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[Gender and Memory 
in Cristina García’s The 
Agüero Sisters]

Anna Mertová
University of Ostrava, 
Ostrava, Czech Republic

[Abstract] This paper discusses Cristina García’s 1997 novel The Agüero 
Sisters. Its aim is to outline some of the topics present in the novel through 
the lens of gender, and to contribute to an awareness of Hispanic American 
literature. Following a brief introduction, the paper discusses masculinity 
and femininity as present in the novel. Here the paper focuses on two 
motifs – the position of the human body in the novel, and memory; a link 
between these two motifs is suggested. Memory is central to the novel, 
and it appears in different variations throughout the text – nostalgia, 
intergenerational memory, or memory as an inherently unreliable process. 
While this paper does not exhaust the topic of memory, it attempts to point 
out a possible direction for further discussion.

[Keywords] Cristina García; The Agüero Sisters; Cuban American 
literature; ethnic literature; gender; memory; nostalgia
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[ 1 ] Introduction
The Agüero Sisters (1997) is Cristina García’s second published novel, and from the the‑
matic point of view it could be considered a continuation of her first novel, Dreaming in 
Cuban (1992). Both novels focus on women and their lives, exploring how societal factors 
affect them, and both of them discuss memory, its subjectivity, and (in relation to this as‑
pect) nostalgia. For this reason, this paper focuses primarily on The Agüero Sisters, it also 
makes some references to Dreaming in Cuban, and so at least a surface ‑level awareness of 
the novel is recommended.

The novel The Agüero Sisters, much like Dreaming in Cuban, follows several members 
of the same family as they navigate their own personal lives and slowly reveal the fam‑
ily’s complex and often tragic history. Of the rather extensive cast, two characters are 
given the most attention within the narrative – the sisters Constancia and Reina Agüero. 
Constancia left her home country soon after the revolution of 1959 and settled in New 
York, whereas the younger Reina stayed in Cuba. The sisters have been estranged since 
childhood as a result of their parents’ strained relationship, and they only grew further 
apart after their mother’s mysterious death. After a workplace accident, Reina leaves 
Cuba to stay with her sister, and they are forced to confront their past in order to achieve 
healing and to reach a reconciliation not only with each other, but also with their fami‑
ly’s history.

[ 2 ] The 1.5 Generation, Cristina García, and 
Cubans in Miami

García’s generation holds a unique position with regard to the Cuban American experi‑
ence. Firmat, inspired by research undertaken by the sociologist Rubén Rumbaut, refers 
to this generation as the 1.5 Generation – a generation of Cuban Americans who migrated 
from Cuba into the US as children and as a result do not feel fully at home in either cul‑
ture. This is not necessarily viewed as a problem; Firmat himself suggests that their role 
is that of cultural translators, and as such they have their own important place in Cuban 
American culture (Firmat 3). This generation has produced no shortage of authors, and 
some of them have achieved mainstream commercial success (Kanellos 184), for example 
Pablo Medina, María del Carmen Boza, or Roberto Fernández, to name just three. It can be 
said that their works show a tendency to be highly subjective, and contain autobiograph‑
ical features. Certain topics – including the attempt to navigate both cultures, nostalgia, 
the search for an identity of one’s own (Alvarez ‑Borland 463) – frequently reappear in 
the texts created by the representatives of this generation, albeit with varying intensity.

This stems partly from the specifics of the Cuban American community as a whole. 
While Cuban Americans have been praised for the speed at which they became settled 
in the US, and for their economic success, there are still some tensions present within 
the group, and this is reflected in García’s novels. It is important to keep in mind that 
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although some features may be shared, Cuban immigrants do not represent a monolith. 
Alberts makes a distinction between four groups – the first wave being the so ‑called 
Golden Exiles, who laid the foundations for the future arrivals. Generally well ‑educated, 
often with previous connections in the US, the Golden Exiles were able to adapt quickly 
and successfully, earning themselves the reputation of a “model minority”. Constancia 
and her husband Heberto are both members of this group. Following the Golden Exiles 
were the immigrants who made their way to the US via the Camarioca Boatlift and the 
Freedom Flights. Priority was offered to those Cubans who already had connections in 
the US. The already established Cuban American community showed great solidarity to 
the new arrivals, and aided them in their integration. Alberts comments that the solidar‑
ity wavered somewhat with the arrival of the Marielitos, because Castro used the Mariel 
boatlift as a way to remove undesirable elements from Cuba; many Marielitos were re‑
cruited from Cuban jails and mental institutions (Alberts 237). Their socioeconomic lev‑
el and their education did not generally meet the expectations set by the Golden Exiles. 
The last group, the Balseros, was fairly small, and the attitude towards them was gener‑
ally positive. All of this, of course, is mostly applicable only to adults. García herself, as 
stated previously, was one of the one ‑and ‑a‑halfers, and one ‑and ‑a‑halfers feature heavi‑
ly in her novels, as do the Golden Exiles from the generation of her parents. García’s gen‑
eration in particular felt a certain degree of pressure from other Cuban immigrants to be 
uncritically supportive of the US and capitalism, a pressure that is particularly palpable 
in Dreaming in Cuban. The novel The Agüero Sisters focuses rather on another recurrent 
problem in the Cuban American community, and that is the attitude of the Cuban com‑
munity in Miami to exile. García witnessed that for many people, Cuba became a partly 
mythical country, a kind of a lost paradise. Arguably, these sentiments are not entirely 
unusual in ethnic literatures as a whole; however, it appears that they are true of Cu‑
bans in Miami to an unusual degree, and some doubt exists as to how factually true some 
immigrant accounts of pre ‑revolution Cuba were (Rieff 55). It has been suggested that 
many Cuban immigrants in Miami consider their residence away from Cuba a temporary 
inconvenience, rather than a permanent change (Esplin 85). Among Cuban Americans 
living in other parts of the US, this attitude seems to be present to a lesser degree. There 
is always, naturally, room for exceptions, and it is more than likely that these differences 
might disappear over time; however, at the time of writing the division was significant 
enough to warrant commentary in The Agüero Sisters.

