian American to show the shortcomings of both American 

and Haitian societies. She does not glorify her adoptive land; nor does she unnecessarily 

denigrate her homeland, and uses her “double vision” and interstitial position to write 

about the social conditions of both countries.  

 There is a continuity between the third and fourth chapters of my dissertation. My 

fourth chapter is titled “The Women Rebels: Femininity vs Masculinity in Julia Alvarez’s 

In the Time of the Butterflies and How the Garcia Girls Lost their Accents”. This chapter 

is focused on Haiti’s geographical neighbor, the Dominican Republic, and the reign of 

terror faced by Dominicans during the dictatorial regime of Rafael Leónidas Trujillo 

Molina. In this chapter I focus on how Julia Alvarez addresses the issue of violence 

against women through the narrative interconnection between her two novels. I invert the 

chronology of the two novels and read them in conjunction to argue Alvarez’s 

juxtaposition of rebel femininity in her novels to counter the trauma and silencing 

engendered in the Dominican Republic due to the prevalent hypermasculinity of the 

society, which gave rise to such oppressive characters as Trujillo. The introductory 

portion of the chapter takes a deep look at the ingrained machismo of Dominican society 

which empowered a character as corrupt as Trujillo to seize and remain in power. 

Trujillo’s charisma as an alpha male allowed him to effectively hypnotize the masses and 
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usurp social and political consensus. Thus, in this chapter, I read Alvarez’s two novels in 

tandem as a collective voicing of trauma suffered by Dominican women during the 

Trujillo regime. Alvarez shows how the Mirabal sisters’ rebellion topples the Trujillo 

regime, resulting in his assassination In the Time of the Butterflies. How the Garcia Girls 

Lost their Accents continues this theme of rebellion and shows how the Garcia sisters 

rebel against “island masculinity” and stereotypical roles and responsibilities after 

immigrating to the United States. This chapter too delves into the common theme of the 

ethnic “other” and shows how Alvarez problematizes the cultural assimilation of the 

Garcia sisters, who in turn are troubled by their hybridized identities. Here too, Alvarez 

problematizes the ethnic “other”, where the shortcomings of both Dominican and 

American societies are highlighted.  

 The fifth and penultimate chapter titled “‘These are the Things I Should Not 

Forget: Memory and Identity Formation in Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club’” carries 

forward the overarching argumentative framework of my dissertation. Among my group 

of chosen ethnic authors, Amy Tan stands out as a second generation Chinese American, 

and her identity is reflected in her fictions as well. In this chapter I argue that Tan uses 

memory narratives in The Joy Luck Club to set up an intergenerational and cross-cultural 

matrilineal bridge between mothers and daughters. Unlike Ruth Maxey and other select 

critics I do not read the mothers’ memory narratives as “self-orientalizing” (a term 

Maxey uses to criticize Tan’s depiction of feudal China in the novel). Instead, I read the 

memory narratives as an oppositional, creative, and literary framework that Tan uses as a 

writer to set up a cultural comparison between the homeland, i.e., China, and the adoptive 

land, i.e., the United States, without advocating for one over the other. Nowhere in the 
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novel does Tan show the United States to be the “Promised Land” for the mothers. On 

the contrary, Tan depicts the personal failures of the mothers as well as the daughters in 

the novel in the United States, further showing the uselessness of the aspirations of both 

groups of women. Instead of running after the illusion of success, what Tan is advocating 

for is a united front—where mothers and daughters assist each other in overcoming daily 

struggles and form a symbiotic relationship that allows for personal growth and 

fulfillment. Though born in the United States, the daughters are hybridized citizens who 

are removed from their ethnic homeland. This disconnect complicates their identity 

formation, where they are situated at the borderlands of both American and Chinese 

cultures, without finding purchase in either. My chapter shows how understanding their 

ethnic identity through their mothers’ pasts allows the daughters to reconcile with their 

hyphenated consciousness and accept their dual identities.  

 History is not “a blind packaging of that which has happened” but an ontological 

process that is “meaningful and understandable” (634). In The End of History and the 

Last Man (1992) Francis Fukuyama argues for the “end of history” as we know it due to 

the rise of the liberal democracy in the 20th century. Fukuyama argues for the Hegelian 

objective of the “end of history”, i.e., absolute knowledge, through the concepts of free 

state and liberal democracy, as opposed to the Marxian view which sees history as a 

superstructure and assigns its dismantling to the coming of the Communist state. 

However, liberal democracy has not resulted in the Fukuyamian “end of history”—if 

anything, the process has been more complicated in the 21st century by neo-liberal 

politics. During such times, literature and literary texts cannot be and should not be read 

in isolation from their political and social contexts.  
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CHAPTER 2 

THE SCHEHERAZADE COMPLEX: “TALKING BACK” FROM THE IRANIAN 
DIASPORA IN DINA NAYERI’S FICTION  

 
In Dina Nayeri's novel, A Teaspoon of Earth and Sea, while talking about the 

Persian pastime of storytelling, Khanom Basir mentions,  

Lying is a necessary skill now. We must hide every good thing--music, 
drink, excess joy, and pretty clothes. In houses all over Iran... the place to 
tell lies is under the korsi blanket. That is where you go to hear stories--a 
very Persian pastime, because afterward, you can rub yogurt over the lies, 
pretend innocence, or you can say a little rhyme about maast and doogh, 
and make it all white as milk again. (135)  

Dina Nayeri’s A Teaspoon of Earth and Sea is a unique combination of history, facts, 

firsthand experiences, and fiction. Even though the readers do not meet the character of 

Nayeri in this novel, the narrative can be read as semi-autobiographical. The annotated 

excerpt above directs the readers’ attention to life in Iran post-revolution and the 

centrality of storytelling in this novel and Persian culture. In an interview with Bill 

Kenower, Nayeri mentions the importance of oral storytelling to her craft as a writer, and 

how telling stories is indeed a quintessential Persian pastime. The centrality of 

storytelling in her debut novel functions at two levels—introducing non-Persian readers 

to an important cultural artifact and verbalizing social ills pervasive in a misogynistic and 

corrupt society. In this chapter, I argue that through the trope of storytelling Nayeri 

critiques the masculinist Iranian society and prioritizes firsthand experiences over mass-

produced sanitized histories of her homeland, i.e., Iran. She also upends misogynistic 

social hierarchies by shining the spotlight on the importance of women through her 
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narrative and resisting the inferior position given to them by the Khomeini regime after 

the 1979 Revolution.         

Born in Isfahan, Iran, in 1979 Nayeri moved to the U.S. with her Christian-

convert mother and younger brother due to religious persecution when she was only ten 

years old. After spending three months in London, Nayeri's mother had converted to 

Christianity. During the Khomeini regime, there was no place for apostates in the 

country. Thus, her mother took the drastic step of leaving her husband, and along with 

her two young children, embarked on the risky and arduous journey of traveling to the 

United States as refugees. In the recently published nonfiction work, The Ungrateful 

Refugee: What Immigrants Never Tell You (2019), Nayeri recounts her experiences as a 

refugee. Through a method of extreme daring and trial and error, Nayeri, along with her 

mother and young brother, traveled from one refugee camp to the other, from Abu Dhabi 

to Italy, and finally landed in Oklahoma, U.S.A. Branded as “illegals” and “refugees”, 

Nayeri understands the humiliation that refugees undergo during the process of asylum-

seeking and fully sympathizes with their situation. These experiences as a refugee have 

an inextricable relationship with her art of writing and storytelling. Nayeri mentions,  

In a refugee camp, stories are everything. Everyone has one, having just 
slipped out from the grip of a nightmare. Everyone is idle, without 
permission to work or run away, reckoning now with a new place in the 
world. Everyone is a stranger, in need of introduction... At Barba, I 
learned to listen, and to savor startling details, byproducts of a strange 
confluence that may never recur: a grandmother hiding bricks in her 
chador, a splash of cream across a handsome face, a stampede for jam. 
(The Ungrateful Refugee 6) 

Glimpses of these different people that she met at refugee camps can be seen in her 

fiction as well. These people (most of whom she never met after leaving the refugee 
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camp at Barba, Italy) left such an indelible mark on her psyche that it was impossible for 

her to keep them locked in the recesses of her mind without recreating them in her 

fiction.  

 Nayeri's contentious relationship with religion (both Islam and Christianity) form 

an integral part of her fiction writing. As a young, impressionable child, Nayeri gravitated 

towards Christianity, because of the symbolic association the religion had in her mind 

with her stylish maternal grandmother and the eventful trip to London. Her maternal 

grandmother, whom she lovingly called Maman Moti, emigrated to London at an early 

age with the hopes and aspirations of attaining a better life with her eldest daughter and 

youngest son, and in the process abandoned her husband and the second daughter, 

Nayeri's mother (Ungrateful Refugee 27). Abandoned by her mother and stuck in the 

Islamic Republic of Iran, Sima, Nayeri's mother, craved freedom. Since she was brought 

up by her father and his family, she had no choice but to excel in studies and become a 

doctor (a respectable profession for women of upper middle-class families). Even in 

marriage she felt cheated because she later found out that her husband was an opium 

addict (27). She was full of unbridled energy, unrequited wishes, and a life full of 

disappointments.  However, she did not have any avenue where she could channel her 

energy and seek peace, independence, and freedom. Later, after reuniting with her mother 

in London, she found that avenue in Christianity (27). Her mother, a Christian convert, 

and a highly idiosyncratic woman encouraged that conversion, and Nayeri's mother 

willingly became an Islamic apostate to find another thread of connection with her ever-

elusive mother.  
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 As a child, Nayeri had never met her maternal grandmother and was quite taken 

up with her when she finally met her in London. Maman Moti, her “city grandmother” 

told her about “Jesus, and love, and freedom” and Nayeri became a believer too (26). 

Nayeri's mother, brought up in a tradition of unquestioned devotion to religion, poured 

her fervent belief into Christianity, to the point that her new faith became a source of 

myriad miracles, such as curing her metal allergy (26). Nayeri's father, a doctor himself 

and atheist tried hard to convince his wife that all religions were ultimately “manipulative 

and irrational” and tried to dissuade her from following in the path of blind faith (26). To 

Nayeri's impressionable mind, from an early age, religion thus became a receptacle of 

worries and constant bickering between her parents.  

 Nayeri's hostility towards religion was fed even more by the hostile environment 

in the society that she returned to after visiting her Maman Moti in London. Word quickly 

spread of her mother's conversion, and Nayeri was regularly singled out by the teachers 

in her Islamic school and questioned about her faith, 

“What is your religion?” the teachers would ask, every day during recess. 
They would pull me aside, to a bench between the toilet cave and the 
nightmarish Khomeini mural, and they would ask this again and again. 
“I'm Christian,” I would say. In those days, I thought Muslim literally 
meant a “bad person”, and no individual or event helped dispel that 
notion...Though they were picked off and dragged to gruesome fates, the 
underground Christians we had befriended seemed consumed with 
kindness. (24) 

Indoctrinated by her maternal grandmother and mother, Nayeri's hostility towards Islam 

was also fed by the daily humiliation that she faced in her school at the hands of her 

teachers due to her conversion. Much later she realized that she never had a chance of 

choosing her religion--she was born a Muslim, and later became a Christian because her 
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mother had decided for her and changed her faith (37). Religion never served her purpose 

of discovering freedom, the way feminism would in later years, thus when she came of 

age, she reneged on all faiths (37). It would take her years of living as an immigrant in 

the U.S., U.K., and then the Netherlands to realize that,  

...all villainy starts on native soil, where rotten people can safely be rotten, 
where government exists for their protection. It is only among the 
outsiders--the rebels, foreigners, and dissidents--that welcome is easily 
found. (25) 

It will be hard to appreciate Nayeri’s novel without a thorough knowledge of all the 

“villainy” that she alludes to in her work. The next part gives a detailed view of the social 

and political conditions present in Iran right before and after the 1979 revolution; an 

event that left an indelible mark on the lives of all Iranians. The 1979 Revolution was a 

culmination of years of interconnected events that made it easy for Khomeini and his 

supporters to wrest power from the Shah and change the inherent character of Iranian 

society through their restrictive diktats. Nayeri’s novel alludes to many of these arbitrary 

and self-serving diktats, and the exhaustion and fear that Iranians felt living in such a 

society. The chaotic events in Nayeri’s novel are inextricably linked to the social and 

political climate in post-Revolution Iran, thus calling for a detailed discussion.  
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Historical Background 

Iran's ancient culture and geopolitical existence have always been a hotly debated issue in 

the Western world. Sandwiched between the Caspian Sea and the Persian Gulf, Iran's 

Shi’i culture and religious beliefs have historically presented an antithetical front to its 

mostly Sunni Islamic neighbors. Iran became a site of intense scrutiny and “bafflement” 

after the Revolution of 1979 (Keddie 1). Critics and scholars were confused with the role 

that religion and particularly one spiritual leader played in single-handedly upending an 

established ruling dispensation changing the course of Iran's history and deconstructing 

its until now accepted role in global geopolitics. However, it will be simplistic to rule out 

the centrality of religion to the socio-political sphere in Iran. Post-1979, Islam did not 

suddenly enter the political realm in Iran. As Nikki Keddie points out, the “Islamic 

Revival” that Ayatollah Khomeini embarked upon was a reintroduction of Islam into the 

socio-political realm (4). An intertwining of politics and religious scriptures has always 

been a hallmark of Islam, and that has also been true for Iran. Iran has often been cited as 

a seat of Shi'ism by some Western scholars, but that has “no basis before 1501” (Keddie 

8). As an ancient nation, Islam was not endemic to Iran and was a later introduction. 

However, the interrelationship between politics and religion solidified during the long 

reign of the Qajar dynasty. The conservative religious beliefs of the ruling Qajar dynasty 

were later dismantled by the Westernizing efforts of the Pahlavi dynasty, especially 

during the “postconstitutional period” between 1911-25 (Moallem 2).  

 According to historians and cultural scholars, Iran went through three distinct 

stages of societal restructuring. The first stage of society, during the rule of the Qajar 
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dynasty who ruled Iran from 1789 to 1925 is structured around the strict adherence to 

Quranic rules, that was enforced by law. The second stage during the rule of the Pahlavi 

dynasty is marked by radical Westernization and an active abandonment of feudal rules 

and Islamic strictures. The third and final stage is marked by a militant Islamic 

fundamentalist revival, which was a product of the Revolution of 1979 and led to the rise 

of the rule of Ayatollah Khomeini. These three stages are distinctly identifiable through 

the policies that were implemented on women and their rights. During the rule of the 

Qajar dynasty, veiling was mandatory, and the use of the chador was ubiquitous with 

virtuosity in women. In Veils and Words: the emerging voices of Iranian women writers 

(1992), Farzaneh Milani mentions,  

Chador, the form of veiling prevalent in Iran, is an all-enveloping piece of 
cloth that covers a woman from head to toe. The word itself means tent, 
perhaps in reference to the earlier, pre-Islamic practice of moving women 
around in covered sedan chairs. The Chador is kept in place by clutching 
it under the chin by one hand. The face is usually left uncovered or is 
covered, if at all, by a separate face veil [called a niqab]. (20)    

However, once the Qajar dynasty was replaced by the Western-educated Pahlavi's, the 

use of the chador was criminalized. Women were encouraged to study and seek 

employment in public spheres that were previously closed off to them. However, after the 

Revolution of 1979, the social progress achieved through the robust Westernization of the 

Iranian cultural sphere was canceled out by the rejection of all previous relaxation of 

stringent Islamic rules. Nafiseh Sharifi mentions in Female Bodies and Sexuality in Iran 

and the Search for Defiance that in 1963 Mohammad Reza Pahlavi initiated a 

sociological reform project that targeted the welfare of women (Introduction 1). Later 

renamed as the “White Revolution”, this reform project aimed to reengineer Iranian 
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society into a fairer one. To this effect, women's suffrage was introduced, women's legal 

marriage age was increased to eighteen years, and women were given more rights to 

divorce their spouses in case of a rift (1).    

 In Women and Politics in Iran: Veiling, Unveiling, and Reveiling (2007) Hamideh 

Sedghi mentions that “...veiling, unveiling, and reveiling illuminate the contest for 

political power in the course of Iran's development...Gender remains a core concern of 

politics. Gender analysis illuminates politics and power struggles: who gets, what, how, 

when, and why” (Introduction 2). Throughout the decades, Iran's political dispensation 

(pro-Islam or not) has always strived to assert an authoritative control over sexuality and 

women's bodies. From a gender and sexuality perspective, Iran has undergone varied 

changes. Women, their bodies, and the performance of their sexuality have been at the 

epicenter of what Minoo Moallem calls a “cultural war” (Introduction 3). The dialectical 

shifts between modernization and Islamic fundamentalism throughout Iranian history 

have defined Iranian femininity and a collective attempt to solidify what it means to be a 

woman in a post-revolution Iran. The agency of femininity and an unfettered 

performance of sexual desires have never really rested with the women of this country. If 

during the rule of the Qajar dynasty and the present Khomeini era women are 

criminalized for any infraction against the state-sanctioned diktat to follow Islamic rules 

of behavior, during the Pahlavi dynasty any semblance of religious fastidiousness was 

criminalized as well. As Sedghi mentions, women like her grandmother were admonished 

by pasdars (Iranian police force patrolling the streets, one of whose duties was 

surveillance of the people in public spaces) on the street for forgetting to uncover their 

heads during the reign of the Shah, whereas when she was growing up in post-revolution 
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Iran, veiling was mandatory, and disobedience could result in arrest, or in extreme cases, 

death (Introduction 1). In both eras, women lacked the freedom and independence to take 

decisions about their bodies and had to tow the official line on such things as dress, 

etiquette, sexuality, and the like. 

 The contest for controlling women's bodies and denial of rights to assert their 

independence has been the highlight of every Iranian ruling dispensation. As critics like 

Minoo Moallem, Hamideh Sedghi, Saba Mahmood, Afsaneh Najmabadi, (all women 

writers from Islamic countries), and others have explained in their writings, control of 

human bodies has always been the main preoccupation of the Iranian ruling class. If the 

Shah regime prioritized the violent overthrow of all things Islamic that were instated 

under the Qajar dynasty, the Khomeini regime's mission revolved around Islamic revival 

and a return to cultural originality, coupled with a vehement rejection of all things 

Western. Trapped between these two extreme tendencies, the unhindered performance of 

bodily desires and vocalization of individual choice has become an impossibility in 

modern-day Iran. According to Najmabadi, Iranian modernity was constructed out of a 

“rearticulation of concepts like nation (millat), politics (siasat), homeland (vatan), and 

knowledge (ilm)...[which] depended on notions of gender” (Women with Moustaches 2). 

The women's bodies became the site of administrative control for all ruling classes. As 

Yuval-Davis mentions, women during the post-Revolution era became “the carrier of the 

[Islamic] tradition” and were expected to behave in a certain way to uphold an example 

to not just other Iranians, but the world in general (qtd. in Rezai-Rashti 2). 
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 Iranian women's access to education during the Qajar dynasty was limited due to 

the lack of public schools. Private schools catered to only elite upper-class women, and 

they functioned more as finishing schools (Rezai-Rashti 2). As Goli Rezai-Rashti 

mentions, “the main justification for women's education was linked to their responsibility 

within the family, which was argued would result in national progress and prosperity” 

(2). Later, the establishment of public schools during the Pahlavi dynasty went hand in 

hand with the compulsory unveiling of the female population of the country. However, 

Iranian society did not ubiquitously welcome the policy of compulsory unveiling. To 

attend public schools, colleges, and universities women had to remove their veils. 

Unfortunately, this directive became extremely divisive because not all women 

welcomed this move. Urban, middle-class women willingly took part in the mandatory 

unveiling, but women from the provinces were not appreciative of this order. Due to the 

coercive nature of this directive, many women could not take part in the education system 

and became disenfranchised (Rezai-Rashti 3). Reza Shah's 1936 decree was more 

engineered towards relaxing social rules for the urban, elite women whose dress practices 

were Westernized, to begin with (Osanloo 25). The compulsory unveiling hindered the 

unfettered movement of provincial women who unfortunately could not step out of their 

houses under patriarchal pressure which banned them from going out of the house 

without a proper covering (Osanloo 25). Furthermore, as Najmabadi mentions, even 

though women were encouraged to educate themselves and start their professional 

careers, they were not included in the actual act of nation-building, and their professional 

avenues were limited to traditionally feminine roles such as those of bureaucrats (qtd. in 

Rezai-Rashti 3). Reza Shah strategically used the issue of women's emancipation as a 
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front for modernizing Iran but kept his efforts limited to only benefitting the elite class. 

Reza Shah's 1936 decree, followed by later measures, made him extremely unpopular and 

resulted in his ultimate removal from power (Osanloo 26). Though his son, Mohammad 

Reza Pahlavi, did not make unveiling compulsory, women from all strata of the society 

were opposed to his dictatorial regime.   

 The issues of modernization, Westernization and the universal education of 

women are also interlinked with Iranian women's emancipation and knowledge about 

their rights in both the domestic and public spheres. Arzoo Osanloo mentions that for the 

Iranian women, haqq or rights have never been given without a fight (1). According to 

Osanloo, even though during the Pahlavi dynasty women could exercise their freedom 

and guard their rights, these rights came with some limitations. The Shah's despotic 

regime only allowed women to exercise their rights when those did not infringe upon his 

dictatorial regime. He did not brook any resistance to his draconian laws and dealt with 

such infringements with an iron fist. Right after the 1979 Revolution, many people 

openly voiced their support for women's emancipation, and “many openly declared 

women equal to men” (4). However, once the Khomeini regime deepened its 

authoritarian reach into the Iranian society, it became painfully clear to women that their 

rights were not of importance to the regime, and they were nothing better than second-

class citizens. Minoo Moallem also mentions that Iranian women of all ages and 

economic backgrounds participated in the Revolution of 1979 and rejected the formal 

structure of a dictatorial state as designed by the Shah (3). The Revolution was an organic 

moment of voicing displeasure in which women were equally important participants. The 

irony of the Revolution lies in the fact that even though the protests sourced their 



24 

ideologies from different schools of thought, such as Marxism, socialism, anarchism, and 

various unorthodox interpretations of Islam (Moallem 85), ultimately once the battle 

against the Shah was won, these differing schools of thoughts coalesced under one central 

theme of the doctrinal Islamic revival which was deeply patriarchal and limited the 

avenues of freedom of thought and expression for women.  

 The interregnum between the Shah's departure and Ayatollah Khomeini's ascent 

to power was marked by numerous demonstrations led by women, demanding an 

egalitarian society (Osanloo 3). These women's marches were held continuously for three 

days starting from March 8 and mostly focused on the busy streets of the capital Tehran 

(Osanloo 3). However, supporters of the new regime opposed these peaceful 

demonstrations and resorted to violence against defenseless women agitating for their 

rights. As Osanloo points out, these women were characterized as “Barbie dolls”, 

“Western puppets”, and gharbzadeh, i.e., brainwashed by the Western culture (3). This 

outright rejection and antagonism towards women and their rightful place in society 

paved the way for decades of exploitation and disenfranchisement that even in the 21st 

century has not been fully alleviated. Osanloo contends that the Khomeini regime 

rejected the demand for equal women's rights as un-Islamic and Western. To the regime, 

the semantics that was being used by the women during their protests for equal rights was 

objectionable because it labeled their rights in an “individuated liberal sense” which was 

not permissible in the Islamic Republic of Iran, due to its affinity with the Western ideal 

of individualism, something that was not sanctioned in the patriarchal interpretation of 

the Quran (3). Nonetheless, the struggle between Iranian women and the Republic has 
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resulted in a rekindling of women's interest in educating themselves about their rights and 

fighting incessantly to have those rights legally recognized by the Republic. 

 Much of the problem in analyzing the socio-political processes of Iran lies with 

Western intellectuals assessing these complicated processes through a quintessentially 

restrictive Western lens. The inability of Western scholars and Orientalists to examine the 

history of Iran without trying to forcefully fit it into a Western model of republicanism 

limits their approach to the multitude of Islamic and non-Western issues as inaccurate 

and profoundly simplistic. Osanloo points out that the analysis of women's rights in non-

Western societies (not just Islamic) is based on a “dichotomy of liberal and universal 

rights versus insular and popular culture” whereas such societies generally are 

“multifaceted, dynamic, and contingent” (1). Osanloo further argues that the “confluence 

of Islamic principles and republicanism” has resulted in the robust acceptance of 

women's rights in Iran in contemporary times (4). During the revolution, myriad social 

and political groups participated in the overthrow of the Shah. This resulted in an 

admixture of different ideologies when the Islamic Republic of Iran came into being, 

“incorporating theocratic, republican, and even direct democracy components” (Osanloo 

5). Even if initially the followers of the Khomeini rejected women's rights as a non-issue, 

that thought process has transformed. Thus, it would be an error to surmise that Iran is a 

stranger to the issue of women's rights and is completely antagonistic to any efforts on 

the women's part to have their demands accepted by the Republic. As Farzaneh Milani 

points out, a veiled Iranian woman is not synonymous with a powerless individual and 

should not be mistaken as disenfranchised or completely helpless (Veils and Words 3). 

The veiled Iranian woman has been a symbol of constancy during social and political 
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upheavals and has come to inhabit the collective consciousness of the people through 

their predominance in the “symbolic order” of the land (4).  However, it will be equally 

injudicious to claim that the ongoing struggle between women and the Republic is 

anything but harmonious. Iranian women have had to embark on a long and perilous 

journey to arrive at the current position of successfully vocalizing their demands. The 

originary point of this arduous journey is two-pronged. It lies firstly in the moment of 

entry of women into the world of literature as an avenue to propagate their viewpoint 

about the world in general, and Iran in particular, and secondly in the compulsory 

unveiling of 1936.     

According to Farzaneh Milani, the process of unveiling is inextricably linked with 

the upsurge of women entering the field of writing. She mentions,  

For centuries, veiling not only curtailed women's bodily expression but 
also inhibited their verbal self-expression. Their public silence was long 
legitimized, spiritualized, fetishized, and idealized. Coerced into silence 
though they were, they were given numerous rewards and motivations for 
accepting it. Their social self-effacement, their public inertia and passivity, 
their Sharm [charm, shame], were considered, among other things, key 
criteria of their beauty. Like the "dumb blond" in the West, the traditional 
Iranian beauty appears to be made more alluring by not saying anything. 
Silence was one of her hallmarks. (6)  

Milani mentions that the veil has been such an intrinsic part of Iranian culture, and till 

1936 this social custom never faced any challenge. It is hard to trace the exact history of 

veiling in Iranian society, but veiling has always been a custom practiced by the ruling 

elite and women of the upper class through centuries. However, the custom of veiling has 

not gone completely unchallenged throughout the long history of its existence. Milani 
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points out several historical instances of women publicly challenging this custom not just 

in Iran, but in other Middle Eastern countries as well,  

An Iranian woman, a poet named Tahereh Qorratol'Ayn (1817-1852), 
unveiled herself in 1848. Years later, in 1923, in another part of the 
Middle East, Huda Shaarawi and Saiza Nabarawi, upon their return from 
an international feminist meeting in Rome, appeared unveiled at the Cairo 
railway station. Four years later, Ambara Salaam...appeared without her 
veil to speak at the Women's Renaissance Society in Beirut. She 
maintained that wearing the veil when speaking in public “hampered her 
and blocked her thoughts”. (3)  

In societies where veiling is prevalent (there are indeed a lot of non-Islamic societies 

around the world where veiling is still an important social custom, such as the Hindu 

Marwari society in Rajasthan, India), a veiled woman is often a symbol of domesticity 

and obedience. It is expected that a veiled woman will adhere to the social mores and not 

disturb the patriarchal dominance in any way. The veil or chador (in the Iranian context) 

is a symbol of domesticity and mute surrender to the overbearing powers of patriarchy 

and oppressive religious diktats. Therefore, Milani correlates the emergence of Iranian 

women writers with the important decision of Reza Shah to criminalize the custom of 

mandatory veiling in 1936. With the compulsory unveiling, women found the courage 

and impetus to unsilence themselves and write about their experiences in a land where 

patriarchy has unchallenged dominion. 

 More importantly, for the first time in the history of Iran, women's literary 

writings contributed to filling up a void that had existed for centuries. As Milani 

mentions, it is indeed baffling how the literary production was also usurped by patriarchal 

powers to completely erase the imaginative existence of Iranian women (Veils and Words 

1). It is difficult, if not impossible, to find any literary writings of Iranian women in the 
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early 19th century or dating back even further, even though Iran has had an active literary 

scene, such as the popular writings of Jalal ad-Din Muhammad Rumi (1207-73) or even 

before that. 

 As a vortex of intense dialectical forces, the Revolution of 1979 divided Iranian 

society down the middle. Post-Revolution, the Khomeini Regime embarked upon 

stringent measures that were directed towards pulling Iran out of the lap of its Western 

masters and re-orienting it towards its Islamic heritage. This push resulted in an exodus 

of thousands of Iranian, who sought refuge in countries like the U.K., nations that were a 

part of the European Union, or mostly in the U.S. During the Pahlavi dynasty, the 

camaraderie between both Reza Shah and his son with the U.S. and Great Britain was in 

plain sight. Foreign meddling in the internal state affairs of Iran had always acted as an 

obstacle to the functioning of democracy. For instance, in 1951, Mohammed Reza 

Pahlavi was ousted from power by a coup masterminded by the elected prime minister, 

Mohammad Mossadeq (Guerrero 14). Initially, Great Britain did not intervene in this 

internal strife, and the Shah was not successful in regaining his lost authority. However, 

the moment Mossadeq nationalized the Iranian oil industry, he became a pebble in the 

shoes of B.P. (British Petroleum), and by extension, Great Britain and their ally the U.S. 

Mossadeq's hobnobbing with the communists of the Tudeh was a worrying signal to the 

U.S. that he was deliberately trying to turn Iran into a communist regime (Guerrero 14). 

According to Guerrero,  
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A coup led by the CIA, under Kermit Roosevelt's on-site direction, 
brought down Mossadeq in 1953 and restored the Shah, who had 
conveniently left Iran for Rome in advance of the coup. Although the coup 
was widely supported by the military and counted with the support of the 
clergy and the bazaar, in time, it was portrayed as an American plot to 
curtail Iran's independence. The coup is commonly identified as the root 
of Iranian-American enmity that fiercely arose with Khomeini. (14)  

The supporters of Shah wholeheartedly welcomed the coup as Western political and 

military aid; however, the Khomeini regime changed the common sentiment and saw the 

American interference as a direct affront to Iran's independence. Once the Khomeini 

regime solidified its powers, it was clear to the Shah supporters that they could no longer 

live in Iran in peace. Similarly, those who supported the Shah's Westernization schemes 

and reaped social and economic benefits from them also realized that it would be 

impossible to live in Iran without the Khomeini's blessings, something that they knew 

they would never receive.  

 The Iranian Diaspora harbored a hatred for the Khomeini regime and nostalgia for 

all things Iranian Pre-Revolution. Azadeh Moaveni mentions in Lipstick Jihad,  

I was born in Palo Alto, California, into the lap of an Iranian diaspora 
community awash in nostalgia and longing for an Iran many thousands of 
miles away. As a girl, raised on the distorting myths of exile, I imagined 
myself a Persian princess, estranged from my homeland--a place of light, 
poetry, and nightingales--by a dark, evil force called the Revolution. I 
borrowed the plot from Star Wars, convinced it told Iran's story. Ayatollah 
Khomeini was Darth Vader (emphasis my own). (Introduction 1)  

Minoo Moallem calls out this sort of romanticizing of a Persian past that was steeped in 

an alien Western culture and so-called modernization, that only initiated a “process of 

racialization, in which the local is rejected and the West declared superior” (3). She 

further denounces such glorification of a false past as an over-compensation for the 

inability of the Iranian diaspora to question and critically analyze the simplistic and 
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predominantly Western categorization of all Muslims as “fundamentalist, traditional, 

backward, and fanatically religious” (7). She mentions that in failing to draw out the 

similarities between the troubled history of U.S. immigration and the erroneous racial 

categorization of the Persians with the Arabs, the Iranian diasporic scholars and thinkers 

have taken refuge in supporting anti-Islamic racism and upholding that the Persian 

culture does not have any similarities with Islamic culture or beliefs at all (7). To 

Moallem's disappointment,  

The romantic notion of “Persianness” and a selective belonging to the 
glorious age of the Persian empire, removed from modern Iran, have 
become the most convenient means of ethnic identification and of 
protection from the everyday racism experienced by the Iranian diaspora. 
(7)  

Moaveni's “distorting myths” and Moallem's disappointment with the faulty diasporic 

collective memory has affinities with what Salman Rushdie calls the “broken mirror” in 

Imaginary Homelands (1991). While reminiscing about his home, i.e., India, Rushdie 

mentions that his recollections of the past were a product of “distortions of memory” that 

coalesced to create a personal, subjective, and imaginative truth about his homeland (10). 

Rushdie realizes that time and physical separation from the actual place often creates 

voids and vacuums in the mind about certain facts, and the imagination plugs these holes 

with wishful thinking--with how we want the past to look like, not how it was. Referring 

to the narration of the main character in his novel Midnight's Children Rushdie writes, 

This is why I made my narrator, Saleem, suspect in his narration; his 
mistakes are the mistakes of a fallible memory compounded by quirks of 
character and of circumstance, and his vision fragmentary. It may be that 
when the Indian writer who writes from outside India tries to reflect that 
world, he is obliged to deal in broken mirrors, some of whose fragments 
have been irretrievably lost. (10-11)  
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Additionally, Rushdie mentions that history is a fluid concept of the past, steeped in 

ambiguity. “Facts are hard to establish, and capable of being given many meanings. 

Reality is built on our prejudices, misconceptions and ignorance, as well as on our 

perceptiveness and knowledge” (25). Thus, Moaveni and Moallem's accusations are true 

because to keep the ties to the homeland alive, the Iranian diaspora has deliberately 

erased the unpleasant aspects of their recent past. To the supporters of the Shah, 

Ayatollah Khomeini is the embodiment of evil--the crusader against all things Western, 

which in their minds is symbolic of modernity and progress. Such a faulty collective 

recalling of the past erases the horrors of the Shah's rule totally. For instance, Rushdie, 

who had a fatwa issued against him for the Satanic Verses by Ayatollah Khomeini 

recognizes the reason behind the rise of such a controversial figure,  

Khomeini's revolution was intensely nationalistic in character. The unity it 
forged between many widely disparate elements of Iranian society, from 
the high bourgeoisie to the oil workers, was built upon the desire to depose 
a despot, to liberate a nation. Why did Khomeini, an exiled and archaic 
cleric, become the focus of this national effort? The answer must be 
sought in the torture chambers of the Shah, where the paid killers of the 
SAVAK forces broke all political opponents of the Shah's regime. But 
Pahlavi never dared to move as ruthlessly against the mosques, against the 
clergy, as he did against his secular enemies. As a result opposition 
gravitated to the theologians; there was a power vacuum, and Khomeini 
stepped into it with massive authority. (383)  

Like Rushdie, Moallem delineates the same form of hypocrisy during the Pahlavi regime. 

Even though the Shah outwardly championed the twin causes of women's emancipation 

and modernization, Moallem claims that “modernization and Westernization neither 

challenged patriarchy in Iran nor changed it. Indeed, they merely divided patriarchy into 

hegemonic and subordinated semiotic regimes positioned to compete for control of 

women's bodies and minds” (3). The Shah's regime crushed its opponents and their 
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families ruthlessly. The Shah, quite like other dictators, enriched himself and his 

supporters at the cost of the welfare of the common people. Thus, the remembering of the 

Iranian past is varied and controversial, depending on who is doing the recalling. It would 

require an honest and unbiased person belonging to the diaspora to recall the true Iranian 

past and weigh the pros and cons of both regimes without any biases or hidden self-

interest.  

 As mentioned before, the literary productions coming out of Iran date back to at 

least the 11th or 12th century. However, there has been an explosion of literature 

produced from outside Iran by the diaspora in the 20th century. Post-1979, mass swaths 

of people emigrated out of Iran and these diasporic communities have also engaged in a 

robust custom of not only writing about their lives in “exile”, but also about their past 

lives in Iran. Among women, such writing has generally taken the form of 

autobiographies. In Women Write Iran (2016) Nima Naghibi states that since 1990 there 

has been “a popular trend among diasporic Iranian women to produce auto/biographical 

narratives--in the shape of published memoirs, documentary films, and online discourses” 

(Introduction 2). These literary and cinematic productions “narrate their personal 

experiences of life in postrevolutionary Iran and/or in the diaspora” (2). Naghibi states,  

In some ways, women were the beneficiaries of the postrevolutionary 
period as the majority of university students are now female, and women 
hold lucrative and professional posts in Iran as doctors, engineers, 
lawyers, and professors. Far from suggesting that, however, that Iran is a 
nation committed to gender equality...it bears repeating that for some 
women from the traditional and religious classes, the revolution made 
possible a university education and a professional mobility previously not 
available to them. (4) 
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Thus, these autobiographical productions from the diaspora are deeply personal and 

subjective, where the Khomeini regime is painted to be the bane of Iranian culture. These 

productions by diasporic women artists are not in Persian, their first language. According 

to Naghibi, most women authors prefer to write in a foreign language because they do not 

wish to relive their traumatic memories, 

One of the challenges of the testimonial process is that the act of testifying 
requires the sufferer to relive the traumatic experience a second time 
through narration. Recalling a traumatic episode in a language that is at an 
emotional remove from one's experience could ease some of the stress of 
the testifying process. For the generation that has come of age in the West, 
however, English might simply be the language in which they feel most at 
home. (Introduction 2) 

However, Naghibi also points out that these women writers have earned more success 

and popularity with their English-speaking North American and European readers, rather 

than their Iranian counterparts (3). Such is the case with Dina Nayeri. 

Even though numerous other Iranian women diasporic writers have etched out a 

name for themselves in the literary world, Nayeri stands out due to her inherent 

understanding of the divided world that she had grown up in. As mentioned before, there 

has always been strife in Iranian society between the city dwellers and the people from 

the provinces. Most upper middle-class Iranians living in the city wholeheartedly 

welcomed the rule of the Shah (both Reza Shah and his son), while the pro-Western, 

modern rule of the Shahs embittered the people of the provinces due to the lack of 

opportunities and an inherent snobbery that they witnessed in people at the helm of 

affairs. Nayeri's fiction encapsulates both these propensities. As a child, she had grown 

up with affinities to both city living and idyllic provincial dwelling. Her father prided 
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himself on his provincial upbringing and kept the ties with his hometown strong by 

visiting his mother regularly. During these visits, Nayeri accompanied him. Just as she 

considered her stylish maternal grandmother as her “city grandmother” and was 

enamored by her charms, she was equally fond of her paternal grandmother whom she 

lovingly called Maman Masi (26). Though it is clear from both her fiction and non-fiction 

writing that she despised any form of religious fastidiousness (both Islamic and 

Christian), nonetheless she never despised the simple, provincial way of living that she 

was familiar with, thanks to her father and his side of the family. Nayeri's fiction, 

especially her debut novel A Teaspoon of Earth and Sea (2013) brings together these two 

diametrically opposite ways of living, and among other things investigates the pros and 

cons of both. 

 The novel is a retelling of the lives of the Hafezi family before, during, and after 

the tumultuous times of the 1979 Revolution of Iran. Through multiple narrators and 

points of view, the novel traces the intertwined lives of two twin sisters, Saba and 

Mahtab. The novel's timeline spans from roughly a few months before the Iranian 

Revolution of 1979 to a little after the 9/11 attack. Growing up in a well-established 

household in 1980s Iran, the two sisters are enamored with everything American. 

Coached by a Westernized mother and pampered by a doting father, the sisters lead a 

sheltered life. As city dwellers, their only connection with the provinces is through their 

father. As property owners in the small village of Cheshmeh in the Gilan province of 

Iran, the Hafezis visit their palatial provincial house only during the summer holidays. 

However, after the Revolution, they move permanently to Cheshmeh, to avoid excessive 

scrutiny as recently converted Christians in the capital city of Tehran. The move shields 
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them from curious pasdars (revolutionary guards mobilized during the Khomeini regime) 

and Agha Hafezi (i.e., Saba and Mahtab's father) is “smart enough to lie, to oil the bread 

of curious neighbors by opening the house to mullahs and townspeople” (6). Agha 

(Ehsan) Hafezi encourages their poor neighbors, most of whom work in his fields, to 

enter their place without any hesitation. Two of his daughters' best friends--Reza and 

Ponneh, are children who belong to a much lower economic and social class than them. 