The elder sister, Constancia, spends most of her life in the US in New York with her 
husband Heberto, until he retires and insists that they move to Miami. Constancia is 
somewhat reluctant to move; she would rather avoid Heberto’s brother Gonzalo, her first 
husband, but she also feels alienated from other Cubans living there:

She knows she isn’t one of them, that her life outside Miami will always mark her as 
a foreigner. The problem, Constancia decided, is that the cubanas here can’t make com‑
fortable assumptions about her. […] Another time, Constancia mentioned she’d voted 
Democratic (just once, for Jimmy Carter), and the room fell starkly silent. How could 
she possibly define herself by such unambiguous terms? Constancia doesn’t consider 
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herself an exile in the same way as many of the Cubans here. In fact, she shuns their 
habit of fierce nostalgia, their trafficking in the past like exaggerating peddlers. […] Of 
course, she wouldn’t dare say this aloud in Miami and expect to survive. (45–6)

When her sister Reina leaves Cuba to stay with her sister, she is quietly expected by other 
people in Miami to denounce Cuba, the revolution and Castro, something Reina has no 
intention of doing. When she accidentally refers to a shop assistant as a comrade, a fight 
nearly breaks out. In a way, Constancia and Reina’s experiences in Miami are similar, even 
though they came to them from different starting points. García revisits and elaborates 
some of the criticism already present in Dreaming in Cuban, commenting on the pressure 
from within the community to conform to expectations of how an exile should act.

Constancia finds in Miami the Cuba that no longer exists (if indeed it ever did exist). 
Everything down to the produce in the markets reminds her of her native country, and it 
seems that the “habit of fierce nostalgia” (45‑6) begins to affect both her and her husband, 
albeit in distinct ways.

[ 3 ] Masculine amnesia
While Constancia becomes haunted by her mother’s face, Constancia’s first and second 
husband both become obsessed with the idea of invading Cuba – Gonzalo himself partici‑
pated in the Bay of Pigs Invasion, during which he was injured, and he still bears the scars 
left by the injuries as a badge of honour. Now that he is too old to participate in any signif‑
icant operations of this kind personally, and in spite of (or maybe because of) his termi‑
nal illness, Gonzalo dedicates his time to planning another invasion of Cuba, and his zeal 
proves to be infectious. Constancia is left to watch as her otherwise seemingly practical 
and business ‑minded husband (under the influence of his charismatic brother) becomes 
obsessed with the idea of an invasion. What is interesting is that the brothers’ brand of 
nostalgia is closely bound up with masculinity and the machismo that is prevalent in Latin 
American communities. Although machismo is mostly understood to be a concept related 
to gender, De La Torre points out that machismo is a construction that takes into account 
not only gender, but also race, class, and sexuality (213). In the light of this, the divide in 
Cuban society is not as much between men and women as it is between the macho and 
the non ‑macho, which allows the macho man to assume superiority over those they per‑
ceive as the Other, which may include men of other ethnicities or sexual orientations.

Heberto, who is considered to be the less adventurous and courageous – the less 
macho – of the two brothers, joins Gonzalo’s underground exile group, La Brigada Cai‑
mán, which is planning to invade Cuba and topple Castro. It appears, however, that He‑
berto’s involvement does not stem from any particularly strong political feeling (politics 
play only a minor role in the novel, especially compared to Dreaming in Cuban) as much 
as it does from his own desire to prove himself as a man:

Heberto trudges on, taken with a sense of his own new significance. […] He is here 
now, isn’t he? Here with men of action, helmets afire. Here with hundreds of militant 
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ordained men. The stench for miles a privilege of endurance. He is here, no? Not any 
previous elsewhere. Not rocking in his boat, pathetic and pleading with the moon. […] 
After all, Heberto thinks sourly, what has safety brought him but more fruitless safety? 
(123–4)

This shift in his character possibly stems from his feeling of having been emasculated 
by Constancia and their exile, and from his feelings of inadequacy when compared to 
his brother, who is by far the more traditionally macho man of the two. In his doomed at‑
tempt to invade Cuba with a group of men like him, he tries to act out some kind of heroic 
fantasy that seems more erotic than patriotic:

Invasion. The word makes Heberto hard as a young man. He can feel it. The tight ridge 
of expectation in his groin. His contracting cojones [testicles, vulgar, my note], the same 
ones his father accused him of not having. Heberto puts his hand over his heart and 
imagines it roaring with life. Tireless, inexhaustible. Vibrant with a fugitive rhythm. 
For him, there’ll be no more waiting on the sidelines in this shabby empire of exile. 
Soon he’ll confront himself in the ultimate exaltation – focused, vehement, without 
memory. Nothing less will satisfy him. (124)

In the end, he dies during the attempted invasion, or soon after.
That one of Heberto’s aims is to be without memory is somewhat symptomatic of 

the characters in this novel – the text is marked with their struggle to reach some kind 
of reconciliation with their past. Esplin notes that this rejection of the past is especially 
notable in the character of Silvestre, the son of Constancia and Gonzalo, who murders 
his biological father, thus symbolically erasing his past (Esplin 91). This is a plausible 
reading, given that Silvestre rejects things that tie him back to his past, such as his birth 
name – but there is also another layer to Silvestre’s situation. For Silvestre, as a queer 
man, the machismo prevalent amongst Cubans may be a source of internal conflict. To be 
a queer man often entails the struggle of being perceived as less masculine, especially in 
a hyper ‑masculine society. In addition, he was made to leave Cuba during Operation Pe‑
ter Pan when he was very young, and as a one ‑and ‑a‑halfer he felt alienated from Cuban 
culture. This is combined with the fact that Silvestre’s biological father rejected him, thus 
functioning as a symbol of his alienation from his own personal history. To negotiate 
one’s identity against cultural expectations can be difficult, and so it is possible that his 
rejection of his Cuban heritage is a way of protecting himself. Interestingly, Silvestre, like 
Constancia, seems to struggle with the idea of his future, and with the notion of old age 
as well – Constancia creates her own concoctions to maintain a youthful appearance, and 
later on she is magically transformed into her mother, who died young; Silvestre murders 
his aging, physically frail father, whose body is a tangible reminder of Silvestre’s own 
mortality:

He pulls down the sheet tucked under Gonzalo’s armpits and stares at the bone heap 
of his father’s body. The belly is hard and grotesquely swollen, the legs withered and 
rivered with veins. […] Silvestre raises the hem of his father’s gown until everything is 
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visible. So this is his origin, his inheritance. His first resurrection. These hairy orbs, so 
huge and sagging. This limp little snout, still pink as a boy’s. So this, too, is his future. 
(245)

Silvestre leaves the country immediately after the murder. Aside from him, all major 
male characters in The Agüero Sisters end up dead. A similar pattern may be observed in 
Dreaming in Cuban. Whether this is because García views women as more resilient and 
adaptable, or whether there is an entirely different reason, remains somewhat unclear.