However, to allay all fears of being discovered and arrested as apostates, the Hafezis keep 

up the charade of being amenable to socializing with provincial people much below their 

status. 

 The entire novel pivots around two important events--the drowning of Mahtab in 

the Caspian Sea, and the failed escape attempt of Saba and her mother, Bahareh Hafezi, 

to the U.S. During a visit to a seaside town, the twin sisters, who are eleven years old at 

the time, sneak out for a nighttime swim in the Caspian Sea without their parents' 

permission or knowledge. Even though they are good swimmers, unfortunately, the 

current is too strong and Mahtab drowns in the sea. Luckily, some local fishers pull out 

Saba from the water before she succumbs, but Mahtab could not be saved. This event 

leaves a deep psychological scar on Saba's mind. Her memories of that event are 

repressed not just by her consciousness as a defense mechanism, but by the refusal of her 

parents to come clean about this unfortunate day. Even though she asks numerous times 

for her sister, she is repeatedly told that she is recovering and cannot be present by her 

side (437).  
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 During the rescue mission, Bahareh's erratic and hysterical behavior and refusal to 

cooperate with the authorities earns her the ire of the police, and a case is lodged against 

her for “impeding a police search” (435). Mahtab's sudden and tragic death galvanizes 

Bahareh's frantic effort to emigrate to the U.S. However, now that she has a police case 

lodged in her name, Agha Hafezi bribes officials to buy the required passes for Saba and 

her. He did not plan to go with his wife and daughter immediately because he had to 

settle his lands and money in Iran (437). But Saba is skeptical about all these preparations 

because her questions about Mahtab's whereabouts usually go unanswered. On a fateful 

day, in the airport, all the plans of the Hafezis fall apart. The airport scene is the most 

important in the novel because Saba's hazy memory of this day haunts her for the rest of 

her life. Unaccompanied by Mahtab, when Bahareh is questioned by a pasdar at the 

airport, Saba inadvertently blurts out that they were not traveling alone, Mahtab is 

coming along too. This raises the suspicion of the guard, and from there Saba's memories 

of the later events are only a haze. After the drowning incident, Saba is still delirious 

when she is taken to the airport to board a flight to California. That, along with the effects 

of repressed memories, makes it difficult for her to recall correctly how the events 

unfurled at the airport. Much later, as a grown, twice-married woman, she pieces together 

this fateful day, from her father's confession, her distorted memory, and her mother's 

friend Dr. Zohreh. When the pasdar became suspicious as to the true intentions behind 

the journey of Bahareh and Saba, he took aside Bahareh for further questioning. 

Convinced that she had seen Mahtab with another woman, Saba ran away from her 

parents in her sister's search. Her father followed her, trying to catch her and bring her 

back to where Bahareh was being questioned by the pasdar. However, by the time Ehsan 
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found Saba, Bahareh had been taken away into custody, or at least that is what he 

believes because she was nowhere to be found. He started an earnest search for his wife, 

but he could never find out what happened to her. He heard from someone that she was 

seen at the infamous Evin Prison, which was notorious for torturing prisoners to their 

death, but his queries always went unanswered.  

 However, a young, overwhelmed, and delusional Saba is convinced that she has 

seen her mother boarding the flight to California, holding Mahtab by the hand, 

Memory is a tricky thing. But one image is clear and certain, and no 
argument will convince her otherwise. And it is this: her mother in a blue 
manteau--after her father claimed to have lost her in the confusion of the 
security lines--boarding a plane to America, holding the hand of Mahtab, 
the lucky twin. (8) 

This false memory haunts Saba for the rest of her life. She is loved by her elusive father, 

who later becomes an opium addict to deal with the twin tragedies of his life, but 

somehow, she always yearns for the love of her mother and the companionship of her 

twin sister. To this effect, she starts making up stories about the lives of her mother and 

sister in the U.S. These stories, a clear coping mechanism on Saba's part, acts as an 

obstacle to her successful trauma remediation and recuperation. These stories keep her 

hopes alive that somewhere in the U.S. her mother and Mahtab are leading a life of 

immigrants, struggling to set up themselves as successfully emigrated Iranians. Her 

stories revolve around Mahtab, and her trials and tribulations as an immigrant, fervently 

seeking entry into a closed American society. These made-up stories function as a barrier 

against Saba's process of letting go of the past. The dreams and aspirations that both the 

sisters had growing up are achieved by Mahtab in Saba's stories as an industrious 
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immigrant in the U.S. It takes Saba a long time to shed her last fervent hope of reuniting 

with her lost mother and sister, and it is only then that she decides to leave Iran for good 

and emigrate to the U.S. Two failed marriages and a discontentment with the general 

social condition in Iran opens her eyes to the shortcomings of her existence. She rues the 

many lost opportunities of improving her life through “waiting, for never making the 

brave leaps she imagined for Mahtab. For believing so many lies. How many lies has she 

told herself over the years?” (444).  

 The novel also has important matronly characters. The three Khanoms (lady or 

noble woman): Basir, Omidi, and Mansoori play a vital role in Saba's upbringing. They 

move into the Hafezi household after the tragic incidents with Mahtab and Bahareh and 

give Agha Hafezi a hand in running the household and bringing up Saba. Of course, they 

never think of themselves as equals to the Hafezis. Nonetheless, they are an integral part 

of Saba's life and are always to be found by her side during times of need: such as her 

first period, her first marriage, and the like. 

 Through this Bildungsroman, Nayeri upholds a detailed and complicated picture 

of Iranian society. Even though a city girl, Saba is not as critical of provincial living as 

her Westernized mother. She acknowledges the fact that her heart is “Rashti...the part of 

her that belongs to Cheshmeh” (443). As a connoisseur of Western music and sitcoms, 

Saba does not reject simple provincial joys such as cooking mirza ghasemi (a traditional 

Iranian dish made from meat and eggplants) and rubbing the “garlic and vinegar-stained 

fingers on her jeans” (358). Her friendship with her two childhood friends--Reza (whom 

she later marries), and Ponneh bears witness to her kinship with provincial people. It 
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might not be a stretch to say that Saba turns out to be better adjusted to rural living than 

her ambitious and high-minded mother, who saw fault in every custom and tradition 

followed by the people of Cheshmeh.  

 The social commentary woven into the novel is incisive and precise. Nayeri does 

not pull any punches while depicting the corruption and decrepitude present in the 

Khomeini regime. The character of Mullah Ali, the local mullah (an Islamic priest, with a 

wide range of powers accorded by the Khomeini regime) bears testimony to the 

corruption present within the ranks of the priests who grasped at social and political 

power through their proximity to the Ayatollah. Even though drinking, smoking opium, 

the free mixing of married men and women were prohibited during those times, Mullah 

Ali never objects to such licentious gatherings in the opulent Hafezi household and 

willing partakes in them where social mores are openly flouted, 

But Mullah Ali is a rare breed...being a dinner guest at the Hafezi home 
gives you license to push your head scarf back half an inch, to let your 
toes peek out from under your skirt despite chipped nail polish...to lean 
back on the pillows and make testicle jokes, even to poke fun at the new 
Iran. It doesn't matter that men and women are mixed like this. They are 
older. This is private. And there are no young pasdars and junior clerks 
watching. (139) 

However, the hypocrisy and arbitrariness of the system is evident through such instances,  

Can a pair of red shoes get Ponneh lashed? Certainly not here [the Friday 
afternoon marketplace, or jomeh-bazaar]. What lies does Mustafa plan to 
tell when they reach the komiteh office? He could say anything. The law is 
a fluid thing in Iran. Saba remembers that early after the revolution, 
pasdars would go around smelling houses to see if anyone had been eating 
sturgeon, forbidden because of its lack of scales. That was a crime that 
could earn a few lashes--based on the proof of a pasdar's nose--until later 
Khomeini declared the valuable caviar fish halal. (127) 



40 

In a stark observation, Saba notes that “opium and hashish” were easily available in the 

Islamic Republic of Iran, whereas alcohol (which is a lesser intoxicant than these drugs) 

had “to be consumed in shame and secret” (83). This indirectly shows the willingness of 

the strict Islamic government to “sedate the masses” through the open circulation of 

opium and hashish, so that the masses would be too intoxicated to think straight and 

oppose the government in any way (83).    

 In the novel, Nayeri also incorporates the prominent issue of women's activism 

and their fight against the overarching domineering powers of the patriarchal regime. 

After Saba's first marriage to the much older Abbas, she reconnects with Reza and 

Ponneh after quite some time, in their usual meeting place inside the cavernous Hafezi 

pantry. Over there, Ponneh mentions the all-women's group that she is a part of. Called 

Sheerzan (lioness), this group that was started by Saba's mother and her friend, Dr. 

Zohreh, documents all incidents of arbitrary and violent justice meted out to Iranian 

women who are branded as impious, have supposedly broken some unsaid rule or 

misbehaved (215). Ponneh lets her friends know that the group has,  

...a shack in the mountain by the sea. And they find tragedies against 
women all over the country. They document them--write about them, 
secretly photograph them for American newspapers...Pamphlets, pictures, 
typed and handwritten letters. All going to America, England, Australia, 
France--but also to Rasht, Tabriz, Tehran, Isfahan. They send the material 
to newspapers and television. People who should know these things but 
don't. And they send pamphlets inside Iran too, to women who might join. 
(216-18)  
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Saba's indirect connection with the Sheerzan (through her mother) forms an important 

bridge once she finally emigrates to the U.S. As a permanent U.S. resident, with a degree 

in journalism, Saba “works for a newspaper” and willingly functions as a liaison between 

this group and U.S. media outlets (462). 

 When read in conjunction with The Ungrateful Refugee, the similarities between 

the different plots and sub-plots in the novel and Nayeri's own life are unmistakable. The 

Christian conversion of the Hafezi family in the novel mirrors the actual conversion of 

Nayeri along with her mother and younger brother in London. Both Nayeri's parents are 

doctors, like Ehsan and Bahareh. The similarities run so deep that even the crucial airport 

scene has a parallel with an unfortunate event in Nayeri's own life. In 1985, when the 

Nayeri family traveled to London, they were stopped, questioned, and their belongings 

thoroughly searched by the security guards at the Tehran airport (25). The search was so 

thorough, that “Babaeejoon, a beloved stuffed sheep”, that had previously belonged to 

Nayeri and at that time was a possession of her younger brother's, was unceremoniously 

disemboweled to check if any contraband was being smuggled out of the country (25). 

The thoroughness and ruthlessness of the search had in a way traumatized both Nayeri 

and her younger brother. Traumatized through numerous incidents, both Nayeri and Saba 

have the same tick--holding their throats and scratching it, as if they were drowning. 

There are numerous similarities between Nayeri's father and that of Saba's, including 

opium addiction. Nayeri's father also did not go with his wife and children when they 

flew out of Iran. Khanom Omidi's habit of hiding things (such as coins, or sometimes, 

small balls of opium) inside her large chador has a direct affinity with the elderly woman 
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in the temporary refugee camp in Barba, Italy, who used to steal bricks from a nearby 

construction site, 

For years, the characters in Hotel Barba have appeared unbidden in my 
fiction. Young heroes arrive with milky scars whitewashing half their face. 
Menacing lovers carry guitars and have curly hair--fingers are lost in it. 
Grandmothers in chadors hide little indulgences under long skirts. Idle 
women with sleepy eyes make themselves silly with yearning. Back then, 
the worn-down paths seemed new to me. But I watched people and I 
began to learn the stories: All love ends. Without a country, a fire is 
quenched, another flares. Limbo is temptation itself--the itch to make life 
happen. (UR 111) 

 Unlike the fictional Saba, Dina Nayeri has a younger brother. Nonetheless, there 

is a symbolic relationship between Mahtab and her younger brother. Nayeri's brother was 

named Khosrou after birth. However, when they escaped from Iran and temporarily 

sought refuge in the United Arab Emirates, one day without any warning their mother 

changed his name from Khosrou to Daniel (UR 80). She did not bother to run the idea by 

him or even ask him to choose a new name. Nayeri writes,  

“Dina, Daniel,” Maman repeated. “Come on. We have work to do.” 
“Who's Daniel?” I asked, tentative...She smiled. I don't remember if she 
explained: This will be your brother's name from now on because 
Westerners can't pronounce Khosrou. She said this later, many times. But 
did she say it in that moment?...It was time for sweet Khosrou to bid us 
farewell, to make room for Daniel, his American counterpart. (emphasis in 
original, 80-81) 

The parallels between Mahtab's death and the symbolic death of Khosrou are too stark to 

be ignored. Even though later Nayeri mentions that Khosrou adjusted to his new name 

quickly and calling him “Daniel” became normal, the pain and bereavement that both 

Nayeri and her younger brother felt are too detailed to be missed (81).     
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 Nayeri uses the literary device of “a story within a story” to conduct definite ends. 

First, she projects her traumatic past onto the life story of Saba. Saba is Nayeri's literary 

alter ego in the novel. Through the fictional stories, the character of Saba projects her 

traumatic present onto Mahtab, and, through the Mahtab stories, Nayeri projects her 

struggles as an unwelcomed immigrant in the U.S. onto her readers. This intricate mesh 

of stories acquaints the readers with not just the constrictions present in the Iranian 

society, but the hostile environment faced by immigrants in the U.S. as well. To this 

effect, I argue, that Nayeri imbues the character of Saba with the “Scheherazade 

complex” to comment on the social conditions in both Iran and the U.S.  

 Known in Arabic as Alf Laylah wa-Laylah, the One Thousand and One Nights is 

often called the Arabian Nights in English. Compiled during the Islamic Golden Age 

(dated roughly from the 8th to the 14th century C.E.), this collection includes numerous 

stories and folktales that range from the mundane to the supernatural. Over the centuries, 

the collection has been updated, edited, and translated into many languages, but the initial 

frame story remains the same across all editions. The frame story deals with the life of 

King Shahryar, a Sassanid king. Confronted with the infidelity of his wife, he is enraged 

and has her killed. Embittered, the king decides to marry a virgin from his land daily, and 

after consummation, has the bride killed at the end of the wedding night. To bring an end 

to this vicious cycle and make the king see reason, Scheherazade (Persian Shahrazad), 

the daughter of the vizier, offers herself in marriage next. However, she is no helpless 

virgin. Once the wedding night begins, to divert the king's mood, she begins to tell him a 

story, and ends with a proverbial cliffhanger, with the promise to continue the next day, 

only if the king pardons her and delays her death for just one night. Intrigued and 
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interested, the king agrees to pardon her to listen to the conclusion of her story. This 

continues for one thousand and one nights, where Scheherazade keeps the king 

entertained through numerous stories and always ends them after the night with the 

promise of continuing the story the next day, only if she is pardoned for one more night. 

At the end of 1001 nights, the king pardons her completely, accepts her as his wife, and is 

cured of his murderous intent. The One Thousand and One Nights is thus the collection 

of all the stories/folklores that Scheherazade narrated to her husband at night.  

 Numerous critics have categorized and analyzed the One Thousand and One 

Nights according to their schools of belief. There are a lot of critics such as E. Cosquin 

and others who have elaborated on the motif of the “trickster woman” and how that 

applies to Scheherazade (qtd. in Encyclopedia of Islam 217). She is the quintessential 

trickster in that she saves herself from imminent danger by using her wit and tricks the 

king into pardoning her.  

 Farzaneh Milani reads the collection as an example of sexual violence and female 

subordination. She categorizes the collection as another illustration of “female narrative 

talent...channeled away from public forms of written self-expression” (Veils and Words 

177). In Milani's opinion storytelling in the Islamic world counts for many things, one of 

which is survival, because “it saved Shaherzad (sic) who spent her wedding night telling 

stories in order to escape the fate of her predecessors...” (178). Milani reads the ending of 

the One Thousand and One Nights, where the king commands copyists and chroniclers 

(albeit all male) to write down the oral stories narrated by his wife, as an appropriation of 

the female agency and voice (179). Even though Scheherazade comes out victorious in 
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the nightly struggles and exercises her control over the king through her art of 

storytelling, her name is removed from posterity through the king's order of having the 

stories copied and stored in his treasury. Milani mentions, 

Women told their tales while men wrote them down--not only a 
manifestation of literacy inequality but also an indication of the literary 
appropriation of the female voice. Behind many written stories stand 
women storytellers. There they are--secluded, unacknowledged, confined, 
colonized. Literally and literarily, they are erased from written texts and 
barely given due recognition for their skilled craft. (179)  

Milani reads the character of Scheherazade as a “closet artist” and rues her fate of 

oblivion and literary subordination (180). As such, she considers all women writers 

(especially Islamic) as “Shaherzad's daughters”--women authors who have successfully 

overcome their literary silence and managed to make their voices heard through their art 

(180). She considers all women writers as following the legacy of Scheherazade, who 

upends the binary of the controller and the controlled and succeed in getting their stories 

out through their art of storytelling. I agree with Milani's categorization of all future 

Islamic women writers as “Shaherzad's daughter” and read Nayeri's fiction in the same 

legacy. Nayeri herself is a survivor of a cruel Islamic regime, and a red-tape laden 

immigration system and both Saba and Mahtab in the novel are survivors as well. The 

“Mahtab stories” help Saba cope with her bereavement and function as a coping 

mechanism. Also, these stories give Saba the courage to hang on to hope and dare to 

dream of better things for herself, despite the dismal social and political conditions in 

Iran. Oftentimes, she manages to slip out of uncomfortable situations by thinking like 

Mahtab. These stories also function as Nayeri's commentary on the fraught immigrant life 

that awaits those who manage to emigrate to the U.S. As I have mentioned before, unlike 
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other Iranian American authors she does not sugarcoat her experiences as a new 

immigrant in the U.S. and manages to call out her adoptive country for all its racism and 

bigotry.   

 Furthermore, through her novel, Nayeri lays importance on the art of storytelling. 

All the women characters in the novel--Saba, and the three Khanoms--are equally 

talented storytellers and take pride in their craft. If, as Milani argues, oral storytelling is 

indeed the domain of women, then the novel prioritizes that domain over and above that 

of the written tradition. Julia Rubanovich argues that oral tradition is central to Iranian 

cultural processes. In Orality and Textuality in the Iranian World (2015), Rubanovich 

mentions that the Iranian art of storytelling can be categorized into two types: qissa 

khani, and naqqali (Introduction 3). According to Ulrich Marzolph, 

The Persian art of naqqali is posited somewhere in between the various 
strands of oral and (written) literary tradition, thus constituting the ideal 
subject for considerations on orality and textuality in the Iranian world. 
Naqqali...is the verbal art of telling stories of a historical nature, whether 
relating to events that actually did happen or those that learned or popular 
tradition would imagine to have happened...naqqali rather than 
representing a faithful and 'authentic' depiction, relies on plausibility and 
likeliness to construct and present an appealing image of how things might 
have been. Naqqali is an oral performance that is presented by a 
professional storyteller, the naqqal, and that takes place in public or semi-
public context. (272) 

I argue that this novel is an example of naqqali because it seamlessly interweaves both 

written and oral traditions of storytelling. I would also like to note over here that this 

dissertation chapter is one of the first at-length examinations of Nayeri's fiction. Since 

she is a relatively new entrant into the world of fiction, her fictional and non-fictional 

works, despite winning many accolades, have not yet captured the imagination of 
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scholars. To this effect, even though reviews of her works can be found in abundance, her 

fiction is not a part of any curriculum and has not been written about at length in any 

academic work of literary critique.  

 The novel has qualities of metafiction, especially in the “Mahtab stories”, where 

the readers and the frame listeners are made aware of the constructedness of the stories. 

However, Nayeri deliberately uses this technique to give a sense of power and agency to 

her frame Scheherazade, i.e., Saba. In addition, once Saba manages to emigrate to the 

U.S., she acts upon these stories, embarks on a journey of self-realization, and actualizes 

the stories and situations that she had imagined for Mahtab. In that sense, Saba does 

better than the Scheherazade of the One Thousand and One Nights--she does not stop at 

only making up these fantastic stories about immigrant life in the U.S. Her dissatisfaction 

with an unfulfilled life in Iran, along with the heartbreaking acceptance of the deaths of 

both her mother and sister, ultimately helps her to break the despondence that she had 

fallen into and do something worthwhile with her life. Single-handedly, she manages to 

fulfill the dreams and aspirations that her mother had for both of her daughters. Unlike 

Scheherazade, she does not recede into the shadows of an authoritative male figure--she 

breaks out of the mold of a stereotypical woman and wins her independence. 
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The “Mahtab Stories”  

As mentioned before, Iran has a rich oral storytelling tradition, that follows certain 

unwritten rules and customs. In the novel, Khanom Basir lays out the unwritten custom 

that all storytellers should follow, 

...at the end of every tale, the storyteller is required to do the truth and lies 
poem, the one that rhymes “yogurt” and “yogurt soda” (maast and doogh) 
with “truth” and ‘lies” (raast and doroogh).  
Up we went and there was maast, 
Down we came and there was doogh. 
And our story was doroogh (lie!). 
Or: 
Up we went and there was doogh, 
Down we came and there was maast, 
And our story was raast (truth!). (47-48) 

 
Thus, ideally, if the tale is fictitious, the storyteller should own up and say the first 

version. This absolves them of lying (a sin in Quran). However, whenever Saba narrates 

the stories about Mahtab and her life in the U.S., she always says the second version of 

the rhyme, implying that her stories are true. This is not because Saba is duplicitous by 

nature. In her delirious state, she could never be sure if indeed Mahtab had drowned on 

the ill-fated day in the Caspian Sea. These stories were Saba's way of keeping both her 

mother and twin sister alive, albeit some thousands of miles away from Iran. Thus, when 

Ponneh asks her to simply accept the truth about the death of Mahtab, Saba rejects that 

possibility because Mahtab's dead body was never recovered from the Caspian Sea (25). 

Since no one sees Mahtab's lifeless body, and did not have a proper burial, as a child 

Saba refuses to believe that she had indeed drowned. In the absence of concrete evidence, 

Saba's young mind cannot understand even the possibility of Mahtab's death. That, 

compounded with the fact that Saba is convinced that she had seen her mother board the 
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flight to California with Mahtab, acts as a parallel outcome to the twin tragedies of the 

Hafezi family in her mind. Since Saba never got any sort of closure, the Mahtab stories 

are imbued with the same sense of uncertainty and regret. In addition, the Mahtab stories 

function as a wish-fulfillment for Saba. The stories allow Saba to vicariously live through 

the fictional adventures of her sister without the compulsion of following any Islamic 

strictures ordained by the Khomeini regime. These stories function as the Western 

version of life that Saba could have had if she had managed to board the flight to the U.S. 

with her mother. The parallel universe that these stories create allows Saba to 

imaginatively live out the possibilities that the secular Western world affords to its 

citizens.    

 The “Mahtab stories” are replete with self-reflexive and metafictional qualities. 

Whenever Saba undertakes the narration of a tale from Mahtab's immigrant life in the 

U.S., the frame listeners and actual readers of the text are given ample clues. The actual 

text of the novel has a page break, complete with an ornamental header, and the listeners 

within the narrative are told by Saba that now she will narrate an episode from Mahtab's 

life. As a voracious consumer of pirated versions of American sitcoms (pirated, because 

in Khomeini's Iran anything even remotely related to the U.S. was contraband, and 

anyone found to have such items of “forbidden” entertainment could be arrested), Saba 

modeled the “Mahtab stories” on the episodic nature of these sitcoms. Like a television 

show, the Mahtab stories “will be about a day when she released one of the bondages of 

being an immigrant” (107). Even though Saba never traveled to the U.S. till much later, 

her knowledge about the land from sitcoms, English language magazines, and books is 

keen enough to be aware that as an immigrant Mahtab could not have an easy life in the 
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U.S. To this effect, the Mahtab stories deal with “immigrant worries” and how Mahtab 

overcomes these impediments to make a name for herself. 

 These “immigrant worries” are a recurrent theme in Nayeri's writing. As an 

asylum seeker, and later an immigrant, Nayeri's process of acceptance and assimilation 

into the Western society had been fraught with miscommunications, misunderstandings, 

and a constant reminder that as an outsider and a refugee she should be grateful. After 

Nayeri, along with her mother and younger brother were accepted for asylum into the 

U.S. and sent to Oklahoma, Nayeri was incessantly reminded of her second-class status 

by her classmates (who shamelessly bullied her) as well as her teachers. Nayeri writes in 

The Displaced (2018),  

Meanwhile, I was battling with my teacher over a papier-mâché 
topographical map of the United States...she looked at me and sleepily 
said: “Awww, sweetie, you must be so grateful to be here.” Grateful. 
There was that word again. Here I began to notice the pattern. This word 
had already come up a lot in my childhood, but in her mouth it lost its 
goodness. It hinted and threatened. Afraid for my future, I decided that 
everyone was right: if I failed to stir up in myself enough gratefulness, or 
if I failed to properly display it, I would lose all that I had gained, this 
Western freedom, the promise of secular schools and uncensored books. 
(73) 

Not just Nayeri directly, but her books have also been at the receiving end of such scorn. 

When Jessica Goudeau is waiting in a cafe to interview Nayeri for the Guernica 

magazine, reading her latest book The Ungrateful Refugee to pass time, she is 

aggressively approached by a stranger who takes umbrage with the title of the book 

claiming, “Isn't ‘ungrateful refugee’ an oxymoron? We brought them here! What do they 

have to feel ‘ungrateful’ about?” Such sentiments show the blatant ignorance of 

Westerners towards the sensitive issue of immigration. Nayeri writes, 
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Who is a true refugee? It makes me chuckle, this notion that “refugee” is a 
sacred category, a people hallowed by evading hell. Thus, they can't 
acknowledge a shred of joy left behind or risk becoming migrants 
again...What is hell enough for the West to feel responsible, not just as 
perpetrators of much of the madness, but as primary beneficiaries of the 
planet's bounty, who sit behind screens watching, suspicious and limp-
fisted, as strangers suffer?...More infuriating is the word “opportunism”, a 
lie created by the privileged to shame suffering strangers who crave a 
small taste of a decent life. The same hopes in their children would be 
labeled “motivation” and “drive”. (10)  

Nayeri weaves this theme of immigrant/refugee dissatisfaction and struggles into the 

Mahtab stories through her frame storyteller, i.e., Saba. Furthermore, the Mahtab stories 

reflect the issues that Saba herself faces in her daily life in Iran. These stories form a 

parallel with notable events in Saba's own life and mirror the societal problems that she 

faces as a young woman in the Islamic Republic of Iran.  

 Taken together, the episodic Mahtab stories form a linear narrative about the 

fictional life of Mahtab, along with her mother, in the U.S., away from her father and 

twin sister. The first immigrant problem that Mahtab must tackle is the absence of a 

father figure. Alone and without a proper source of income, Mahtab and their mother 

suffer their first days in the U.S. due to the lack of finances. She is constantly reminded 

by her mother that in the U.S. “people get to choose how rich or poor they are. It's totally 

a matter of choice”, thus urging her to work hard and embark on a fruitful career (39). 

Imbued with “American ambition”, Mahtab takes her academic career seriously, and pins 

all her hopes of leading a successful life in the U.S., as a fully assimilated citizen, on 

getting admitted to Harvard University (42). In her young mind, the authority father 

figure is replaced by the hallowed walls of this Ivy League university because to Iranians 

the only American university whose degree has any value is that of Harvard, and it is a 



52 

name that “even the greasy, cumin-scented Iranian man at the gas station will recognize” 

(42). Saba had first encountered the name of Harvard University in an old edition of the 

Life magazine and considered the university grand and important enough for her twin 

sister to go to (36). Thus, at the tender age of only eleven years old, Saba spins the first 

episode of Mahtab's life to Reza and Ponneh and focuses it on her choice of a suitable 

university to fulfill her dream of becoming rich and important. 

 Mahtab's choice of university forms a stark parallel to Saba's education in rural 

Cheshmeh. Homeschooled by local tutors, by the time Saba turns eighteen, she already 

knows more than her tutors and has a commendable command of the English language 

through the constant reading of smuggled English magazines and dictionaries. However, 

her father never mentions the topic of college, and she lacks the courage to broach the 

topic to him because she does not want him to think that like Mahtab, she too is 

abandoning him (84). Later, when she is caught in a compromising position with Reza, 

her father gives her only two options--marrying a much older Agha Abbas or going to 

college in Rasht (155). Even during this point, her father does not give Saba the choice of 

choosing to go to Tehran University or even a small American college. Unlike Mahtab in 

her fictional episodic stories, Saba does not get the chance to choose between numerous 

universities, her choice is bound between only two options, none of which appeal to her 

in any way. Her father even confides in her that even though her mother would have 

wanted her to go to Tehran for higher education, he does not wish that because he does 

not have the heart to lose her (156). Trapped and helpless, she chooses marriage, because 

her father counsels her that since Abbas was a much older man, she could either get 

entrance into Tehran University or travel to America as his rich widow, and then finish 
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her higher education there, provided she does not have a child (156). Advised thus by her 

father, Saba chooses to bind herself to an unhappy, but convenient marriage. 

 The second episodic story about Mahtab revolves around another “immigrant 

worry”. The second immigrant worry that Mahtab manages to lose by the end of this 

episode is her troubled Persian roots (116). Coaxed by the amiable Mansooris to narrate a 

story about Mahtab, Saba immerses herself into the garb of the storyteller and regales the 

old couple with another episode from Mahtab's life in California. The frame listeners and 

readers encounter a tensed and hopeful Mahtab waiting for the acceptance letter from 

Harvard University (110). Unfortunately, once the letter arrives, she is saddened to see 

that she has been waitlisted.  

 As a diversion and consolation, she requests a nose job from her mother (111). In 

Saba's own words, a nose job is a “rite of passage” for Iranian young girls and women 

belonging to the upper middle-class strata of society. Despondent and depressed, their 

mother acquiesces to such a plastic surgery only to lift Mahtab's spirits. Coincidentally, 

on the day of her surgery, her acceptance letter from Harvard comes through as well 

(113). Before leaving for Harvard, Mahtab colors her hair auburn, and her whole 

appearance is changed (113). Along with that, she also shortens her name to “May” when 

she goes to Harvard (113). With a new nose, auburn hair, and a shortened, American 

name, Mahtab abandons her Persian roots, the “Unseen Strand” holding her to her 

unlucky twin (i.e., Saba), and transforms herself into a new, Westernized version of 

herself (113). In this episode, Saba weaves in Mahtab's guilt at not being able to say 

goodbye to her twin sister. This inability to bid adieu to her family members hangs 
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around her neck like a “noose”, and Mahtab feels the urge to say goodbye to someone 

(114). In the absence of a father and a twin sister, Mahtab says goodbye to the Hispanic 

chef in the diner where she used to work. With this goodbye, Mahtab finally manages to 

cut the “thread that holds sisters together across the world” and ventures into a new life, 

without the burden of her Persian roots (115-6). After the story ends, Saba is consoled by 

the kind words of Khanom Mansoori where she does not dismiss her story as fiction. 

According to her, “it's the what and the how that make it truth or lies” (117).  

 On the night of her marriage to the much older Abbas, Saba again tells a story 

about Mahtab to Khanom Mansoori (170) This time Mahtab's immigrant worry is 

inadvertently entangled with Saba's current position. The germ of this episode is 

embedded in Ponneh's fateful encounter with the pasdar and being lashed for wearing a 

pair of red, high-heeled shoes underneath her burqa (127). Whereas in Ponneh's case it 

earns her the disgraceful punishment of being publicly lashed, Saba's story about Mahtab 

transforms that intransigence into a romantic opportunity. The story traces Mahtab's life 

in Harvard as a freshman. With a new appearance, she does not live in the fear of being 

discovered as an Iranian, and a fugitive from Khomeini's Islamic regime (170). While 

getting ready to go to the library, Mahtab's heel from her shoe snaps, and she goes to her 

next-door neighbor to ask for super glue to put it back together (171). There, she meets 

Simone, a rich spoiled girl who insists on calling her Mahtab, without any consideration 

for her personal preference of being called May. Simone's attitude reeks of racism and 

Saba delineates this disdainful attitude with a unique “Americanness” that can only be 

grasped by someone aware of the troubled history of the U.S. and its relationship to non-

whites (171). Nevertheless, she also meets James, equally rich, but pleasant-mannered 
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(174). James finds Mahtab's foreignness unique, and two weeks later, they start a 

relationship (175). Mahtab's relationship with James makes her feel important and unique 

because unlike the Persian men that she had always seen growing up, James adores her 

and does simple things for her--such as getting her a cup of coffee in a cafe and never 

disrespects her (177). Her “pale prince” makes her feel cherished, and Mahtab enjoys that 

feeling. However, deep down she has a foreboding of this happiness being transient, and 

the eventual end of their blissful relationship. That day comes when James introduces 

Mahtab to his mother. A rich, high-strung woman, James's mother gives off the 

impression of a woman who always tries to compartmentalize people and categorize them 

according to their respective ethnicity, thus behaving according to stereotypes. When she 

sees Mahtab, she starts talking about Ferdowsi, Rumi, Persian carpets, and cats, and this 

irritates Mahtab to no end (182). Mahtab snaps, and orders James in a curt way to get her 

a cup of coffee (182). This, of course, does not sit well with his mother, and James drifts 

away from Mahtab after this fateful day.  

 Later, Mahtab encounters a drunk James in the company of Simone. In the local 

pub, James tries to win Mahtab back (186). However, in Mahtab's eyes, her “pale prince” 

momentarily transforms into an Iranian suitor, and she the blushing bride-to-be who is 

expected to say yes, because that is the only acceptable behavior from an Iranian young 

woman (187). This mental scene given to Mahtab in the story is an actual scene from 

Saba's life, because when Agha Abbas comes to ask for her hand, she has no option but to 

agree to the match. However, Mahtab is no longer a helpless Iranian woman, who must 

either “forgive or settle” and rejects James's proposal outright (188).  
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 The oppressive circumstances leading to Saba's unwanted marriage to a much 

older man, on the brink of death, are reversed and alleviated in this episodic Mahtab 

story. It is important over here to note that when Saba and Reza are discovered kissing, it 

is Reza who initiates the kiss and Saba follows suit because she was attracted to him from 

a young age. However, it is only Saba who is punished for the misconduct and Reza gets 

away without any consequences. This exhibits the patriarchal mindset prevalent in 

Iranian society which condemns women for all remotely sexual encounters, even if they 

are not at fault. Once discovered, the two options offered to Saba by her father are not 

palatable to her, and she settles for the marriage with a heavy heart. In a way, Reza 

betrays her, because he does not step up and accept responsibility for the misconduct. He 

conveniently hides behind the machinations of his scheming mother, who squarely puts 

all the blame on Saba (because she does not want Reza to get married to a girl with a 

“thousand jinns”) and takes an active part in arranging her marriage with Abbas 

(144,153). Both Reza and Mahtab's “pale prince” turns out to be “mama's boys”, without 

any convictions and strength of character. Although the option of saying “no” is denied to 

Saba in real life, she takes that injustice and transforms it into a growing up opportunity 

for Mahtab, who for once, feels in power of her own life and does not bow down to any 

societal pressure.  

 Saba finds inspiration about the Mahtab stories from her own life in Iran. For the 

next episodic story about Mahtab's life, she integrates two incidents from her own life--

Ponneh's confession that she is engaged in a lesbian relationship with a young woman 

named Farnaz (though not serious), and her realization that Abbas did not expect any 

sexual gratification from her, only companionship in his old age, thus allowing her to do 
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as she pleased (210, 203). She skillfully weaves these two different events from her life 

into the next story about Mahtab, which she narrates to Khanom Omidi.  

 Initially, when Khanom Omidi requests Saba to narrate a Mahtab story, she 

politely declines, saying that she is too old to be playing at make-believe. However, she is 

promptly chastised by Khanom Omidi, who reminds her that “storytelling is how we get 

back people who are far away from us” (252). Over the years, Saba has slowly begun to 

realize the futility of dreaming for a reunion with her long-lost mother and twin sister, 

because they were both dead. Nonetheless, she harbors that slight glimmer of hope of 

being reunited with them. Thus, when she is reminded by Khanom Omidi about the 

power of storytelling she does not require any further coaxing.  

 The next installment of the Mahtab story deals with another “Immigrant Worry”--

money, and finds her in the third year at Harvard, trying to decide what line of 

employment best suits her (252). One day while lounging on the university campus, she 

suddenly meets a fellow Iranian, Cameron, or Kamran Aryanpur (253). Cameron and 

Mahtab hit it off at once. A shared yearning for their Persian roots (which they have both 

tried to obliterate through various means such as changing their name and plastic surgery) 

brings them closer (254). Unlike other Iranian Americans, Cameron has a poetic heart 

and desires to return to his homeland to take an active part in some underground 

movement that would bring a swift end to the Khomeini regime (255). Over a period, the 

relationship becomes serious, and Cameron introduces Mahtab to his parents. However, 

this meeting is tinged with tension because before the appointed day, Cameron requests 

Mahtab to wear a headscarf (i.e., hijab) because his parents are conservative and expect 
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their future daughter-in-law to adhere to these Islamic traditions (260). Disgusted, 

Mahtab initially refuses. However, her love and affection for Cameron change her mind, 

and she agrees to wear the hijab, albeit as a stylish and expensive Hermes (the Aryanpurs 

are rich Iranians, and Cameron buys the scarf for her) headscarf and quells her inner 

conflict by reasoning that it is “only a piece of cloth” (261). 

 The meeting with the Aryanpurs goes well, but Mahtab detects a tension between 

Cameron and his conservative father, who frowns at his shaved chest (261). The 

Aryanpurs are warm and earnestly see Mahtab as a suitable marriage candidate for their 

son (264). However, after this meeting, Cameron strangely begins avoiding Mahtab. 

Cameron's behavior reminds Mahtab about his hesitation to get physical with her, often 

claiming that theirs' is an “Islamic relationship”, implying that they should not have sex 

before getting married (259). At the time, Mahtab rejects his attitude as excessively 

‘shy”, but Cameron's behavior makes her ill at ease (259). Later, her suspicions are 

confirmed when she stumbles upon Cameron in a compromising position with another 

young man (267). This discovery completely disillusions Mahtab, and she accuses 

Cameron of deceiving her (267). It is then that she inadvertently uncovers his ploy. 

Before returning to Iran, Cameron planned to find a wife, so that no one would question 

his manhood. It is important to note that in the Islamic Republic of Iran, homosexuality is 

still a “morally deviant” crime punishable by death (Professing Selves 3). Cameron 

pleads with Mahtab to keep his same-sex attraction a secret, and to this effect offers her 

money--a credit card with her name on it, paid by Cameron, for the rest of her life (270). 

This deal, though initially unacceptable and distasteful to Mahtab, gives her an 

uncomplicated way out of financial distress. Always living on a shoestring budget, 
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working part-time jobs that she disliked, Cameron's proposal gives Mahtab the much-

needed financial security that she always yearns for. It is at this point that she decides to 

keep Cameron's secret but never use the credit card--but just carries it around to give 

herself peace of mind, with the possibility that if she were ever in financial distress, she 

could always use Cameron's money (273). 

 This episodic story about Mahtab has a parallel with a traumatic incident in Saba's 

own married life. As mentioned before, quite early on, Saba realized that Abbas did not 

expect any sexual gratification from her and only wished to have her as a companion 

(203). Acutely aware of her virginity, one day Saba requests Abbas to write a confidential 

letter, where he would proclaim and certify Saba's virginity, so that after his death when 

she would remarry, she could show that letter as proof of her sexual wholeness to her 

future husband (228). She makes this request to Abbas, without any guile in her heart and 

expects him to act in an honorable way and accede to her innocent request. However, 

Saba's request makes Abbas aware of his own “disposability” and he employs Basij 

dallaks (washerwomen) to forcefully pierce her hymen, thus destroying any proof of her 

virginity, and in the process protecting his manly reputation (232; 237). This incident 

scars Saba both physically and mentally. She loses her faith in Abbas and resorts to 

treating him like a stranger. Physically, this incident results in a ruptured cervix which 

leads to painful, irregular periods and an inability to bear children. Nonetheless, Saba 

must be a mute victim because any official complaint would nullify her marriage to 

Abbas on the grounds of sexual abstinence, and she would lose out on the inheritance for 

which she had initially married him in the first place. She is recommended to stay quiet 
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even when she confides in her father. This is the sacrifice that Saba must make for the 

money that she genuinely needs to travel to America and fulfill her dreams (244). 

 Virginity is a much sought-after “virtue” in young Iranian women. In fact, in the 

Persian language girl is synonymous with “virgin” and the other Persian terms for a girl--

bakere, or dokhtar--also mean virgin (Sharifi 64). Sharifi mentions that young women are 

conditioned from a tender age to guard their virginity closely, and the daughter's intact 

virginity is a metonymy for the unharmed family reputation (64). If on the wedding night, 

the girl does not bleed after her first sexual intercourse with her husband, she is 

considered a loose, sexually active woman, shamed, and returned to her father's house 

(65). The same mentality is clear in the highly modern and Westernized Bahareh Hafezi, 

who orders her teenage daughters to stop riding their bicycles on the bumpy mountainous 

roads to protect their “curtains” from getting torn (234). Bahareh never explains to her 

daughters anything about the female anatomy, thus, they stay clueless as to the true 

meaning of “curtain” (234). She never bothers to school them about the menstruation 

cycle (234). When Saba gets her first menses, she is scared and hysterical, and only 

manages to calm down when Khanom Basir explains to her the significance of this 

intimate, natural cycle (60). While she was present, Bahareh did not educate her 

daughters about the natural biological processes because she was “afraid that they would 

discover boys and turn their backs on her grand Western dreams. She wanted her twins to 

stay young and untouched forever. Bookish, full of plans and ambitions, forever 

belonging to her” (234). Bahareh's selfishness does not prepare Saba for married life, and 

she is devoid of the innate wisdom to see that her request to Abbas for a “virginity 
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certificate” would raise concern because it directly questions his manhood and shows him 

in a bad light--something which a conservative, Iranian man would never want.         

 Even though as a storyteller Saba uses details from her own life to weave the 

Mahtab stories, what she mentions about Cameron in the third installment has a horrific 

parallel in her and Ponneh's life soon after the narration of the story. In the Islamic 

Republic of Iran, homosexuality/lesbianism is considered un-Islamic and is punishable by 

death. The reality of this diktat is described in graphic details in the public hanging of 

Farnaz, Ponneh's lesbian lover, and an active member of Sheerzan, the all-women's 

activist group started by Saba's mother and Dr. Zohreh (299). When a hysterical Ponneh 

rushes into Abbas and Saba's house, demanding her assistance to stop this madness, she 

mentions that Farnaz has been falsely accused of adultery with men (something that is 

outrageously false since she is a lesbian) and trading in cocaine and other illicit drugs and 

that she would be publicly hanged for her misdemeanors in a small village outside of 

Cheshmeh (299). Ponneh's goal is to videotape the hanging and pray for some divine 

intervention so that Farnaz is not hanged for concocted charges.  

 The scene of the public hanging is a deranged spectacle of power and 

helplessness. Nayeri faithfully delineates everything without censoring any of the gory 

details. The hanging functions as a stark reminder of the ground reality that journalists 

working in the faraway United States can never fully fathom. A few days before Saba 

gets dragged away by Ponneh, she reads with obvious distaste the disingenuous reporting 

of one Judith Miller in The New York Times where she is gleefully proclaiming the end of 

the revolution, and a loosening of draconian laws in Iran (295). The hanging serves as the 
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opposite of the official version that international media are reporting in Western countries 

because they are not doing any proper investigative journalism in Iran itself and base 

their reports on the official narrative coming out of the Khomeini controlled official state 

media.    

 When Saba and Ponneh arrive at the scene of the hanging, they encounter a huge 

crowd already assembled to witness the spectacle (302). They also witness the crane with 

its “clawlike hook” from which Farnaz would be hanged (302). The entire episode 

depicts the arbitrariness of Islamic justice meted out to Iranian women in the Khomeini 

regime. Farnaz's only crime was refusing marriage to the local mullah's son, which 

angered the self-important young man and propelled him to falsely accuse Farnaz of 

things that she never did (308). In Discipline and Punish, Michel Foucault writes at 

length about the spectacle effect of punishment, 

And, from the point of view of the law that imposes it, public torture and 
execution must be spectacular, it must be seen by all almost as its triumph: 
the fact that the guilty man should moan and cry out under the blows is not 
a shameful side-effect, it is the very ceremonial of justice being expressed 
in all its force. Hence no doubt those tortures that take place even after 
death: corpses burnt, ashes thrown to the winds, bodies dragged on hurdles 
and exhibited at the roadside. Justice pursues the body beyond all possible 
pain. (34) 

Farnaz's hanging is an example of such a spectacle mentality. Since she had dared to 

reject the marriage proposal of a priest's son, her death stands as a reminder to all those 

women who are standing in the crowd as spectators that Iranian women do not have the 

right to reject a marriage proposal, let alone that of a mullah's son. Keeping in mind the 

actual Islamic ceremony of niqaah or marriage, this mindset is quite ironic because the 

marriage ceremony consists of the mullah asking the bride three times whether she 
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accepts her bridegroom--if she rejects him even once, the marriage cannot go ahead. 

Thus, even though Quranic law accords women the power to reject their intended 

husband even at the last moment, in practice this did not hold any relevance in the 

Islamic Republic of Iran. The twisted, elongated neck of Farnaz after the hanging serves 

as a warning to all young Iranian women that they should not dream of any egalitarian 

treatment from the patriarchal order of the country, even though, at least in matters of 

marriage, the Quran gives the female exclusive rights to reject the groom even if she is 

pressured into accepting the proposal initially.  

 Marriage and childbearing are important social responsibilities that women must 

shoulder in Iran. When Saba marries the first time, it is a marriage of convenience where 

she is assured by her father that the death of her already old husband would leave her a 

rich widow. When Abbas dies, Saba falls into a cloud of indolence and depression, 

because she does not have any goals in sight. Reza's confession of love for her gives her a 

ray of hope, after a few months of courtship, they get married. In her marriage to Reza, 

she is happy but constantly frets about her inability to conceive. The forceful piercing of 

her hymen had damaged her cervix, making her infertile. Slowly but surely, she realizes 

the futility of her life in Iran and the facade of happiness surrounding her marriage to 

Reza. She realizes that Reza had always loved Ponneh, but married Saba to rescue her 

from a dismal life and make amends for his earlier dishonorable behavior of kissing her, 

resulting in the forced first marriage. This realization disillusions her, and she makes up 

her mind to pursue her long-nurtured dream of going to the U.S. Unable to conceive or 

save her marriage, Saba imagines for the last time what Mahtab's life would be like in her 

parallel universe of stories about her life.  
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 The last “Immigrant Worry” that the readers encounter Mahtab shedding is that of 

bearing children and sealing her immortality in a foreign land. However, when Saba 

narrates this last story, she does not have any immediate listeners. It is a monologue, 

where again she delineates a better outcome for her sister than what she faces in her own 

life (399). This last episode of the Mahtab story makes Saba realize that she has wasted 

her life in Iran, never being brave enough to take matters into her hand and make a better 

life for herself away from the stifling surroundings of Iran (399). Through her fictional 

stories, she has always transferred all the courage that she should have displayed onto 

Mahtab and compromised with the situation. Her stories about Mahtab were always the 

ideal outcome that Saba should have fought for in her own life but did not do so due to 

her innate character and the impossibility of struggling against a patriarchal Iranian 

society. 

 In the last Mahtab episode, the readers encounter Mahtab after she graduates from 

Harvard, with a successful journalism job, and married to James, with whom she had 

fallen out earlier (400-405). The next worry that she must find an answer to is the 

constant pressure that both James and she face from the Scarrets (i.e., James' parents) of 

starting a family. In the story, unlike Saba who wishes to have a child but cannot 

conceive, Mahtab resists motherhood and wishes to focus on her career instead. To this 

effect, she lies to James and his parents that she is infertile and cannot conceive. Though 

sad, her in-laws now focus their energy on convincing the young couple to adopt instead 

(409). However, her lie is found out by her ob-gyn, Dr. Vernon, who reminds her that she 

is not infertile and should not keep her family in the dark about this. Her lie found out, 

Mahtab is not admonished or shunned by her overbearing father-in-law. With a kind “it's 
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okay now, sweetheart”, Mahtab is gladly forgiven and accepted back into the arms of her 

American family (413). In the last episode, Mahtab does not conceive a child, but she 

manages to “shed the skin of an immigrant” and overcome the constant fear of rejection. 

In James' father, Mahtab finds a father-figure, after she has lost her father and has always 

tried to find a suitable replacement for him (413). At the end of this episode, Mahtab is 

no longer an Iranian “village girl” trying hard to fit in (406). She is successfully 

acculturated and acclimatized to her American surrounding, thus severing the last of the 

“invisible thread” tying her back to Saba and Iran (116). With this, the Mahtab stories 

end, and the readers witness Saba's preparations for her imminent departure to the U.S.  
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Conclusion  

The Mahtab stories function as a means of survival for Saba. The twin tragedy of seeing 

the death of her twin sister, and losing her mother leave a deep psychological scar, and 

the trauma remediation process is never fully undertaken because her father does not take 

the necessary steps to inform Saba about the truth behind both the incidents. Even Dr. 

Zohreh warns her friend Bahareh against keeping Saba in the dark because that will only 

prolong her stress and contribute towards delirium (165).  

 Nevertheless, as Saba grows up, she realizes that the vision of Bahareh and 

Mahtab boarding the flight to the U.S. is unfortunately a delusion. However, her skill as a 

storyteller lies in her ability to take two unfortunate events from her own life and 

transform them into an intricate set of interconnected stories. These stories are an 

admixture of truth and fiction--truth because all the episodic stories have elements of 

real-life events from Saba's own life in Iran. Therefore, these half-truths, half-fiction 

episodic stories exhibit characteristics of Iranian naqqali, and Saba the storyteller takes 

refuge in these stories for two purposes. First, these stories function as a form of coping 

mechanism where she keeps the memories of her mother and twin sister alive, and 

second, as a vicarious way of acting out the numerous possibilities that she would have 

attained if she had managed to board the flight to the U.S. with her mother.  

 Through this novel, Nayeri depicts a modern-day Scheherazade who uses her gift 

of storytelling to cope with the repeated traumas inflicted on her by the oppressive and 

patriarchal Khomeini regime. Nayeri is adept when it comes to contrasting Saba's life 

with that of Mahtab's in the fictional stories. If Saba is bogged down by the restrictive 
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Islamic strictures, Mahtab is burdened with the constant worry of carving out a safe space 

for herself in American society. In the novel, Nayeri intentionally complicates Mahtab's 

immigrant existence to show that no one has it easy as an immigrant and an “outsider” in 

the Western world. The worries that overshadow Saba's life have a close parallel to the 

“Immigrant Worries” that Mahtab overcomes in the fictional episodes. Mahtab has a 

plethora of options open in front of her, but that does not make her life any easier than 

Saba's restricted life in Iran. Through a deliberate blurring of the line between fact and 

fiction, Nayeri projects her struggles as an Iranian immigrant survivor onto Saba and 

attributes the gift of storytelling as one of the most important reasons behind her 

successful trauma remediation. If Scheherazade's storytelling keeps her alive in the One 

Thousand and One Nights, Saba's stories about Mahtab function as an imaginative 

receptacle for the shared dreams that both the sisters had about their lives in the U.S. 

when they were young. Saba manages to muster up the courage and leave for the U.S. 

because of her realization that what she has given to Mahtab in the stories can be her life 

as well, provided she has the heart to follow those dreams and actualize them. The 

stories, despite the numerous traumas that she faces in her life in Iran, help to keep her 

dreams about the West alive. 
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CHAPTER 3 

ERASURES AND ELISIONS: SILENCED HISTORY AND THE ROLE OF 
WOMEN IN EDWIDGE DANTICAT’S BREATH, EYES, MEMORY  

 

In the 20th anniversary edition of Breath, Eyes, Memory, there is a printed 

interview with Edwidge Danticat, the author, as added material. The interviewer asks 

Danticat about the period in which the story is set (267). To this question, Danticat 

answers, 

The story begins in the early 1980s, before the end of the 30-year Duvalier 
dictatorial dynasty in Haiti. Then we skip a couple of decades ahead from 
there. The Tonton Macoutes, the Duvaliers' henchmen, were still abusing 
their power, hurting and killing people for sport at times. Dessalines, the 
coal man, one of the poorest people in Granme` Ife's village, is actually 
named after Jean-Jacques Dessalines, one of Haiti's most famous 
revolutionary leaders. I suppose I was trying to make a less than subtle 
point there, that the dictators and their henchmen were destroying the 
dreams of the original founders of the country. They were killing 
Dessalines. (267) 

The revolutionary role that Haitian narrative forms play is based on the intersectionality 

between fiction and history. Most, if not all, Haitian novels cannot be read in isolation 

from the pre-and post-colonial history of the land. This is true of the work of Edwidge 

Danticat, one of the most influential Haitian writers in the English language at present. 

Born in Haiti in 1969, Danticat and her younger brother were brought up in the capital 

city of Port-au-Prince by her uncle and his wife. Danticat’s parents, Andre` and Rose, had 

emigrated to the U.S. for better economic opportunities. Danticat and her younger brother 

joined them when she was twelve years old. Danticat has always identified as both a 

Haitian and an American, and her fictions have been indicative of the same. Danticat 
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once said in an interview that as a writer one theme that intrigued her the most was 

silence. This was due in part to the fact that she had grown up in a “dictatorship... (where) 

there's always a code of silence of things that couldn't slip” and because she was brought 

up by an uncle who had lost his power of speech due to throat cancer (Conversations with 

Edwidge Danticat 78-79). Danticat addresses this issue of silence in her fiction and her 

most acclaimed works such as Breath, Eyes, Memory (1994) and The Farming of Bones 

(1998), are the fictional retelling of instances of historical and social silencing. In The 

Farming of Bones, Danticat writes about the horrific 1937 massacre of Haitians in the 

Dominican Republic by Rafael Trujillo. Danticat herself has categorized this novel as a 

“rewriting” of Haitian history (CED 45). In her own words,  

I decided to write that book because I visited the Massacre River where 
some of the killings took place and saw no markers whatsoever. A lot of 
the survivors were dying and I wanted to talk to them. Out of these 
conversations and a lot of reading emerged the character Amabelle, who is 
a Haitian with access to a Dominican family. (45) 

 Similarly, in Breath, Eyes, Memory, Danticat addresses the issue of rampant rape 

in Haiti during the Duvalier regime and even after the fall of the dictatorship. In the 

foreword to Beverly Bells’ Walking on Fire: Haitian Women's Stories of Survival and 

Resistance, Danticat mentions “...Haiti was a nation whose people had been gagged...by 

rape, disappearance, and murder. Women yearned to tell what they had suffered and 

survived, both for catharsis from the horror and for relief from a lengthy enforced 

silence” (Preface xiii; emphasis added). On being asked to explain more about her use of 

rape as a trope in the novel Danticat says, 

I see rape as an actual act. I would never use it as a trope. Sophie's mother 
was raped as many women were during that period. Sophie is a product of 
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that rape. I just read an article about UN soldiers raping girls in a corn 
field in Leogane where my mother was born. It's still happening--the 
actual rape of girls and women by people in position of power and 
authority in Haiti, both foreign and local. (CED 44)  

I argue in this chapter that Danticat “unsilences” endemic violence against women in 

Haitian society in her debut novel Breath, Eyes, Memory by “narrativizing” Haitian 

history and adding deleted information through the story of the Cacos. Danticat achieves 

this by reinserting women into Haitian historiography and giving them prominent 

positions in her narrative—countering the effacing effect of the documented history of 

the land. Danticat acknowledges the hierarchical and patriarchal structure of Haitian 

society in the novel and subverts that positionality by prioritizing key Haitian cultural 

traditions and practices, namely storytelling and vodou.      

Haitian history has always been a hotbed of intrigue, revolution, and bloodshed. 

Generally designated as the world's first Black republic, which was constituted by former 

slaves, Haiti's fortunes changed from prosperous to abjectly poor in a couple of centuries. 

Colonial occupation by France, incessant political upheavals, occupation by the U.S. 

government, and a thirty-year brutal dictatorship, coupled with the devastating 

earthquake of 2010 has given rise to a country torn with poverty, disease, and constant 

social unrest. However, Haitian history has numerous contested versions. This 

discrepancy arises because Western historians and westernized Caribbean observers have 

mostly controlled Haitian historiography and constructed the archives according to their 

agenda. Notable Caribbean anthropologists and historians like Michel-Rolph Trouillot 

and Sibylle Fischer mention that important aspects of Haitian history, and especially the 

revolution, are not accurately recorded in academic history. In Silencing the Past: Power 
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and the Production of History (1995), Trouillot writes how academics who were a 

product of the capitalist ideology espoused by the Western countries selectively wrote 

about the first successful slave revolution in Haiti. According to him, Western historians 

never gave proper treatment to the actual story of the slave rebellion and the consequent 

events that shaped the political realm in Haiti. Most of them focused on prominent 

figures such as Henri Christophe I at the expense of other lesser-known rebel figures such 

as Jean-Baptiste Sans Souci. According to Trouillot, “history” entails two overlapping 

processes: “what happened” and “that which is said to have happened” (2). These two 

competing processes play an integral role in monitoring how history as we know it is 

ultimately produced. Trouillot, through the juxtaposition of historical events and facts, 

shows how people only know segments of Haitian and world history because Western 

academics and researchers have screened details and formulated a selective history. Thus, 

events have been effectively silenced to present a “whitewashed” history of the world and 

Haiti in particular.  

Similarly, Fischer points out that while the revolution was underway, Haiti was 

shrouded by a curtain of silence by its neighboring countries such as Cuba and Santo 

Domingo (later the Dominican Republic) (Introduction 3). No one knew in Cuba and 

Santo Domingo, neighboring countries that had extensive plantations manned by slaves, 

that such a large revolution was taking place under the leadership of emancipated slaves 

in Haiti. The news was effectively stifled so that the ongoing events did not inspire 

Cuban and Dominican slaves to revolt. The revolution in Haiti was written out of the 

history books by a studied silence about its consequences and ramifications for the 

practice of slavery. As Fischer mentions, “Haiti had vanished from the front pages of 
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European and North American newspapers, and even Black abolitionists in the United 

States had ceased to hold up Haiti as the example for black liberation and achievement” 

(3). In Fischer’s opinion, the conspiracy of silence about the Haitian revolution is so 

complete that it does not find any mention in the acclaimed Critical Dictionary of the 

French Revolution by Francois Furet and Mona Ozouf (7). The Haitian Revolution and 

the issue of slavery only get a passing reference in Eric Hobsbawm’s seminal Age of 

Revolution and Toussaint L’Ouverture is only mentioned once (7). Thus, historians 

ignored Haiti’s history to the point of erasure from the collective memory.   

 Selective archiving of historical facts in the case of Haiti gives rise to the problem 

of omission of key historical details. In Haiti, History, and the Gods, Joan Dayan lays 

down how certain narratives about Haiti are prioritized depending on the storyteller. 

According to Dayan, in written historical archives, Haitian leaders such as Henri 

Christophe and Toussaint L’Ouverture occupy more importance, in stark contrast to the 

near absence of Jean-Jacques Dessalines. Caribbean poets such as Derek Walcott have 

waxed eloquent about L’Ouverture but depicted “Dessalines as a butcher” (Dayan 20). 

Quite like Walcott, Aime Cesaire and Edouard Glissant have also never written 

extensively about Dessalines, and to date, no one has ever published an English 

biography of Dessalines (20). Unlike Christophe and L’Ouverture, Dessalines was known 

for his “brute courage” and often likened to a “savage”. Dayan points out that much about 

Dessalines is known from hearsay and local folklore that has come down generations 

through the oral tradition. This is only one instance where the written archives cannot 

give the complete picture of the Haitian revolution because the historians are biased 

against one of its most charismatic leaders. Dessalines' prowess and capability have been 
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committed to a collective memory through oral iterations. Of course, the sources of these 

stories and their veracity is suspect; nonetheless, it is through these stories that Dessalines 

is still a part of the historical records. Caribbean history has always been plagued by 

historical holes and gaps. Jeannette Allis Bastian mentions this while talking about the 

near absence of any archives for the U.S. Virgin Islands that were colonized by the Danes 

for well over 250 years. When a country is colonized, the process of recording history 

does not go through “…a memory loss but a historical hole where the history of a whole 

segment of the population never existed. Not a history forgotten, but one that was never 

recorded and therefore not remembered” (9).   

 This preponderance of silence has filtered into Haitian literature. Haitian authors 

such as Marie Chauvet, Dany Laferriere, and others have artistically addressed the issue 

of historical gaps in their fiction. The Haiti that they depict in their fiction is not a 

reflection of Haiti included in history books. Theirs’ is a subaltern version of the history 

of their land. Such fictions question the established mode through which the history and 

culture of the Caribbean are produced. I concur with Myriam Chancy who in Framing 

Silence: Revolutionary Novels by Haitian Women (1997) considers the novel to be a 

“revolutionary tool” (Introduction 5). The novels reintegrate the elisions in history back 

into the discourse. Chancy’s work focuses on how Haitian women’s novels redress the 

absence of women from Haitian history (mostly produced by men) by rewriting the role 

that women played before, during, and after the Haitian revolution. Women are an 

important pillar of Haitian society, and that fact remains silenced in the realm of history. 

According to Chancy, “since a codified history of Haitian women has yet to be written, 

the project of recovering the roots of Haitian women’s self-definition is made possible 
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only through the evaluation of narrative forms” (6). In Culture and Imperialism, Edward 

Said points out the critical role narratives and the novel form plays in culture and identity 

formation. According to Said, “...stories are at the heart of what explorers and novelists 

say about the strange regions of the world; they also become the method colonized people 

use to assert their own identity and the existence of their own history” (Introduction xiii). 

Postcolonial Haitian novels have been playing this exact role all along. They put forward 

another version of Haitian history, in contradiction to the westernized archived history 

available about their land.    

  Breath, Eyes, Memory is the story of Sophie Caco and the three important women 

in her life--her mother Martine, aunt Tante Atie, and grandmother Granme Ife. Through a 

non-linear narrative, Danticat puts forward the life story of the Caco women. Martine was 

raped by a tonton macoute (secret army established by Francois Duvalier to spy on and 

terrorize the populace) when she was young, resulting in an unwanted pregnancy. After 

Sophie is born, Martine leaves her in Haiti, with her sister Atie and mother, and 

immigrates to the United States. Martine sends money regularly back to Haiti for the 

upkeep of the family, but never visits her daughter. Sophie knows her mother only “from 

the picture on Tante Atie's pillow” (8). Essentially, Atie is Sophie's mother. However, 

Sophie's idyllic existence in Haiti is interrupted when Martine sends a one-way ticket, 

asking her daughter to be sent to the U.S.  

 Reluctantly Sophie leaves Haiti for the U.S. Martine is nothing like the mother 

that she had visualized for herself, in the image of the lavish vodou goddess Erzulie,  



75 

She did not look like the picture Tante Atie had on her night table. Her 
face was long and hollow. Her hair had a blunt cut and she had long 
spindly legs. She had dark circles under her eyes and, as she, smiled, lines 
of wrinkles tightened her expression. Her fingers were scarred and 
sunburned. It was as though she had never stopped working in the cane 
fields after all. (39-40) 

The dissonance between Sophie's imagined mother and Martine is so stark that their 

relationship will be anything but harmonious. Having arrived in the U.S., Sophie learns 

that Martine works in a hospice, cleaning up after old, invalid patients. She is in a 

romantic relationship with Marc Chevalier, a Haitian American lawyer who assisted 

Martine with her U.S. permanent residency.  

 From early on, Martine makes it clear to Sophie that education is the most 

important thing in the U.S., and she must succeed. “You have a chance to become the 

kind of woman Atie and I have always wanted to be. If you make something of yourself 

in life, we will all succeed. You can raise our heads” (41; emphasis in original). Sophie 

studies hard and gets into college. However, her world turns topsy-turvy when she meets 

Joseph, a much-older musician living next door. There is an instant attraction between 

Sophie and Joseph. Martine is against the relationship and starts “testing” Sophie every 

week after finding out about the two. Virginity testing forms the crux of the novel, where 

Martine tests Sophie by inserting the little finger into her genitalia to check if the hymen 

is intact. This form of sexual abuse scars Sophie mentally and forces her to take the 

drastic step of self-defloweration, by rupturing her hymen with the help of a pestle. 

Martine throws her out of the house after she fails the test, and Sophie and Joseph get 

married in a small intimate ceremony. 
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 The intense psychological scars inflicted on Sophie by the virginity tests make it 

impossible for her to have a normal conjugal life with Joseph. The horror and trauma of 

being tested stay with Sophie throughout the novel. Sophie’s psychological scar is an 

example of what Cathy Caruth delineates as trauma in Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, 

Narrative, and History. Caruth explains that trauma “is described as the response to an 

unexpected or overwhelming event or events that are not fully grasped as they occur, but 

return later in repeated flashbacks, nightmares, and other repetitive phenomena” (91). 

Sophie suffers from traumatic flashbacks and disgust every time she engages in sexual 

intercourse with her husband. Her mental trauma manifests physically through bulimia, 

an eating disorder that comprises binge eating and purging. Her mental blocks against a 

healthy marriage and physical relationship with her husband are such that she takes part 

in weekly sessions with her therapist and her “sexual phobia group”. However, such 

therapeutic interventions do not help Sophie overcome the trauma inflicted by the 

virginity tests.  To clear her head, she seeks refuge with the only family she has ever 

known. Sophie travels to Haiti along with her infant daughter Brigitte without informing 

Joseph. There, she reunites with her Tante Atie and Granme Ife. This journey back to the 

roots aids Sophie in understanding the true social and cultural reasons for the 

perpetuation of such a heinous act as virginity testing by the women of Haiti. The 

answers that she gets from her grandmother do not ameliorate her pain, but they give her 

an insight into the mindset that gives rise to such a practice. She also learns the whole 

story behind her mother's rape and how traumatized the incident had left her. In Haiti, 

Sophie reunites with her mother, who pays them a brief visit. After returning to the U.S., 

Sophie learns from Martine that she is pregnant with Marc's child. The unplanned 
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pregnancy results in a deterioration in Martine's mental health, due to a resurgence of 

unmediated trauma, ultimately leading to suicide. The novel ends with Sophie's return to 

Haiti for her mother's funeral. While there, Sophie revisits the scene of primal trauma, the 

cane field where Martine was raped. In a fit of rage, Sophie beats the cane stalks planted 

in the field, thus resulting in a release and mitigation of her suppressed pain.          

 What makes Danticat’s work more enduring is its linguistic accessibility. Unlike 

other Haitian authors, Danticat writes in English and not French. This has given her work 

a vast readership and global acclaim. Danticat has fashioned herself as an African griot or 

storyteller (CED xiii). Danticat does not see her fellow Haitians as sufferers of the 

debilitating social and economic conditions prevalent in the homeland. Instead, she 

envisions them as survivors and herself as a “truth-teller whose mission involves 

chronicling a multi-layered past, even if that role involves personal risk, the threat of 

censure, or possibly, death” (CED xiii). Growing up in a large family amidst a politically 

disturbed environment where writers were targeted and often killed for any slight 

“indiscretion” towards the dictator, i.e., Francois “Papa Doc” and later Jean-Claude 

“Baby Doc” Duvalier, storytelling was the one enduring literary tradition in Danticat's 

childhood (CED 39).  

Danticat’s experiences as a hyphenated Haitian American deeply influence her art 

of storytelling. Danticat's hybridity allows her to use double vision to see both Haiti and 

the U.S. She sees the U.S. through the eyes of a Haitian, and Haiti through the eyes of an 

American. Such double vision allows her to see the faults and shortcomings in both 

societies. Unlike other immigrants, she does not glorify her adoptive land; nor does she 
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unnecessarily denigrate her homeland. Her hybrid consciousness enables her to maintain 

a balanced approach while talking and writing about both places. Critics such as Martin 

Munro and Sharron Eve Sarthou prioritize Danticat's émigré status and assign her griot 

sensibility to the relative safety that the U.S. has provided her. Munro pegs her 

“Oprahfication” to her classic “split identity” (206). Though they never use the word 

“privilege” explicitly, that is what they hint at through their constant focus on Danticat's 

hyphenated status. I, however, see her hyphenation as a lens through which she filters her 

narratives, not a special status or a matter of privilege. Breath, Eyes, Memory is one such 

narrative that is deeply embedded in this idea. In the novel, Danticat is not just recounting 

life and customs in Haiti, she is presenting a complicated picture of life in the U.S. as 

well. Danticat writes about both societies (Haitian and American) from the margins. Her 

liminal position in these societies allows her to traverse these two cultural paradigms 

successfully and function as an unbiased observer.  

 To understand Danticat's particular style of storytelling I would like to use a 

proverb proposed by Jeannette Allis Bastian in Owning Memory: How a Caribbean 

Community Lost Its Archives and Found Its History (2003). Bastian introduces a West 

African proverb, Sankofa, to talk about the process of archive formation. This proverb 

when translated means, “it is not taboo to go back and fetch what you forgot” (qtd. in 

Bastian 75). I argue that Danticat, through Sophie's character, is proposing the same 

thing. It is important to go back and reclaim one's cultural, social, and historical past to 

move forward. Such reclamation is especially important for someone who is already an 

immigrant, i.e., an outsider, in American society. The sexual trauma that Sophie 

undergoes at the hands of her mother is not a standalone incident. Martine's rape and 
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Sophie's virginity testing are both “links in a long chain” (207). The journey back to Haiti 

helps Sophie to reconnect to her roots and understand the ingrained patriarchy in Haitian 

society. What Sophie reclaims is not just a personal past, but also an entire community's 

past. The narrative “unsilences” (to use Sarthou's term) the murky past of the Caco family 

and the unseen and suppressed social and cultural conditions in Haiti. Danticat highlights 

the oral tradition in Haiti by introducing several folklores in the novel to point out that 

storytelling functions as an alternative to biased and exclusionary historiography.  

 Furthermore, storytelling and unsilencing are key modes of mediating trauma. In 

Writing History, Writing Trauma Dominick LaCapra proposes two processes that come 

into play while responding to trauma. One is “acting out” where one constantly revisits 

haunting and traumatic memories without fully realizing that what had happened is in the 

past (66). According to LaCapra, such a mode prohibits the victim from processing the 

trauma, coming to terms with it, and then moving forward. The other mode is “working 

through” where “one is able to distinguish between past and present and to recognize 

something as happened to one (or one's people) back then which is related to, but not 

identical with, here and now” (66). LaCapra points out that one can graduate from one 

mode to the next only through language and proper communication. In the novel, 

storytelling plays the role through which the “working through” mode functions. 

Storytelling is the only way through which the collective trauma faced by Haiti at the 

hands of brutal dictators can be addressed and a process of amelioration initiated. Donette 

Francis mentions that violence in Haiti functions through the “politics of invisibility” 

(78). This “invisibility” is due to the obfuscation of events from archives and history 
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books. Danticat's storytelling, both the writing of the novel and the trope of storytelling in 

the narrative, acts as a counterpoint to the official historical records about Haiti. 

 As an émigré, Danticat's writings form a bridge between her two lives--one as a 

successful author in the U.S., and the other as a daughter of her homeland, Haiti. 

Danticat's role in Caribbean literature is something like what Caroline Rody calls a 

revisionist historian; “African American and Caribbean women writers (who) recast the 

conventions of historical fiction as well as received narratives of their peoples' founding 

trauma, New World slavery” (Introduction 4). Danticat’s work re-establishes her 

connection with her homeland, by “recasting” a male-dominated, patriarchal historical 

past into a feminine, matriarchal one. In Breath, Eyes, Memory Danticat engages in such 

a “recasting” through a two-step process: i) prioritizing the position of women in Haitian 

society by depicting her female characters as the “keepers” of the cultural and historical 

past, and ii) a revelation and revision of Haiti's murky past through a gendering of the 

historiographic process and repositioning women into the focal point of Haitian history. 

If historians rely on archives to stitch together a historical account of a place or event, 

Danticat uses vodou and religious folklore as the means of narrating her story about 

Sophie and the Cacos, replacing the erased history of the land and undoing the conspiracy 

of silence surrounding her homeland. Through vodou and the Haitian art of storytelling, 

Danticat re-inscribes Haiti, Haitian women, and its silenced story into the global 

consciousness. To achieve this, Danticat uses women as the griots in her novel. Breath, 

Eyes, Memory is a novelistic empowerment of Haitian women to be the mouthpieces of 

the ravaged history of both the nation and their own tragic lives. Danticat’s is a gendered 

and fictional rendition of Haiti’s violent past and equally violent present. In Danticat’s 
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work, an artistic vocalization of personal and communal trauma through women results in 

a female-oriented historiography that addresses the absence of Haitian women from 

archived history. In Breath, Eyes, Memory Danticat is writing not a fictional history of 

Haiti, but a reformatted and revised feminist herstory of the homeland to show “how 

memory, history, collective and individual identities may be worked through by the 

means of the artistic representation of suffering” (Andermahr and Pellicer-Ortin 5).  

 Danticat's authorial decision to name the women of the novel Cacos, signals the 

reinsertion of women into Haitian historiography. On the one-hundred years anniversary 

of the U.S. occupation of Haiti, Danticat wrote a piece in The New Yorker. In it, she 

mentions that her grandfather “was one of the Cacos, or so-called bandits, whom retired 

American Marines have always written about in their memoirs”. The family name that 

she chooses for the women in the novel is, thus, no coincidence. Danticat addresses U.S. 

imperialism and capitalism through this intentional gesture. In an interview with 

Katharine Capshaw Smith, Danticat mentions that, as a writer, one of her goals is to 

educate the young generation of Haiti about the intersecting lines between Haitian and 

American histories (CED 31). Haiti has not stayed in isolation since its inception as a 

Black republic of former slaves and the U.S. has had a big hand in shaping its future. 

Even though the American interference in internal matters of Haiti might have been 

conveniently pushed aside in the annals of history, Danticat gives voice to the silenced 

history of active American meddling in Haitian politics, by introducing the name of the 

Cacos in her novel.     
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 The Cacos were groups of Haitian men who fought the U.S. Marines during the 

entire duration of the occupation. The armed resistance mounted by the Cacos gained 

momentum when the U.S. Marines started abusing the konbit system (formal groups of 

laborers who shared the work amongst themselves) to build a railway system and more 

roads. Hypothetically, the roads and railway system were for the benefit of the Haitians, 

however, the real reason was something else. Mary Renda points out that the U.S. 

government used “paternalist discourse” to justify the forceful occupation of Haiti 

(Renda 26). General Smedley Butler said in front of a special investigating Senate 

committee,  

We were all embued [sic] with the fact that we were the trustees of a huge 
estate that belonged to minors. That was the viewpoint I personally took 
that the Haitians were our wards and that we were endeavoring to make 
for them a rich and productive property, to be turned over to them at such 
a time as our government saw fit. (Renda 26) 

Smedley’s overtly paternalistic rhetoric inadequately papers over the fact that the U.S. 

was in Haiti for its economic advantage. During the time of the occupation, the slave 

system was prevalent in the U.S. and large plantation owners in the south of the country 

were worried about the growing independence of Haiti under the rule of former slaves. 

Haiti’s freedom and self-rule went against the image of the “black man” as an imbecile, 

subhuman who requires constant monitoring and controlling. Therefore, the U.S. 

government did not have the best interests of the Haitians at heart. Upholding democracy 

is a common phrase that the U.S. has used quite often to instigate the economic, political, 

and social breakdown of a country and the Haitian occupation is a good example of that. 

The U.S. marines abused the already controversial konbit system and forced peasants into 

labor-intensive jobs. Officially, the railway system and roads were for the benefit of the 
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Haitians. However, it was clear from the beginning that the U.S. wanted to safeguard its 

economic interests in Haiti by strong-arming common people to contribute towards the 

coffee and sugar industries. Thus, even though Western historians count the U.S. 

occupation of Haiti as a blessing, Haitians see it in an altogether different light. Tante 

Atie mentions to Sophie that their “family name, Caco…is the name of a scarlet bird” 

which “when it dies, there is always a rush of blood that rises to its neck and the wings, 

they look so bright, you would think them on fire” (150). This image is closely associated 

with the myth of the phoenix—a mythical bird that self-immolates in old age and 

regenerates itself from its ashes. Danticat is playing around with a historical name, 

adding mythic properties to it. By using the name for the women in her novel, Danticat 

likens them to warriors, resisting the ravages of a domestic, patriarchal system. The 

women in her novel keep the spirit of the Cacos alive, and re-insert Haiti's forgotten past, 

along with their own stories of resistance and survival in the face of mounting violence 

and patriarchal subordination. Their stories work as a platform for an alternate history 

about the homeland, challenging the “authentic” version recorded in academic works.   

 The rest of the chapter is a close examination of Danticat’s juxtaposition of the 

Creole pawol, or the “uttered word”, with traditional historiography in Breath, Eyes, 

Memory (Vete-Congolo 2). Such a juxtaposition is premised on the notion that the “real” 

history of Haiti can be found in the folklore and tales surrounding the land, not in 

traditional archived documents. 
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Oral stories VS Written narratives  

Brenna Munro points out that Danticat's repertoire as a writer revolves around the 

relationship between “written narratives and oral culture” (123). Through her stories, 

Danticat emphasizes the importance of nurturing orality in cultures such as in Haiti. The 

stories that Danticat mentions in her novels give a glimpse of Haiti that cannot be found 

in the more traditional history books and archives because historians have erased these 

versions due to their negligence and aversion to such a vibrant oral culture. Danticat's 

storytelling prioritizes these alternate means of communal history and orality. As a 

refashioned, immigrant griot, Danticat gives voice to the palpable silences in Haitian 

history through her writing and storytelling. This sort of storytelling, which is 

inextricably linked to Haiti's pre and postcolonial past, reconfigures and interrogates the 

already established canons of the American novel form.  

Sophie's story is a form of an immigrant Bildungsroman, but unlike other early 

20th century canonical works such as Abraham Cahan's The Rise of David Levinsky 

(1917), Danticat's work is not a simple mapping of Sophie's life in the U.S. Through her 

novel, Danticat complicates the well-established bildungsroman form by inserting 

repatriation. In Breath, Eyes, Memory, identity formation is completed only after Sophie 

returns to Haiti to understand and embrace her cultural and historical past. It will not be a 

stretch, thus, to infer that in Danticat's fiction, the immigrant sensibility cannot be formed 

without a proper understanding of one's root and reclamation of the past, no matter how 

controversial it might be. In Breath, Eyes, Memory Danticat's sankofa is reinsertion of 

orality into the discourse about American novels and their depiction of immigrant lives, 



85 

through “storytelling” and her writing, to complicate the fundamental nature of the 

American novel form. 

In Haiti, storytelling is an entire performance, and the griot gives this performance by 

following certain preliminary steps. A griot does not just randomly begin narrating a tale. 

In Haiti, the listeners also play an active role. For the storytelling to begin, the listeners 

must assist the griot to initiate the storytelling mode. According to Desmangles, Haitian 

storytelling begins like this, 

“Cric”, says the teller. 
“Crac”, answers the listeners. 
“Time, time”. 
“Bwa chech”. 
“Combyen li donnen?” (How many will he give?) 
“De” (Two). (Desmangles 100) 

 

This ritualized and performative aspect of Haitian storytelling gives it the ability to 

fabulize and present common occurrences in a fictionalized way to the listeners. The 

performance allows the storyteller to impart common wisdom to the listeners and an 

escape from the miseries of their lives. The ritualized beginning that Desmangles points 

out is mimicked by Granme Ife in Breath, Eyes, Memory. Interestingly, scholars like 

Desmangles, Dayan, and others have mostly referred to male griots and oungans who 

function as storytellers in Haitian society. Danticat subverts that convention through the 

women of the Caco family. In the novel, Danticat deliberately removes her male 

characters from the important social role of griots and allows the women in the Caco 

family instead to be the oral transmitters of knowledge and common wisdom. It is an 

important literary subversion because the historical period about which Danticat writes in 
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her novel was notorious for the suppression of women. This is something that she has 

alluded to in many interviews and non-fictional pieces about Haiti. Danticat’s subversion 

is not limited to just assigning the role of the communal storyteller to the Caco women 

instead of men. The stories reflect the social standing of women in Haitian society and 

the suppressed sexual violence that they undergo daily. Intermixed with the magical and 

the horrific, the folktales of the Caco women transcend the limits of just bedtime stories 

and take on the role of fables—with a moral at the end, and always instructing others to 

be vigilant. 