As pointed out by Sáez in her essay about Dreaming in Cuban, Cuba in García’s writ‑
ing is no longer a space suitable for the living. “Only the dead, like Jorge, Celia’s husband, 
return to Cuba to stay. In Dreaming in Cuban, Cuba is ultimately a dead space due to the 
island’s relationship to history, time, and globalization via the Revolution.” (Sáez 142). 
The same applies to The Agüero Sisters. Heberto and Gonzalo (whose intention was to 
reclaim Cuba) both die, Ignacio (who chose to stay) commits suicide, and Blanca (who 
was unable to leave although she wanted to) is murdered. At the other end of the spec‑
trum, Reina left Cuba following a near ‑death experience, and not only rebuilt her life, but 
also became pregnant, whereas Constancia returned for a short visit following the death 
of her uncle (who in part raised her) to retrieve a message from the dead. Much like in 
Dreaming in Cuban, Constancia’s brief return to Cuba is presented as a necessary step in 
her healing process, but with the knowledge that her stay will not be permanent. In the 
light of this, it may be concluded that the deaths of the men in The Agüero Sisters repre‑
sent the decay of the patriarchal system, as well as the end of an era.

[ 4 ] Lives of women
García appears to be more concerned with the lives of women in general, possibly be‑
cause their lives are still largely absent from official histories. It is also because García, 
growing up in a Cuban American community, always felt a certain dissonance between 
public machismo and generally female ‑dominated households (Santos 209). That is not 
to say that men do not have any impact on the narrative – rather, they are given less at‑
tention than the women of the story, with the exception of Ignacio Agüero, the sisters’ 
father. As García admitted in an interview with Jorge Santos: “fathers have always felt 
more remote and mysterious to me” (209). It does not then come as a surprise that even 
though the novel includes several chapters told from Ignacio’s point of view, his version 
of the events cannot be accepted at face value.

All in all, it is mostly the relationships between women that are a point of interest 
for García, both in Dreaming in Cuban and in The Agüero Sisters. It could almost be argued 
that the amount of space given to Ignacio’s texts spread over the course of the novel is 
somewhat unusual in this regard. Ignacio is allowed to speak through fragments of his 
diary, a form of confession, in which he records his life and work in an attempt to provide 
a background to the murder of his wife and the events leading to his suicide. Even his 
confession, however, contains certain confusing details and attempts at misdirection, 
and behind the surface of an objective scientist there stands a deeply unreliable narrator.
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In contrast, Blanca Agüero, Ignacio’s wife, can be characterized by two attributes – 
her beauty and her mysteriousness. Although the impact of her death still affects her 
daughters and their relationships decades later, she herself is the one character who is 
never allowed to speak for herself, and all that is known about her comes from second‑
‑hand accounts that cannot be deemed completely accurate. Although not much can be 
said about her as a person with any certainty, the characters who knew her all seem to 
project some idea of her onto their memories. In this regard, Blanca Agüero becomes 
a semi ‑mythical character in their lives, yet her humanity is thereby denied. She is, in 
fact, the embodiment of the Other. She is beautiful, she is mysterious, she is not Igna‑
cio’s equal, and those around her, especially Ignacio, wish to possess her. That said, this 
image of her is carefully constructed in the narrative by Ignacio – who, as Blanca’s killer, 
has his own reasons for emphasizing Blanca’s more “inhuman” qualities, whether real or 
perceived.

Through the character of Blanca it is also shown that Cuban problems and oppres‑
sion did not start with Castro’s revolution, or even with Batista’s oppressive regime that 
preceded it; for approximately half of the Cuban population, women, gender inequality 
impinged on their freedom and personal happiness regardless of the current political sit‑
uation:

The day we returned from her medical examination, Blanca insisted that I pay her a sal‑
ary. I had stopped remunerating her since our marriage because, frankly, I no longer 
saw the need. I admit I am not what one might call an emancipated man. Although it is 
true that my parents raised me with progressive ideas and Mamá taught music all her 
life, I had certain expectations for my wife. Not only did I refuse to pay Blanca; I pro‑
hibited her from seeking other employment. Blanca disregarded my edict outright. […] 
No one would hire Blanca even with her stellar qualifications. Each time she appeared 
for an interview, her stomach tightly bound to conceal her condition, the story was the 
same: If only you were a man… Our wives would not stand for it… Cuba, my dear, is not 
America. (225‑6)

Not even Ignacio, who proclaimed to love her, treated his wife as his equal, which shows 
how patriarchy affects not only political life, but also the personal lives of women. A bril‑
liant scientist in her own right, Blanca Agüero was still seen, at best, as her husband’s un‑
paid assistant, and her marriage to Ignacio forced her into the role of a wife and a mother, 
which started a chain of events that became the source of many anxieties for her adult 
children.

Although her daughters are not shown to suffer from the same level of gender in‑
equality, they are still affected by the mere fact that their mother did suffer from it, sim‑
ply because Blanca lived in a deeply patriarchal society and as such was at the mercy of 
the men in her life. Reina especially still feels the loss of her mother quite deeply, and 
when confronted with the fact that her sister is now the mirror image of Blanca, she is so 
enthralled by the vision that she would prefer it if her sister never spoke or did anything 
that might endanger the image of their mother in front of her. At another point in the 
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text, she even goes as far as to ask her niece, Constancia’s daughter, to breastfeed her.
Ignacio’s reason for the eventual murder is never fully revealed, but it is quite plau‑

sible that a part of Ignacio’s motive was his need to understand Blanca fully and thus 
finally possess her. As a naturalist of that era, however, the only way he knew to study 
a fascinating specimen was to kill it first. This reading is supported by the many scenes 
in which Ignacio recounts his previous hunting expeditions, including the one during 
which he proposed to Blanca, and the one during which he murdered her, and the pres‑
ence of his stuffed specimen, sometimes juxtaposed with the photograph of Blanca, in 
Constancia’s home. This plot point, however, resists a definitive interpretation. García 
herself admits (García 307) that it is intentionally left open to various possible readings, 
and she suggests there was not one single reason behind the crime.

What can be said is that in this storyline, to be the Other is to be silenced. The pro‑
cess of becoming, or rather, the process of creating the Other takes place on two levels – 
there is the personal level, the entrapment in an unequal marriage with all that it entails, 
and the larger, systemic level, here represented by potential employers and their reasons 
for rejecting Blanca despite her qualifications and desire to earn her own money, which 
would then afford her a degree of independence. The absence of Blanca’s voice in the nar‑
rative is then in some ways more eloquent than Ignacio’s account of their life together.

[ 5 ] The Cubana body
If Blanca Agüero is the embodiment of the Other, it does not necessarily come as a sur‑
prise that she is presented in the text as a very traditionally feminine woman. Her daugh‑
ters, too, can be considered to be highly feminine, but their femininity exhibits itself in 
different ways, which only emphasizes the differences between their personalities and 
ways of thinking. Reina Agüero, the younger daughter, is extremely sensuous, and her 
relationship with her body and with sex is fairly straightforward and uncomplicated. Her 
independence, confidence and sensuality contrast with Constancia, who seems uptight 
and self ‑conscious in comparison:

Reina is perplexed by the obsession women in Miami have for the insignificant details 
of their bodies, by their self ‑defeating crusades. She was appalled when Constancia 
took her to the Dade County shopping mall last Sunday. All those hipless, breastless 
mannequins, up to their scrawny necks in silk. Don’t women understand that their pe‑
culiarities are what endear them to men? Rarely do the most conventionally beautiful 
women have the greatest hold over their mates. Pepín, who adored Reina but remained 
an inveterate woman watcher over the years, admitted that he favored no particular 
female features. Cada mujer tiene algo, he liked to say. Every woman has something. The 
best lovers, Reina knows from experience, approach women this way. […] “Well, you’re 
probably the only woman on earth who actually likes the way she looks!” Constancia 
snaps, stirring the thigh lotion with a steady rhythm of her wooden spoon. “Definitely 
bad for business!” (161‑2)
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This moment in the novel both showcases Reina’s view of herself, and also touches on 
another aspect of The Agüero Sisters that warrants discussion. As mentioned previously, 
Constancia struggles with the idea of aging, possibly made worse by the fact that her 
mother, father, and grandmothers died relatively young. This is stated in the text quite 
explicitly: “It occurred to her that her parents had died long before they were old. How 
then, could she possibly know how to grow old herself?” (27)

She works in the cosmetic industry – initially, she is an extremely successful sales‑
person for an unnamed makeup company, and immediately upon her move to Miami 
she is offered the position of a district manager for Avon, another make ‑up and skincare 
company, which she declines. Instead, she launches her own company, Cuerpo de Cuba 
(Cuban Body, Body from Cuba). This coincides with one of the more overtly magical re‑
alist events in The Agüero Sisters, which was alluded to earlier – Constancia wakes up to 
discover that she has become the spitting image of her dead mother. This is the second 
time that such a transformation has happened, the first being shortly after her moth‑
er’s funeral. The funeral triggered physical changes in all members of the Agüero family – 
Reina’s hands suddenly grew to be seemingly too large for her body, the way they were 
when she was first born, while their father’s thinning hair started growing back, and his 
appearance reverted to that of a much younger man. Generally, the body and changes in 
the body play a role in the novel, and a connection could be made between the body and 
intergenerational memory.

Constancia’s company starts producing skincare products named after different 
body parts, and the product seems to be popular especially amongst Cuban expat wom‑
en. This, again, is reminiscent of Dreaming in Cuban. Sáez in her essay “The Global Bag‑
gage of Nostalgia in Cristina García’s Dreaming in Cuban” discusses the effect of market 
forces on the reconnection with one’s cultural and ethnic heritage. In Dreaming in Cuban, 
one of the major characters, Pilar, cannot access Cuba and instead has to make do with 
products related to her country of origin that are available for sale in the United States – 
music records, items used in santería and so on. Constancia’s Cuerpo de Cuba may then 
be interpreted in a similar way – that is, as an attempt by Constancia and her customers 
to assuage their nostalgia by purchasing commodities:

Constancia intends to launch a full complement of face and body products for every 
glorious inch of Cuban womanhood: Cuello [neck] de Cuba, Senos [bosom] de Cuba, 
Codos [elbows] de Cuba, Muslos [thighs] de Cuba, and so on. Each item in her Cuer‑
po de Cuba line will embody the exalted image Cuban women have of themselves: as 
passionate, self ‑sacrificing, and deserving of every luxury. […] Already, Constancia has 
received dozens of letters from women who confess that they feel more cubana after us‑
ing her products, that they recall long ‑forgotten details of their childhoods in Sagua la 
Grande, Remedios, Media Luna, or Santa Cruz de la Sur. […] Politics may have betrayed 
Constancia’s customers, geography overlooked them, but Cuerpo de Cuba products 
still manage to touch the pink roots of their sadness. (131‑2)

Again, this goes back to the relationship between body and memory.
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As seen previously, Constancia considers women like her sister bad for business be‑
cause her livelihood depends on the internal dissatisfaction of her customers. Her sister, 
in turn, finds Constancia’s business purposeless, and does not completely approve of her 
style of marketing, which uses the image of their dead mother, Constancia’s suddenly su‑
pernaturally youthful appearance, and their position as exiles. It is true that Constancia, 
whose own memories of Cuba are ambivalent at best, can be perceived as someone who 
exploits the trauma and nostalgia shared by many immigrant women for her own finan‑
cial gain. At the same time, the establishment and subsequent growth of her company 
coincides with her own slow descent into nostalgia, which was likely triggered by her 
move to Miami. She starts wearing exclusively vintage clothing, and she is haunted both 
by her mother’s face and the objects left for the sisters by their parents – a single photo of 
their mother, some stuffed specimen hunted by her father decades ago. With the return 
of her half ‑sister, she is forced to confront some of the discrepancies in her childhood 
memories, namely those related to Blanca’s death.