 Haitian folklore comprises mostly of religious myths and stories about the vodou 

gods or lwas. Leslie Desmangles points out that Haitian storytellers captivate the minds 

of children and adults alike through the simple structure of their stories. These religious 

myths, according to Desmangles, “authenticate life's crises and serve as authoritative and 

pervasive models for that community” (101). The sacred myths thus,  

...possess a paradoxical capacity to express complex truths in everyday 
language, to use common words and familiar objects to reveal what is 
most sacred in life... While changes occur in the daily lives of human 
beings, the sacred wisdom conveyed through mythology remains eternal, 
offering to replace the hardships of life with a more serene order of 
existence. (101)  

These stories give emotional and spiritual sustenance and entertainment to the populace. 

The importance of storytelling coupled with vodou in Haitian history and historiography 

is paramount. As Joan Dayan mentions, vodou is important not only because of its 

“historical functions...of preservation of pieces of history ignored, denigrated, or 

exoticized by the standard ‘drum and trumpet’ histories of empire--but the project of 

thought, the intensity of interpretation and dramatization it allowed” (Prologue xvii). 
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Similarly, Danticat presses vodou and storytelling into the service of a reclamation of the 

past as well as remediation of trauma. 

 Danticat’s use of vodou and folklore prioritizes a mode of living and storytelling 

that was vehemently subdued during the pre-colonial times. Desmangles points out that 

according to the rules laid down by the French colonial powers, the practice of vodou was 

prohibited. By law, the slave owners had to get their slaves baptized and send them for 

Bible studies (67). Vodou is depicted as a primitive religion in most texts written by 

Western observers. Nevertheless, the slaves held on to their religious beliefs and 

practiced vodou clandestinely. Vodou acted as an agent of unification among the slaves 

and galvanized them into a rebellion, which resulted in the independence of Haiti.  

 In Western narratives about Haiti, one of the most misunderstood aspects is its 

religion. Commonly categorized as “pagan”, Haitian vodou has often been depicted as a 

religion based on drinking animal blood, and frenetic rituals accompanied by drums and 

vigorous dancing. In Translating Pain: Immigrant Suffering in Literature and Culture, 

Madelaine Hron points out that Haitian vodou has undergone a process of 

“zombification” in Western depictions due to uninformed, “racist” assumptions (136). 

These assumptions in effect have altered the reality about vodou and painted it as a 

savage set of rituals practiced for the only reason of causing harm (Hron 136-37). 

Danticat resists the appropriation of vodou into the American culture and uses it as a 

central focus of her novel to demythologize a religious system that the West has 

demonized to depict Haitians as a primitive group of people who are ill-equipped for self-

government. Historically, vodou has always been an important part of Haitian life and 
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customs and Danticat engenders a normalizing of this much-maligned religion by a 

seamless juxtaposition of the magical/mythic with the mundane. Danticat does not 

diminish the importance of vodou in a Haitian household to make it more palatable for 

her Western readers. Her portrayal of vodou in the Caco household, in both Haiti and the 

U.S., challenges its degenerate, sensationalized, and macabre portrayal in the West as 

“voodoo”. Danticat clarifies that in the novel she shows a plethora of religious belief 

systems as “survival tools” to prove the point that people have the right to practice their 

preferred system of spirituality (BEM 267).  

 Desmangles writes that Vodou as a religion is still practiced by mostly all in Haiti 

(20). Historically, it is a syncretic fusion of complex religious rites that were brought to 

Saint Domingue (the colonial name of Haiti) by slaves from the African regions of 

Kongo and Dahomey (20). In Haiti, Vodou is not just a religion. It is an “assortment of 

cultural elements” that includes, but is not limited to, folk medical practices, folklore, 

songs, and oral transmission of traditions and customs through storytelling (Desmangles 

22). However, in its current form, due to several periods of colonial occupation under the 

Spanish, French, and the Americans, the religion is a mix between West African and 

Roman Catholic practices. It is based on the belief that there is one Supreme Creator of 

the universe, called Bondye. As the creator, Bondye is distant and cannot be directly 

evoked in vodou. Therefore, there are other lesser gods, called lwas or loas who are 

present in the pantheon to pay heed to the prayers of the faithful. In vodou, these gods are 

served by priests called oungans (priests) or mambos (priestesses) (Desmangles 23-25). 

The main function of the oungan/mambo is to serve the lwas and connect the deities with 

the devotees through rituals so that the gods can assist the people in their daily living. 
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Vodou in Haiti is not just a set of religious beliefs, but a practical way of living life, in 

direct communion with the gods. To achieve this desired state, Haitian vodou espouses 

elements of Christianity as well as other African religious practices to create a socio-

cultural and religious realm where the deities are served not to achieve emancipation or 

any higher spiritual ideals, but for assistance with day-to-day living. 

 Ironically, Haiti’s vibrant oral culture is heavily dependent on the lack of literacy 

in the country, especially among women. In the absence of schools and basic writing 

skills, the people have no option but to rely on the “spoken word” or pawol. According to 

the country profiles tabulated by the Library of Congress Federal Research Division, the 

total literacy rate in Haiti is at an appalling 61%, whereas for females it is 57.3%. Even 

before the devastating earthquake in 2010 which decimated the country to the point of 

abject poverty and helplessness, the education system has always fallen short of reaching 

its goals and maintaining an encouraging environment for children as well as adult 

education. Thus, Haitian women are good candidates for being griots because 

unfortunately, that is the only means of knowledge transmission available to them, 

something that Danticat points out in the novel through Tante Atie’s illiteracy.  

 The historical reason for illiteracy among Haitian women is unimaginably violent. 

Carolle Charles delineates the violence and trauma that women had to undergo during the 

Duvalier regime in her work. She mentions that the “Duvalierist state…targeted women 

in a systematic way, redefining forms of gender oppression…the Duvalierist state 

focused on a “patriotic woman” whose allegiance was first to Duvalier’s nation and state” 

(139). Thus, any woman who crossed the party line and resisted the Duvalier policies and 
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regulations became an enemy of the nation. According to Charles, in Haiti, the elderly, 

women, and children were seen as helpless and “political innocents” before the Duvalier 

regime (139). Thus, in theory, they had the “privilege” of being exempt from state 

punishment and oppression. However, that was hardly ever the case for women once the 

reign of terror started under Duvalier. From “political innocents” the women became 

“enemies of the state” because the majority of them refused to bow down to the state 

diktats. The increased instances of rape and sexual oppression forced the women and 

especially mothers in Haiti to regroup and form an organized, feminist resistance to the 

hyper-masculine machismo and misogyny of the Duvalierist regime. Education was an 

important part of these movements. The women who were educated took it upon 

themselves to rally others around them. The rural section of the women who were always 

traditionally uneducated got a lot of support from the urban, educated women who helped 

to teach these women their letters. Therefore, the Duvalier regime came down heavily on 

schools and adult education centers (140-41). This gendered attack against the education 

system stymied the growth of the nation and the emancipation of women. 

 How does one work around institutional oppression? The Haitian folklore that 

Danticat uses extensively in the novel works as such an alternate method. In Folklore and 

Folklife (1972), Richard Dorson defines verbal folklore as any words that are “spoken, 

sung, voiced forms of traditional utterance that show repetitive patterns” (Introduction 2). 

The repetitive pattern that Dorson refers to is discernible in the motifs of sexual violence 

and oppression that are present in the folktales narrated by the Caco women in the novel. 

These folktales are interweaved with fictionalized and fabulized versions of historic 

instances of rape and sexual violence. However, Danticat does not simply stop at 
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interweaving her narrative with these folklores. The novel has three important female 

griots. In the later section of this chapter, I will demonstrate how the interweaving and 

narration of the folklores differ between these three women. The difference is based on 

their respective social and personal mindset and education. Among the three, Sophie is 

the most astute narrator who skillfully delineates the disservice that any 

fabulization/folklorization of common social ills can give rise to. Sophie, being the 

émigré in the family, discerns the ingrained problem of ascribing euphemisms to social 

problems. Her life and education in the U.S. allow her the benefit of being an insightful 

observer of the problems of Haitian society. Even though she respects and lives by the 

Haitian ideals ingrained in her by the upbringing that she received from Tante Atie, her 

immigrant sensibilities are more attuned to the seriousness of the problems plaguing the 

Haitian society than the other Caco women. Thus, through her narrative, Danticat uses 

her hyphenated status to question key social aspects in her homeland, i.e., rampant 

illiteracy among women. Even though she prioritizes oral narratives, she does not give 

them a free pass. In her novels, and especially Breath, Eyes, Memory, Danticat repeatedly 

questions the problematic proliferation of orality and the inability of women (especially 

of the older generation) to dismiss patriarchal customs, traditions, and practices. In the 

novel, both Sophie and Atie function as victims of an oppressive patriarchal society 

whose gatekeepers are, unfortunately, women. The custom of “virginity testing” is 

actualized by women (such as Ifé) who do not try to break the cycle of oppression and 

objectification of the female body. Thus, Danticat’s novel functions as an awakening call 

to Haitian women to stop being agents of the patriarchal society by blindly continuing 

customs and traditions that are demeaning.                  
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The Caco women and their stories  

Danticat intersperses the narrative continuously with Haitian folklore as told by the Caco 

women. In the novel, there are three major storytellers: Granme Ife, Tante Atie, and 

Sophie (the narrator). The stories are cautionary, but they also read like fabulized 

renditions of instances of horrific sexual abuse against women. All the folktales in the 

novel focus on sexual abuse and trauma suffered by Haitian women. These stories give 

voice not just to the issue of sexual abuse, but the oppression faced by women in a 

chauvinistic, patriarchal, and hyper-sexualized society. 

 Granme Ife’s story about the magical lark and the little girl reads like a folkloric 

version of Martine’s rape, only with a happy conclusion. The story is about a beautiful, 

magical lark that mesmerizes a little girl with its gifts of sweet pomegranates. In return 

for the pomegranates, the lark asks the girl for a kiss. This goes on for some time and one 

day, the lark asks the girl to fly away with it to a faraway land. However, when they have 

flown only some distance away, the lark tells her, “I didn't tell you this because it was a 

small thing, but in the land I am taking you to, there is a king there who will die if he 

does not have a little girl's heart” (124). To this, the girl says, “little girls...leave their 

hearts at home when they walk outside. Hearts are so precious. They don't want to lose 

them” (124). After hearing this, the lark agrees to fly her back home, so that she can pick 

up her heart, and this allows the girl to flee to her safety. The sexual violence and threat is 

palpable throughout the story and Granme Ife’s warning at the end—“ if you see a 

handsome lark in a tree, you had better know that he is waiting for a very pretty little girl 

who will never come back to him” drives home the prevalence of such incidents (138).  
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 The story reads like a somewhat “happy version” of what happened with Martine 

on the cane field, something that Sophie learns only when she revisits Haiti. Martine was 

hardly sane when she got pregnant after the violent rape (138). Her silencing by the 

Tonton Macoute rapist during the act (“He kept pounding her until she was too stunned to 

make a sound. When he was done, he made her keep her face in the dirt, threatening to 

shoot her if she looked up”) is further exacerbated because there could never be any 

redress for the injustice in a violent dictatorial regime (138). The violence of Martine's 

rape in juxtaposition with Granme Ife's story about the little girl makes it, even more, real 

and horrific. Nevertheless, the couching of actual sexual violence in fables reduces the 

potential danger and seriousness of such crimes, and Sophie addresses this issue when 

she points out the mythologizing of the dreaded tonton macoutes in Haitian folklore,  

In the fairy tales, the Tonton Macoute was a bogeyman, a scarecrow with 
human flesh. He wore denim overalls and carried a cutlass and a knapsack 
made of straw. In his knapsack, he always had scraps of naughty children, 
whom he dismembered to eat as snacks. If you don't respect your elders, 
then the Tonton Macoute will take you away. (137; emphasis in original)  

The macoutes “roamed the streets in broad daylight, parading their Uzi machine guns” 

(137). According to Francis, “Duvalier makes strategic use of macoutes as agents to 

terrorize and punish its citizenry...Embedded in the very word is a cultural linguistic 

block that already discredits the reality of women's stories of sexual abuse by relegating 

abuse to the realm of the unreal, or condoning abuse as appropriate punishment for a 

subordinate who has misbehaved” (81). Carolle Charles points out that from the 

beginning, the Duvalier regime was founded on the “discrimination and exclusion of 

women” (137). The state “gendered” public space and the role of women in society was 

redefined according to the whims of the regime (139). The paternalistic discourse 
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previously circulating in the Haitian republic identified women as weak and in need of 

protection. However, that changed with the advent of the Duvalierist regime, leading to 

indiscriminate violence against women. However, the most shocking thing of all was how 

Duvalier used a certain class of women to seal his position as the dictator and decimate 

the opposition that he faced from other sections of society.  

 Charles mentions that after coming to power one of the first things that Francois 

Duvalier did was nominate a woman as the commander-in-chief of the notorious special 

unit within the paramilitary force called the Tonton Macoutes. Duvalier aimed to keep his 

opposition divided, and he engineered that by feeding patriarchal and superiorist 

doctrines to men and using women to identify and torture other women who in 

contradiction to the regime,  

The Duvalierist state would restructure and redefine gender roles and 
representation with two constructed categories of women: a reappropriated 
historical gender symbol represented by a rebellious slave woman, Marie 
Jeanne, who as a new constructed category, was transformed into "une 
fille de la revolution" (daughter of the revolution) and became an integral 
part of the state paramilitary forces; and, parallel to the new "Marie 
Jeanne", another woman--the enemy of the state and the nation. (140)  

Thus, any woman who went against the regime was labeled as “subversive, unpatriotic, 

and ‘unnatural’” (140). Unfortunately, Francois Duvalier kept a tight grip on Haitian 

society by subjecting such "unpatriotic" women to routine torture perpetrated by women. 

As Charles mentions, the woman commander-in-chief would physically and sexually 

abuse women prisoners, burning their pubic hair (141). In effect, Papa Doc used rape 

against women and even girls sometimes as a form of political intimidation (Duramy 23). 

Duvalier followed a "carrot and stick" philosophy; he oversaw the torture of women 
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opponents and at the same time gave economic sops to other female Tonton Macoute 

officers, most of whom were also prominent Congresswomen (Charles 141). Thus, 

Granme Ife's folktale about the lark and the girl obfuscates the very real consequences of 

sexual violence and intimidation by the tonton macoutes. The story diminishes the 

gruesome aspect of such a heinous crime, relegating it to the realms of fantasy.  

 Similarly, Tante Atie’s fantastical story about Sophie’s birth sets her up for a 

disappointing first encounter with her mother. While living with Atie in Croix-des-

Rosets, Sophie frequently asks about the absence of a father figure in her life. Atie tells 

her a magical story of “a little girl who was born out of the petals of roses, water from the 

stream, and a chunk of the sky” (45). Granted, it might have been hard to explain to a 

young, impressionable girl the true horrific story behind her birth. However, a little bit of 

background about why Martine immigrated to the U.S. and her refusal to visit Haiti might 

have better prepared Sophie to handle her fraught relationship with her mother. 

Unfortunately, it fell to Martine to apprise Sophie with a sanitized version of her birth. 

“The details are too much…But it happened like this. A man grabbed me from the side of 

the road, pulled me into a cane field, and put you in my body” (59). Sophie instinctively 

realizes that “her story was sadder than the chunk of the sky and flower petals story that 

Tante Atie liked to tell” and “it took her twelve years to piece together [her] mother’s 

entire story [and] by then it was already too late” (59).  

 Atie’s stories and folktales, however, are less magical and fantastical than that of 

Granme Ife. As I mentioned before, the degree of fantasy and magic weaved into these 

folklores is largely dependent on the person’s education and life experiences. When the 
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readers of the novel encounter Atie at the beginning in Croix-des-Rosets, she is an 

illiterate woman working hard at a baseball factory to provide for Sophie and herself. 

When Sophie returns to Haiti with her infant daughter, she finds out that Atie is learning 

her letters and is in a lesbian relationship with Louise. Critics and scholars who have 

written about Danticat’s first novel have generally focused more on Sophie and Martine. 

I, however, feel that Atie is an equally important and complex figure in the narrative, 

especially in the latter part. Through the characters of Louise and Atie, Danticat educates 

her readers about the rebellious spirit inherent in Haitian women; not just the ones who 

had immigrated to the U.S. but also those who stayed back because they did not have 

another choice. Tante Atie is not a rape victim, but she has had her share of sorrow and 

has learned to live with them. “Through Atie, Danticat presents literacy as a metaphor for 

the fulfillment of identity” and Atie repurposes her life once Sophie leaves for the U.S. 

by learning her letters and taking control of her sexuality (Chancy 128). 

 Later, when Sophie reconnects with Atie in Haiti, she realizes that Atie has 

undergone a vast amount of change. Unlike Granme Ife who is content living out the rest 

of her days in La Nouvelle Dame Marie, it is clear to Sophie that Atie wants something 

more out of life. As an educated woman, Atie is not satisfied with her situation as an 

unmarried woman living with her mother in a small village. Just as education helped 

Sophie to understand and reject the inherent patriarchy in her native culture, Atie’s 

education helps her see the folly in the upbringing that she had received. In Sophie’s own 

words, 
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According to Tante Atie, each finger had a purpose. It was the way she 
had been taught to prepare herself to become a woman. Mothering. 
Boiling. Loving. Baking. Nursing. Frying. Healing. Washing. Ironing. 
Scrubbing…Her ten fingers had been named for her even before she was 
born. Sometimes, she even wished she had six fingers on each hand so she 
could have two left for herself. (150)  

Atie’s sentiment is echoed by Martine when she tells Sophie on their first night together 

that both sisters had numerous dreams and ambitions, but it was only later that they 

realized that they “had limits” (40). These limits were not self-imposed, but a by-product 

of a conservative and patriarchal society. Their mother tested both Atie and Martine. 

However, the irony is that Martine's virginity testing stopped because of the rape and Atie 

(who protested during those nightly rituals) never got married. Therefore, the humiliation 

and physical denigration that the sisters endured ultimately came to no avail because 

neither of them got a decent husband. Nevertheless, for Martine, life in the U.S., away 

from the debilitating influences of a backward society is ineffective in changing her 

psychosocial mold. In contrast, Atie is quick to realize the futility that encompasses all 

the sexual and social mores followed in Haiti. 

 Sophie is the only Caco woman who instinctively understands the embedded 

sexual violence that the Haitian folktales engender. As a victim of sexual abuse at the 

hands of her mother, Sophie never alludes to the “virginity testing” as anything other than 

“humiliation” (122). She is not convinced by the explanation and justification that her 

Granme Ife gives for the ritualistic debasement for young Haitian girls. She summarily 

dismisses her grandmother's logic that for a girl to be marriageable she must be sexually 

pure, otherwise, the groom can shame the girl's family (122). The virginity obsession that 

Haiti suffers from is a morally debased practice that treats young women as nothing more 
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than sexual commodities, meant to be bartered in the marketplace. This idea of sexual 

purity is so doggedly pursued in Haitian society that mothers in Haiti are compared to a 

“virginity cult” (154). Sophie recounts the story of a young “poor black girl” who was 

married by a rich man only because of her alleged virginity. “For the wedding night, he 

bought her the whitest sheets and nightgowns he could possibly find. For himself, he 

bought a can of thick goat milk in which he planned to sprinkle a drop of her hymen 

blood to drink” (154). However, she failed to bleed on the wedding night, and the man 

“cut her between her legs to get some blood to show” (154). The young girl died on her 

wedding night due to uncontrollable bleeding, and only because she could not prove her 

virginity. Sophie also undergoes such a mental and spiritual death at the hands of her 

mother every night during the virginity tests. The tests taint Sophie's psyche to such an 

extent that she suffers from bulimia and is unable to have a healthy married life with 

Joseph. Martine's only justification is she repeated the actions of her mother without 

question and without realizing the indelible mark such a heinous and debasing practice 

will leave on her daughter (172).  

 The stories that the Caco women narrate in the novel all include oppression of 

women, sexual violence, and trauma. By retelling these stories, the women embark on a 

journey of remediation and healing. Such storytelling sessions function as group therapy, 

something that Sophie herself is a part of. At the end of the novel, during Martine's 

burial, when Sophie revisits the scene of primal trauma and takes her anger out on the 

cane stalks, both Atie and Granme Ife call out to her, asking “Ou libere? Are you free” 

(238)? What frees Sophie and the other Caco women from this cycle of abuse and 

oppression is the act of verbally expressing their hurt sentiments through storytelling.  
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Healing and Haitian Vodou  

In the novel, the resident lwa of the Caco family is the vodou goddess Erzulie. Haitian 

vodou is a syncretic religion that combines elements from both traditional African 

religions and Christianity. Therefore, Haitian lwas are often likened to Christian saints. 

Thus, Erzulie (or Ezili as Desmangles writes) who has multiple incarnations, corresponds 

to the Virgin Mary. According to Desmangles, in Haitian mythology and folklore Erzulie 

is “the symbol of fecundity” (220). As a lwa of love, she is depicted as a “wealthy upper-

class mulatto woman of luxury” (220). In Sophie's imagination, a mother thus always 

corresponds to the image of the lavish Erzulie. It takes Sophie “twelve years to piece 

together (Martine's) entire story” and to realize that even though her mother did not 

match with her mental image, she is a different avatar of Erzulie (59). 

 Sophie's mental image of a Virgin Mary-type figure for a mother is even starker 

given the story of her birth. In Haitian mythology, Erzulie is desired by men and has 

erotic relationships with several of them. As a lwa, she is above social censure and 

restrictions, thus she can choose to be with any number of men that she wants. The 

contrast with Martine is depressing because she loses her desirability as a marriage/love 

partner in a male-dominated conservative society due to her violent rape. Erzulie has the 

option of choosing her men, Martine does not. Ironically, Martine is labeled 

“unwholesome” by the same society that worships the lascivious Erzulie (Sarthou 109). It 

takes Sophie a journey to Haiti to completely understand the sort of trauma that her 

mother had been through. It is only through completing the arc, i.e., going back to the 

homeland, that Sophie can fully reconcile herself to the idea that her mother had 
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inadvertently hurt her through the virginity tests, not consciously. She was only trying to 

protect Sophie from suffering the same fate as herself, and the only way she knew how to 

do it was by reinstating the same patriarchal standards of virginity that she had failed due 

to the rape. Sophie knew that “(her) hurt and (Martine's) were links in a chain and if she 

hurt (her), it was because she was hurt, too” (207).  

 Sophie begins to understand her mother and the reasons for her abusive behavior 

only after visiting Haiti. The two women are reunited through Tante Atie and Granme 

Ife's intervention. Mentally for Sophie, Martine's image as a woman changes from 

Erzulie, the lavish mother, to Erzulie Danto, the fierce avatar. In the avatar of the lavish, 

luxurious mother, Erzulie demands expensive gifts from her followers. If her demands 

are not met, she unleashes all her rage in the incarnation of Erzulie Danto. “In this 

persona, she pronounces their punishments, inflicting upon the recalcitrant devotees grim 

promises of horrifyingly painful diseases” (Desmangles 221). Upon her death, Martine 

transforms into Erzulie Danto in Sophie's imagination. When Marc asks her to pick out 

the outfit in which her mother will be laid down in the coffin, Sophie picks an 

ostentatiously red outfit,  

It was too loud a color for a burial. I knew it. She would look like a 
Jezebel, hot-blooded Erzulie, who feared no men, but rather made them 
her slaves, raped them, and killed them. She was the only woman with that 
power. (232) 

When Marc protests against her choice, saying that Martine will not gain admittance into 

heaven dressed like that, Sophie interjects, “she is going to Ginen...or she is going to be a 

star. She's going to be a butterfly or a lark in a tree. She's going to be free” (207). In 

death, a sympathetic Sophie rewrites Martine’s story. She is no longer the lonely woman 
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trying to “keep one step ahead of a mental hospital” (194); she is an independent woman 

who can choose between Christian heaven and Haitian/African Ginen. Sophie's 

perceptions about her mother are rarefied through the lens of Haitian vodou, thus 

allowing her to let go of the stereotypical image of a mother that she had held onto 

throughout her life.  

 When Sophie confronts Granme Ife about the deleterious psychological effects of 

virginity testing, she presents her with the statue of Erzulie as a gesture of apology and 

reconciliation. The symbolic gesture of handing over the statue of the family lwa to 

Sophie for mental and spiritual strength signals a change in the Caco household. Where 

previously the “mothers”, i.e., Granme Ife and Martine, unquestioningly perpetuated the 

tradition of virginity testing, Sophie can be expected to break with that tradition. Erzulie, 

or the Virgin Mother in the Haitian vodou tradition acts as a protector of all the women 

and a symbolic “mother” figure in the pantheon. Thus, Granme Ife's gesture of handing 

over the statue to Sophie symbolically captures the transfer of the household reins from 

one female generation to the next (since there are no men as the head of the Caco 

household). With this transfer, the readers can expect a complete abandonment of 

patriarchal traditions such as virginity testing.       

 Granme Ife's apology and gesture of handing over Erzulie's statue begins a 

process of trauma mediation not only for Sophie but others around her suffering from the 

same psychological complications. Sophie takes the statue of Erzulie to her sexual phobia 

group as a keepsake. Through the stories of the two other women in Sophie's group, 

Danticat apprises her readers of the horrific ramifications of female initiation/virginity 
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rites in other cultures and the consequences of rampant sexual abuse of children as well. 

“Buki, an Ethiopian college student, had her clitoris cut and her labia sewn up when she 

was a girl. Davina, a middle-aged Chicana, had been raped by her grandfather for ten 

years” (BEM 205). All these women fail to function as normal adults because of what 

they had to undergo as a child. The symbolic gesture of writing the names of their 

perpetrators (where Sophie wrote the name of Martine) and burning the pieces of paper at 

the end of the group meeting partially frees them from the cycle of guilt and helplessness 

but does not indicate a complete purging (207). In all three cases, the perpetrators are 

women. The women failed to act as protectors, thus burdening their daughters or 

granddaughters with the unwanted baggage of sexual abuse. As a victim of abuse herself, 

it is Sophie's turn to put a stop to the objectification of female bodies and make sure that 

her daughter, Brigitte, “never slept with ghosts, never lived with nightmares, and never 

had her name burnt in the flames” (207). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



103 

 

Conclusion 

Vodou acts as a support system for immigrants during the difficult time of crossing over 

from the Haitian to the American culture. It acts as a bridge between two disparate 

cultural systems and helps to situate the émigré into a new society. As Chancy points out, 

Haitian immigrants in the U.S. face a form of cultural and social alienation. She uses her 

personal experiences as an immigrant living in Canada and the United States to theorize 

about the marginalization that immigrants face in Western societies due to cultural 

differences (16). According to Chancy, the “culture-lacune” that such immigrants occupy 

is reconciled through the politics of representation (17). Haitian women's literature 

“use(s) textual ellipsis to reveal the presence of a subsumed, secret, or silenced aspect” of 

Haitian culture or history (17). Danticat unsilences the importance of vodou in Haitian 

culture in Breath, Eyes, Memory and prioritizes the representation of vodou in the novel 

as a mechanism used primarily by Sophie to reconcile her hybridized and hyphenated 

identity and to overcome the generational trauma of sexual abuse. Furthermore, through 

the insertion of Haitian folklore into her narrative, Danticat shows how the historical 

obfuscation and social relegation of Haitian women can be remedied. The story of the 

Caco women as narrated by Sophie unfetters the characters from years of patriarchy and 

abuse and sets into motion a healing process.    
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CHAPTER 4  

THE WOMEN REBELS: FEMININITY VS MASCULINITY IN JULIA 
ALVAREZ’S IN THE TIME OF THE BUTTERFLIES AND HOW THE GARCIA 

GIRLS LOST THEIR ACCENTS  

 

While reminiscing about her exodus to the U.S. with her family, Julia Alvarez 

mentions in the chapter titled “Customs” in her autobiographical collection of essays 

Something to Declare (1998): 

In fact, my parents rarely spoke about the circumstances of our leaving the 
Island. To us, their daughters, they offered the official story: my father 
wanted to study heart surgery. We were not told that every night our house 
had been surrounded by black Volkswagens; that the SIM had been on the 
verge of arresting my father; that we had, in fact, escaped to the United 
States. But this great country that had offered my parents refuge had also 
created the circumstances that had made them have to seek refuge in the 
first place. It was this same United States that had helped put our dictator 
in place during their occupation of the country from 1916 to 1924. As 
Secretary of State Cordell Hull had said, Trujillo is an SOB, but at least 
he's our SOB. (108) 

It is hard to discuss anything related to the Dominican Republic without mentioning the 

name of its infamous dictator, Rafael Leonidas Trujillo Molina, and his tyrannical rule 

that changed the socio-economic and political structure of the country for the worse. 

Writing about this regime and its consequences as a Dominican gringa, Alvarez gives 

voice to the voiceless women who were relegated to the periphery through the 

machinations of the regime. However, as Rebecca Harrison and Emily Hipchen point out, 

Alvarez “treats voicelessness not just by voicing: that is, she does not simply give speech 

to the silent. She has them speak in a tumult, in a context of many like and disparate 

voices” (4). Keeping this in mind, I would like to read Alvarez's In Time of the Butterflies 
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and How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents together as a unified feminine voicing of 

the trauma of being submerged under the yoke of masculinity. In the case of the Mirabal 

sisters, their political act and ultimate martyrdom resulted in the loss of support and 

assassination for Trujillo. For the Garcia sisters, the regime resulted in a geographic 

dislocation. In both cases, the women of the family are victims of masculinity--not just 

that of Trujillo, but the other male members of their respective families as well. In trying 

to find their paths and work their way around traditional stereotypical gender roles, these 

two sets of literary sisters embark on a journey of self-realization and empowerment, 

albeit in two separate geographical locations and timelines. I argue that the martyrdom of 

the Mirabal sisters begins the process of fighting back against masculinity, continued by 

the Garcia sisters across geographical and temporal boundaries. These two novels act in 

tandem as a foil to the masculine ideology championed in the D.R. Alvarez's fictional 

work reinscribes women into the history of la patria, i.e., the Fatherland, and feminizes 

that masculine history by imbuing it with the struggles and rebellions of the women 

against that machismo. The women in these novels are not just talking back to the Jefe, 

they are talking back to all those men who espouse Trujillo's misogynistic mentality. 

Alvarez enlightens her readers about the excesses of the Trujillo regime and its effect on 

the women of the land through these two novels. Trujillo was a product of Dominican 

masculinity and misogyny, and Alvarez sees him as a symbol of oppression. Trujillo had 

hijacked the history of the Dominican Republic, to the point where school textbooks were 

rewritten to reflect that the true history of the land began after Trujillo came to power; 

before that the land was shrouded in darkness. 1954 was decreed as the “Year of the 

Benefactor”, “when Trujillo received the ‘Great Collar of the Fatherland’, studded with a 
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jewel for each of the twenty-five years of his reign” (Diederich 6). Through these two 

novels, Alvarez defies the blatant revisionism and offensive personalization and 

masculinization of Dominican history by creating women characters who challenge the 

stereotypical feminine roles ascribed to them by the regime, thus undermining Trujillo's 

machismo and chauvinism. Alvarez dismantles the unified, masculine History of the D.R. 

and allows a heteroglossia of intensely personal and varied histories to populate the realm 

instead. Alvarez's literature paves the way for what the Martinican historian Edouard 

Glissant terms “the cross-fertilization of histories” against an over-arching grand 

narrative of the Dominican History (with a capital H) (93). In A Poetics of 

Postmodernism Linda Hutcheon invents a new category for literature, the 

“historiographic metafiction” (5). In both the novels, Alvarez produces a body of work 

that is historiographic, metafictional, and something even more. In her first two novels, 

Alvarez raises questions about the motives of the characters. She deliberately desists 

creating quintessentially flat characters and adds complex dimensions to both the groups 

of sisters. In that way, Alvarez fictionalizes history but never takes liberty with actual 

historical events or recorded facts.  
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Historical Background       

From 1930 until his assassination in 1961, Trujillo ruled the Dominican Republic with a 

mixture of absolute authority, frequent political killings, party sanctioned violence, and 

an ideology of hyper-masculinity. Trujillo nicknamed El Jefe, i.e., “the chief” or “the 

boss”, supported his rule by projecting himself as the Savior of the land. His 

identification with Christ the Savior and overtly masculine strutting helped him to keep 

an otherworldly aura, which created an illusion that he could do no wrong. Sycophantic 

politicians like Balaguer, placed in government by Trujillo through rigged and shambolic 

elections, made it possible for him to abuse state powers and fill his coffers while 

stripping the country economically. 

 Trujillo received assistance from the U.S., which helped him to continue his 

dictatorial regime uninterrupted for thirty-one years. The U.S. embarked upon a peaceful 

relationship with its Latin American counterparts through the Good Neighbor policy, and 

Trujillo made strategic use of this partnership to cement his position as the de facto ruler 

of the Dominican Republic. Eric Paul Roorda remarks,  

The formation of the Trujillo regime showed that a foreign policy based 
on the principles of national sovereignty and self-determination, the Geist 
of the Good Neighbor Policy, meant having to accept as gracefully as 
possible the nearby existence of regimes antithetical to the principles of 
peace and democracy. The Good Neighbor policy demonstrated to a 
generation of Caribbean dictators that they were free to run their countries 
however they pleased, so long as they maintained common enemies with 
the United States: first the fascists, then the communists. (1)  

Trujillo and the Dominican Republic functioned as a buffer between the United States 

and Cuba and the growing popularity of Fidel Castro's brand of communism. Trujillo 

assuaged his political masters in the States with promises of keeping communism out of 
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the American shores, by acting as a buffer between Cuba and the U.S. Conveniently, the 

United States ignored Trujillo and his dictatorial excesses due to these promises, and the 

ease of doing trade with the Dominican Republic. During a time of political strife, when 

Dominican presidents came to power and were deposed within a short period, the U.S. 

embarked on a military occupation of the Dominican Republic from 1916 to 1924. At the 

end of this occupation, they handpicked their favored candidate, Trujillo, and placed him 

in the seat of power. During the Second World War, The U.S. did not want Trujillo to 

strike up a deal with the Third Reich and cause an embargo in the Panama Canal, which 

would cripple the U.S. economically. Secretary of State Cordell Hull and Trujillo thus 

signed a treaty on 24 September 1940. According to the terms of this treaty, the U.S. 

Receivership on Dominican customs was removed, and the government was free from 

U.S. intervention in its financial matters (Roorda 193). This treaty, among other things, 

paved the way for the creation of the “Savior myth”, whereby Trujillo was elevated to the 

status of the “Savior” by his supporters. Thus, after this treaty, the Jefe was free to run the 

land as he deemed fit, since he held the financial autonomy, and any political opposition 

was ruthlessly silenced.        

 Although most texts on the Dominican Republic strictly emphasize Trujillo’s 

tyranny, he managed to assuage the demands of the economically challenged section of 

the society. Christian Krohn-Hansen describes in his anthropological work Political 

Authoritarianism in the Dominican Republic (2009), that although villagers and peasants 

did not look favorably upon the violence of Trujillo’s rule, they were mostly of the 

opinion that violence was only a justified means to an end (Introduction 2). Hansen 

conducted his anthropological research in the southwest of the country, in a small village 
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called La Descubierta, where the villagers saw his regime as progressive since he 

introduced landmark changes to agriculture and strived to keep this particular social 

stratum happy. The villagers argued that the “region and the nation had needed 

development and what they described as Dominicanization and that Trujillo had taken 

care of both things” (2). Trujillo planted the dream of upward mobility into the minds of 

this economically backward class, thus tacitly recruiting their support for the regime. 

Trujillo’s benevolence hoodwinked the villagers and peasants into believing that he was a 

strict father who ruled with a strong hand only for the good of his flock. They did not 

realize that his agrarian measures that increased the agricultural output and made the 

Dominican Republic one of the most important sugar exporters in the 20th century only 

went towards lining his own pockets and that of his associates. “Trujillo established a 

predatory regime which combined bossism and extensive graft with an ideology of 

developmentalism and national progress” (Derby 3), and through this relationship, 

Trujillo worked towards his economic enrichment. As Lauren Derby points out, during 

the regime, Trujillo’s prosperity and that of the nation’s was seen as the same—Trujillo 

embodied the entire nation in his being as the Generalisimo, thus his economic affluence 

was equated with that of the land’s. Therefore, it was quite easy for Trujillo and his close 

friends and family associates to monopolize “all core national industries such as meat, 

milk, sugar, rice, oil, cement, and beer. He then used the law to guarantee their 

profitability and distributed state contracts to his family and cronies” (Derby 3). Anyone 

who tried to oppose Trujillo’s theft of state resources was killed. The regime was 

effective in striking fear in the hearts of its opponents by alarmingly frequent arrests and 

violent custody killings of dissidents, as well as blanket espionage of the entire 
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population by the dreaded Servicio de Inteligencia Militar (SIM) or military police. 

Trujillo was the sole judge, jury, and executioner and the Dominican people were coerced 

into complete submission during the thirty-one years of his dictatorship. 

 However, it will be an error to surmise that Trujillo kept his regime intact only 

using brute force. It is difficult to keep such a long-lasting regime solely based on 

violence, without an enticing ideology to charm the populace with. Trujillo engineered a 

cult of masculinity in the Dominican Republic, whose shadow was so far-reaching that 

even after his assassination in 1961, that overtly masculine ideology was in full swing. 

Maja Horn mentions how during the 2012 general elections the campaign slogan of one 

of the candidates, Hipolito Mejia, was “Llego Papa” roughly translated as “Daddy's here” 

(Introduction 1). Such political slogans fifty-one years after Trujillo's assassination and 

the end of the dictatorial regime bears witness to the “power of the discourse of 

masculinity in Dominican politics ... [along with the hegemony of] notions of Dominican 

masculinity, of the conceptions of femininity that they produce, and of their historical 

emergence” (Horn 1).  

 Born in the small village of San Cristobal in 1891, Trujillo's social standing was 

humble and ordinary (Crassweller 29). What was not ordinary was his self-preoccupation 

and high self-regard from an early age. He was extraordinarily neat and spent time on 

personal grooming (Crassweller 30). From early on he earned the nickname of Chapita 

due to his “childhood habit of collecting bottle caps in the dusty streets of San Cristobal 

and sticking them to his shirt front like medals” (Diederich 60). During the U.S. 

occupation of 1916, Trujillo joined the National Guard and within nine years managed to 
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become the commander-in-chief through sheer hard work and charisma (Diederich 13). 

When the coup against President Vasquez broke out in 1930, Trujillo cut a deal with the 

rebel leader Urena and feigned neutrality when Vasquez ordered him to attack the rebels. 

Once Vasquez was removed, Trujillo usurped power from Urena and appointed himself 

chief of the country (Diederich 16). Trujillo's megalomania achieved gargantuan 

proportions when he finally reached the pinnacle of political power in his country.   

 After he came to power, according to Derby, the devastating hurricane of 1930, 

that razed the capital city of Santo Domingo in the Dominican Republic, became the 

ground-zero of launching Trujillo's paternalistic and hypermasculine discourse (69). 