[ 6 ] Repetition
Certain motifs appear and resurface at different points in the narrative, suggesting con‑
tinuity through distinct generations of the Agüero family. As mentioned previously, the 
body is often the place where such repetitions occur. For instance, there is an injury at 
a specific place on Blanca’s foot, which she sustained during her honeymoon. The same 
injury reappears – as an injury or a mark – on the bodies of her granddaughter and great‑
‑grandson.

To give another example, Reina sends her daughter Dulcita away as a child, even 
though being sent to a boarding school deeply hurt her when she was a child grieving for 
her mother. Dulcita feels similar resentment towards her mother because of this. Similar‑
ly, Constancia sent away the then extremely young Silvestre to the US, which damaged 
the bond between them, adding to the pattern of fractured parent ‑child relationships 
within the family.

The final scene between Constancia and Reina represents the culmination of this 
repetition, as they replay the scene of their mother’s murder. Constancia, still unwill‑
ing to accept the idea that their mother was murdered by their father, and still wearing 
her mother’s face, takes Blanca’s place, and begins to argue with her sister while they 
are alone on The Flowers of Exile, their boat, far away from any possible witnesses. Reina, 
playing the part of their father, demonstrates, using one of the oars, that their mother 
could not have committed suicide, as it would be physically impossible for her to shoot 
herself in the neck with a fairly long shotgun. Although Constancia knows, and likely 
has known for a long time, she struggles to accept that her father could be a murderer; 
a fight breaks out, and she nearly drowns Reina. At the last possible moment, however, 
she saves her sister, and the cycle is disrupted.

The frequently recurring motifs evoke the Gothic tradition; when González argues 
for a reading of The Agüero Sisters through the Gothic lens, the repetition is one of her 
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arguments for reading the text as a Gothic novel rather than seeing it primarily as a mag‑
ical realist text (González 118). This reading is also supported by the central mystery that 
manifests itself through Constancia’s transformation into her mother, a manifestation 
that haunts her, and produces shock and fear that has more to do with the Gothic tradi‑
tion than the magical realist mode.

In light of the cyclical nature of the novel, it is telling that the text begins and ends 
with the same event, albeit told from two slightly different perspectives. The event is, of 
course, Blanca’s murder, first told from the omniscient third person point of view that 
is present throughout most of the novel (save for selected chapters), and then from the 
point of view of Ignacio. While both texts are nearly identical in content, there are certain 
details that call into question the reliability of the parts of the narrative as presented by 
Ignacio. See: “Ignacio Agüero waited until nightfall, watched and waited until a lone red‑
‑tailed hawk soared above them in the sky. Then he carried his wife seventeen miles to 
the nearest village and began to tell his lies” (5). Then, the same event as presented by 
Ignacio: “The day stole past in an hour. […] All afternoon the Zapata clicked and rustled, 
clicked and rustled its fatal chorus, until a lone red ‑tailed hawk soared above us. I held 
my Blanquita. I held her. A mournful, bitter pleasure. Then, in the broken violet light of 
dusk, I carried her seventeen miles to the nearest village and reluctantly began to tell my 
lies” (300; emphasis added). It can be assumed that Ignacio’s confession was written by 
him some time after the fact and before he committed suicide, and there is some possibil‑
ity that he intended his confession to be read at some point in the future by his daughter. 
That a naturalist who devoted his life to the study of Cuban species would take notice 
of the birds flying overhead does not come as a surprise, but his writing, the final text in 
particular, reads like the words of a man trying to justify his actions – both to the reader 
and to himself. In this way, Ignacio can still attempt to manipulate the reader even after 
his death. The confession remained buried in Cuba to be retrieved by Constancia at the 
end of the novel.

[ 7 ] Conclusion
In The Agüero Sisters, García further develops some of the topics previously addressed in 
Dreaming in Cuban, and there is no shortage of parallels that could be drawn between the 
two novels. One noticeable difference is a shift away from politics in favour of a closer fo‑
cus on gender ‑related topics, whereas the interest in the lives of women, complex family 
structures, and the exile experience remains the same.

The Agüero Sisters explores the effects of gender ‑based expectations on men and 
women, and the unique challenges associated with them. On one hand there is the ma‑
chismo that leads to the untimely deaths of both of Constancia’s husbands, and on the 
other there is the systemic silencing and Othering of women throughout history, which 
is exemplified in the character of Blanca Agüero.

A second major point for discussion is the position of the human body within the 
narrative. The body in The Agüero Sisters is both haunted and haunting. While far from 
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exhaustive in its scope, this paper has suggested a relationship between the body and 
memory; the main characters of the novel undergo physical changes in response to the 
trauma brought about by Blanca’s violent death, and the appearance of certain physical 
traits, such as scars or birthmarks, is nearly always related to the previous generations 
of the Agüero family. The physical transformation of Constancia is then related to the 
secret of her mother’s alleged suicide, forcing her to re ‑evaluate her father’s version of 
the events.

In the end, although the novel The Agüero Sisters presents various ways of dealing 
with past trauma, it seems that the only viable and sustainable options for García involve 
confrontation with the past, and restoration of family ties where possible. Living in the 
past, and excessive nostalgia, are presented as unproductive and possibly lethal. This is 
consistent with the ideas presented in Dreaming in Cuban – despite the shift away from 
politics, and despite the heightened interest in the generations of Cuban Americans pre‑
ceding the one ‑and ‑a‑halfers.
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According to information provided by John G. Keane, Poland contributes the eighth larg‑
est percentage of the foreign ‑born population in the United States (qtd. in Aroian 75). 
This figure is mainly due to three major waves of immigration that took place from the 
late nineteenth and the twentieth century (Mello 183). Accumulated fears and anxieties 
caused by the upcoming war, followed by the ravages of war and sudden political chang‑
es, resulted in a sense of collective insecurity. Therefore many Poles followed the popular 
trend and chose to go west in order to find peace and escape poverty. As recorded by Mary 
Patrice Erdmans, the most recent cohort emigrated from communist Poland for both eco‑
nomic and political reasons. Some, discouraged by the failing economy, came to America 
seeking financial gain (Erdmans 179). Nevertheless, an improved financial situation was 
not their only motivation to leave the country. Others, especially refugees who had been in‑
volved in the Solidarność (“Solidarity”)1 movement, desired to escape political repression.

In America, these refugees remained actively involved in the political and social 
changes in Poland in the 1980s, which shows that they had a strong commitment to their 
national identity (Erdmans 179). During this period, Polish immigrants, along with many 
other ethnic minorities, transferred their customs, traditions, and habits as part of their 
adaptation to the new reality and developed their own sense of national identity, trying 
to fill humanity’s profound need to belong. However, Scaachi Koul, an Indo ‑Canadian 
author, claims that “fitting in is a luxury rarely given to immigrants, or children of immi‑
grants. We are stuck in emotional purgatory. Home, somehow, is always the last place you 
left, and never the place you are in” (Koul 90). The difficulties associated with immigra‑
tion that Polish Americans had to face found an outlet in literature. Although Polish im‑
migrants and Americans of Polish descent constituted several significant communities, 
Polish American fiction originally did not gain major recognition. This changed in the 
late twentieth century, when the contribution of ethnic groups became acknowledged as 
meaningful to the overall development of American literature.

This paper will focus on three works that consider Polish immigrant identity; how‑
ever, their authors represent different eras. It seems fitting to begin with Henryk Sien‑
kiewicz, a Polish writer who to this day is considered “one of the greatest and most in‑
fluential writers in Polish history” (Bielecki). Henryk Sienkiewicz (1846‑1916), a Nobel 
Prize laureate,2 enriched world literature of the nineteenth and twentieth century. When 
pursuing his career in journalism, Sienkiewicz travelled to America and wrote several 
articles as well as works of fiction concerning the situation of American Polonia. Sien‑
kiewicz’s Za Chlebem (1880) reveals contradictions between the idea of the American 
Dream and the actual experience of being an immigrant. Another author who deals with 
the theme of immigration is Stuart Dybek (born 1942). In his Childhood and Other Neigh‑
borhoods (1980) he touches upon the issue of immigration when exploring the intergener‑
ational identity of Polish Americans. Karolina Waclawiak (born 1979) provides a more re‑
cent view on the same theme; however, in her novel How to Get Into the Twin Palms (2012) 
she focuses on a profound need to belong. This paper will attempt to shed light on the 
causes and consequences of leaving a homeland in search of prosperity, peace, or a better 
future, taking into account disparities between the generations of immigrants.
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In their works concerning immigration to the United States, writers of Polish origin 
cover issues that are vital to understanding the alienation and nostalgia of immigrants, 
such as national identity, prejudice, isolation, and both sides of the American Dream. 
The latter item in this list, an idealistic concept, has been broadly explored in works of 
literature concerning foreigners and their motivations for emigrating to America. An 
American writer and historian, James Truslow Adams, has stated that the American 
Dream is the dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for every 
man, with opportunity for each according to their ability or achievements (Adams 404). 
He further explains that:

It is a difficult dream for the European upper classes to interpret adequately, and too 
many of us ourselves have grown weary and mistrustful of it. It is not a dream of motor 
cars and high wages merely, but a dream of social order in which each man and each 
woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately capable, 
and be recognized by others for what they are, regardless of the fortuitous circumstanc‑
es of birth or position. (Adams 404)

Adams admits that although material wealth has been an important consideration, the 
American Dream is a dream of being able to grow to the fullest development as men and 
women (Adams 405). He indicates that the American Dream was not an economic mi‑
gration:

The American Dream was beginning to take form in the hearts of men. The economic 
motive was unquestionably powerful, often dominant, in the minds of those who took 
part in the great migration, but mixed with this was also frequently present the hope of 
a better and freer life, a life in which a man might think as he would and develop as he 
willed. The migration was not like so many earlier ones in history, led by warrior lords 
with followers dependent on them, but was one in which the common man as well as 
the leader was hoping for greater freedom and happiness for himself and his children. 
(Adams 31)

Apart from Adams’ definition, the American Dream has become surrounded by the myth 
of prosperity with the passage of time. This vision of wealth and opportunity to prog‑
ress encouraged many Poles to abandon their homeland and follow their own American 
Dream, regardless of the consequences. But as some authors of Polish descent suggest, 
achieving the American Dream is nearly impossible without achieving a sense of belong‑
ing to a place as well as to a community.

Henryk Sienkiewicz spent a couple of years in America in the late nineteenth centu‑
ry and used this time to observe his Polish compatriots – and the process of cultural as‑
similation they were undergoing. His expedition proved to be very inspirational, result‑
ing in several literary works concerning Polish Americans, immigrants, and their own 
perception of America. As a journalist, Sienkiewicz travelled to America before it became 
a popular destination for Poles; therefore his literary works concerning various elements 
of Polishness in America include the yet unnamed theme of the American Dream.
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In his novella Za chlebem3 (For Bread), Sienkiewicz portrays the story of a Polish fam‑
ily who see their only hope in economic emigration to their own Promised Land – Amer‑
ica. Blinded by empty promises and the common misconception of America, the head of 
the family, Lorenz Toporek, decides to leave his belongings and start a new life in a for‑
eign land. The reality completely contradicts his initial expectations; both Lorenz and his 
daughter, Mary, do not know much about the New World. They are also unfamiliar with 
the language, so they struggle to adjust to their new circumstances. As poor and helpless 
immigrants, they encounter nothing but contempt and insults from the local population, 
and they are deprived of fundamental social rights. “Help they get from none,” Sien‑
kiewicz writes, “Many Poles live in New York, but the well ‑to ‑do never live in the vicinity 
of Chatham Square” (Sienkiewicz 64). Local people form their own closed community 
and prefer not to let any foreigners in, but instead give them very disapproving looks full 
of suspicion. “Old Lorenz had tried to get work, but no one understood what he want‑
ed… besides, an Irishman had given him a black eye” (Sienkiewicz 59). Due to numerous 
tragic plot twists, the Polish immigrants lose everything they have managed to gain with 
the help of a good old gentleman in New York. After rescuing them from their misery, 
he gives them his card and says that if they ever get into trouble, they should come to 
him and he will take care of them (Sienkiewicz 132–133). Actually, within the context of 
estrangement, the appearance of the generous stranger moved by their plight is crucial, 
for due to his actions the family receives selfless help for the very first time. Having over‑
come many problems, loneliness, and humiliation, the immigrants find comfort in him 
and then finally seem to cope with their unfavorable situation. Left on their own, they 
become invisible, and are once again ignored by the other inhabitants. Poor immigrants 
die in obscurity, forgotten by everyone. “In this great city, that hummed like a mighty 
engine, everybody rushed onward and looked only ahead, so that they could not see the 
suffering of others” (Sienkiewicz 61).