Trujillo seized upon this opportunity to show himself as a man capable of acting, and 

always standing by his population. After the entire city was destroyed due to the 

hurricane, Trujillo rebuilt the city, quelled the social upheaval and chaos after the 

disaster, regrouped the social strata according to his liking, and refashioned himself into 

the savior of the land. As a tribute to him, the city was renamed Ciudad Trujillo, i.e., 

Trujillo City in 1936 (Derby 69). In Derby's own words, “The hurricane was a seminal 

moment since it became, in official propaganda, the founding myth of the Era of Trujillo, 

as the ever-present chaos of ‘before’ contrasted with the modernity of Trujillo's civilizing 

mission” (69). A “Negrophobe”, Trujillo expunged from history the fact that he had 

“Negro blood” in his veins and declared the Dominican Republic to be an official “white” 

country, negating D.R.'s shared history with neighboring Haiti and the fact that most of 

the population had mixed blood (Diederich 12).  
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 Hansen points out that in the agrarian southwest of the country, Trujillo's robust 

ideology of masculinity flourished and redesigned social and cultural mores. The social 

distance between men and women was nothing new to traditional Latin American 

society, however, Trujillo's regime took it to the other extreme. Hansen's research in La 

Descubierta sheds light on social customs that in a way went on to create a political 

culture that was distinctly divided by gender (134). Seduced by Trujillo's personality cult, 

the men who spoke to Hansen exclaimed that there was a “hierarchical relationship 

between themselves and women”, and if given too much power, a woman could become 

dangerous to society (134). Ironically, Hansen notes,  

Nowhere, it seems, were men's notions of the existence of strong female 
power more clearly formulated than in the local thinking about saints and 
spiritual beings. Not only is the Dominican patron saint a Virgin (the 
Virgin of Altagracia), but at least some of the female spirits are also 
commonly held to be dangerous, for they know too much about the art of 
seducing and fooling men. (135)  

 After ascending to power in 1930, Trujillo slowly substituted the patron saint of 

the land with the cult of his own “divine” personality. The Virgencita (as the Dominicans 

called her) was merely a religious deity worshipped in the eastern province of Higuey 

(Derby 26). However, she was crowned as the patron saint of the entire country on 21 

January 1922, when the nationalist fervor in the country was at its peak during the U.S. 

military occupation. The U.S. occupation from 1916 to 1924 marked a state of political 

crisis in the country. The vacuum created by inept leadership and in-fighting left the 

Dominicans exposed to the aggressive militarism and foreign expansionism of the United 

States. As Mary Renda has accurately shown in the case of the Haitian occupation by the 

United States, the tactic of interventionist paternalism is premised on the idea of 
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undermining the political ability of a country to maintain its sovereignty. The U.S. 

followed the same principle in both Haiti and the Dominican Republic--the local people 

are too naive to understand what is good for them, creating an unstable political situation 

whose ripple effects are being felt economically by their trading partners thus, the U.S. is 

temporarily playing a part of the caring father and over-seer of the land till the people of 

the land are ready to take over the responsibilities of running the country from them. 

Supported by the U.S., Trujillo stepped into this political lacuna and inserted his peculiar 

brand of machismo into Dominican society. After his election to power and his zealous 

enthusiasm during the rebuilding of Santo Domingo, the common people slowly elevated 

Trujillo to the level of the Virgencita. Trujillo's sycophants extolled his “superhuman” 

efforts during the rebuilding of the city and weaved “a charismatic narrative of Trujillo's 

one-to-one identification with the people, a populist mythos in which he was deemed to 

have an almost thaumaturgical ability to absorb and refract the pain and suffering of his 

people” (Derby 81). This hyperbolic mythos surrounding the dictator worked its charm 

on the people to the extreme point where churches and all public spaces, including the 

airports hung the slogan “Dios en el Cielo, Trujillo en la tierra”, translated as “God in his 

heaven, Trujillo on earth” outside their doors (Foreword to God and Trujillo).                

 Trujillo's “civilizing mission” included not just an infrastructural redesigning, but 

a social one as well. In The Paradox of Paternalism (2017), Elizabeth Manley points out 

the relationship between women and the dictatorial regime. According to Manley, both 

Trujillo and Balaguer “mandated the terms of political involvement for the Dominican 

populace and marshaled thousands of women into the public arena of politics” 

(Introduction 3). These women functioned as a “foil to the dictator's masculinity” and 
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worked within the expected and traditional gender norms (Manley 6). As Manley points 

out, interestingly, women during the times of Trujillo as well as Balaguer worked within 

the over-arching paternalistic discourse that Trujillo was the ultimate champion of the 

Dominican people and knew best and reproduced these masculine ideologies in their 

respective households, state, national, and sometimes international levels (7). Thus, at 

least initially, the women, like the peasantry, played a significant role in sustaining the 

dictatorial regime and actively worked for its aggrandizement. Women political activists 

agitated and protested for a more active role in the political stakes of the country. During 

Trujillo's rise in the 1920s and after he came to power in 1930, he masterfully kept the 

women activists by his side through mobilization and political appeasement and 

encouraged them to espouse western progress that was brought on the Dominican shores 

due to the U.S. occupation (1916-1924), but with a healthy dose of traditional 

maternalism and a recognition of gender roles as ascribed by the dominant paternalistic 

discourse (Manley 30). However, after realizing the folly of considering Trujillo as the 

“benefactor”, women activists started working actively in the political underground, 

alongside men, to overthrow the dictator and regain control of the government and work 

towards a progressive and egalitarian Dominican society. Effectively, the disenfranchised 

section of society collaborated with the men to democratize their homeland through 

“’tyrannicide’--a term used by Bernard Diederich for the ajusticiamento, i.e., a just 

assassination” (120).  

 During the “Era of Trujillo” (as the Trujillo regime has come to be known 

nowadays) students, lawyers, writers, and artists sought asylum in sympathetic countries 

to evade the dictatorial regime. Some of them were young men or women from upper 
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middle-class families who were “shamed and chagrined by their parents' nauseating 

surrender to Trujillo” and wanted a better prospect in life for themselves (Diederich 34). 

Those who did not (or could not) leave started an underground movement, called the 

Catorce de Junio (IJ4) Movement which was instrumental in the ultimate assassination of 

the dictator (Diederich 35). Those who did manage to leave advocated for the dictator's 

removal in their adopted lands and sent money and resources to their compatriots in the 

D.R.  

 After the assassination, artists and writers came out with their versions of the Era 

of Trujillo. Ignacio Lopez-Calvo points out that the assassination functioned as a “literary 

boom” for Latin American writers. During the 20th century, most, if not all, Latin 

American writers had experienced being under the rule of a dictator. With Trujillo's 

assassination, these writers felt empowered to tell their side of the story. “The 

denunciation of tyranny through literature has a long tradition in Latin America” and 

Trujillo's death augmented this process even more (Lopez-Calvo 5). The Trujillo regime 

displaced more than a million people, most of whom sought refuge in the United States, 

and his death resulted in an outpouring of individual experiences and artistic engagement 

with the thirty-one years of his rule. Two of the most well-known novels dealing with the 

regime and the persona of the dictator are Gabriel Garcia Marquez's The Autumn of the 

Patriarch (1975), and Maria Vargas Llosa's The Feast of the Goat (2001). These two 

novels have a magical realist touch to their treatment of the dictatorial regime. However, 

Lopez-Calvo points out that most Latin American writers writing about the Trujillato, 

especially those who were personally afflicted by it, choose to incorporate a realist 

approach, mixed with fiction, quite like the non-fiction novels of Truman Capote (63).  
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 Latin Americans have always had robust literary productivity in the United States. 

Starting with the works of Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca, the Latino/a canon has never 

suffered a dearth of publications in the United States for well over four centuries (Sirias 

12). However, the output of Latin Americans had mostly been monopolized by male 

authors, writing about their immigrant experiences in the United States. Women were 

absent from the literary ranks. It took commercial successes like that of Sandra Cisneros' 

The House on Mango Street (1983) to make Latina literature economically lucrative to 

big publishing houses (Sirias 12). Once the ball got rolling, numerous Latinas came out 

and rebelled against the oppressive silence into which they were coerced by the 

patriarchal traditions of their respective Latin countries. This “unsilencing” has resulted 

in the discovery of literary gems such as Ana Castillo, Esmeralda Santiago, Cristina 

Garcia, and Julia Alvarez, among others. 

 Of the Latin American writers writing about the Dominican dictator, few are 

Dominican, and fewer still have achieved critical acclaim. One of the few successful 

Dominican women writing about Trujillo is Julia Alvarez. Born on March 27, 1951, 

Alvarez spent the first ten years of her life on the island under the Trujillo regime. She 

was born in New York, but the family repatriated back to the D.R. when Trujillo lured 

former rebels and opponents to the dictatorial regime back to the country with the 

promise of democracy and change (Trupe 1). Alvarez's life in the D.R. could be 

categorized as luxurious. She was surrounded by her extended family members and had 

the good fortune of being looked after by domestic help, some of whom were Haitians 

(Something to Declare 116). The Alvarez's were economically well off and had sufficient 

connections in the capital to be gainfully employed. However, like most families of the 
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upper middle-class strata, Alvarez's father soon became disgruntled with the Trujillo 

regime and became an active participant in the underground movement against him. After 

the failure of the plot to assassinate Trujillo by the IJ4 movement, Alvarez's father sought 

asylum in the U.S. and fled to relative safety with his family, away from the horrid 

persecutions that the rest of the members of the underground were facing (Sirias 2). 

 From an early age, Alvarez showed interest in the art of storytelling. The 

Dominican Republic, like most other Latin American countries, had a rich oral tradition, 

and Alvarez had full opportunity to immerse herself in this tradition. Alvarez was an 

expert in poetry reciting and was often the choice source of entertainment during social 

gatherings (Sirias 1). Alvarez's love for poetry can be glimpsed in her fiction writing later 

through allusions and quotations of verses in her novels that “belong to the Chilean Pablo 

Neruda, the Cuban Jose Marti, the Nicaraguan Ruben Dario, and, of course, to the 

Dominican poet, Salome Urena” (Sirias 1).  

 After reaching the U.S., the Alvarez's initially found it difficult to find a solid 

footing in a society where they were not considered friendlies and did not speak the 

language well. Growing up, Julia had to undergo serious bullying in her school because 

of her accented English. She felt isolated and did not have any friends. These incidents 

hardened her resolve to learn the language properly. She learned the English language so 

well, that now, she finds it difficult to speak Spanish without an accent and does not dare 

to embark on a writing project solely in Spanish. Alienated in a foreign land, Alvarez 

found refuge in the world of books. In her own words, she “found a portable homeland” 

in them and at a young age decided that she would become a full-time writer (Sirias 2). 
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 Alvarez's writing career had a steep curve, and she did not achieve critical acclaim 

easily. After attaining her graduate degree in creative writing from Syracuse University in 

1973, Alvarez traveled the length and breadth of the country, from one contractual 

teaching position to the next. In her own words, 

With no major publications and no steady job in sight, I was constantly on 
the move. I used to joke that I should get vanity plates that read, HAVE 
TYPEWRITER, WILL TRAVEL (emphasis in original), because I would 
take a job anywhere that would hire me as its visiting writer. I lived in the 
South, I lived in California, I lived in the Midwest, New England, some of 
the Mid-Atlantic States, you name it. (Something to Declare 179) 

Thus, by the time her first novel, How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents was published 

in 1991, Alvarez was already forty years old. However, her first novel was a huge 

commercial success, winning accolades from critics. As a well-read and traveled author, 

Alvarez sees herself as a global author, addressing a global audience, and talking about 

issues close to her heart. Of these issues, her first two novels deal explicitly with the 

search for identity, femininity (as opposed to masculinity), and a rebellion against 

traditional gender roles. Both How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents (1991) and In the 

Time of the Butterflies (1994) are inextricably linked with the Era of Trujillo and she 

interweaves both the narratives with her personal experiences and creative imagination 

about the dictatorial regime.  

 How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents is the story of four Dominican sisters--

Carla, Sandra, Yolanda, and Sofia, and their parents, Carlos, and Laura. Told in reverse 

chronology, the novel delineates the first years of the sisters in the D.R., their miraculous 

escape to the United States with their family, after being persecuted by Rafael Trujillo for 

the failed assassination attempt, and the strenuous process of acculturation into a 
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completely new society. The narratorial voice keeps switching between the four sisters, 

and “Alvarez opts for all three points of view: the third-person omniscient, the third-

person limited, and the first-person” (Sirias 22). Thus, the readers get to see several 

aspects of this immigrant family from four different perspectives and familiarize 

themselves with the intimate details of their lives. The novel consists of fifteen episodic 

chapters, without any overt connection, but with recurring themes and characters (Sirias 

19). The timeline is backward, and the novel is divided into three distinct sections. Part I 

deals with the years 1989 to 1972, Part II 1970 to 1960, and Part III 1960-1956. As the 

chronology shows, the readers get to know about the childhood of the Garcia girls and 

their lives in the D.R. retrospectively. Thus, memory plays a vital role in this novel. 

Through the fifteen disparate chapters, the readers learn about the double trauma of the 

Garcia family--emigrating from their beloved homeland to escape the clutches of a 

ruthless dictator and landing in a country where the people are hostile to foreigners, 

especially those from Latin America.  

 Alvarez used some of her own firsthand experiences in this novel. Like the Garcia 

girls, Julia is one of four sisters, and after the publication of the novel, her sisters as well 

as her mother refused to speak to her, for committing the offense of publicly spilling the 

“family secrets” (SD 122). However, over time, her family came around to accepting her 

first novel as a major success and embraced Alvarez's achievement as a moment of 

collective pride in the family. Some of the things that she had purely invented for literary 

purposes in the novel had been added into the family archives as “actual events” (Sirias 

5). 
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 Alvarez's next novel In the Time of the Butterflies (1994) is a fictional retelling of 

the lives and assassination of the Mirabal sisters. The Mirabals were four sisters (quite 

like Alvarez herself, and the literary Garcia sisters), but only three had an active part in 

the underground resistance against Trujillo. Three sisters--Patria, Minerva, and Maria 

Teresa were married to three revolutionaries of the underground IJ4 movement in the 

D.R. Along with their husbands, they got deeply involved with the movement and 

supplied strategic help to the plan of overthrowing Trujillo. However, once the first plan 

failed and the assassination plot was discovered, the husbands, along with Minerva and 

Maria Teresa, were arrested. The women were released later, but Trujillo was deeply 

dissatisfied with their popularity and outreach. The sisters were often referred to by their 

code name, Las Mariposas, i.e., the butterflies, and had evolved into the quintessential 

feminine symbol of resistance against Trujillo's unhinged dictatorial rule. Trujillo's hatred 

ran so deep that he had remarked to a hanger-on that only two problems were left for him 

to be solved--the Catholic Church, and the Mirabal sisters (Diederich 69). The ultimate 

solution was embarked upon when the three sisters, along with their driver Rufino de la 

Cruz, were assassinated on November 25, 1960, while they were returning after a 

rendezvous with their respective husbands in prison. The assassination of the Las 

Mariposas struck a chord with the public, and not long afterward Trujillo himself was 

assassinated in March 1961.  

 Alvarez was fascinated with the past of the Mirabal sisters. She had a personal 

reason to feel attached to them--like the sisters, her father was a member of the same 

underground movement. After the failure of the assassination plot, while the sisters along 

with their husbands were languishing in jail, Alvarez's father had managed to emigrate to 
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the U.S. along with his family (SD 197). Alvarez felt “haunted” by their courage and 

ultimate sacrifice, and like all Dominicans, revered them as national heroines (SD 198). 

Alvarez revisited the childhood memory of the sisters and started researching about them 

on a short trip back to the D.R. when she was asked to contribute a paragraph about a 

“Dominican heroine” of her choice (199). While trying to find out historical materials 

about them, she was introduced to Noris, Patria's daughter, by one of her extended family 

members, and her fascination with the sisters was rekindled. Through Noris she was also 

introduced to Minou, Minerva's daughter, and Dede, the fourth Mirabal sister who had 

survived because she was not an active member of the movement. What began as cursory 

research to write a paragraph about the Mirabal sisters, metamorphosed into a journey of 

authoring a novel about them, so that their memory could be enshrined in words and their 

spirits kept alive (209). 

 The narrative structure of the novel, unlike Alvarez's first novel, is 

uncomplicated. The novel is a reminiscing and recollection of the past by the surviving 

sister, Dede. The novel begins with a Dominican-American woman visiting Dede, 

wishing to learn the story about the lives and assassination of the Mirabal sisters. This 

woman is Alvarez's “literary alter ego” (Lopez-Calvo 93). Dede tells her the story of the 

Mirabal sisters through flashbacks and reminiscing. Except for the beginning of the 

chapters where Dede is the narrator, Alvarez follows a chronological fashion, keeping the 

readers interested and on tenterhooks with the story of the formation of the underground 

movement, the role of the sisters in it, and their ultimate assassination (Sirias 54). 
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 The narratorial point of view shifts between the four sisters. Through their 

differing perspectives, the readers learn the story of the sisters, their adolescent years, 

their dreams, their ambitions, but most importantly, the events and exact instances 

through which they achieved their “political awakening” (Sirias 55). The sisters belong to 

the upper middle-class society, so they are cosseted. Nevertheless, through a series of 

events experienced privately by the sisters, they become acutely aware of the political 

and social injustices rampant in their country, and the excesses of the Trujillo regime. 

Like her first novel, this novel too is divided into three parts. Part I includes events from 

1938-1946, Part II from 1948-1959, and Part III focuses solely on the events leading up 

to the assassination in 1960. The present of the narrative, i.e., 1994, is cyclically brought 

back with the chapters where Dede is the narrator. Each section is started by Dede which 

“serves to highlight the legacy of the Butterflies, as well as Dede's role as the oracle” 

(Sirias 55). In the novel, Alvarez does not tamper with the well-established historical 

facts but takes artistic license with the portrayal of the sisters and their personal lives. The 

novel is not just a mere hagiography of the sisters. Through her narrative skills, Alvarez 

draws a human picture of the sisters, a literary reimagining of them as daughters, sisters, 

lovers, wives, and mothers; aspects of their characters that have been erased through 

continuous deification and memorialization of the rebel sisters who galvanized an entire 

nation into collective mutiny against its dictator. The narrative about the Era of Trujillo 

and the ajusticiamento has been mostly monopolized by the men, barring the martyrdom 

of the Mirabal sisters. Through her novel about the sisters, Alvarez repositions women 

back into the center of political resistance in the D.R. and gives voice to the long-

forgotten women behind the mariposas.      
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 Like the history of its Spanish-speaking neighbor Haiti, Dominican Republic too 

has a history of female repression. During the Era of Trujillo, even though some women 

were allowed to join political ranks, most of them were ill-treated. During the thirty-one 

years of Trujillo's rule, his voracious sexual appetite and exploitation of young women 

(often children) was well known. During the regime, women were objectified as sexual 

beings, to be used and thrown away without any emotional attachment or remorse. Such 

behavior was allowed by the licentiousness of the dictator. Furthermore, in The 

Dominican Reader: History, Culture, Politics (2014) the editors mention that the Trujillo 

regime adopted as state policy both “maternalism and eugenics” (286). To this effect, Dr. 

Dario Contreras, a trained eugenicist, and Trujillo's surgeon engineered public policies 

that rewarded women for having more children and punished those found guilty of 

abortion. According to Roorda et. al., the public initiatives aimed at the healthy increase 

of population brought middle-class women into the folds of politics, but alienated women 

who were poor by introducing punitive measures for diseases, abortion, and other 

undesirable consequences of prostitution, a profession that poorer women engaged in out 

of sheer necessity (286). In his now infamous “Message to Dominican Women” given as 

a speech at an event organized by the Feminine Section of the Trujillista Party in 

September 1942 Contreras mentions, 

A healthy birthrate and good health: those are two of the conditions that 
make nations powerful and respected... The protection of maternity and 
infancy, this series of works for the public good promoted with such 
auspicious magnificence by our Honorable President the Generalisimo Dr. 
Rafael Leonidas Trujillo, of his Era, can be evaluated by considering... But 
all this magnificent work of a great Leader will never bear the maximum 
fruit that his effort has the right to expect if all mothers do not contribute, 
each injecting her individual determination, so that the protection of 
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infancy will bring about the perfection, always greater, of the next 
generation of Dominicans. (286-87) 

Thus, Contreras' speech clarifies the role that the regime expected women to play during 

the Era of Trujillo--give birth to healthy babies, so that the population can increase, and 

the dictator has more human subjects available to him for exploitation. The sole purpose 

of Dominicans during this time was to please their dictator through their arduous work 

and women too joined the political ranks to work towards that goal. The “maternalism” 

as envisioned by the regime solidified the brand of feminism that the Trujillato wished to 

see in the D.R.--docile women members in the Trujillo Party, worshipping Trujillo as 

their “savior”, and indoctrinating more women into the peculiar masculinist ideology 

championed by the regime.  

 However, the dictator's ruthlessness and disregard for women turned them against 

him and resulted in disillusionment with the regime. This disillusionment was 

instrumental in the political awakening of numerous women, who soon joined the ranks 

of the resistance against Trujillo. The women were quick to realize that working within 

the ascribed gender roles only enlisted them as enforcers of the regime (Manley 93). Such 

a restricted political position did not allow them to fight for their rights and regain the 

enfranchisement that they had lost to the Trujillato. As Elizabeth Manley points out, the 

Mirabal sisters were not the only ones who had an active role in the IJ4 movement. 

According to her, numerous women were a part of the Trujillo opposition during the 

1940s and 50s (94). Women entered the underground movement against Trujillo as 

“active resisters” and worked to debunk the myth that only the Trujillo government was 

suited to support the traditional Dominican societal norms and a stable political situation 
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in the country (95). Thus, Trujillo's masculinist ideology gave rise to a rebellious and 

resistant Dominican femininity that brought the dictatorship down.  

 Alvarez does not offer any easy answers to the complicated questions that she 

deliberately puts forth to her readers. Even the awakening of feminism in the Mirabal 

sisters is plagued with self-doubt and a lingering feeling that it is wiser to accept the 

stereotypical gender roles ascribed by the hegemonic grasp of state-sanctioned 

masculinity rather than step out and fight against it. The act of reading these two novels 

also entails a continuous process of self-exploration on the part of the readers. Alvarez is 

constantly prodding the readers to re-evaluate the standards and roles that they must live 

by and learn for themselves if compromises and adjustments are a suitable alternative 

instead of rebelling. Alvarez's “historiographic project” is “ethnic” as well as “feminist” 

(Rody 4). Alvarez is a receiver and “inheritor” of the Dominican people's story--but that 

story through the years has been hijacked by the male voice and the prioritization of the 

male struggle against the dictatorial regime (Rody 4). Alvarez, through these two novels, 

moves away from the male-dominated historiography of the D.R. In traditional historical 

texts, the Mirabal sisters are glorified and placed on a pedestal. As Bernard Diederich 

mentions, the assassination of the Mirabal sisters hurt the masculinity and machismo of 

the Dominican men. “The cowardly killing of three beautiful women in such a manner 

had greater effect on Dominicans than most of Trujillo's other crimes. It did something to 

their machismo. They could never forgive Trujillo this crime” (71-72). Thus, to the 

collective unconscious of the D.R., the Mirabal sisters were “beautiful women” whose 

assassination put a question mark on the bravado and machismo of Dominican men. 

Their human faces are transfigured into the collective symbol of las mariposas. 
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Somehow through this process, the women have been lost in the annals of history. 

Alvarez replaces the human faces of the women through her novel and allows their daily 

struggles and sacrifices to be commemorated as well. They were not born as mariposas, 

individual life experiences transformed them into rebels. The rebellion of the Mirabal 

sisters opened the way for more Dominican women to stand up for their rights and wrest 

their lives out from the grasp of toxic masculinity. When Dede In the Time of the 

Butterflies exclaims exasperatedly, while looking at the properties and lives of the young 

nouveau riche of the D.R., if the sacrifices of the sisters were in vain, I argue that it was 

not (318). Their ultimate sacrifice enables young women like the Garcia sisters to 

continue Dominican feminism transnationally and forge a path for themselves in a 

foreign land. When opposed with the same kind of masculinity, they have the right and 

courage to call out that toxicity and walk out on a father whose life principles and 

ideology are not hugely different from that of the despotic Chapita. The Mirabal sisters 

became rebels, the Garcia sisters were born rebels, and Alvarez clarifies this point by 

often overlapping incidents and events in the two novels and making it seem like a déjà 

vu, but with different outcomes.  
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First women, then butterflies  

When asked to talk about the sisters by the Dominican-American woman, not just the 

fateful day of the assassination, Dede, the surviving fourth sister goes back to the point 

that she has fixed in her mind as the first memory of the entire family together. During 

times of heightened stress and anxiety, Dede devised this mental game to keep herself 

grounded and sane, and to keep her hopes about the future optimistic. In her mind, this 

“happy memory” of the entire family gathered in the front yard acts as the ground zero of 

her life from where she can begin narrating the story of the Alvarezes before the madness 

of the Trujillo regime invaded their personal lives (198). However, in this memory, which 

could very well be a false concoction of her mind, the shadow of masculinity is clear. In 

this idyllic scene that Dede recalls, their father is joking with his daughters, “aiming a 

finger pistol at each one, as if he were shooting them, not boasting about having sired 

them. Three girls, each born within a year of the other! And then, nine years later, Maria 

Teresa, his final desperate attempt at a boy misfiring” (6). Preoccupied with the desire to 

sire a son, Don Enrique Mirabal fails even with his lover, with whom he fathers four girls 

as well, to the secret satisfaction of Minerva, who finds out about his indiscretion before 

the other daughters (86).  

 Dede's remembered scene, where their father is playing fortune-telling and tries to 

guess the future vocations of his daughters, has similarities to Julia Alvarez's interactions 

with her paternal grandfather when she was a child. In Something to Declare, Alvarez 

mentions that her grandfather had a habit of asking his young grandchildren what their 

ambitions were for the future. When asked, Alvarez would invariably mention a 
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traditionally male-dominated career as her future vocation, such as a bullfighter or a 

cowboy (4). Though her grandfather did not discourage her outright, he did mention that 

there were not a lot of “girl bullfighters” around (emphasis in original) (4). She finally 

received her grandfather's acquiescence and blessings when she changed her mind and 

said that she wished to be a poet--a less risque profession for a woman (11). Julia Alvarez 

was outright deterred by the cautious remonstrance of her aunts who discouraged her 

from becoming a Hollywood actor like “Sarah Bernhardt” because she was believed too 

skinny and scruffy to look the part (SD 9). Similarly in this scene, their mother speaks out 

against Minerva's wish of becoming a lawyer in the future with an exasperated “just what 

we need, more skirts in the law!” (Butterflies 10). The women of the D.R. were seduced 

by the traditional gender roles ascribed to them by the regime. To them, the political 

realm was a domain to be populated by the men of the country, under the leadership of El 

Jefe. As Manley points out repeatedly in her work, initially at least, the Dominican 

women worked for the Trujillo party and were active and willing agents in the 

propagation of the restrictive and oppressive masculine ideology spouted by the regime 

(93). The readers get to see the same thing playing out in the Mirabal household as well. 

 Trenton Hickman argues that Alvarez's work shows “a stubborn...desire not for 

parody but the honorific treatment of their heroine subjects” (99). To this effect, he 

categorizes In the Time of the Butterflies as a hagiography of the Mirabal sisters. I agree 

with Hickman to a point--Alvarez's intention, in her own words in the postscript that I 

have quoted in detail previously, shows her desire to make the sisters known to the 

English-speaking people of Western countries who may not be familiar with their 

sacrifice and her tone overall is adulatory (Butterflies 324). Nevertheless, categorizing 
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this novel as hagiography shows a myopic tendency in Hickman to ignore the subtle 

intricacies of the political awakening of the sisters. Even the obstinate and courageous 

Minerva is a seduced and docile subject of the state during her childhood. At school when 

Sinita, the orphaned daughter of the Perozo family who opposed Trujillo's machinations 

and was assassinated, insinuates that Trujillo had been doing “bad things”, Minerva 

initially refuses to believe the accusations because to her “it was as if I had heard Jesus 

had slapped a baby or Our Blessed Mother had not conceived Him the immaculate 

conception way” (17). Even to the young Minerva, Trujillo was as innocent and merciful 

as Jesus Christ. However, Minerva is disabused by Sinita's confession and later, the 

seduction of Lina Lovaton by Trujillo. Once she is disillusioned about the regime, she 

becomes the first Mirabal sister to sympathize with the rebels and the underground 

movement and socialize with political rebels like Hilda while still at school.  

 Furthermore, Minerva's final entry into the IJ4 movement happens on the heels of 

her husband, not on her own. It will not be a stretch to surmise that Minerva enters the 

underground to stay close to her husband. The readers know from Maria Teresa, or 

Mate's journal entries, that after getting married, Minerva is quite unhappy with her 

conjugal life with Manolo Taverez. Mate learns the truth about Manolo's infidelity 

through her “brave Minerva's wracking sobs” (139-40). Alvarez's Minerva does not 

confront her husband or leave him for the indiscretion. Instead, she gives the marriage a 

second chance, and becomes Manolo's confidante and partner in the underground, taking 

on the code name mariposa (140). Thus, even though Minerva had prior knowledge 

about the underground and was sympathetic to their cause, for a brief time getting 

involved with Virgilio Morales, the communist, she finally gets to join the IJ4 and 
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contribute only as her husband's shadow, not on her terms. Later on, when she is asked to 

be the leader of the movement, she demurs in favor of her husband. Thus, Alvarez does 

not show the sisters as simply rebels who sacrificed everything for the freedom of the 

nation from the dictatorship. She adds nuances to their characters and shows them as 

negotiators of traditional gender roles and domestic responsibilities. She deliberately 

creates complex/round characters who do not function according to a simplistic binary of 

rebellious/acquiescent. They have different shades and Alvarez allows them to explore 

that range. After her release from prison, Minerva turns into a nervous wreck. Even 

though the common people “elevated [her] to superhuman status” she was “frail” and 

found it hard to adjust herself to domestic life at the Mirabal residence again (259). 

Alvarez’s Minerva is after all human and continuing to function as the fearless mariposa 

after a jail sentence was difficult for her.    

 Like Minerva, Mate's inclusion into the underground movement is less than 

idyllic as well. A romantic from her childhood, Mate joins the movement because she is 

attracted to one of its members; a young man whose code-name is Palomino. She joins 

the resistance to “be worthy of Palomino” and to show that she too is courageous enough 

to stand up against the dictator (142). Contrary to what one would expect from a famous 

Mirabal sister, Mate joins the resistance to be close to the man she loves, not because she 

feels enraged by the dictator. Her motivations for joining the movement are thus 

questionable (Lopez-Calvo 88).  

 However, whatever their first motivations, the sisters manage to shake off the 

patriarchal expectations from them, join the movement, and contribute towards the 
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removal of the dictator. This change is most noticeable in Mate's journal entries. Whereas 

her first journal entries are nothing more than the musing of a lovesick, romantic young 

woman, drawing pictures of her clothes and shoes, later, her entries become mature and 

show the signs of resilience and silent courage. The readers get to know about the jail 

term of the sisters, and their challenging time there from Mate's journal entries. These 

journal entries create a personal connection between Mate and the readers, humanizing 

her in the eyes of the readers, and making her thoughts worthy of consideration. As Katie 

Daily-Bruckner mentions, “Mate's journal operates as a vehicle through which to build 

Dominican nationalism both in cooperation with and against prevailing political and 

private narratives of the Dominican Republic and the Mirabal sisters” (86). These journal 

entries paint the physical and mental suffering of the mythologized Mirabal sisters in 

detail and make them human in front of the readers. It is through Mate's journal that the 

readers get to know that the organized resistance movement has disintegrated due to 

mutual distrust and members like Mate's husband Leandro, a.k.a. Palomino, is suspected 

of treachery, confessing to the jail authorities, and betraying the name of the other 

members to them (244). It is also through her journal entries that the readers are made 

aware of the assassination attempt on President Betancourt of Venezuela, and the 

resulting trade sanctions against the D.R. (246). The entire review of jail inmates by the 

OAS (Organization of American States) to find accusations of cruelty against Trujillo is 

also recorded in Mate's journal. Thus, through Mate's journal the readers bear witness to 

the tyrannical excesses of the Trujillo regime and the perseverance of the Mirabal sisters 

in the face of all adversities. Even though Minerva comes out as the more courageous 

sister in these entries, Mate does not disappoint as a selfless and at times, brave rebel. She 
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does not leave her sister behind and choose to accept the clemency being offered to 

women political prisoners by the Trujillo regime, and often takes part in hunger strikes to 

protest the inedible food served to the prisoners (236). Through writing about the 

suffering and trauma that she suffered at the prison, even physical torture resulting in 

miscarriage, Mate's character undergoes growth, and she manages to grow out of the 

shadow of her much-loved sister and hold her own as a woman. These journal entries are 

dynamic pieces of writing that Alvarez includes in the novel to uphold a different face of 

Dominican female resistance--a much more demythologized face, where real women of 

flesh and blood undergo real torture, yet do not surrender the fight against the Trujillo 

regime. 

 Furthermore, Alvarez's plot about the resistance and the Mirabal sisters’ 

incarceration show their recognition of the struggles of other women and desire to create 

an egalitarian social system, dismantling the hierarchical society created by Trujillo and 

his lackeys. In the jail, Minerva and Mate meet other non-political prisoners. Held 

together in a “room 25 by 20” feet in the La Victoria prison, Minerva and Mate share the 

same jail cell with other women such as Magdalena, Kiki, America, Milady, Dinorah, and 

others (228-29). They are all “prostitutes, thieves, murderers” clearly not belonging to the 

same social circle as the two Mirabal sisters, and not necessarily sympathetic to the cause 

of the resistance (228). For instance, Mate writes down in her journal about the kind 

demeanor of most of the women, barring Dinorah, a critic of the rebellion, a thief, and an 

eavesdropper who reports the secret meetings and letters of the political prisoners to the 

guards (245).  
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 According to Mate's journal, most of the women, though hardened criminals, do 

not persecute the political prisoners in any way. At times, they even join Minerva's “little 

school”, following Fidel Castro's practice during his incarceration (235). In a prison, 

shoulder to shoulder with women from all social rungs, Minerva makes it clear that there 

will be no “class system” in the cell (234). Thus, when the Mirabal sisters get their 

package of treats, medicines, and other necessities from home, Minerva insists on 

distributing the goods amongst all the inmates (234). Mate and Magdalena's poignant 

companionship (with a one-off lesbian encounter as well) shows the capability of strained 

times to bring together people from different sects of society. The jail cell turns into an 

egalitarian society, where there is no system of the haves and the have-nots. Mate and 

Magdalena's discussion about what truly binds people together shows how the women in 

the cell could think beyond surface differences, such as social standing, religion, and skin 

color, and realize that it is “love among us women” that binds everyone together (239). 

As Mate herself remonstrates, 

There is something deeper. Sometimes I really feel it in here, especially 
late at night, a current going among us, like an invisible needle stitching us 
together into the glorious, free nation we are becoming. (239) 

When Mate is taken to the notorious La Cuarenta prison and sexually assaulted, leading 

to a miscarriage, she does not confide in Minerva, choosing Magdalena's company 

instead. Unlike the belligerent Minerva, Magdalena turns a sympathetic ear to her plight 

and nurses her back to health. 

 Social order and hierarchy are further upended when the much-disliked 

illegitimate daughter of Don Mirabal turns out to be the vehicle of deliverance for the 
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Mirabal sisters. Taken away to prison forcefully, Patria, Dede, and the rest have no idea 

about the whereabouts of Minerva and Mate. It is only when Margarita, one of the 

illegitimate daughters of Don Mirabal turns up at their residence do the rest of the family 

get to know about the whereabouts of the political prisoners (209). Margarita, despite the 

hatred that she faces from the rest of the Mirabals, kindly passes on Mate's note to Patria, 

which she got from a cousin who works at the La Victoria prison (209). Patria realizes 

that “Papa's other family would be the agents of [their] salvation”, forcing her to swallow 

her “pride” and forego all ill will towards her half-sisters (210). 

 Through her narrative about the Mirabal sisters, Alvarez begins a process of 

depatriarchalization of Dominican history. As I have mentioned before, Dominican 

history has been mostly male-focused, eliding the contributions of women to the 

resistance against the Trujillo regime. In fact, in common parlance and state-sanctioned 

history, the land is called la patria, i.e., the Fatherland, and Trujillo is venerated as the 

savior of the land and its people. Alvarez deliberately works against this tradition by 

highlighting the trauma and physical suffering inflicted by the regime on the women and 

their bodies. If the land is indeed a Fatherland, what happens to the women inhabiting 

that space? Alvarez reinserts women into the narrative about the land by focusing on the 

physiognomy of the Mirabal sisters and the other women in the narrative. She draws a 

direct correlation between the debilitated condition of the state and the women's bodies in 

the novel. Valerio-Holguin reads this as the allegorization of the female body (qtd. in 

Calvo-Lopez 88). The onset of Minerva's menarche at the Immaculada Concepcion 

coincides with her disillusionment with the Trujillo regime through Sinita's confession 

about the assassination of her male family members (Butterflies 19). Similarly, Valerio-
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Holguin mentions that the menstrual cycle of all the women prisoners at La Victoria stops 

in unison, correlating the atrophy of the resistance movement with that of the 

reproductive systems of the women (qtd. Calvo-Lopez 88). Furthermore, Patria suffers a 

miscarriage when she learns about Minerva's involvement with the resistance movement, 

her body acting out her inability to accept her sister's political rebellion (52). However, 

Patria's loss allows her to understand the grief of others, like Sinita Perozo, who had lost 

everything to the vagaries of a mercurial dictator. Looking at the picture of Jesus, placed 

beside the “required portrait of El Jefe” Patria comes into her political awakening, 

realizing that in the greater scheme of things, losing an unborn fetus is small in 

comparison to the numerous losses of her fellow Dominicans (53). Religious and God-

fearing, Patria understands the importance of listening to the voice of the people when 

she visits the holy site of Higuey, the home of the Virgin of Altagracia. Kneeling at the 

altar, she questions the Holy Mother, “where are you”? (59). To which Patria hears Her 

answer “with the coughs and cries and whispers of the crowd: Here, Patria Mercedes, I'm 

here, all around you. I've already more than appeared” (emphasis in original) (59). The 

pilgrimage opens her eyes to the plight of the common people and the ravages wreaked 

by the Trujillo regime on society in general. Patria realizes the importance of standing up 

against the excesses of the dictatorial regime and working towards the emancipation of 

the common people from the hands of the dictator.  

 In the novel, along with the dictatorship, Alvarez comments on other hierarchical 

and patriarchal power structures as well. Due to this, the Church, and its reluctance in 

resisting the Trujillo regime comes in for censure. Shown as traditional, upper-class 

Dominican women, the Mirabal sisters are devout Catholics “who do not question the 
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status quo and ask their father’s permission to attend university” (Gomez Vega 94). The 

distancing and questioning of the Catholic power structure begin early in the novel. At 

their expensive private Catholic school, the nuns do not oppose the courting of Lina 

Lovaton (a child) by Trujillo. They encourage the courtship and accept gifts from the Jefe 

such as “bolts of muslin for making convent sheets and terrycloth for their towels and a 

donation of a thousand pesos for a new statue of the Merciful Mother to be carved by a 

Spanish artist living in the capital” (22). Later, Minerva learns about Lina’s fate, first 

from her father, and then at school. She got pregnant by Trujillo and was attacked by his 

wife for this indiscretion. To avoid any further confrontations, Trujillo had bought a 

house for her in Miami and shipped her off to the States to live alone (23). The institution 

that took pride in its curriculum and thought of its students as “jewels”, did not offer Lina 

any protection from the vile propositions of a pedophile (26). As Lina was friends with 

Minerva, she was the one to feel the brunt of Immaculada’s hypocrisy the most. Out of all 

the Mirabal sisters, Minerva understood the hypocrisy of the Catholic Church the earliest 

and distanced herself from the dogmas of the Church. 

 Later, Patria’s radicalization and loss of faith mark a decided break from the 

clutches of the passive Catholic Church in the Dominican Republic. Early on, the Church 

had gathered thirty “mature” women and started a Christian Cultural Group to do 

philanthropic work in the economically downtrodden barrios of the country (158). This 

was a noncommittal act because the people did not need “spiritual guidance”, they 

needed aid for daily subsistence. Minerva called out the Church’s intentions and accused 

it of keeping “mum till kingdom come…Not a peep to help the downtrodden” (158). As a 

part of this group, a pregnant Patria visits Constanza to take part in a spiritual retreat. On 
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June 14, (the day of mutiny decided by the IJ4 movement), the group is stuck between the 

crossfires of the campesinos and the army. However, even in that situation, the group, led 

by Padre de Jesus and Brother Daniel does not try to help the poor villagers in any way. 