This story illustrates the importance of a sense of belonging and acceptance. Con‑
trary to the popular myth of American prosperity, Za chlebem represents the dark side of 
the American Dream and the unintended negative effects that it brings to Polish Amer‑
ican society. However, it is also worth reflecting on the meaningful title of this novella; 
Sienkiewicz uses a phrase that highlights the misery and despair of the immigrants. Due 
to its sacral character, bread is considered an essential symbol of life. Accordingly, Sien‑
kiewicz emphasizes that the immigrants do not seek delicacies or luxury, as they are not 
motivated by greed; they were forced to leave their homeland in search of bread.

After the first ‑wave immigrants settled permanently and started their families, they 
gave birth to the second generation of Polish Americans. Since the immigrants’ chil‑
dren were born and raised in America, they faced the clash of two cultures and attitudes, 
American and Polish. Mary Patrice Erdmans clarifies that ethnic identity emerges from 
the initial interaction between the immigrants’ homeland culture and American society, 
and later interactions between the ethnic subculture and the dominant society (Erdmans 
177). She also implies a distinction between immigrants and ethnics, which is expressed 
in each group’s languages, religious rituals, and political beliefs (Erdmans 179). Over the 
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decades, members of Polish American communities have changed – because in many 
respects, Poland itself has changed. Polish immigrants and Polish Americans have ex‑
perienced various manifestations of Poland in terms of the country’s history, culture, 
and degree of urbanization. According to Erdmans, the post ‑WWII cohort and the most 
recent immigrant cohort are better educated and more urbanized than the earlier cohort.4 
Hence, they identify with the intellectual components of an evolving Polish nation and 
culture (Erdmans 180). These observations support the thesis that differences in class 
and social status affect the understanding and perception of Polishness. New immigrants 
describe it as “not having anything in common” with the “early peasants” – mostly “un‑
educated laborers” who “signed their name with an X” (Erdmans 180). Considering the 
disparities between ethnics and immigrants, but also between particular cohorts of im‑
migrants, it seems that the aspirations as well as the expectations of Polish Americans 
and Polish immigrants have evolved over time. The aim of surviving, previously asso‑
ciated with American Polonia, was replaced with the aim of achieving, especially after 
“Poland gained international prominence in the 1980s (as a result of the pontification 
of Karol Wojtyła as Jan Pawel II, the rise of Solidarność, and the fame of Lech Wałęsa), it 
became more socially interesting to be Polish” (Erdmans 182).

Stuart Dybek, an American writer of Polish descent, combines various elements of 
Polishness with an American setting in his literary works. Dybek was born and raised 
in an immigrant neighborhood called Pilsen5 in the southwest of Chicago6, therefore for 
him ethnicity is itself a natural and integral part of the human condition. Additionally, 
Dybek is among the first writers of Polish descent (who write about the ethnic self) to 
receive national recognition. Thomas Gladsky indicates the impact that Chicago, with 
its ethnic neighborhoods, has on Dybek’s characters (Gladsky 106–108). Between the late 
1800s and early 1900s, there was an influx of Polish, Czechs, Slovaks, and Lithuanians to 
the Pilsen neighborhood. Beginning in the 1950s, the Latino population expanded; how‑
ever, by the 1960s only the Polish population outnumbered Latinos in Pilsen (Betancur 
6), a fact that strongly affected Dybek’s literary work.

In his collection of short stories Childhood and Other Neighborhoods, Dybek addresses 
the theme of coming ‑of ‑age. His characcters’ transition from childhood to adulthood ap‑
pears to be particularly challenging, as the protagonists are influenced by highly diversi‑
fied communities. Dybek’s characters in this collection are generally young people, often 
second‑ or third ‑generation Poles making their homes in Chicago (May 364). In his sto‑
ries, Dybek vividly illustrates inter ‑generational differences among Polish Americans by 
introducing characters of various age groups. The elderly characters appearing in “Blood 
Soup” and “Neighborhood Drunk” play an integral role, especially in respect to national 
traditions and cultural heritage. Furthermore, they serve as a reliable source of informa‑
tion on what Polishness actually is. Dybek also emphasizes their commitment to Poland 
by frequent use of Polish words and phrases, often adapted to American pronunciation, 
such as busha (grandmother) or dzia dzia (grandfather).

In “Neighborhood Drunk”, the fourth of eleven stories, Dybek introduces a mul‑
tigenerational family that consists of children, parents, and grandparents. Danny, who 

[ostrava journal of english philology —literature and culture]
[Agnieszka Trąbska—The American Dreams and Nightmares of Polish Immigrants]



24

represents the young generation, plays the role of an observer and a witness of the chal‑
lenges that adjustment brings. His grandfather reveals the underlying motivation behind 
the family’s emigration, which seems to be distant from today’s understanding of the 
American Dream. “Danny’s dzia dzia, always told the same story in broken English about 
how he came to America because he didn’t want to be in the czar’s army” (Dybek 54). Dy‑
bek, similarly to Sienkiewicz in Za Chlebem, emphasizes that the first ‑wave immigrants 
were not primarily seeking a chance to increase their wealth, but rather to make ends 
meet and find a sense of security. In both “Neighborhood Drunk” and “Blood Soup,” the 
grandparents’ stories occasionally seem to be neglected by their ethnic grandchildren, as 
they are not completely familiar with the issues of being a foreigner in a strange land. In 
“Blood Soup”, a young man named Steve, also known as Stefush, realizes that his grand‑
mother may be dying, and to bring her relief he faces the challenge of finding some duck 
blood to prepare czarnina, a traditional Polish soup, which is “a strong smelling mixture 
of carrots, apples, prunes, flour, sour cream, parsley, thyme, and duck’s blood” (Dybek 
26). Busha treats it as a very effective cure; she encourages Stefush to taste the soup for 
she believes it will make him stronger. Moreover, his grandfather loved it (Dybek 27). 
However, when his uncles see the soup simmering on the stove they began laughing and 
joking that it is “time for the family’s oral transfusion” (Dybek 27). This reveals the dis‑
parities between generations of Polish Americans.