Huddled together in the “most sheltered corner”, the group indulges in “spiritual 

comfort” by praying on the rosary (161). Even when they “heard gunfire coming close 

again… [they] kept right on praying” (161). This shows the incapability of the Catholic 

Church to help the common people fight the dictatorial regime in any way (Gomez Vega 

98). Nevertheless, this encounter manages to change Patria’s stance about the Era of 

Trujillo. Though initially, she remained aloof from the resistance movement, this incident 

at the retreat opened her eyes to the fact that inactivity in the face of injustice is 

unchristian. The close witnessing of the cold-blooded murder of young campesinos 

changes her heart about the regime. Alvarez imbues an apocalyptic atmosphere to this 

encounter,  

They made it to the outdoor deck. I could see them clearly, their faces 
bloodied and frantic. One of them was badly wounded and hobbling, 
another had a kerchief tied around his forehead. A third was shouting to 
two others to stay down, and one of them obeyed and threw himself on the 
deck. Nut the other must not have heard him for he kept on running 
towards us. I looked in his face. He was a boy no older than Noris. Maybe 
that’s why I cried out, “Get down, son! Get down!” His eyes found mine 
just as the shot hit him square in the back. I saw the wonder on his young 
face as the life drained out of him, and I thought, Oh my God, he’s one of 
mine! (162) 

After seeing such atrocities, Patria comes down from the mountain a changed woman. 

After the ordeal, while on her way back she exclaims, 

I cried all the way down that mountain. I looked out the spider-webbed 
window of that bullet-riddled car at brothers, sisters, sons, daughters, one 
and all, my human family. Then I tried looking up at our Father, but I 
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couldn’t see His face for the dark smoke hiding at the tops of those 
mountains. I made myself pray so I wouldn’t cry. But my prayers sounded 
more like I was trying to pick a fight. I’m not going to sit back and watch 
my babies die, Lord, even if that’s what You in Your great wisdom decide. 
(emphasis in original 162)  

Heartbroken and disillusioned, Patria’s determination to fight against the injustices 

inflicted by the Trujillo regime makes her join the movement and become Mariposa #3. 

After the Constanza encounter with the military regime, Patria finally understands the 

cryptic comment that Minerva made while looking at the pictures of Jesus Christ and El 

Jefe, “They’re a pair, aren’t they?” (53). Inaction does not characterize a devout Christian 

and Patria joins the resistance. Nevertheless, she never loses faith. During times of 

duress, she turns to spiritual comfort by praying to God and asking favors, such as the 

release of her son, Nelson, or that of her other family members. However, Alvarez 

problematizes the issue of Patria’s faith and belief system. She problematizes the 

relationship between the sisters and the Catholic Church throughout the narrative, again 

resisting the compartmentalization of the resistance and spirituality into airtight 

chambers. After the arrest of Nelson, Pedrito, and the rest of the family by SIM, Patria 

begins a daily ritual of supplication before Trujillo’s portrait in the house, substituting 

him for the Christian God, 

Every day or so, I stopped at the portrait with a fresh flower and a little 
talk. I tried to pretend he was my boy too, a troubled one in need of 
guidance… And then more personally I reminded him of the pardon I’d 
asked for. (218)  

Unlike the rest of the people, Patria never loses hope and belief in the innate goodness of 

men and thinks (mistakenly) that prayers can change the nature of a man. When she goes 
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to receive Nelson from the state capital after his pardon by Trujillo as a minor, she plays 

into the hands of the regime and its propaganda,  

Next day we were famous. On the front-page of the El Caribe [the 
national newspaper], the two photographs were side by side: Noris giving 
her hand to the smiling Jefe (Young offender softens El Jefe’s heart); and 
me, kneeling, my hands clutched in prayer (Grateful Madre Thanks Her 
Benefactor). (emphases in original 226) 

Until the end, Patria invests her faith and good intentions into the Trujillo regime. Even 

though she has repeated bitter experiences with the regime, she could never bring herself 

to believe that the regime could conspire against the sisters, causing their death.  

 Out of the four sisters, Dede stays alive until the end, functioning as the 

storyteller. Due to her patriarchal and overbearing husband, Jaimito, Dede could never 

join her sisters in their nocturnal activities against the regime. In her own words, bravery 

did not come to her “naturally”, she needed someone to remind her to be brave every day 

of her life, and that someone was Jaimito (186). She was not the rebellious kind and 

could not stand up to her husband. Thus, she is spared the fate that her sisters suffered at 

the hands of the regime. Though it might seem like a good thing, to Dede it was the worst 

sort of punishment that God could inflict upon her. After the passing of the sisters, Dede's 

life becomes a sort of exhibit as “the sister who survived” for local people and 

interviewers (5). Dede's “martyrdom...was to be alive without them” and carry the past 

forward through her stories about the sisters (308). “Dede has chosen to be in charge of 

keeping their memory alive to ensure that their deaths have not been in vain” (Lopez-

Calvo 93). Quite ironically, both Alvarez and her fictional character’s goal seems to be 

the same—to preserve the memory of the Mirabal sisters, so that their ultimate sacrifice 
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is not forgotten by the people at large. In the memory that Dede has fixed in her mind, of 

the entire family sitting on the balcony and their father trying to guess their future, Don 

Mirabal remarks that Dede will be the one to “bury [them] all in silk and pearls” (8). 

Unfortunately, that prediction indeed comes true, because not only does Dede bury all her 

sisters, cleaning them up in the morgue, and standing tall behind their coffins when they 

were being brought back, but she also buries her mother.  

 However, even though she did not actively take part as a member of the 

underground movement, as their sister, she is an intrinsic part of the movement. When 

Minerva and Mate are arrested, Dede, along with their mother and Patria, plays a key role 

in running the household and taking care of the children. Dede does not join the 

underground movement, but her sisters' courage and feminism rub off on her as well. 

While alive, the sisters had tried to enlist her but failed because of Dede's inability to 

leave her husband Jaimito. Once the sisters die, Dede finally blossoms into the rebel that 

her sisters had wanted her to be. She divorces Jaimito and becomes an employee in a life 

insurance company, all the while taking care of her own and her sisters' children. 

Through Dede's character, Alvarez portrays the conflict between two mindsets--the 

traditional feminine mindset of the Dominican women, and the emancipated freethinking 

independent woman of the later years. Initially, Dede demurs to Jaimito in everything, 

thus trapping herself in a claustrophobic marriage with an overbearing husband. When 

the sisters join the underground movement one after the other, Dede is the only one left 

out due to her inability to take control of her own life. When the sisters visit Dede to 

convince her to join the movement, her reluctance astonishes them, painting a pained 

picture of her suffocating marriage (178). However, her sisters’ deaths arouse the 
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independent, brave woman in her. This awakening allows her to see her marriage to 

Jaimito for what it is—bondage to an overbearing man. In a patriarchal society, it is not 

expected that a woman of Dede’s class would divorce her husband and begin an 

independent and single life, but that is exactly what she does.    

Through Jaimito and Don Mirabal, Alvarez portrays the pervading masculinity in 

Dominican society. The hypermasculinity, of which Trujillo was the poster child, 

percolated down to the lower rungs of society, thus creating a toxic atmosphere for 

women to live in. When confronted with the truth of her husband's infidelity, the only 

recourse that Dona Mirabal has is a pilgrimage to Higuey, to pray for the wellbeing of the 

family. Cursing “Dominicans, Yanquis, every last man” as “scoundrels” Dona Mirabal 

can only be a resilient homemaker, determined to hold on to the last vestiges of civility in 

the face of heartbreak and disappointment (57). Similarly, when Minerva confronts her 

father about his infidelity, the only answer that she gets from him is a violent slap, 

followed by a macho and lame phrase, “things a man does” (92). Alvarez makes it a point 

to draw similarities between Don Mirabal's infidelity and Trujillo's insatiable sexual 

appetite. “Things a man does” could very well be an explanation and excuse for all the 

sexual assaults and rape committed by Trujillo, and Alvarez does not shy away from 

pointing that out. Their father, the macho man, could show his masculinity by having an 

illegitimate family but did not dare to stand up to the Trujillato and become a part of the 

resistance being organized against the regime. The crucial event of Minerva's invitation 

to the dance organized in the honor of Trujillo, which acts as the pivotal moment in the 

novel, is another instance where Alvarez unmasks this faux masculinity. When Don 

Manuel, Trujillo’s Secretary of State, asks Minerva to move to a table in front of the dais, 
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Don Mirabal does not offer any resistance, pimping her out to the Jefe (94). Later, when 

the sisters try to enlist Dede into their movement, Minerva voices her displeasure by 

saying that in his way their father was a “Trujillista” (179). Men like their father, Jaimito, 

and “other scared fulanitos” have enabled and empowered the “devil” through their 

silence and ingratiating behavior (179). The problem with the patriarchal society in D.R. 

is not just the masculine strutting of its dictator, it stems from a deep-rooted mindset. 

Alvarez calls out this mindset in Butterflies through the awakened feminism of the 

Mirabal sisters. Nonetheless, the feminist sensibility does not stop after the murder of the 

sisters; it is continued through the likes of Dede, Minou, and transnationally through their 

literary kin, the Garcia sisters. Just as the Mirabal sisters sacrifice their lives and refuse to 

bow down to a megalomaniac, the Garcia sisters, influenced by U.S. liberalism, too do 

not bow down to the patriarchal diktats of their overbearing father and assert their 

independence.  
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The Revolutionary Garcia Sisters  

Although there have been numerous analyses and critical readings of Alvarez’s novels, 

the relational reading of Butterflies and Garcia Girls are mostly non-existent. Apart from 

Crystal Parikh, who also points out this lacuna, critics have analyzed these two novels 

separately. Parikh suggests that “when put into dialogue with one another, Alvarez’s 

novels traverse the disciplinary division between U.S. ethnic literature and 

postcolonial/Latin American/ Caribbean literature in order to make visible the 

relationality of women’s subjection and of feminist agency across national borders” (3). 

To this effect, Parikh reads the novels chronologically according to their date of 

publication, i.e., Garcia Girls first and then the Butterflies. According to her, “the 

development of the four Garcia sisters, who as adults avail themselves as (troubled) 

subjects of First World liberalism, forms a key for conceiving the other four sisters, “the 

Butterflies”, of the second novel” (9). I, however, read the two novels with each other, 

but with the chronology reversed. Parikh reads the development of the Garcia girls as a 

better way of understanding the feminism of the Mirabal sisters. I argue that the Garcia 

sisters transport the feminism engendered by the Mirabal sisters transnationally to the 

U.S. Thus, with reverse chronology, the timelines of the novels are better justified, and 

this serves Alvarez’s mission of setting up a “dialectical critique of the collaboration 

between U.S. liberalism and Dominican authoritarianism” better (Parikh 6).  

 The similarities between the Garcia sisters and Alvarez's own life are many. Like 

them, Alvarez also emigrated to the U.S. with her family with the dreaded SIM on their 

heels. Like Don Carlos, Alvarez's father too was a part of the IJ4 movement and worked 



144 

closely with the Mirabal sisters and their husbands. The guilt of abandoning the 

movement and fleeing to the U.S. is also common between the two father figures. In the 

U.S. the family encounters virulent racism and strained economic means. According to 

Laura Halperin, the Garcia girls become victims of “linguistic terrorism” a term first 

coined by Gloria Anzaldua in her seminal work on borderlands, that refers to the shaming 

of the “mother tongue” in the adopted country (160). This state of linguistic “othering” 

creates a state of alienation that is hard to overcome. Even though the sisters are fluent in 

English, due to their prior education in the D.R., they are relentlessly shamed and taunted 

for their pronounced Hispanic lisp. Carla, the oldest sister who went to school first among 

them, is repeatedly bullied by a group of boys in school. Pelting her with stones, they 

would shout “go back to where you came from, you dirty spic!” (153). Carla could not 

vocalize her shame and tell her parents that going to school was an agony for her. It is 

interesting to see the discomfiture the Garcias experience when faced with the same sort 

of racism that they are guilty of. As William Luis mentions,  

The discrimination of North Americans towards Hispanics in Alvarez's 
work is not unique, but appears to be a part of any migratory process, 
including that inside the Dominican Republic. The reactions North 
Americans have when they see Carla Garcia is similar to the one she and 
other members of her family exhibit toward servants in general and 
Haitians in particular while living in the Dominican Republic. (841) 

The sentiment of the Garcia family towards the “blue-black” Haitian servant Chucha is 

mimicked by the tormentors of Carla when they ridicule her for her pronounced lisp 

(218). Chucha, being a Haitian, could not pronounce anything that had a “j” sound (Luis 

841). This factor played a definitive role in the Parsley Massacre of 1937, when Trujillo 



145 

ordered the murder of all Haitians working in the D.R., to remove all people with “negro” 

blood from the land.  

 Along with the hostility from the Americans, the remnants of Dominican 

masculinity in their father make things unbearable for the sisters. Even though Carlos 

proclaims that he will become “un dominican york” he does not give up the old “Island” 

ways and expects his family to follow the same social mores and traditions (emphasis in 

original 107). While the sisters “had more than adjusted” to the American ways, their 

parents were anxious over the prospect of losing “their girls to America” (109). To this 

effect, all the four girls are shipped off to the D.R. during their summer holidays, so that 

they “wouldn't lose touch with la familia” (109). To their parents, it was unthinkable that 

their daughters could earn something by working during the summers. “Working was off-

limits” (109). Their “hidden agenda” is the marriage of their daughters to Dominican 

men, and not American men, whom they do not approve of (109). The daughters were 

constantly on blast for some minor infraction--Fifi (i.e., Sofia) for smoking, Carla for 

using hair removal cream, Yoyo (i.e., Yolanda) for bringing a book celebrating women's 

bodies, and Sandi (i.e., Sandra) for truancy. Anything that reeked slightly of 

“Americanness” was categorized as unpleasant and rebellious. Every time the daughters 

were caught doing something the parents did not approve of, they were shipped off to the 

D.R. The daughters, nevertheless, did not give in to familial pressure and “devised as 

sophisticated and complicated a code and underground system as Papi had when he and 

his group plotted against the dictator” (110). Ironically, this sentence likens their parents 

to the dictatorial Trujillo and his regime. The “constant skirmishes” arise from the 

rebellion of the sisters against forced gender roles and stereotypical portrayal of the 
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“good daughter” (111). All the sisters, in one way or the other, rebel against the imposed 

feminine expectations that their father has. In the U.S., the father ironically espouses the 

same masculine mindset that he was fighting in the D.R. Leela Fernandes mentions the 

risk of this “oppositional mirroring” while discussing Partha Chatterjee's work in 

Transnational Feminism. According to Fernandes, who quotes Chatterjee, any 

oppositional framework or thought runs the risk of being trapped by the same ideology it 

seeks to dismantle (Introduction 7). Similarly, Carlos begins to espouse the same 

megalomaniacal patriarchy that he was trying to uproot from his homeland, and the 

sisters come to resent this oppressive mindset that they can easily discern as 

quintessentially “Dominican”, traditional, and an aberration in a liberal and progressive 

country like the U.S. Carlos's disappointment at having sired four daughters and no sons 

is clear from the constant phrase “good bulls sire cows” (40). This phrase co-opts the 

entire role of reproduction and diminishes the role of the mother. Reproduction is not a 

one-sided process, where the father and mother play equally important roles. However, 

Carlos's refrain reduces the mother's role in reproduction and exposes his masculine 

mentality. He stamps his sole proprietorship on the bodies of not just his wife, but their 

four daughters as well. In effect, he stymies their independence and agencies by forcing 

his masculinity and patriarchal expectations on all of them. He lavishes his love on 

Sofia's son, with the relief, that “his own name was to be kept going in this new country” 

and that “there was now good blood in the family against a future bad choice by one of its 

women” (26; 27). He gives all his attention to the newborn and completely ignores 

Sofia's daughter, who is heartbroken and feels rejected. Nevertheless, the four sisters as 

well as their mother, find a way to rebel against this oppressive mindset. Furthermore, the 
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liberalism that they wholeheartedly embrace in the U.S. allows them the opportunity to 

snatch their independence and voice away from the stifling influences of the old-world 

patriarchy that Carlos embodies in the novel.       

 Carlos's patriarchal mindset is most clear in his interactions and fraught 

relationship with Sofia, their youngest daughter. As the youngest, Sofia is characterized 

as a rebellious young woman bending established gender norms (Halperin 161). Though 

the sisters took turns being the “wildest”, Fifi held that title the longest (86). She had a 

string of boyfriends and would come back home with stories of “juicy” adventures with 

her beaus, much to the surprise of her elder sisters (86). Sofia is a liberated young 

woman, smoking marijuana and being the woke woman of the 1960s. “Maverick” and 

wayward, she is often reminded by Carlos that he does not want “loose women in [the] 

family” (28). She drops out of college, and takes up a secretarial job, much to the 

displeasure of her parents. She does not move out of the house to alleviate the hostility 

that she faced from her father, who had threatened to disown her (29). Later, she rejects 

the norm of staying a virgin till marriage and travels to Colombia to sleep with her 

boyfriend. However, she loses interest in the man after consummation and becomes 

involved with a German tourist called Otto. Carlos's outburst at finding out the hidden 

love letters that Otto writes to Fifi exhibits the virgin/prostitute (Madonna/whore) 

dichotomy that is etched in his mind, and requires quoting at length, 

Has he deflowered you? That's what I want to know. Have you gone 
behind the palm trees? Are you dragging my good name through the dirt, 
that is what I would like to know! The father was screaming crazily in the 
youngest daughter's face, question after question, not giving the daughter a 
chance to answer. His face grew red with fury, but hers was more terrible 
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in its impassivity, a pale ivory moon, pulling and pulling at the tide of his 
anger, until it seemed he might drown in his own outpouring of fury. (30) 

Carlos does not wish to know who the man is, where does he live, if he has a steady job--

things that one would think a father should be more worried about. Instead, Carlos's main 

worry is if his daughter had lost her virginity before marriage. Furthermore, he does not 

worry that she may be pregnant, even though the contents of the letters that he filched 

and read without Fifi's permission, allude to her missed periods. His main concern is if 

she had harmed his reputation in any way. Carlos exerts his control over the body of his 

daughter--she can lose her virginity at a time and place of his choosing, and with a 

husband of his choice too. In the face of this adversity, Fifi subverts the expected 

stereotype of the repentant daughter by walking out of the house. In addition, she travels 

to Germany and proposes to Otto, dismantling the gender norm of the man proposing to 

the woman. Fifi owns her “sexuality” and her body and takes ownership of her life by 

openly rebelling against their father's wishes (Halperin 161). Instead of cowering in front 

of his temper and the ever-looming threat of being disinherited, Fifi uses her own body as 

a medium of voicing her rejection of the old-world, “Island” traditions that their father 

lives by. When confronted with the binary of virgin/prostitute, Fifi gladly accepts the 

latter, in effect sexualizing her body to gain independence from an oppressive way of life. 

 Ironically, the sisters use the same virgin/prostitute dichotomy to stage a “regular 

revolution” and stop their summer sojourns to the Dominican Republic for good. When 

their mother discovers Fifi's marijuana habit, she insists on keeping her back on the 

island, as punishment. The sisters are alarmed by the news of a happy Fifi, living the 

island life without any complaints, and in a relationship with a distant cousin. This is a 
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“dangerous” scenario, because “with one successfully repatriated daughter, Papi might 

yank [all of them] out of college and send [them] back” (117). They are even more 

shocked when they see her in person. Made up, with “beauty parlor curls” and feminine 

trinkets, Fifi has nothing in common with the woman “who always made a point of not 

wearing makeup or fixing herself up” (117). “Alvarez insinuates that Sofia's 

preoccupation with her looks follows from her efforts to placate Manuel Gustavo [her 

boyfriend]” (Halperin 163). The rebellious, fire-brand sister is strangely docile in her 

relationship with Manuel Gustavo. Manuel is the embodiment of male privilege and 

patriarchy. Bossy and domineering, he frowns at Fifi's reading habit (120) and Fifi 

demurs to him. When the rest of the sisters confront Manuel and try to rally for their 

young sister's rights, he quickly points out that things are done differently in the D.R., 

where “women have rights...but men wear the pants” (122). In the brief span of living on 

the island, Fifi loses her independent streak and mirrors other subjugated Dominican 

women, like their aunt Tia Flor. When the sisters accost Tia Flor and encourage her to 

fight for her rights, she retorts, “Look at me, I'm a queen...My husband has to go to work 

every day. I can sleep until noon, if I want. I'm going to protest for my rights?” (emphasis 

in original 121). Fifi's infatuation is at such a degree that she finds Manuel's refusal to use 

a condom (because he wrongly assumes that it causes impotence) “cute male ignorance” 

(123). The three sisters force Fifi to promise, “on the pain of [their] betrayal” about this 

whole situation to their parents, that she will not sleep with Manuel without contraception 

(123). Notwithstanding the warnings, the sisters later come to know that Manuel and Fifi 

meet in private regularly. That is when they decide to “out” their sister, to save her from 

an unplanned pregnancy which would surely trap her into an unhappy marriage with a 
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less than desirable husband. The sisters' shouting of the slogan “que viva la revolucion!” 

is reminiscent of the call to revolution by the Mirabal sisters and the rest of the members 

of the IJ4 movement (126). “They employ a metaphor of revolution...[which] depends 

upon a literal politics of confrontation, obliquely involving their father, in the urban 

setting of the island” (Parikh 7).  It will not be a stretch to equate the Garcia sisters' 

struggles with that of the Mirabal sisters. Both groups are united in their fight against a 

deep-rooted masculine ideology in the Dominican Republic that revels in its control over 

women's bodies, whose product is men like Trujillo. Manuel's refusal to wear a condom, 

despite knowing that Fifi could not go to an aunt and ask for a contraceptive pill, or go to 

a doctor to get a diaphragm, without the entire family knowing about it, shows his sense 

of entitlement and inability to take responsibility for the physical well-being of his 

partner. Manuel plays out an age-old social convention, where contraception is the 

woman's responsibility and impregnation that of the man. This mirrors the public policy 

during the Trujillo regime (that I have mentioned previously in this chapter) where 

women were only categorized as reproductive machines whose sole purpose was to 

contribute towards the increase of the Dominican population.  

 The sisters reenact the coup that their father and other members of the IJ4 

movement had devised to throw off Trujillo. The sisters in a way complete their father's 

unfinished business because by the time the movement ambushed the Jefe on the Avenida 

“on his way to a tryst with his mistress” the family had already emigrated to the U.S. 

(127). When their mother learns about the unsupervised meetings between Fifi and 

Manuel, she orders the immediate return of all the sisters, with a promise that they will 

never return to the D.R. (130). Thus, the sisters earn their freedom from the tiresome 
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summer holidays on the island by playing the virgin/prostitute dichotomy to their 

advantage. Unlike the Mirabal sisters, who distanced themselves from the actual act of 

killing the Jefe, depending on the “Action Group” instead (Butterflies 178), the Garcia 

sisters do not wait for any male help. They manipulate their male cousin Mundin into 

unwittingly helping them in their plans. However, like the debatable feminism of the 

Mirabal sisters, Alvarez problematizes the sisters and their coups as well. The sisters' 

coup is met with accusations of betrayal from Fifi. When their mother commands that the 

sisters will never return to the island, Tia Carmen's crestfallen reaction to the news 

creates an ambivalence in the sisters' attitude towards the hard-earned freedom from the 

frequent sojourns to the island. As Parikh points out, 

This moment of emancipation would signal, in the conventional 
bildungsroman, the character's coming into ‘her own’ as an American 
woman. However, in Garcia Girls the stories that precede this one 
structurally (but succeed it chronologically, due to the novel's regressive 
chronology) about the adult sisters in the United States revolve around 
failed marriages, nervous breakdowns, and pervasive self-doubt. (8) 

Regardless, even though the romantic relationships that the sisters have are fraught with 

differences and heartbreak, the agency at least lies with them to choose for themselves. 

They learn to live as independent individuals and make life decisions according to their 

wishes. As Luis mentions, the sisters get embroiled in typical first-world problems, where 

they go through divorce and failed romantic relationships (842), however, in all these 

situations they have the power of choosing and are allowed to make decisions for 

themselves. The parents are partly to be blamed for the unstable lives of their daughters, 

because unlike them, their parents never fully acclimatize to the North American culture, 

and make their daughters feel guilty for the choices that they make. The daughters are 
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torn between striking the right balance between traditional values and modern customs. 

In the process, they are caught in a never-ending “in-betweenness” that plays a vital role 

in their character formation. The daughters undergo a phase of self-doubt, not just about 

themselves but their bodies as well, due to their parents' rejection. The daughters are 

caught up in trying to fit in with the American crowd that they move in and the strictures 

of their Dominican parents. This imbalance causes dysphoria that manifests through their 

failed relationships and frequent mental breakdowns.          

 Carlos's rejection of the American ideal of individualism, independence, and 

rebellion is clear from his hostility towards Yolanda's speech. Inspired by Walt 

Whitman's poetry, Yolanda, or Yoyo, the literary one in the family uses his poetry in her 

speech. As anyone familiar with Whitman's poems can conclude, the speech valorizes 

individualism and is peppered with frequent calls to dismantle institutions like the school. 

Laura, their mother, is immensely pleased with the speech, but their father's reaction is 

something else altogether. When Yolanda reads out her speech to him, it incenses him to 

such a degree that he tears the pages. To Carlos, the speech seems 

“boastful...insubordinate...improper...disrespecting of her teachers” (145). Having never 

read Whitman, he does not understand the gist of Yolanda's speech. Ideas of freedom, 

rebellion, and individualism are alien to him. Thus, his antagonism is not towards 

Yolanda directly, but to the ideas that her speech espouses. He is even more incensed 

because instead of supporting him, Laura stands against him and openly expresses her 

dismay at his uncalled-for reaction. “It was bad enough that his daughter was rebelling, 

but here was his own wife joining forces with her. Soon he would be surrounded by a 

houseful of independent American women” (emphasis my own 146). Carlos an 
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“unhappy, haunted man” exhibits a classic case of hypocrisy--he emigrates to the U.S. to 

escape the fettered existence in the D.R. but expects the women in his family to bow 

down to those same traditional, patriarchal mores without question. He champions 

selective acclimatization among the women in his family, not a wholesale overhaul of the 

Dominican social standards. Yolanda calls his hypocrisy out when, “in a low, ugly 

whisper, she pronounced Trujillo's hated nickname: “Chapita! You're just another 

Chapita!”” (147). Yolanda, always the observant daughter, quickly realizes that in effect, 

there is no difference between their father and Trujillo. Just as Trujillo enforced his 

ideology of masculinity on the Dominican women and denied them their basic rights, 

similarly their father expects the same docility and servility from his wife and daughters 

as well.  

 Like the sisters, their mother, Laura too shows a sense of agency and a desire to 

live according to her own rules and wishes in a new life, away from the stifling 

Dominican patriarchal expectations. Laura's intelligence and bravery are not endemic to 

the liberalism that she internalizes in the U.S. She is a smart woman, with worldly 

wisdom right from the start. Since the novel is in reverse chronology, the readers get an 

opportunity to glimpse that in the third part of the book. When the dreaded Dominican 

intelligence officers, aka SIM pay a visit to the Garcia household, to question Carlos 

about his involvement with the underground movement, it is Laura who keeps them 

occupied and saves Carlos from the quandary. Cornered and without help, Laura even 

debates “doing something wild and mad, sinking down in a swoon the way women used 

to in old movies when they wanted to distract attention from some trouble spot, 

unbuttoning her blouse and offering the men pleasure if they'll let her husband and babies 



154 

escape” but she holds on to her sanity and dignity (202-3). She quickly reaches Victor 

Hubbard, the U.S. consul officer in the D.R. and a friend of the Garcia family, who gets 

rid of the guardias, and devises a plan for the exodus of the Garcia family to the U.S. 

(210). 

 Once in the U.S., even though the household languishes under economic 

constraints in the beginning, Laura does not mind the social independence that she 

enjoys, away from the strict rules of the family. She too is affected by the charm of the 

western world and its promise of a prosperous life to those who are adventurous and 

entrepreneurial. To this effect, she dreams of inventing something that will bring in 

millions, thus alleviating all their economic worries (136). However, her “inventions” are 

nothing more than senseless doodles on scraps of paper. Her enterprising attitude is never 

encouraged by her husband or daughters, who openly ridicule her doodles and discourage 

her by saying that “the Americans have already thought of everything, you know that” 

(138). Nevertheless, the lack of support from her family does not deter Laura in trying to 

better her life through education and the constant urge of making it big in her adopted 

land. When she learns about Fifi's weed smoking habit, she does not condemn all the 

daughters to a restricted life on the island, and clearly warns them against telling their 

father (116). The daughters suspect that “she had begun spreading her wings”, taking 

adult courses in business administration, and dreaming of a successful professional life, 

and did not want any obstacles to those plans (116). Unlike their father, Laura only pays 

“lip-service” to the old traditions and has no inhibitions against abandoning the restrictive 

social customs of the island (116). She encourages her daughters to live an independent 

life, away from the stifling social conditions of the island. Even while they were living in 
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the D.R. she was “raising her girls’ American style, reading all the new literature”, thus 

imbuing them with self-reliance and freedom (202). She acclimatizes to the U.S. to a 

better degree than her husband. “She did not want to go back to the old country, where de 

la Torre or not, she was only a wife and a mother (and a failed one at that since she had 

never provided the required son). Better an independent nobody than a high-class 

houseslave” (144). Unfortunately, Laura's problem lies in the fact that in the hope of 

realizing her dream of achieving success in the U.S., she never openly defies her 

husband. Even in the instance of Yolanda's speech, where an offended Carlos tears it 

apart, Laura helps Yolanda rewrite the speech, but without any of the fiery language of 

Whitman (148). This is the dichotomy that Alvarez poignantly shows in Laura's 

character. It is ironic that even though she prioritizes independence, she still languishes 

under her husband's thumb and never goes out of her way to realize her dreams. Like her 

daughters, she too is caught in the balance between traditional ties and modern life. 

  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 



156 

Conclusion 

Jennifer Bess points out that Julia Alvarez dexterously avoids the dialectical opposition 

between the victim and the oppressor. By using Laura Donaldson's theory about the 

“Miranda Complex”, Bess posits that like Miranda of Shakespeare's The Tempest, the 

Garcia sisters are also a product of that complex. Bess mentions, 

Unwilling to represent the semi-fictional family's history through the 
binary paradigm of victim/oppressor, Alvarez instead utilizes the 
flexibility and inclusiveness of the genre of the novel to reify what 
Donaldson has called the Miranda Complex--the condition of occupying 
the seemingly contradictory roles of victim and heir simultaneously. (79) 

Unlike the other victims of the Trujillato, the Garcias are “privileged victims” (Bess 81), 

thus their plight cannot be categorized under the same level of intensity and hopelessness 

as others. Their close friendship with people in power, such as Victor Hubbard the U.S. 

Consul, differentiates them from the other rebels who joined the underground movement 

without having any escape plan in place. When the SIM visited them, the Garcias were at 

once ready to pack their bags, leave all pretense of rebellion, and move to another 

country to save themselves. This is the dichotomy that Alvarez exposes throughout the 

plot of the Garcia Girls. She does not allow her readers to pity the Garcias. She sows 

enough clues in the plot to point out that this is not a story of an underprivileged family. 

Both the novels, Butterflies and Garcia Girls portray the problems of young women from 

privileged families during the Trujillato who had rebelled against the dictator. In this, 

Alvarez at least does not pretend to write about the struggles of an economically poor 

family. As I have mentioned before, Alvarez herself belonged to a rich family, and never 

faced any problem from the lack of finances. Thus, both these groups of families lashed 
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out against the Trujillato, not because they were personally affected by the economic 

oppression, but because they sympathized with the other sections of the society who were 

deeply affected by the open loot of state finances and resources. In the case of the 

Mirabal sisters, they also fought for women's rights and galvanized the lower rungs of 

society. Numerous times in the Butterflies the sisters are warned by the barrios and 

venerated by the common people for their undaunted courage and willingness to lead the 

movement. In both the novels, Alvarez places her characters in precarious positions 

where they become uncomfortably aware of their privileged position in society. For 

instance, in the first chapter of the Garcia Girls, Yolanda finds herself in a fix when her 

car breaks down in the middle of the countryside. On being approached by two burly 

Dominican men (who are clearly from the working class), Yolanda's paranoia peaks and 

she recalls the dangers that her aunts had warned her about--of being kidnapped, or 

worse, raped by such disreputable men. However, the two men do not assault her in any 

way. They quietly change the flat tire, and quite grudgingly accept the money that 

Yolanda offers them. Such situations work to dispel the misconceptions that members of 

the two families harbor towards the economically underprivileged class. 

 In both the novels the journey towards feminism is fraught with obstructions. 

Alvarez does not create a straight-forward path for the feminist awakening of her female 

characters. He allows them to find themselves through hardships and quandaries. It is a 

journey of self-realization. This process of feminist awakening, and self-realization runs 

counter to the masculine history of the Dominican Republic, which elides the role that 

women have played and still play in nation building. Alvarez by showing the private 
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struggles of Dominican women across timelines and spatial locations rectifies that elision 

and upholds a different side to that history.  

 Furthermore, the reverse chronology reading of these two novels cements the 

relationship between these two groups of literary sisters. It will not be a stretch to surmise 

that having written Garcia Girls before, Alvarez could better clarify her stance about 

Dominican masculinity in the Butterflies and delineate this social ill with added 

knowledge. Reading these two novels in an altered chronology allows the readers to 

follow the linear timeline better and understand how the seeds of the feminist movement 

started by the Mirabal sisters are continued by the Garcia sisters. The independent streak 

shown by the Garcia sisters is related to the societal change that the martyrdom of the 

Mirabal sisters brings about in the D.R. Any change of this size requires sacrifice, and the 

death of the sisters at the hands of the dictator galvanizes not just the emancipation of 

Dominican women, but the freedom of the entire country from the clutches of a 

megalomaniac tyrant.   
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CHAPTER 5 

‘THESE ARE THE THINGS I SHOULD NOT FORGET’: MEMORY AND 
IDENTITY FORMATION IN AMY TAN’S THE JOY LUCK CLUB  

 

“You had asked me once 
what I would remember. 

This, and much more” 
(Dedication, The Joy Luck 

Club)  

 
The earlier chapters in this dissertation have dealt with the importance of 

storytelling in the craft of ethnic American women authors. Through their narratives, 

Dina Nayeri, Edwidge Danticat, and Julia Alvarez have countered the silenced aspects of 

the history of their respective homelands, and the marginalized position of women in 

those societies. This current chapter looks at the connection between storytelling and 

memory narratives, and why both occupy a central position in Amy Tan’s novels, 

especially The Joy Luck Club (1989). Tan’s craft as a writer is inextricably linked with 

her own identity and life experiences as a second-generation Chinese American woman. 

She mentions in The Opposite of Fate,  

For me, writing from memory is more about remembering my 
psychological place in the world at different stages of my life. Where did I 
fit in my family, or why didn’t I fit. It is about remembering my evolving 
sense of life, from thinking life was magic, to believing it was random and 
meaningless, to coming around to thinking it was magic all over again. My 
memory, then, is entirely subjective. And that, I think, is the kind of 
memory that is simultaneously the most unreliable and the most authentic 
element a writer can infuse into her work. (emphasis in original 110)    

Her novels are rich creative sites where readers can experience for themselves the 

productive interplay between narrative and memory, even though Tan is fully aware of 
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the unreliability of personal memory. In this dissertation chapter, I argue that Tan’s The 

Joy Luck Club employs memory narratives to harmonize the fraught mother-daughter 

relationships in the novel and to aid in the identity formation of the daughters as 

hybridized Chinese American citizens who accept this interstitial position through an 

understanding of their ethnic heritage. The memory narratives function as a bridge that 

create a matrilineal heritage, bringing women from different generations within the same 

family and cultural backgrounds together.  

 Critics and scholars have interpreted Tan’s works according to their beliefs and 

schools of thought. As a contemporary author, Tan has the opportunity of keeping herself 

abreast of such reviews and commentaries. In her nonfictional book The Opposite of 

Fate, Tan has taken time to dismantle critical assumptions made about her writing and 

intentions. Reviews and research papers have looked at Tan’s works through myriad 

lenses—”the dichotomy between two cultures and two generations, or the sociopolitical 

concerns of immigration and assimilation…”—all topics and themes used by critics to 

analyze Tan’s works, whereas in Tan’s own words the reasons for her writing are 

“haphazard and personal” (11). Tan’s main impetus in writing consists of beginning with 

a “simple question: How do things happen?” (11). She draws the answer to this question 

from her own life by recalling the “smallest details” and events in her life and then 

making a conscious decision of sorting the pieces according to her own design (37). This 

“design” is what creates her fiction. Thus, despite what scholars might say, Tan’s writing 

is intensely personal, where she uses her own life’s story to flesh out her fictional 

characters. Like the other women authors that I have included in this dissertation, Tan too 

uses her own life as material for her fiction, which necessitates prior knowledge about her 
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life.. In “The Ghosts of My Imagination” Tan mentions that she is often asked the 

question as to who she considers to be her muse (250). She says that she considers both 

her mother and her grandmother as her muse—both women who were silenced by their 

circumstances (250)   Keeping this in mind, I argue that Tan consciously creates a 

matrilineal heritage in her fiction by using the personal history and stories of her own 

grandmother and mother. She uses her art as a writer to share the stories about the women 

in her life because they never got the chance to tell their own stories. Of course, things 

are fictionalized, but it cannot be denied that Tan’s fiction is a repository of a “whole 

concatenation of events” that are central to her own life (37).       

There is no dearth of critical commentary when it comes to the role of storytelling 

and memory in Tan’s novels. Critics such as Ben Xu have written at length about 

different uses of memory narratives in her novels. Ben Xu conceptualizes memory as 

non-static, which instead of having only disparate images, also embodies whole 

narratives that feed into identity formation, especially the “ethnic self” (2). Charlotte 

Linde places another layer of distinction when she mentions that even though the term 

“memory” is used often, the correct term should be “remembering” (1). According to 

Linde, in a narrative, the act of recalling past events and recounting them to an audience 

(actual or implied) is a social act that is best described by the action of “remembering” as 

opposed to simply framing it as “memory”. This act of remembering entails a vivid recall 

of the past and as Tan has amply shown in her novels, sometimes the past can be painful 

and traumatic. In Tan’s novels these memory narratives are characterized as “embedded 

narratives”. Embedded narratives are “…storytelling events that momentarily occur in 

short stories or novels as the narrative marches forward” (From Within the Frame 2). 
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Structurally, an embedded narrative is different from a more formal “frame” text, but it 

too has a narrator and “inside-the-text audiences” (2). In Tan’s novels, the narrators are 

the mothers, and the listeners are the daughters, and these embedded narratives/memory 

narratives are narrated always in Chinese.       

However, the memory narratives in Tan’s The Joy Luck Club do not function 

simply at the oral or social levels, where the narrator narrates their perspective on past 

occurrences for a perceived listener and leaves it at that. In both these novels, the mothers 

narrate their past lives (i.e., life before emigrating to the U.S. from China) to their overly 

Americanized daughters as a form of legacy creation—in telling their life story, the 

mothers wish their daughters to understand them holistically and remember them once 

they pass on. In that way, the common factor in all the memory narratives is simply a 

mother’s wish for her daughter to remember her. Thus, the sense of mortality is ever-

present in these narratives, and it is another common theme in Tan’s writing as well, 

especially the preponderance of senior characters and their thoughts on death and dying. 

Tan consciously calls herself a “writer” as opposed to an “author” (who may or may not 

be considered a contemporary one) because, in her own words, “…if I were not 

contemporary I would be the alternative, which is, of course, dead” (The Opposite of Fate 

7). As such, this basic human desire—to be remembered after death—is an important 

theme in most of Tan’s novels. Speaking in broken English (sprinkled generously with 

Chinese phrases and proverbs) to daughters who are generally not sympathetic to the 

nostalgia of their cantankerous, elderly mothers, the memory narratives in Tan’s novels 

paint a sad picture of a mother trying to get through to her daughter without a means of 

proper communication, in the hope that when she is no longer alive the daughter will 
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remember something of her and pass on that remembered legacy to the next generation. 

Tan, who draws heavily from her own life and experiences for her novels mentions that 

once when she was in her twenties and an all-out rebel, rebelling against her mother’s 

constant admonitions, her mother had asked her “If I die, what you remember?” and then 

remarked in a sad, but resigned tone, “I think you know little percent of me” (The 

Opposite of Fate 357). On the contrary, Tan’s novels show her mother (and her 

grandmother, who plays a large part in Tan’s life as the repository of a shared heritage 

and interconnected past) that she does remember a lot. Also, I have specifically chosen to 

do a close reading of The Joy Luck Club because the issue of death plays a significant 

role in cementing the mother-daughter relationship in this novel. In The Joy Luck Club, it 

is only after her mother’s death that Jing-Mei “June” Woo finally learns about her half-

sisters in China and her mother’s failed attempts to reconnect with them, and the other 

daughters realize the mortality of their own mothers and the need to reconcile with them 

before their eventual demise. In addition, since the parents are all seniors, death is an 

ever-present theme in the background of the novel, forcing the characters and by 

extension, the readers, to reconcile themselves with the eventual loss of loved ones. 

Furthermore, Katie Holmes argues that storytelling and memory narratives in 

ethnic literature also have an important function—“of articulating the transnationality of 

home and belonging in older age” (607). According to Holmes, Tan’s use of memory 

narratives allows her elderly characters to resituate themselves in a foreign land. Lonely 

and in need of care from their children, Holmes mentions that ethnic seniors find it 

increasingly difficult to hold on to their sense of self. What grounds them is the 

reiteration of past events and memories. Holmes reads the storytelling present in Tan’s 
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novels as “a significant homemaking practice” (607). I concur with Holmes’ argument 

and read the mothers’ narratives in The Joy Luck Club as the efforts of elderly middle-

class women to retain their self-identification as Chinese in a foreign land (even though 

all of them are legally American citizens). A change in citizenship does not miraculously 

change their identity, and that creates a barrier between mothers and their fully American 

daughters. The mothers’ narratives thus, function as a glimpse into their pasts for 

themselves, their daughters, and the readers, which aid the listeners in understanding their 

cultural heritage which forms the basis of their core identity—that of Chinese women 

living in the United States. If the daughters consider themselves as living in the 

borderlands of American society due to their hyphenated ethnic identity, the mothers too 

inhabit that same position due to their inability (and, to an extent, conscious decision) to 

acclimatize themselves as American citizens.        

In addition, the memory narratives in The Joy Luck Club also function as 

migratory literature, where the mothers narrate their life stories and firsthand experiences 

to their daughters so that they are familiar with their Chinese heritage as well. Even for 

the mothers, the relationship with the homeland is anything but harmonious, but that does 

not diminish their desire to teach their daughters about China and the Chinese way of 

living. According to Naeimeh Tabatabaei Lotfi, second-generation diasporic children feel 

estranged from their “inherited culture” which feeds their sense of alienation (1913). She 

further mentions that in trying to transmit a sense of the homeland and its culture to their 

“alienated” second-generation children, the parents often conceal or intentionally distort 

the bitter parts of their past in the native land and resort to fictionalization to present an 

“imaginary version of (the) past” (1913). Thus, memory narratives, through the virtue of 
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their being narratives (i.e., being narrated by someone, thus making it subjective), are an 

admixture of fact and fiction. This view of memory narratives is supported by Amy Tan 

when she mentions, that even though her writings are not completely autobiographical 

and should never be read as such, she does base her stories on “emotional” (as opposed to 

actual) memories,  

So what I draw from is not a photographic memory, but an emotional one. 
When I place that memory of feeling within a fictive home, that becomes 
imagination. Anything can happen…The possibilities are endless, but one 
is chosen. And as I write that possibility, it becomes a part of me. It has 
the power to change my memory of the way things really happened. 
(TOOF 109)   

  In trying to formulate a national myth of the homeland for consumption by their 

American daughters, the mothers’ accounts undergo “the transformation of chronicle into 

story” (White 5). This reorganization of historical events into first a “chronicle” by 

placing them in a “temporal order”, and then turning them into a “story” by sequencing 

them into a “spectacle” (all Hayden White’s term used in Metahistory) is akin to what 

Tan mentions as “emotional memory”. Like the historian, Tan too arranges mnemonic 

details according to a pattern to suit the needs of her narrative. The deliberate blurring of 

lines between fact and fiction problematizes the reception of such memory narratives 

because it generates the cyclical question—what should be believed? I argue that Tan 

deliberately relies on “emotional memory” rather than historical facts to highlight the 

silencing of ethnic (in this case, Chinese) women in historical grand narratives. Thus, 

even if events are placed out of order, that does not diminish the emotional value attached 

to these accounts. It is a rearranging because the memory is incapable of recreating 

events without involving subjective motives, personal beliefs, and individual experiences. 
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As noted by Carl Becker in his much-quoted essay “Detachment and the Writing of 

History” (1910), “(t)he facts of history do not exist for any historian, until he creates 

them, and into every fact that he creates some part of his individual experience must 

enter”.  

I would also like to point out over here that the stories of the mothers, a mix of 

both oral and written, can be analyzed by Hayden White’s “explanation through 

emplotment” (7). Emplotment is the process through which historical events are 

restructured by the narrator to form a story of a particular kind. For his argument, White 

uses Northrop Frye’s classification of different plot structures i.e., Romance, Comedy, 

Tragedy, and Satire. White posits that when a historian emplots, they usually choose 

between one of these four major structures and restructure the historical facts to fit a 

particular one. However, I would add that when it comes to the mothers’ stories in Tan’s 

The Joy Luck Club there is also the presence of fable. Simply put, a fable is a story that in 

general has anthropomorphized animals and has a moral at the conclusion. The mothers 

in both these novels employ what Maxine Hong Kingston called “talk-story” to narrate 

their respective life stories. The “talk-story” is a specific form of storytelling which is a 

blend of folklore, fables, myths, histories, and other autobiographical elements. This 

eclectic mix of stories is a framework that is common between the works of both 

Kingston and Tan. Delivered by mothers (in Tan’s novels) who are not fluent in English, 

these “talk-stories” function at the historical, personal, and cultural levels. Historical, 

because these “talk-stories” include events, such as the Sino-Japanese War, and how 

these events affected the lives of the mothers. Personal, because at their core, these 

stories reflect the mothers’ pasts. Cultural, because Chinese culture and folklore form the 
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main bulwark of these stories. In the mother-daughter exchanges in Tan’s novels, the 

mothers use “talk-story” to communicate to their willful daughters unseen, but ever-

present dangers of being Chinese in the United States. The mothers impose their 

irrational fears on their progressive daughters without thinking through their actions and 

alienate their daughters even more. Wendy Ho reads these talk-stories as entirely 

personal in In Her Mother’s House: The Politics of Asian American Mother-Daughter 

Writing (1999) and sees them as a site of shared experiences and pains of Chinese 

American women in general. She writes,  

Such talk stories cannot be comfortably forced into the traditional 
categorical straitjackets of linear, coherent, and objective telling or 
writing. They do not seamlessly rearticulate or reenact the privileged 
masculinist capitalist requirements for identity, visibility, material success, 
and citizenship defined in mythic American ideological formations. These 
conversational texts are the critical personal and collective stories of 
Chinese American women…To understand these multi-dimensional texts, 
composed of overlapping sedimentary discursive fragments of history, 
race, ethnicity, culture, class, sexuality, and gender, requires a permeable 
negotiation among multiple positionings within the United States. (20) 

Thus, Ho reads these talk-stories as vocalization of a painful past by grandmothers and 

mothers to their daughters. This ties back to the point that I made previously about Tan’s 

deliberate decision to use narration to voice personal trauma in the case of her characters. 

These talk-stories are a blend of the personal and the factual which give the next 

generation/s a rare glimpse into the lives that the mothers had left behind. However, a 

movement away from the homeland does not necessarily guarantee an erasure of past 

pains, and these unsilenced pains and thoughts bleed into their new lives in the adoptive 

land, i.e., the United States. Understanding these complicated emotions is a practice in 
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patience and empathy, which the second-generation American daughters rarely 

possess.         

This point of contention of East versus the West is also a prominent theme in 

Tan’s novels and adds complexity to this relationship. Fraught with cultural and linguistic 

differences, Tan’s use of memory in her novels serves as a link between generations. The 

use of “broken English” (a term used often by Tan; considered a pejorative) within the 

memory narratives reinforces the orality of these narratives and gives the readers the 

impression of a frame narrator (the mother) and listener (the daughter). Critics, especially 

those who are Asian Americans, have written about Tan’s use of non-standard English 

and counted it as a failure since it lacks the descriptiveness of standard English. However, 

Tan’s counter to those criticisms is, “…I did so because my own mother has long been 

deprived of telling her story, this story, because she lacked those native English-language 

skills” (TOOF 311). By disrupting the accepted linguistic expectations, Tan employs 

“languaging” to counter essentialist Western discourses that prioritize the understanding 

of ethnic cultures through non-ethnic semiotics and cultural markers. As mentioned by 

Walter Mignolo in his famous essay “Linguistic Maps, Literary Geographies, and 

Cultural Landscapes: Languages, Languaging, and (Trans)nationalism” (1996), 

globalization and “interconnection” have opened the pathway for a “relocation of 

languages and cultures” (182). Languaging—a term coined by Merrill Swain, Canadian 

applied linguist and based on the theory of Russian psycholinguist Lev Vygotsky (1896-

1934)—alludes to the process of knowledge creation and dissemination through 

language. Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory focuses on the logical connections between 

language and cognitive processes. According to his theory, people acquire knowledge, 
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moral values, and unique cultural beliefs through social and collaborative dialogue with 

more knowledgeable members of the community and immediate social circle (such as 

parents and grandparents). Thus, according to the Vygotskian hypothesis, knowledge 

creation and dissemination is an inherently dialogic process. Vygotsky focused on the use 

of the spoken word to constitute “a new functional relationship between memory and 

speech” (Minick 36). Even though Vygotsky was active in the 1900s, his impact was not 

felt in the United States till the 1970s due to a lack of translation of his works (Thomas 

184). Once his works were translated into English, his theory has been “…championed 

by linguists, psychologists and educators who reject analyses of language learning 

that…reduce it to a merely cognitive phenomenon, and therefore have a narrowly formal, 

abstract or mechanical character” (Thomas 184).  

An offshoot of this umbrella theory is “translanguaging” which focuses on the 

simultaneous use of one or more languages for knowledge dissemination within a 

classroom setting. Initially coined by Cen Williams in his unpublished thesis in the 1980s 

(Moreno-Fernandez 57), the term has been reinterpreted by 20th and 21st centuries 

sociolinguists as a cognitive and dialogic process often used by bilinguals.  Both Li Wei 

and Ofelia Garcia (among others) have redefined translanguaging as a linguistic practice 

common among not just bilinguals, but “plurilinguals” outside of a pedagogical setting 

(21). Garcia and Wei base their argument on Walter Mignolo’s idea of languaging 

restructuring colonial nation-states and define translanguaging as,  

…new language practices that make visible the complexity of language 
exchanges among people with different histories, and releases histories 
and understandings that has been buried within fixed language identities 
constrained by nation-states…Translanguaging is the enaction of language 
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practices that use different features that had previously moved 
independently constrained by different histories, but that now are 
experienced against each other in speakers’ interactions as one new whole. 
(emphases in original 21)  

This sort of translanguaging is common in the literature produced by bi or multilinguals, 

where two or more languages are used simultaneously, without translation. Such style of 

writing can be found in the works of Giannina Braschi, Junot Diaz, as well as Gloria 

Anzaldúa. This style of writing resists translations (linguistic as well as cultural) and 

forces the readers out of their comfort zones. Ken-fang Lee introduces the concept of 

“cultural translation” in his essay “Cultural Translation and the Exorcist: A Reading of 

Kingston’s and Tan’s Ghost Stories” (2004). Lee reads the “ghost stories” in the writings 

of Maxine Hong Kingston and Amy Tan as an artistic articulation of the interstitial 

position of these Chinese American women authors between two cultures (106). Lee 

focuses on how these two authors implement “defamiliarization” in their works through 

the use of linguistically/culturally untranslated words and concepts that demand a 

contiguous “reading and translating” from the readers (106-7). In doing so, the 

“foreignness” of the text/s pushes the readers to recognize the existence of multilingual 

discourses and opens a new linguistic horizon to the monolingual native speaker (of 

English, or any other colonial language, such as Spanish or French) (107). I partly concur 

with Lee’s hypothesis when it comes to Amy Tan’s writings but read them through the 

lens of translanguaging instead of “defamiliarization”. As a second-generation Chinese 

American, Amy Tan is bilingual. It is clear through the essays in The Opposite of Fate 

that as a young impressionable child Tan preferred communicating in English and 

deliberately chose to suppress her Chinese heritage. In “Mother Tongue” Tan 

acknowledges the fact that she uses different Englishes (271). Tan’s mother, Daisy, never 
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quite picked up the American accent or how to speak in standard English. Her mother 

communicated in “broken English”, with Amy working as a translator often. In this 

honest essay, Tan mentions her discomfort at using pejoratives such as “broken” or 

“fractured” to explain the English that her mother spoke, because this erroneous 

perception of her mother’s language being “limited” distorted her image of her mother 

when she was young, making her feel ashamed of her mother’s linguistic shortcoming 

(274). However, as an established writer Tan now recognizes the fact that there is nothing 

wrong with her mother’s English, but with the hegemonic view instilled in people that 

English must be spoken in a certain way (i.e., grammatically, and phonetically) for it to 

be acceptable and can be seen as an example of “linguicism” or linguistic discrimination. 

She writes,  

But to me, my mother’s English is perfectly clear, perfectly natural. It’s 
my mother tongue. Her language, as I hear it, is vivid, direct, full of 
observation and imagery. That was the language that helped shape the way 
I saw things, expressed things, made sense of the world. (273) 

In this essay, Tan mentions how she often communicates with her husband through her 

“mother’s English” and sees it as a language of intimacy (272). The Englishes that she 

writes about in “Mother Tongue” are also present in her novels. In The Joy Luck Club 

Tan depicts the Chinese mothers as linguistically challenged because they speak non-

standardized English. However, as in real life, the fictional daughters, even though 

irritated at first, later learn to love their mothers and accept them, broken English and all 

included. For monolingual, first-language speakers of English, encountering the mothers’ 

English in this novel may come as a culture shock since this type of utterance is far 

removed from standard English and is replete with cultural references that may be foreign 
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to non-Chinese readers. However, Tan’s use of non-standardized English is not aimed at 

representing the mothers as uneducated or socially awkward. As mentioned in “Mother 

Tongue” Tan’s mother, despite her limitations with spoken English, “…reads the Forbes 

report, listens to Wall Street Week, converses daily with her stockbroker, reads Shirley 

MacLaine’s books with ease” (273). Tan’s fictional mothers are also the same. In The Joy 

Luck Club, the aunties are financially savvy who invest their earnings from the games 

into the stock exchange. Thus, Tan mechanically dismantles the Western assumption that 

equates spoken English skills with smartness and financial success. It is not an 

exaggeration to mention that in both the novels the older generation is more financially 

comfortable than their children. I concur with Lisa Dunick who mentions “Tan attempts 

to capture what no language ability test would reveal: the fundamental literacy of her 

Chinese mothers” (10).      

It is also important to note that in Tan’s novels, especially The Joy Luck Club, 

readers are not simply reading about the fraught relationships between two generations of 

women. As noted by Michelle Gaffner Wood, the stories span across three generations, 

because the grandmothers are also included (82-83). Thus, the differences between 

generations are not restricted to a simplistic U.S. versus China dichotomy, because the 

grandmothers and mothers are all products of one contiguous geography and culture, i.e., 

China. Wood believes that in trying to interpret their mothers’ personal histories by 

deciphering cultural codices, the process of identity formation of the daughters is 

interrupted because, unlike their mothers, the daughters lack a geographical and cultural 

grounding (84). I disagree with Wood’s argument because it precludes any emotional 

closure that the daughters gain from digging deep into their mothers’ pasts and 
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understanding them at a more intimate level. I read the mother-daughter relationship in 

these two novels as journeying from a rocky start to a more stable foundation, through 

memory narratives, where identities of both groups of women are fortified. I, thus, read 

the memory narratives as intergenerational and intercultural bridges. My reading is based 

on the conclusion of The Joy Luck Club where the daughters have a better understanding 

of their mothers due to the connection with the past forged by the memory narratives. 

This understanding should be read as an emotional growth for the daughters and a 

reconciliation of the fraught mother-daughter relationship. In Jing-Mei’s case, even 

though her mother has passed away, the ending of The Joy Luck Club instills hope that 

reunited, the three sisters will keep the memory of their mother alive between them. If at 

the beginning of the novels the mother-daughter relationship is adversarial and hostile, by 

the end of the novels it morphs into that of codependent allies—both sets of women 

cannot survive without the other. As a self-identified “baby boomer”, Tan’s novels 

address the issue of the generation gap by showing the ideological strife between the two 

groups of women. Her work functions as a meeting point for two separate age groups of 

readers—parents and their children—who could find a little bit of themselves in her 

works. Robert Evans mentions that The Joy Luck Club is “very much a book about what 

it means to grow older oneself and about what it also means to see one’s parents age, 

weaken, and die (35). The novel is based on acceptance and understanding between 

different generations and moving forward with the realization that no one is 

perfect.              

Critical authorship around Tan and her works read the memory narratives as a 

means by which the mothers try to instill “Chineseness” into their American daughters. 
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Most critics ignore the basic human impulse to reminisce and read the mothers’ stories 

through a reductive East versus the West lens. One of Tan’s major criticism (especially 

by Frank Chin) is her decidedly patriarchal and misogynistic tone while writing about 

feudal China and the fabrication of myths (which is a frequent complaint against Maxine 

Hong Kingston as well) which depicts Chinese culture and men as barbaric (Welsch 24). 

Critics like Frank Chin make the mistake of reading Tan’s work as representative of 

Chinese culture. Amy Tan has repeatedly distanced herself from such a categorization, 

labeling herself as an “American writer…Chinese by racial heritage” who writes about 

America and Americans because her “emotional sensibilities, assumptions, and 

obsessions are largely American” (TOOF 310). She categorizes her stories as “make-

believe” and does not intend her “very personal, specific, and fictional stories” to be read 

as representative of Chinese culture (304, 305). In this too, all the authors discussed in 

this dissertation are similar. None of the authors claim to be the representative 

spokespersons of their respective cultures, and none of the authors condone the reading of 

their fiction as a primer on any one culture or its practices. Tan argues in her defense, 

“why do readers and reviewers assume that a book with Chinese-American characters can 

encompass all the demographics and personal histories of Chinese America?” (305) Part 

of the problem arises from reductive readings of Tan’s work by critics such as Ruth 

Maxey. Maxey reads Tan’s fiction (especially The Joy Luck Club) as “self-orientalizing” 

and structures an East versus the West dichotomy from the mothers’ narratives (1). She 

alleges that second generation Chinese American authors such as Maxine Hong Kingston 

and Amy Tan “seek to establish the authenticity of their Chinese credentials, tacitly 

appointing themselves in the process as representative spokespeople for their 
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community” (2). According to Maxey the “version of the ancestral homeland” i.e., China, 

found in Tan’s works “is characterized by feudal decay, outlandish customs, misogyny, 

and natural and political cataclysm” (2). Such comments and critical readings are a 

disservice to understanding Tan’s craft as a writer because they deliberately ignore the 

larger critical questions at stake and misread Tan’s fiction. In The Joy Luck Club, the 

mothers’ narratives about China and their experiences in America problematize the 

idyllic depictions of both the homeland and the adopted land. According to Maxey, Tan 

milks the “corrupt China versus stable America” trope for commercial success (12). 

However, nowhere in The Joy Luck Club is America described as a stable utopia. The 

main plot of the narrative is based on oppositionality, but Tan does not prioritize one 

culture over the other or make any overt gestures to prove the superiority of one over the 

other.  Maxey brings up the pertinent issue of readerly response to a text and the “death 

of the author” á la Barthes but makes the error of typecasting Tan and Kingston as 

“spokespeople” for the entire Chinese American community. Naming any author as the 

spokesperson for a community devalues the experiences and accounts of others in that 

community and effectively silences their narratives—a thing that Tan, Kingston, or any 

author for that matter would never want. My dissertation works against this broad 

generalization often employed by critics of ethnic American literature, where the authors 

are read as spokespersons of their ethnic communities. By generalizing and bracketing 

ethnic authors and their fictions as cultural representatives, critics take away authorial 

creativity and agency and effectively silence their storytelling abilities. Maxey and other 

critics are correct when they mention that a work of fiction should not be read the way 

the author wishes it to be read and should be opened to varied interpretations. However, 
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interpretation is not the same thing as categorizing an entire gamut of authors as 

spokespersons of their communities when they have never asked for that position, and 

this should be respected.  

I concur with Tara Fickle who writes in “American Rules and Chinese Faces: The 

Games of Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club” that Tan’s debut novel elicits extreme 

responses from critics, especially negative from fellow Asian American critics which 

problematizes the issue of communal receptivity of any ethnic literature and the 

stereotypical enforcement of the mindset that any Asian American literature that has the 

element of “fun” in it and is commercially successful is essentially “bad literature” and 

should be critically derided for its lack of seriousness and broad readership (69). As an 

Asian American author Tan has achieved what few have before her—acceptance from a 

non-Asian readership. Fickle mentions that Tan’s success has become her Achilles’ heel 

because Asian American and other ethnic critics accuse her of using identity politics to 

gain fame (69). This accusation is hypocritical and paradoxical because it fortifies the 

popular stereotype circulated in mainstream American society that Asian Americans can 

only be successful if they eschew all fun and games from their lives and dedicate 

themselves to the blind pursuit of happiness—a stereotype that Tan’s critics have always 

tried to argue against (69). Fickle points out that Asian American critics have always 

pushed back against this image of the Asian American person as an industrious 

immigrant who only focuses on earning a livelihood and climbing the social ladder. 

However, such critics were quick to turn their backs on a successful Asian American 

author (i.e., Tan) who writes characters who are not successful, and faithfully depicts the 

struggles in their daily lives.  
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Tan also resists being identified as a “writer of color”, a term she finds 

exclusionary and unnecessarily restrictive because it does not include people whose skin 

color is not dark enough but who probably have the same life experiences as an 

“Armenian-American or gay or lesbian or a woman” (310). Feminist readings of Tan’s 

work, such as by Yuan Yuan and Chandra Tyler Mountain, emphasize the importance of 

reinserting Chinese cultural myths into mother-daughter conversations to reorient the 

daughters in an alien culture as hybrids, i.e., as Chinese Americans (Welsch 24). As 

hybrids, the daughters require a proper understanding of their Chinese lineage and 

heritage to navigate American society and remake themselves as better-adjusted 

individuals. Even though Tan’s novels do not necessarily follow a linear narrative, the 

character growth arc is self-evident. At the beginning of Tan’s novel, the mother-

daughter tension is at its apogee, marking a sharp divide between the two groups, which 

also highlights their negative characteristics. By the end of the novel, the mother-

daughter relationship undergoes healing, and the daughters are depicted as more fully 

developed characters. Communication through memory narratives can be attributed as the 

reason for this emotional maturation. The emotional maturation of the daughters also 

allows them to embrace their hybridity and accept their Chinese heritage. Learning and 

understanding their mothers’ past is the key that reconciles the daughters with their 

“Chineseness” and erases their inherent shame of being Chinese American.  
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The Joy Luck Club  

Published in 1989, The Joy Luck Club gave Amy Tan immediate success as a writer. 

Structured as sixteen interconnected short stories, The Joy Luck Club is a collection of 

life stories of four mothers and their four daughters. The novel is sub-divided into four 

sections, namely: “Feathers from a thousand Li away”, “The Twenty-Six Malignant 

Gates”, “American Translation”, and “Queen Mother of the Western Skies”. In these four 

sections, the mothers, and the daughters from four Chinese American families (except for 

the St. Clairs, who are a biracial American Chinese couple) interchangeably narrate the 

short stories. The novel is based on the tension between Chinese mothers and their 

American daughters. It begins with the death of the founder member of the American 

version of The Joy Luck Club, Suyuan Woo, from a brain aneurysm, and the invitation to 

her daughter, Jing-Mei “June” Woo to replace her mother at the mahjong table.  

 From the onset, the differences between these two groups of women are 

discernible. The mothers refuse to be assimilated as American citizens, falling back upon 

time-tested Chinese customs and traditions to lead their lives in the United States—not as 

hyphenated citizens, but simply as Chinese women living in the U.S. As E.D. Huntley 

puts it, “…the mothers daily negotiate significant events of their current lives through the 

minefield of memories of their youth in China, through stories of the pride and misery 

that marked their lives before their immigration to America” (42). On the other hand, the 

English-speaking Americanized daughters have no patience for their mothers’ silly 

nostalgia about their homeland and consider them to be relics of an “Old World” system 

that is in stark contrast to the modern world that they inhabit (Huntley 42). As young, 
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ambitious women with aspirations to become fully assimilated American citizens, “the 

daughters…wrestle with the need to reconcile their American lives and careers with the 

impossible and incomprehensible (to them) expectations of their mothers whose values 

remain rooted in China” (Huntley 42). This tussle results in long-drawn conflicts, with 

frequent verbal spats, that cause alienation and breakdown in communication between the 

mothers, and the daughters. But the momentary severing of connection does not result in 

a magical resolution of all problems in the daughters’ lives. The intergenerational and 

cultural gaps between the women are only bridged when the daughters learn to “truly 

listen” to their mothers’ stories and learn for themselves the interlinked connection 

between their mothers’ struggles, past and present, and their own life problems (42). By 

the end of the novel, the daughters realize that there is minimal difference between their 

mothers and them by understanding, accepting, and respecting their mothers’ pasts. The 

mothers’ memory narratives allow the daughters to reconcile their hybridized identities 

and accept their Chinese heritage. By accepting their “Chineseness” the daughters 

embrace their mothers and their culture as well. The memory narratives, along with the 

plot of the novel, make the parallels between the lives of the mother-daughter pairs—

Suyuan and Jing-Mei Woo, Lindo and Waverly Jong, An-Mei, and Rose Hsu Jordan, and 

Ying-ying and Lena St. Clair—clear to the readers. The daughters are their mothers’ 

doubles, even if they reject that identification initially. This idea of doubling is reinforced 

throughout the novel, through the mothers’ frequent lament and exclamation, such as 

Lindo’s dismay when Waverly says nonchalantly that she is her own person and Ying-

ying who laments the fact that Lena has been constantly swimming away from her since 

the moment she was born; both daughters rejecting the mother’s body literally and 
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symbolically  The next sub-sections analyze the mother-daughter pairs separately to set 

up this parallel.   

Suyuan and Jing-Mei Woo. The novel begins with the death of the founding member of 

The Joy Luck Club, Suyuan Woo, from cerebral aneurysm. The first story in the novel 

titled “The Joy Luck Club”, narrated by Jing-Mei, sets up the background where the 

readers learn about the history behind the formation of The Joy Luck Club in both 

Kweilin and San Francisco, and the friendship between the four mothers. Tan quickly 

acquaints the readers with the unease that Jing-Mei/June feels at replacing her mother at 

the mahjong table. Suyuan died quickly “like a rabbit” and with “unfinished business” 

(19). Jing-Mei assumes that the “unfinished business” refers to her mother’s turn of 

hosting the next meeting of The Joy Luck Club, but learns later through the Joy Luck 

aunties that her mother was on a mission—that of reconnecting with her twin daughters 

from her first marriage, whom she was forced to abandon while fleeing the city of 

Kweilin (modern day Guilin) during the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937-1945). 

 Even though her mother narrates the story of her first marriage and her miserable 

life in Kweilin during the Sino-Japanese War to Jing-Mei, she finds it hard to believe 

them and thinks of them as nothing more than a “Chinese fairy tale” (25). Suyuan’s 

“Chinese” stories comprise of the troubles of living in war-torn Kweilin during the Sino-

Japanese War, and the evenings spent playing mahjong with young women who had 

“wishful faces” like her (23). Suyuan’s stories reflect the hardships faced by people in 

Kweilin from all economic and social strata. What was supposed to be a haven for 

Chinese people from the ruthless Japanese forces was nothing more than a “shabby…city 
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of leftovers mixed together” (21-22). Suyuan’s memory narrative about her life in 

Kweilin, is a testament to her strength of character in the face of insurmountable 

adversities. Interestingly, even though Suyuan reminisced about her Kweilin life to Jing-

Mei whenever she was “bored”, she omitted the ending (21). Jing-Mei notes, that her 

mother always ended the story on a “happy note” bragging about her superior skill as a 

mahjong player and “over the years, she told me the same story, except for the ending, 

which grew darker, casting long shadows into her life, and eventually into mine” (23; 

21).  

 The ending of Suyuan’s Kweilin story deals with the abandonment of her twin 

baby daughters while fleeing Kweilin during the Japanese siege. While at Kweilin, 

Suyuan was warned by her husband’s subordinate in the Kuomintang army that the 

resistance had fallen to the better armed Japanese forces. Desperate, Suyuan hurriedly left 

the city, along with her twin daughters and some valuables, that she packed onto a 

wheelbarrow,  

I pushed toward Chungking, until my wheel broke. I abandoned my 
beautiful mah jong table of hong mu. By then I didn’t have enough feeling 
left in my body to cry. I tied scarves into slings and put a baby on each 
side of my shoulder. I carried a bag in each hand, one with clothes, the 
other with food. I carried these things until deep grooves grew in my 
hands. And I finally dropped one bag after the other when my hands began 
to bleed and became too slippery to hold anything…By the time I arrived 
at Chungking I had lost everything except for three fancy silk dresses 
which I wore one on top of the other. (26)  

The trek to Chungking (present-day Chongqing in China) was too long for Suyuan to 

manage all by herself. In the end, as realized by a horrified Jing-Mei, her mother had to 

abandon her twin babies, along with all other earthly possessions except for three useless 
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silk dresses (26). Part of the reason Jing-Mei never believed her mother’s Kweilin story 

was because the “ending always changed” (23). Suyuan fabricated fantastical, and 

sometimes comical endings to lighten the mood, where “the story always grew and grew” 

(23). Thus, as a child, Jing-Mei considers her mother’s Kweilin story as nothing more 

than a story, i.e., a tall tale. Dunick mentions that such talk-stories “promote 

misunderstanding between both Chines-speaking mothers and English-speaking 

daughters and between persons who speak different Chinese dialects (5). However, 

Wendy Ho mentions these life stories or “talk-story” as she puts it “often come by 

necessity with a complicated vocabulary of rupture—heavy sighs, silences, trembling 

lips, downcast eyes, weeping, and wringing of hands” (19). In Suyuan’s case, her “talk-

story” came with necessary embellishments to save her daughter from the horrors of her 

past life, not to intentionally misguide her. But understanding these stories requires 

empathy and a “level of sensitivity” that Jing-Mei develops only after her mother’s death 

(Ho 19).     

Jing-Mei’s shock at learning about her mother’s mission of finding her abandoned 

daughters speaks volume about the mother-daughter disconnect. It is compounded by the 

fact that the Joy Luck aunties were aware of this, but not her own daughter. Surrounded 

by the Joy Luck aunties, Jing-Mei has the realization that “my mother and I never really 

understood one another. We translated each other’s meanings and I seemed to hear less 

than what was said, while my mother heard more” (37). It is a classic case of meanings 

and intentions lost in translation—Suyuan’s Chinese and Jing-Mei’s American English 

both are inadequate to express the true depth of the mother-daughter relationship because 

the words are at cross-purposes. Jing-Mei spoke to Suyuan in English, and Suyuan 
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answered back in Chinese (34). Emotions and intents were unfortunately lost in 

translation. Just as Suyuan could not speak in fluent English, Jing-Mei’s knowledge of 

both Cantonese and Mandarin is rudimentary, her lexicon limited to “swear words”, 

“terms for bodily functions” and “short phrases like “tastes good”, “tastes like garbage”, 

and “she’s really pretty”” (275).  

 The disconnect between Suyuan and Jing-Mei is encapsulated in the vignette that 

precedes the beginning of the first sub-section. Though the identity of the narrator is not 

clear, it is evident that this vignette is Suyuan’s lament. In it, the narrator laments about 

the loss of a beautiful swan that she had bought for an exorbitant sum and carried with 

her while traveling to America from China. The narrator unburdened her heart’s desire to 

the swan on the journey, dreaming about giving birth to a daughter who would “speak 

only perfect American English” and not have any emotional baggage and sorrows (18). 

She dreamed that “(the daughter) will know my meaning, because I will give her this 

swan—a creature that became more than what was hoped for” (18).  However, once she 

landed in the U.S., the immigration officers snatched away the swan and the only thing 

that she could salvage was a lone feather.  

Now the woman was old. And she had a daughter who grew up speaking 
only English and swallowing more Coca-Cola than sorrow. For a long 
time now the woman had wanted to give her daughter the single swan 
feather and tell her, “This feather may look worthless, but it comes from 
afar and carries with it all my good intentions”. And she waited, year after 
year, for the day she could tell her daughter this in perfect American 
English. (18)           

Suyuan never got the chance to give the lone swan feather to Jing-Mei, and her daughter 

never understood her “good intentions” while she was alive. Brought up in a consumerist 
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Western culture, Jing-Mei’s resentment of her mother and her Chinese background is too 

deep to fully appreciate her mother. Jing-Mei’s resentment stems from Suyuan’s constant 

admonitions and her desire to see her daughter succeed. She wanted her daughter to be 

like the swan— “a creature that became more than what was hoped for” (18). In effect, 

Suyuan projected her unrealized dreams onto her daughter. Jing-Mei mentions,  

America was where all my mother’s hopes lay. She had come here in 1949 
after losing everything in China: her mother and father, her family home, 
her first husband, and two daughters, twin baby girls. But she never 
looked back with regret. There were so many ways for things to get better. 
(132)   

This vignette shows Suyuan’s dreams as a new immigrant going to the land of dreams 

and opportunities. However, throughout the novel Tan unpacks these hopes and 

aspirations and shows them to be unrealized dreams. Much to Suyuan’s dismay, Jing-Mei 

is no child prodigy like Lindo’s daughter, Waverly, and does not have any special 

capabilities. Furthermore, Jing-Mei is employed as a copywriter and does not have a 

graduate degree (something that is an ongoing issue of discussion between mother and 

daughter).  

Suyuan’s attempts to turn her daughter’s mediocrity into success was met with 

Jing-Mei’s determined stubbornness, resulting in constant miscommunications, 

disappointments, and verbal hostilities between the two. Once when Jing-Mei had 

mentioned to her mother that modern psychology advocates parents to be more 

encouraging towards their children, so that they can rise to their parents’ expectations 

better, Suyuan had remarked drily, “that’s the trouble…You never rise. Lazy to get up. 

Lazy to rise to expectations” (31). This may seem uncharacteristically cold, but even 
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Jing-Mei admitted that she in fact was lazy and in trying to spite her mother had 

jeopardized her own chances of succeeding in life.         

At the end of the novel, when the Joy Luck aunties urge Jing-Mei to write back to 

her long-lost twin half-sisters and tell them about their impending journey to meet them, 

she pleads with Lindo to write a letter to her sisters that their mother is dead. On Lindo’s 

refusal to give this sad news through a letter, Jing-Mei vocalizes her fear that her sisters 

will hate her if they are not told the truth because they will think, “I’m responsible, that 

she died because I didn’t appreciate her” (271). This may seem far-fetched, but the truth 

is that Jing-Mei neither understood nor appreciated her mother during her lifetime. It is 

only after her death that Jing-Mei learns about her mother’s dream. When Jing-Mei asks 

her father about the meaning of her mother’s name, she learns that in Chinese it means “a 

long-cherished wish” (280). Consequently, “Jing-Mei” is a portmanteau of two words: 

jing meaning pure essence and mei meaning younger sister (281). Jing-Mei then realizes 

with sadness that she was her mother’s long-cherished wish, “the younger sister who was 

supposed to be the essence of the others” (281). Suyuan had tried to communicate this to 

Jing-Mei while alive but failed due to her daughter’s inability of understanding her 

mother’s “intentions”. Suyuan gave Jing-Mei a jade pendant that she wore daily, saying 

in Chinese, “for a long time, I wanted to give you this necklace. See, I wore this on my 

skin, so when you put it on your skin, then you know my meaning. This is your life’s 

importance” (208). Thus, Jing-Mei’s “life’s importance” is remembering her mother and 

passing her memories over to the next generation, or in this case, to her long-lost twin 

half-sisters who never got the chance to meet her personally but had always venerated her 

as their lost mother. Suyuan loved Jing-Mei and her lost twin daughters, but never got the 
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chance to explain to Jing-Mei all her aspirations and intentions. I will argue that Suyuan’s 

“unfinished business” was not just reuniting with her lost twin daughters; it was also a 

reconciliation with Jing-Mei who only ever misunderstood her (19).  

Jing-Mei’s realization about her mother’s love also allows her to see the fears of 

the other Joy Luck aunties, 

And then it occurs to me. They are frightened. In me, they see their own 
daughters, just as ignorant, just as unmindful of all the truths and hopes 
[the mothers] have brought to America. They see daughters who grow 
impatient when their mothers talk in Chinese, who think they are stupid 
when they explain things in fractured English. They see that joy and luck 
do not mean the same to their daughters, that to these closed American-
born minds “joy luck” is not a word, it does not exist. They see daughters 
who will bear grandchildren born without any connecting hope passed 
from generation to generation. (40-41)      

Jing-Mei’s understanding helps her to reconcile not just with the memories, hopes, 

aspirations, and dreams of her mother, but also her Chinese heritage. In her stubborn 

attempt to keep at bay her mother’s plans of changing her, Jing-Mei had rejected her 

Chinese heritage and in effect, her mother. As mentioned by E.D. Huntley, the mothers in 

Tan’s novels negotiate their daily existence in Chinese and resist all attempts at 

assimilation. It is as if they had never left their homeland (42). The journey back to China 

to meet her twin half-sisters allows Jing-Mei the time to reflect upon her life and her 

Chinese side—something that she had always avoided. When Jing-Mei and her father 

arrive in Guangzhou by train, the crowds do not bother her. In fact, the moment she 

embarks onto the Chinese soil it “feels right” to her and she dives into the pushing and 

shoving on the train platform along with the other passengers with familiarity (272). At 

the hotel in Shanghai, Jing-Mei asks her father to narrate her mother’s tragic incident in 
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Kweilin not in English, but in Chinese (281). Jing-Mei’s request shows her acceptance of 

the fact that her mother’s tragedy cannot be understood from an English-speaking, 

Western standpoint. It is a poignant moment when she finally meets her twin half-sisters 

and sees their uncanny resemblance to Suyuan; a resemblance that all three of them 

share. Looking at their Polaroid picture, Jing-Mei mentions, “and although we don’t 

speak, I know we all see it: Together we look like our mother. Her same eyes, her same 

mouth, open in surprise to see, at last, her long-cherished wish” (287). Thus, Jing-Mei 

fulfills Suyuan’s long-cherished wish of reuniting with her lost twins. Even though she 

constantly questions her abilities, she is quite a good keeper of her mother’s memories, 

which she dutifully passes onto her twin half-sisters, and hopefully the three of them will 

successfully pass them on to the next generation.  

Lindo and Waverly Jong. Named after a street in San Francisco’s Chinatown, Waverly 

Place Jong, is the youngest and only daughter in the Jong family (91). It is clear to the 

readers from the beginning that unlike Suyuan and the other mothers, Lindo is 

dominating, constantly admonishing her children, and narrating Chinese truisms and 

sayings in broken English so she could help her children “rise above [their] 

circumstances” (89). Her truisms consisted of convoluted sayings such as “wise guy, he 

not go against wind. In Chinese we say, Come from South, blow with wind—poom!—

North will follow. Strongest wind cannot be seen” (89). In one of the essays in The 

Opposite of Fate, Tan mentions that the idea for Lindo’s sayings came from her mother 

who had a treasure trove of these Chinese sayings (9).  
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The Lindo-Waverly story shows the grandmother-mother-daughter connection 

clearly. Lindo’s abandonment issues were caused when her mother left her behind with 

the Huangs as a child bride. This results in her clinging to her daughter and seeing her as 

a receptacle of all her unrealized dreams. Unlike Suyuan and Jing-Mei, Lindo does not 

confide in her daughter about her past, which creates mental and emotional barriers 

between the two.   

 As a national chess prodigy, Waverly was touted as the “Great American Hope” 

in the newspapers (97). Lindo was Waverly’s constant champion, basking in her 

daughter’s glory with true “Chinese humility” (96). Lindo’s truism and overbearing 

personality spilled into her treatment of Waverly—making it seem that she was 

Waverly’s de facto coach.  Waverly did not appreciate her mother’s boasting in the 

marketplace and her self-assigned role of “protective ally” (98). Exasperated, Waverly 

confronted Lindo publicly, accusing her of using her “to show off” (99). This 

confrontation creates an insurmountable barrier between mother-daughter, where 

Waverly thinks of her mother as an opponent, not an ally. This adversarial relationship 

only increases Waverly’s resentment towards her mother, and she always thinks of her as 

a disapproving opponent. Divorced, with a daughter and a lover (with whom she wishes 

to settle down) Waverly’s coolly hostile relationship with her mother stems from the fact 

that she feels that her mother poisons her views and opinions about others. An expert at 

wielding “invisible strength”, to Waverly, Lindo’s comments seem manipulative and 

hurtful. Therefore, even though she lives together with her lover, Rich, she does not have 

the courage to tell her mother that they wish to marry and settle down. Waverly’s 

hesitance stems from the fact that she fears Lindo’s reaction and “sneak attack” strategy 
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which might color her opinions of Rich, “…some unseen speck of truth would fly into 

[her] eye, blur what [she] was seeing and transform [Rich] from the divine man [she] 

thought he was into someone quite mundane, mortally wounded with tiresome habits and 

irritating imperfections” (173-4). Again, like Suyuan and Jing-Mei, Lindo and Waverly’s 

relationship is plagued by miscommunication and an inability to understand each other’s 

wishes and intentions.  

 Lindo’s uncanny ability to be a good judge of character and situation, as well as 

her strength of character, stems from her traumatic past. Married off as a child-bride to a 

rich, but abusive family, Lindo’s life in China was not happy. The “invisible strength” 

that she keeps repeating to her children is a skill that she had honed as a vulnerable 

woman in China (89). She was chosen as a child-bride by a rich family when she was still 

a toddler. She was left behind with the Huangs, to be married when she reached puberty, 

when her family lost their homestead to a devastating flood and had to relocate (54). 

Tortured and treated worse than a servant, Lindo’s life revolved around caring for her 

child-groom and pleasing her overbearing mother-in-law. She learned how to be an 

“obedient wife” by working in sub-human conditions and after a while “[she] didn’t think 

it was a terrible life, no, not really. After a while, [she] hurt so much [she] didn’t feel any 

difference” (56). Ordered by her parents to “obey” the Huangs and not “disgrace” them 

by any show of disrespect towards her in-laws, Lindo was trapped in a loveless marriage 

without any financial support (54). Over the years, the hard life at the Huangs almost 

broke Lindo’s spirit. However, on her wedding day when she turned sixteen, while 

watching a storm blowing outside, Lindo realized,  
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I was surprised at what I saw. I had on a beautiful red dress, but what I 
saw was even more valuable. I was strong. I was pure. I had genuine 
thoughts inside that no one could see, that no one could ever take away 
from me. I was like the wind…I made a promise to myself: I would 
always remember my parents’ wishes, but I would never forget myself. 
(58)   

With this promise to herself, Lindo set about the task of extricating herself from the 

marriage. With a long-drawn out plan, she managed to outwit her cunning mother-in-law. 

She honed her “invisible strength” during her time at the Huangs and managed to get 

herself out of the situation through her perseverance and shrewdness. Lindo’s struggles 

are a major contributor towards her psychological make-up, making her strong, shrewd, 

and competitive. She is a quintessential “go-getter” who wants what she thinks is best for 

her children. As the only daughter in the family, Waverly has her mother’s maximum 

focus and is the receptacle of her dreams and ambitions. The incident with chess playing 

creates a chasm between mother and daughter, which only keeps growing over the years.  

 Waverly’s discontentment stems from what she perceives as her mother’s wiliness 

and her ability to “hit a nerve” (170). However, this does not mean that Waverly was 

unloved by Lindo. Waverly’s childhood confrontation with her mother, which resulted in 

a period of no communication, was swiftly followed by a deterioration in her health. 

When Waverly was delirious with high fever, Lindo nursed her with care and love (172). 

Thus, Lindo was not a manipulative or unloving mother, even though Waverly thinks of 

her as an opponent.  

Unlike Suyuan and Jing-Mei, Lindo and Waverly never sit and discuss about 

Lindo’s past. Waverly is not aware of her mother’s hard life in China and in true 

American style, stereotypes her mother’s past to her friends. Thus, even though her 
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mother had taken a plane from Peking (present-day Beijing) to the United States, 

Waverly always tells her friends that her mother had come on a “slow boat” from China 

due to dire economic straits (259). Unaware of her mother’s hardships, Waverly weaves a 

ridiculous story of half-truths that diminish Lindo’s innate independence. Contrary to 

Waverly’s assumptions, Lindo is not an ignorant homemaker; she had a professional life 

while in China when there were inadequate jobs for women (259). Lindo’s reluctance to 

confide in her daughter about her past (which has shaped her character to a great length) 

causes misunderstandings. Waverly is unable to see that just as she wants her mother’s 

acceptance, so does her mother. Abandoned by her family to strangers while still a girl, 

Lindo’s attitude towards her own daughter is different. She is proud of Waverly, and it 

hurts her to see that that feeling is not reciprocated by her daughter. She feels “ashamed” 

because she understands that her successful American daughter is ashamed of her 

Chinese heritage and her old Chinese mother (255). She feels humiliated by the absurd 

stories that Waverly makes about her past to her friends, that shows her mother in a poor 

light and minimizes her strength of character and her ability to improve her 

circumstances. Unfortunately, Lindo realizes that she is at fault for this, because she 

wanted her “children to have the best combination: American circumstances and Chinese 

character” (254). She wanted her children to understand how the American system 

works; taking advantage of the economic largesse that this country offers, while still 

adhering to Chinese rules, such as obeying ones’ parents. Her children understood and 

lived by the American circumstances but did not adhere to the Chinese thinking that she 

wished them to imbibe (254). After coming to the U.S. and marrying for the second time, 

Lindo initially considered herself lucky and was content, even though the Jongs were not 
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financially secure. With Waverly’s birth Lindo’s attitude changed because she only 

wanted the best for her daughter,  

I don’t know what caused me to change…Maybe it was seeing you as a 
baby, how you looked so much like me, and this made me dissatisfied 
with my life. I wanted everything for you to be better. I wanted you to 
have the best circumstances, the best character. I didn’t want you to regret 
anything. And that’s why I named you Waverly. It was the name of the 
street we lived on. And I wanted you to think, This is where I belong. But 
I also knew if I named you after this street, soon you would grow up, leave 
this place, and take a piece of me with you. (265) 

Just like Jing-Mei, Waverly too does not understand the real meaning behind her 

mother’s words, actions, and intentions. The discord between Waverly and Lindo is 

exacerbated due to Lindo’s straight-forwardness and lack of tact while speaking about 

Waverly’s relationship with Rich. Divorced and living with a much-younger man, 

Waverly is clearly insecure about her relationship. Things come to a head when Waverly 

confronts her mother about this. Blind-sided, Lindo is shocked to notice that Waverly 

thinks poorly of her and bemoans the fact that Waverly thinks “bad things” about her and 

considers her mother’s words to hold “secret meaning[s]” when she only states facts 

(181). Waverly then has an epiphany which allows her to see her mother and their 

relationship in a new light,  

I saw what I had been fighting for: It was for me, a scared child, who had 
run away a long time ago to what I had imagined as a safer place. And 
hiding in this place, behind my invisible barriers, I knew what lay on the 
other side: Her side attacks. Her secret weapons. Her uncanny ability to 
find my weakest spots. But in the brief instant that I had peered over the 
barriers I could finally see what was really there: an old woman, a wok for 
her armor, a knitting needle for her sword, getting a little crabby as she 
waited patiently for her daughter to invite her in. (183-4)   

Ensconced behind her self-imposed mental barriers, Waverly takes a long time to finally 

realize that her mother is not her enemy, but her strongest ally, and she must scale the 
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wall to reunite with her. Waverly’s insistence on being different does not negate her 

Chinese heritage and likeness to her mother. She is her mother’s double—physically, as 

well as psychologically—a fact that Lindo recognizes while looking at their reflections in 

the mirror at a beauty salon, “[t]hese two faces I think, so much the same! The same 

happiness, the same sadness, the same good fortune, the same faults” (256). It is the same 

in a matrilineal line—Lindo looked like her mother, and Waverly looked like her. These 

three women are connected through hope. Though it may seem heartless, but Lindo’s 

mother abandoned her in the hope that she will have a better life with the Huangs, and 

Lindo persevered every day to bring up her daughter in the American way in the hope 

that she will never face any hardship in her life and carry forward her mother’s dreams, 

aspirations, and memories.  

An-Mei Hsu and Rose Hsu Jordan. At the beginning of The Joy Luck Club, the readers 

get an unflattering view of the third Joy Luck auntie, i.e., An-Mei Hsu. The action in the 

opening chapter takes place in the Hsu household which is “…heavy with greasy odors. 

Too many Chinese meals cooked in a too small kitchen, too many once fragrant smells 

compressed onto a thin layer of invisible grease” (27). Jing-Mei points out that An-Mei 

works mindlessly and “doesn’t have to think about what she is doing”; a criticism 

frequently leveled at her by Suyuan as well, that An-Mei “…runs this way and that…and 

she doesn’t know why” (30). The readers also learn that her youngest son was arrested 

two years ago for “selling stolen car stereos”, and she has greedy family members who 

had “shaken down” almost nine-thousand dollars from An-Mei and her husband George 

when they were visiting China (35, 36).  
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 An-Mei’s life story is a fictional account of the life of Tan’s own grandmother. 

Tan had never met her grandmother, but she had heard about her from her mother, Daisy. 

A widow in feudal China, a rich man raped Tan’s grandmother and tricked her into 

becoming a fourth wife (effectively a concubine). In 1925, she had committed suicide by 

consuming raw opium. This incident left an indelible mark on Daisy’s psyche who was a 

witness to this event at the early age of nine (25). In this story Tan shows the dynamics 

between four generations of women—Popo, An-Mei’s mother, An-Mei, and Rose. In the 

An-Mei-Rose sections Tan depicts feudal China through the patriarchal mindset of Popo 

(An-Mei’s grandmother) and her mother’s inability to stand up for herself.  

The readers learn about An-Mei’s childhood in China from the chapters titled 

“Scar” and “Magpies” in The Joy Luck Club. Tan uses her grandmother’s life story for 

An-Mei’s mother. “Scar” recounts An-Mei’s childhood in China, where the readers learn 

that An-Mei and her little brother live with their maternal grandmother (called Popo), 

their uncle and his wife (42). Their father is dead, memorialized in their house as a “big 

painting” (43). Popo constantly warns a young An-Mei to desist from taking the name of 

her mother, who is a “ghost” to the rest of the family (42). An-Mei clarifies that in China 

being a ghost does not necessarily mean that a person is dead; “a ghost was anything we 

were forbidden to talk about” (42).  

As a child, An-Mei is brought up by her strict grandmother who constantly drills 

Chinese etiquette into her granddaughter. When Popo is in her deathbed in 1923, she 

keeps calling a young and scared nine-year old An-Mei to her bedside, telling her stories 

in Chinese with the same moral at the end—that she had to be respectful and obedient, 
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otherwise she would have to face the consequences (43). Popo constantly admonishes 

An-Mei, reminding her that her father is watching her from the portrait, looking for 

“disrespects” and misdemeanors, and that taking her mother’s name is equivalent to 

“spitting on [their] father’s grave” (43). An-Mei is observant as a child and can recognize 

the oppressive atmosphere in the household, and the fact that her grandmother, uncle, and 

aunt all dislike her mother. The domestic standing of An-Mei and her younger brother is 

not good, since their aunt reminds them that “[they] are nothing” since they are their 

mother’s children (44). This attitude shows the entrenched patriarchal structure in feudal 

China. Even though An-Mei’s mother, a young widow, was raped and tricked into 

marriage by the wealthy Wu Tsing and his cunning second wife, her family considers her 

to be the culprit, “a ni, traitor to [their] ancestors” and shun her completely, forcing her to 

abandon her children in the care of her mother and brother’s family (44). Popo reminds 

An-Mei that, “when you lose your face…it is like dropping your necklace down a well. 

The only way you can get it back is to fall in after it” (44). “To lose face” is a 

quintessentially Asian (especially Chinese) sentiment that has found a place in the 

English language since the 1800s (The American Heritage Dictionary of Idioms). This 

term is a translation of the Chinese tiu lien, which means to be publicly embarrassed and 

humiliated. Thus, from an early age An-Mei realizes that Popo’s saying, and strict 

demeanor are lessons that she must “learn for [her] mother”—so that she does not ever 

become like her— “a ghost”, a forbidden topic, and bring shame upon her family (44).  

An-Mei understands that her mother had no choice in her life—she did not choose 

to be Wu-Tsing’s third concubine, and she had no choice when she was forced to 

abandon her children by her family. When An-Mei accompanied her mother back to Wu-
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Tsing’s palatial house in Tientsin (present day Tianjin), she immediately understood that 

her mother had exchanged “one unhappiness for another” by agreeing to be his third 

concubine (48). An-Mei saw her mother die and realized the unhappiness and 

helplessness in her mother’s life, 

My mother, she suffered. She lost her face and tried to hide it. She found 
only greater misery and finally could not hide that. There is nothing more 
to understand. That was China. That was what people did back then. They 
had no choice. They could not speak up. They could not run away. That 
was their fate. (241)       

An-Mei’s mother achieved in death what she could not while alive. After her death, from 

fear of her vengeful spirit, Wu-Tsing vowed to raise An-Mei and her half-brother as his 

own (240). Enraged at the injustice of her mother’s premature death, An-Mei found her 

voice and “learned to shout” (240). Thus, Tan shows that her mother’s death transformed 

An-Mei from a timid and obedient young girl to a rebel who knew how to stand up for 

herself. Her mother’s death taught An-Mei that despite the patriarchal structure prevalent 

in feudal China, it is not imperative for a woman to remain complacent in the face of 

injustices done to her. This is the same lesson that she wishes to pass on to her passive 

daughter, Rose Hsu Jordan, whose marriage is falling apart.  

 The crux of Rose’s problem is her chronic indecisiveness—she always allows her 

husband, Ted, to decide things for them as a couple, and this creates tension between the 

two of them, resulting in Ted’s infidelity, and his unilateral decision to divorce Rose. 

Even though An-Mei was “chagrined” when Rose started dating Ted, a non-Chinese 

American man, she advices her daughter to fight for her marriage (117). Rose sees An-

Mei’s advice as an example of her Chinese tenacity and belief in nengkan—a Chinese 
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concept that means one’s ability to achieve anything one puts their minds to (121).  Rose 

had seen her mother’s utter belief in nengkan when her youngest brother, Bing, drowned 

in the sea. Even though Bing’s death was a certainty, An-Mei refused to give up and 

dragged Rose along to search for Bing, who she vehemently believed was only hiding 

and had miraculously survived the fall from the steep cliff.  Rose’s mindset is a direct 

result of this childhood trauma and unresolved guilt. An-Mei had tasked Rose with 

keeping an eye on Bing, who went away exploring on his own. Standing a few meters 

away, Rose had witnessed Bing’s fall into the sea. That scene rendered her immobile, 

“not moving, not saying anything” and in a way, that immobility bled into her later life, 

where she found herself incapable of taking any responsibility for fear of failure and 

blame (125). A devout Christian family, Bing’s death caused An-Mei to lose her faith in 

both nengkan and the Christian God (121). This traumatic incident changed Rose’s 

attitude towards life into more predeterminate—transposing “faith” with “fate”—making 

her think that “faith was just an illusion that somehow you’re in control” (121). Rose’s 

defeatist outlook upon her marriage earns her An-Mei’s admonitions, who urges her to 

keep trying, and to think for herself, without someone else telling her what to do (130). 

This forces Rose to think for herself and realize, 

I think about Bing, how I knew he was in danger, how I let it happen. I 
think about our marriage, how I had seen the signs, really I had. But I just 
let it happen. And I think now that fate is shaped half by expectation, half 
by inattention. But somehow, when you lose something you love, faith 
takes over. You have to pay attention to what you lost. You have to undo 
the expectation. (130-1)    
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Rose’s indecisiveness is also a classic example of the first world problem of too many 

choices, 

My mother once told me why I was so confused all the time. She said I 
was without wood. Born without wood so that I listened to too many 
people…Over the years I learned to choose from the best opinions. 
Chinese people had Chinese opinions. American people had American 
opinions. And in almost every case, the American version was much 
better. It was only later that I discovered there was a serious flaw with the 
American version. There were too many choices, so it was easy to get 
confused and pick the wrong thing. (191)    

Since An-Mei understood this, her suggestion to Rose is geared more towards 

forcing her to take responsibility of her life, and work on herself first. An-Mei’s tragic 

life and her mother’s suicide had taught her the importance of speaking up for oneself 

and refusing to surrender without a fight. To her, “if [Rose] doesn’t speak, she is making 

a choice” and that is not what she wants for her daughter (215). She laments that since 

she was brought up in the Chinese way i.e., patriarchal way, she was taught to “desire 

nothing, to swallow other people’s misery, to eat [her] own bitterness” (215). 

Nevertheless, even though she had taught her daughter “the opposite” she still had the 

same mentality, “maybe it is because she was born to me and she was born a girl. And I 

was born to my mother and I was born a girl. All of us are like stairs, one step after 

another, going up and down, but all going the same way” (215).   

Thus, after numerous entreaties from her mother to “speak up”, Rose finally confronts 

her husband and tells him that she will not bow down to his wishes and settle for a 

measly amount of money to appease him (193). The sudden change in her attitude leaves 

Ted hulihudu and scared, and Rose revels in her newfound confidence and power—all 

due to her mother’s advice not to “live [her] life like a dream” (240). The readers do not 
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know what happens to Rose and Ted’s marriage in the end, but it can be surmised that 

Rose finally learns how to fight for herself with her mother’s support and companionship 

and stands up to Ted’s high-handed attitude and demands. As a child, An-Mei’s mother 

taught her to “swallow [her] own tears” (217). In “Magpies”, An-Mei’s mother tells her a 

fable about the turtle living in the pond in their ancestral home. According to her mother, 

when she was still a child, one day Popo, i.e., her mother told her that she could “no 

longer be a child” and had to behave properly henceforth, and any infractions would be 

severely punished (217). When she went by the pond and started crying, the turtle living 

in the pond swallowed her tears, and magically produced “seven pearly eggs” from which 

hatched magpies—“birds of joy”—who flew away the moment An-Mei’s mother went to 

touch them, crying at her misery (217). Thus, she warned An-Mei against tears since they 

only fed “someone else’s joy” (217). Shunned by her own family, An-Mei’s mother was 

a victim in feudal China. Even her own mother (Popo) did not support her when she was 

raped by Wu Tsing and considered her to be of questionable morals. Seeing her mother’s 

suppressed sorrow and ultimate death, An-Mei makes it her mission to teach her daughter 

that since they no longer live in a patriarchal society, women do not have to silently bear 

their sorrows and remain inactive in the face of adversity. An-Mei helps to boost Rose’s 

self-esteem, so that she can face an unfaithful husband. As a mother, An-Mei protects her 

daughter and teaches her how to become decisive and know her own value.   

Ying-ying and Lena St. Clair. The last of the mother-daughter pair in The Joy Luck Club, 

Ying-ying and Lena are different from the rest of the mother-daughter pairs because Lena 

is bi-racial, her father being an American. Ying-ying’s emotional distance and Lena’s 

superficiality make their relationship strained and lacking in depth. As I have mentioned 
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before, unlike Suyuan and Jing-Mei, the other mother-daughter pairs do not sit down and 

discuss their mothers’ pasts explicitly. However, in the case of Ying-ying and Lena, there 

are enough narratorial cues in the plot to suggest that Ying-ying intends to start the 

conversation in the interest of her daughter’s unstable marriage. Furthermore, Tan shows 

Ying-ying protecting Lena the way her own mother never did for her. The daughter of a 

rich family, Ying-ying’s childhood and youth in China is shaped by patriarchal standards 

that disallows a woman from seeking her own independence and happiness. Ying-ying 

works towards breaking the cycle of trauma and helping her daughter to realize her own 

worth in her unstable marriage—something that Ying-ying was unable to do in both her 

marriages.   

 Born to one of the richest families in the Wushi region (present day Wuxi in the 

prosperous Jiangsu province) in China, Ying-ying’s life as a child is filled with prosperity 

and riches beyond the imagination of the Western mind. The readers get a glimpse of this 

opulence in the story titled “The Moon Lady” where Ying-ying’s family rent an entire 

boat on the Tai Lake to celebrate the Moon Festival (72). Spoiled by her Amah, i.e., 

nurse, Ying-ying does not pay much heed to her nurse’s feelings and treats her more as a 

“comfort” and less as a person (73). Ying-ying’s life in China also allows the readers to 

witness first-hand the oppressive patriarchal culture in feudal China and the 

indoctrination of young children, especially girls, by maternal figures. When Ying-ying 

asks her Amah why she cannot ask for a secret wish from the Moon Lady, she tells her, 

“…it is because if you ask it…it is no longer a wish but a selfish desire. Haven’t I taught 

you—that it is wrong to think of your own needs? A girl can never ask, only listen” (70). 

When her mother notices Ying-ying chasing a dragonfly, she calmly tells her, “a boy can 
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run and chase dragonflies, because that is his nature…But a girl should stand still. If you 

are still for a very long time, a dragonfly will no longer see you. Then it will come to you 

and hide in the comfort of your shadow” (72). Thus, Ying-ying’s character was shaped 

from an early age by such misogynistic ideals that encouraged the effacement of a 

woman’s character and independence. This mindset is evident from Ying-ying’s home 

situation, where her father has concubines, and she lives with her half-siblings. Tan’s 

prose, which is deliberately without any censure, draws attention to the absurdity of this 

living situation, and the restrictions forced upon upper-class Chinese women. This 

attitude shaped Ying-ying’s outlook and behavior—something that she regrets when she 

says bitterly, “For all these years I kept my mouth closed so selfish desires would not fall 

out…All these years I kept my true nature hidden, running along like a small shadow so 

nobody could catch me…I did not lose myself at once. I rubbed out my face over the 

years washing away the pain, the same way carvings on stone are worn down by water” 

(67). Therefore, when she meets the Moon Lady her only secret wish is “to be found”—a 

profound wish, since in her later years, looking at her equally lost daughter, Lena, Ying-

ying realizes the magnitude of self-loss and how both mother daughter are in the same 

situation—“unseen and not seeing, unheard and not hearing, unknown by others” (83, 

67). Financial stability did not guarantee happiness in Ying-ying’s life. While she was 

still young, she was married off at the immature age of sixteen to a much-older man, who 

treated her poorly and engaged in marital infidelity (246). Ying-ying’s husband left her 

for another woman when she was pregnant and without the prospect of any financial 

security (because upper-class women in feudal China did not work) (247). In humiliation 

and sheer desperation, Ying-ying self-aborted the fetus and left the marital homestead for 
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Shanghai (249). Ying-ying’s upbringing encouraged her self-effacement, resulting in 

character deterioration to the point of depression.  

Ying-ying sees the same signs of decay in her daughter Lena’s marriage that she 

had seen in hers before she knew about her husband’s infidelity. Born to an interracial 

couple, Lena does not look like the other daughters. She is a successful architect, married 

to Harold Livotny, who has his own architectural firm. Lena and Harry’s marriage is 

based on shared responsibility and finances, and as an independent woman Lena prefers 

that. However, Lena slowly becomes aware of the inherent inequality in their marriage. 

Even though her husband earns seven times more than Lena, Harold expects her to 

shoulder more than half of the financial burdens of the household (159). Their marriage is 

less a romantic partnership, and more a marriage of lists—like the one stuck to their 

refrigerator which details the amount of money each has spent during the week—and the 

reasons for this behavior, such as “false dependencies” and “love without obligation” are 

nothing but empty words because it is a loveless marriage (160-62). Like her mother, 

Lena effaces herself in trying to keep domestic harmony with an emotionally distant 

partner, who clearly takes advantage of her as an employee and a wife.  

As an outsider, Ying-ying realizes that the main problem in Lena’s life is her 

inability to judge situations—the lack of what Ying-ying calls chuming, “inside knowing 

of things”—or intuition, and her shallowness, which is reflected in her eyes that are like a 

“bottomless pond” (248, 242). In her first marriage, Ying-ying saw the red flags and 

intuitively knew about her husband’s infidelity (247). Similarly, Ying-ying sees the signs 

of a failed marriage when she visits Lena’s home, “my daughter has money, but 
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everything in her house is for looking, not even for good-looking…My daughter looks 

but does not see. This is a house that will break into pieces” (243). Even as a mother, 

Ying-ying is aware of Lena’s character flaws, which are contributing factors in her 

deteriorating marriage. Ying-ying laments the lack of mother-daughter closeness which 

prevents Lena from listening to her mother’s advice, and the fact that even though she is 

her daughter, “she has been swimming away” ever since her birth (242). After the 

breakdown of her first marriage and her decision to abort her child, Ying-ying lost herself 

and willingly became an “unseen spirit” (251). Even though she marries Lena’s father, 

Clifford, she loses the ability to genuinely love someone. To her, Clifford is the man who 

saves her from her own “black side”, the part of her psyche that she feels galvanized her 

into killing her unborn child and abandoning her first husband (250). However, her love 

for Clifford is “the love of a ghost. Arms that encircled but did not touch” (251). 

Unfortunately, as a child of this loveless marriage, Ying-ying feels that Lena lacks chi or 

the vital life force (252). Ying-ying’s unresolved trauma from her failed first marriage, 

and especially the abortion carries forward into her second marriage. As a child, Lena 

could feel the sadness surrounding her mother. The loss of a second child functions as the 

final trigger that drives Ying-ying into deeper trauma. Just like Ying-ying feels that she 

watched her daughter from the other shore while she was growing up, as a child Lena 

saw her mother “lying in her bed, babbling to herself” and hoped that “the worst possible 

thing, would one day stop” (115). Lena’s only desire is to “[grab] her mother’s hand and 

[pull] her through the wall” (115). Ying-ying’s inability to move forward from her past 

trauma results in her mentally disengaging as a wife and mother, and by the time she 

realizes this, Lena has already emotionally distanced herself from her mother.   
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Like the other Joy Luck mothers, Ying-ying feels ignored and “unseen” by her 

daughter (67). However, she refuses to give up and let her daughter’s marriage fail. As 

mentioned before, the only mother-daughter pair who have direct conversations about the 

mother’s past is Suyuan and Jing-Mei. Lindo does not tell Waverly about her past; 

neither does An-Mei. But Ying-ying realizes that to make her daughter aware of her 

situation and to make her see reason she must tell her about her past since “it is the only 

way to penetrate her skin and pull her to where she can be saved” (242). She decides,  

So this is what I will do. I will gather together my past and look. I will see 
a thing that has already happened. The pain that cut my spirit loose. I will 
hold that pain in my hand until it becomes hard and shiny, more clear. And 
then my fierceness can come back, my golden side, my black side. I will 
use this sharp pain to penetrate my daughter’s tough skin and cut her tiger 
spirit loose. She will fight me, because this is the nature of two tigers. But 
I will win and give her my spirit, because this is the way a mother loves 
her daughter. (252)      

Both mother and daughter are trying, in their own ways, to help the other person. Ying-

ying may think that her daughter is shallow, but Lena is perceptive, “because, even as a 

young child [she] could sense the unspoken terrors that surrounded [their] house, the ones 

that chased [her] mother until she hid in a dark corner of her mind. And still they found 

her. [She] watched, over the years, as they devoured her, piece by piece, until she 

disappeared and became a ghost” (103). Ying-ying’s inability to share her earlier trauma 

with her husband and daughter results in the dismantling of all relationships in the St. 

Clair household. However, the readers can be hopeful that by the end of The Joy Luck 

Club Ying-ying will confide in Lena, helping her understand the reasons behind years of 

emotional distance from her mother, and the signs of her failing marriage, and together 

they will meet each other on the other side of their mental walls.      
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Conclusion 

In the introduction to The Opposite of Fate Tan writes,  

In all of my writings, both fiction and nonfiction, directly or obliquely but 
always obsessively, I return to questions of fate and its alternatives. I saw 
that these musings about fate express my idiosyncratic and evolving 
philosophy, and this in turn is my “voice”, the one that determines the 
kind of stories I want to tell, the characters I choose, the details I decide 
are relevant…And while I never intended for the pieces in this current 
nonfiction book to explain my fiction, they do. (2-3)   

Therefore, Tan’s own words about her writing best explain her decisions as a writer of 

fiction. In “The Ghosts of My Imagination” Tan mentions that she is often asked the 

question as to who she considers to be her muse (250). She says that she considers both 

her mother and her grandmother as her muse—both women who were silenced by their 

circumstances (250). Critics have written extensively about the structure of The Joy Luck 

Club, and Tan’s clever design of the narrative. Tan writes that the structure of the novel 

illustrates an imbalance and the “search for balance” (302). Three of the Joy Luck 

mothers are narrators in the novel, and at the beginning, there are three players at the mah 

jong table. Unlike critics’ comments that the sense of imbalance is a symbol in the novel, 

Tan’s intention was to evoke the emotion of imbalance—in her own life, and that of her 

characters (302). This sense of imbalance in The Joy Luck Club and its characters is 

demonstrated through the unfulfilled lives led by both the mothers and the daughters. 

None of them are truly happy and are always searching for that elusive emotion. As a 

writer, Tan stays away from the proverbial “happy ending”, but what she writes does 

indicate towards that. Jing-Mei reunites with her half-sisters, Waverly and Lindo travel to 

China together, An-Mei helps Rose stand up for herself, and Ying-ying tries to salvage 
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her daughter’s marriage by confiding in her about her past. Tan is no miracle worker and 

does not believe in including popular tropes to make her books marketable. She does not 

write to “capture the immigrant experience [or]…demystify Chinese culture” (305). 

However, as I have shown in this chapter, Tan does structure a comparative model in her 

novel where she systematically dismantles the American Dream of the mothers and 

exposes their adoptive culture as inadequate. Asian American ethnic critics may 

categorize Tan as a sell-out, but at least in The Joy Luck Club, Tan does not depict 

America as a utopia. In fact, the novel and the central theme of mother-daughter 

relationship is premised on the shortcomings of American culture and society.    

 Furthermore, the central theme of mother-daughter relationships in The Joy Luck 

Club is also accidental, not intentional. It was only when Faith Sale, Tan’s editor, pointed 

out the obvious pattern that Tan realized the interconnected short stories were indeed 

heavily dependent on the mother-daughter connection (303). The major theme in The Joy 

Luck Club is the mother-daughter dynamic because it is a universal relation—something 

that anyone can relate to. My reading of The Joy Luck Club relies on Tan’s own 

intentions and explanations as mentioned in The Opposite of Fate. Even though the focus 

is on two generations, I would argue that the main theme in the book is the grandmother-

mother-daughter relations. The Joy Luck mothers’ notions about life is transfixed in their 

own upbringing and life in China. Since Suyuan does not have a narratorial voice, the 

readers are not aware of the details of her childhood. However, the readers are intimately 

aware of the childhoods of the three Joy Luck mothers. The Joy Luck Club is a book 

about remedying mistakes made in the past by women of an earlier generation. Lindo’s 

mother abandoned her, An-Mei’s mother committed suicide, and Ying-ying’s mother 
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never gave much thought to her daughter and her upbringing. All the mothers (or 

grandmothers in this case) are instrumental in shaping their daughters’ psyche and 

personalities that are severely flawed. In this, there are similarities between my reading of 

Edwidge Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory (second chapter in this dissertation) and The 

Joy Luck Club. In both the novels it takes three generations to break the cycle of trauma. 

The mistakes committed by the grandmothers are unintentionally repeated by the mothers 

towards their daughters when they are young. However, by the end of the novel the cycle 

of trauma is broken when the mothers reconcile with their daughters and vice versa. Even 

though Suyuan is dead, Jing-Mei realizes the reasons behind her mother’s behavior and 

by reuniting with her half-sisters fulfils her mother’s lifelong dream. This reconciliation 

is only possible because the mothers and daughters learn to find a common ground to 

negotiate their volatile relationships. The mother-daughter relationship is strained, but 

still holds the hope for reconciliation. Hope is, therefore, a central theme in this novel 

too, something that is reflected in Tan’s writings repeatedly because she believes, 

“…[the] permutations of changing fate are really one all-encompassing thing: hope. Hope 

has always allowed for all things. Hope has always been there” (3).               
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CHAPTER 6  

CONCLUSION  

 

By analyzing the fiction of four ethnic American women authors writing between 

the late 1990s and early 2010, my chapters have demonstrated the relationship between 

narrative and silenced social history in contemporary ethnic American literature. My 

dissertation has shown the distinct ways in which these women authors have used their 

lived experiences as material for their fiction. My dissertation research has illuminated 

the myriad ways in which fiction in the late 20th and early 21st centuries is reliant on the 

self—both as the author with fixed motives and intentions, and as an individual 

experiencing events. Through this dissertation, I have shown the overlap between 

narrative and history and the non-objective tendencies of recorded history that is 

countered by equally subjective narratives. In a post-truth world, where the veracity of 

facts is suspect, my dissertation utilizes the broad framework of fiction by ethnic women 

authors to put forward the claim that monolithic historical grand narratives are no longer 

tenable and should not be accepted without thorough interrogation. Storytelling, as 

espoused by these women authors, thus works as a counter to historical suppression and 

elision and brings to the fore unknown social and political issues.      

The texts that I have examined in my dissertation have a strong connection with 

memory and the act of remembering. In most cases, the act of remembering is rendered 

painful due to the recall of a traumatic past, or traumatic events that have hindered the life 

of the protagonists. In Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History, Cathy 
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Caruth explains that trauma “is described as the response to an unexpected or 

overwhelming violent event or events that are not fully grasped as they occur but return 

later in repeated flashbacks, nightmares, and other repetitive phenomena” (91). Failure to 

verbalize traumatic memories, to communicate the emotional and physical pain, leaves a 

lacuna in resolution and moving forward. In The Shell and the Kernel, Nicolas Abraham 

and Maria Torok theorize the importance of mourning for a victim to bypass being haunted 

by traumatic memories. According to them, repressed, unprocessed trauma gives rise to a 

state of mind where all the unprocessed emotions are stored away inside a “crypt” in a 

person's psyche (35). This repressed trauma often comes back in different forms. Their 

claim is based on the significance of communication in dealing with trauma. As trained 

psychoanalysts, both believed silence halts the effective processing of traumatic 

experiences. Their theory places importance on the inability of victims to communicate 

their pain and the process by how that pain is internalized (but not fully processed) through 

silence. I argue that this framework can be used to analyze ethnic American fiction as well. 

Trauma, if not fully worked through via mourning, has the uncanny ability to come back 

to haunt the life of the victim as well as their next generations.  

I closely analyze the texts of Edwidge Danticat (Haitian American), Julia Alvarez 

(Dominican American), Dina Nayeri (Iranian American), and Amy Tan (second-

generation Chinese American) in this dissertation. In the texts that I analyze, the presence 

of repressed trauma is highlighted by the authors through the twin tropes of memory and 

silence in their works. Furthermore, these female authors interweave their female 

protagonists’ trauma with larger political and social contexts that further complicate the 

process of trauma identification and remediation. This mode of storytelling through the 
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narrative form of fiction functions as a counternarrative to official historical records that in 

some instances do not stand for lived experiences of victims of trauma.  

Chapter 2 deals with the social atrocities engineered in Iran during the Khomeini 

regime and the debilitating effects on women’s position in society. Dina Nayeri’s A 

Teaspoon of Earth and Sea gives the readers a bird’s eye view of the constriction faced by 

Iranian women and the hypocrisy rampant post-Revolution. In this chapter, I show how 

Nayeri uses the Iranian art of storytelling to counter state-sanctioned silencing of women 

to apprise her readers of the tyranny of the Khomeini Regime. In chapter 3, I show how 

Edwidge Danticat reintegrates Haitian vodou and the custom of social storytelling in 

Breath, Eyes, Memory to resituate women in Haitian historiography and vocalize the 

trauma inflicted by the Duvalierist regime on women who were relegated to the position of 

non-citizens. Chapter 4 deals with the revolutionary politics of the Mirabal sisters, who 

were erased from the history of the land by the masculinist hegemonic forces at work in 

the Dominican Republic. Julia Alvarez reintroduces the Mirabal sisters in the historical 

landscape of the D.R. through her two novels, In the Time of the Butterflies and How the 

Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents and uses them as a symbol of Dominican female 

emancipation. The last chapter, i.e., chapter 5, looks at Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club and 

the interconnection between the Chinese mothers’ past and history and the fraught 

relationship with their second-generation American daughters.         

In Writing History, Writing Trauma Dominick LaCapra proposes two processes 

that come into play while responding to trauma. One is “acting out” where, per what Freud 

mentioned about melancholia, one constantly revisits haunting and traumatic memories 
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without fully realizing that what had happened is in the past (66). According to LaCapra, 

such a mode prohibits the victim from processing the trauma, coming to terms with it, and 

then moving forward. The other mode is “working through” where “one is able to 

distinguish between past and present and to recognize something as happened to one … 

back then which is related to, but not identical with, here and now” (66). LaCapra points 

out that one can graduate from one mode to the next only through language and proper 

communication. I argue that the same two modes are operational in the literary texts that I 

analyze in this study. In the texts, an originary trauma causes a movement away from the 

source of that event. The ultimate destination for all the victims is the U.S. I claim that the 

physical movement away from the source of trauma is a step towards a resolution and 

“working through”, as mentioned by LaCapra. However, the process of emigration to the 

U.S. may not suffice to help a victim come out from the clutches of trauma. My point is 

that it is difficult to deal with trauma and the process is rendered even more difficult in the 

literary texts that I analyze due to the breakdown of language and abortive communication 

of traumatic emotions. 

In Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (1995) Haitian 

anthropologist Michel Rolph-Trouillot mentions that “history” entails two overlapping 

processes: “what happened” and “that which is said to have happened” (2). This statement 

signals two types of histories: the official narrative, and the actual narrative. Critics of 

ethnic fiction, such as Myriam Chancy, Lisa Lowe, Shirley Geok-lin Lim, and others have 

often written about the contested position of an ethnic female writer and the role that their 

narratives play in uncovering personal life experiences and stories of female protagonists. 

These narratives, though a fictional representation of actual historical facts, can be 
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categorized under Trouillot’s first type of history, i.e., “what happened”, because they shed 

light on experiences that unfortunately have been silenced in the annals of recorded history. 

In the novels that I analyze in my dissertation, the female voices are silenced by the 

oppressive social and political climates surrounding them. Danticat depicts the brutality of 

the Duvalierist regime in Haiti, Tan depicts the abject devastation and displacement due to 

the Sino-Japanese wars, while Alvarez and Nayeri refer to the Trujillo and Khomeini 

regimes, respectively. Critics like Sharron Eve Sarthou believe that for such female 

protagonists the chance to voice their trauma is only possible when they voluntarily 

refashion themselves as hybridized citizens by moving away to adoptive lands, such as the 

U.S. However, my dissertation shows that even though the female protagonists have a 

complicated relationship with their homelands, the successful remediation of their traumas 

can only happen through either a physical or metaphorical journey back to their roots. 

Jeannette Allis Bastian in Owning Memory: How a Caribbean Community Lost Its 

Archives and Found Its History (2003) introduces a West African proverb, Sankofa, to talk 

about the process of archive formation. This proverb when translated means, “it is not taboo 

to go back and fetch what you forgot” (75). Similarly, I use the same concept to argue that 

for these female protagonists to successfully move forward, a return to the primal scene of 

trauma is imperative.   

In this dissertation, I do not read any of the writers as representative of their 

respective cultures. In contrast, I read their herstories as individual, atomized, and 

disparate imaginative versions of history found in texts and documents. It is a classic 

question of “who can be believed”—a question that requires extensive examination in the 

21st century with the deconstruction of all-encompassing and essentialist grand narratives. 
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My dissertation does not make the reductive claim that only these four ethnic authors are 

the ones who address these issues in their work. Rather, my dissertation functions as a 

gateway to a new paradigm of reading their works. My dissertation claims that these 

female authors use their fiction to address the issues of personal trauma and its 

remediation which to a considerable extent is possible due to Transnational ties. 

Immigration has indeed become an integral societal issue in the 21st century and these 

female authors uphold a complicated picture of that process. Contrary to the rosy picture 

that is painted by politicians, immigration does not guarantee an erasure of past traumas 

and the twin processes of acculturation and integration are complex ones. 
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