According to John A. Merchant, Dybek’s protagonists are third ‑generation Polish 
Americans who look upon their Polishness as either something strange or mystifying 
(Merchant 502). Merchant also refers to Gladsky’s suggestion that they see older Polish 
people as the ‘other,’ and to Gladsky’s opinion that “the more Polish the character, the more 
bizarre are Dybek’s stories” (qtd. in Merchant 502). Despite the bizarreness of the Polish 
characters, with the character of the grandmother who appears in “Blood Soup” Dybek 
also illustrates traditional Polish hospitality and loving kindness, which is described as 
“a kind of love that must have come from the Old Country—instinctive, unquestioning‑
‑like her strength, something foreign that he couldn’t find in himself, that hadn’t even 
been transmitted to his mother or any of Busha’s other children” (Dybek 26). Busha tries 
to instill Polishness in her descendants, along with a respect for tradition and religious 
devotion. Her grandson, Stefush, remembers how “Busha would give him a dime” if he 
kissed the holy pictures of Jesus and Mary. He also remembers “the taste of dusty glass 
on his lips” (Dybek 26). When Stefush looks at his poor and sick grandmother, he wish‑
es he believed in the holy images’ power strongly enough now to pray for her (Dybek 
26). As is observed by Merchant, these religious references also reveal what has been lost 
to the younger generation. Dybek’s protagonists engage in the rituals out of habit; they 
do not fully comprehend the silent spirituality of the older generation (Merchant 503).

Although the characters introduced in Childhood and Other Neighborhoods represent 
a single community, they have different attitudes regarding their lives in America and 
their own perception of the American Dream. Merchant claims that “a unifying element 
among nearly all Dybek’s characters is a sense of loss or disconnection from their clum‑
sily concealed ethnic identities […] the middle stage of explanation and understanding 
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between generations is missing” (Merchant 501). The representatives of the first gener‑
ation of immigrants introduced in this book could not feel safe in Poland, mainly due to 
political reasons; Danny’s grandfather, a character in “Neighborhood Drunk”, knew that 
if he had stayed in Poland, he would have been forced to join the Russian army (Dybek 
54). Despite living in a foreign land, he still retains his old habits such as using Polish 
words and drinking in the street (Dybek 54). All this probably helps him to overcome the 
difficulties caused by being a foreigner in his poor immigrant district of Chicago. Similar‑
ly, in “Blood Soup,” Grandmother’s behavior leads to the assumption that her American 
Dream is likewise to remain Polish and to plant the notion of Polishness in the hearts and 
minds of her descendants, in order to hold her family together.

To depict the image of Polish American culture, Dybek does not embellish the dai‑
ly reality. Although he tries to depict both positive and negative aspects of Polishness, 
he seems to be focused mainly on the unfavorable attributes, disgusting habits, and ev‑
eryday problems and obstacles, at the same time exaggerating the ‘otherness’ of Polish 
Americans. Such a depiction gives the impression that they are ugly uneducated peas‑
ants who seem to be far from fitting into the idea of the American Dream.

A more recent view of the American Dreams of Polish immigrants is provided by 
Karolina Waclawiak, the author of the novel How to Get Into the Twin Palms. Anya, the 
protagonist and narrator, is not satisfied with her Polish roots; she has long attempted 
to inhabit her Polish skin but now she is happy to “finally crawl out of it” (Waclawiak 
5). Anya admits that she “never wanted to be a good Polish girl” (Waclawiak 20), yet she 
tries to explore her identity and to belong somewhere. Although she takes classes on as‑
similation where she can “learn to be American” (Waclawiak 20), she feels somewhat 
torn between two cultures – but also between the immigrant waves. “The second wave 
of immigrants from Poland, Russia, Laos, Cambodia. We couldn’t speak to one another. 
They were too fresh” (Waclawiak 21), she says. She “wasn’t off the boat anymore, like 
these people” (Waclawiak 21). Despite her efforts to behave and look like a “slim and tan 
and newly American” girl (Waclawiak 22), she hears from her father that she looks like 
“an escapee from a concentration camp” (Waclawiak 22). Nor are her efforts appreciated 
by the American camp counselors, who look down on her. Nevertheless, Anya remains 
hopeful that she “still had a chance in this country” (Waclawiak 22) and practices her 
mimicry, movements, and vocabulary to be more American (Waclawiak 22).

Living in a Russian neighborhood of Los Angeles, Anya frequently observes the 
nearby Twin Palms nightclub, “the pinnacle of exclusivity in the Russian community” 
(Waclawiak 2). Amazed by the place, she is desperate to belong there, just like the Rus‑
sians do – since, in fact, she seems to be neither Polish nor American. After a desired 
change in her appearance, Anya arouses the interest of Russian men; she imagines people 
asking what her nationality is, “Polska? Ruska? Svedka? Or maybe just Amerykanska,” but 
they “couldn’t tell” (Waclawiak 8). She cherishes this moment of being approved of as 
a prospective member of their closed community.

To explain the very complex issue of a young immigrant’s identity, Waclawiak refers 
to Gary Shteyngart’s definition of “1.5 Generation” (Gay). “1.5 Generation” is a term used 

[ostrava journal of english philology —literature and culture]
[Agnieszka Trąbska—The American Dreams and Nightmares of Polish Immigrants]



26

to describe people who arrived in the United States as children and adolescents (Berest‑
ein Rojas). Leslie Berestein Rojas provides further explanation of the possible roles that 
child immigrants can play within immigrant diasporas: “Depending on how old 1.5s are 
upon arrival, where they grow up, which ethnic group they belong to and a host of other 
factors, their American/immigrant identities vary wildly, as do the roles they play within 
immigrant diasporas. They can play bridge ‑builder and cultural interpreter, helping par‑
ents and grandparents navigate their new home. Or they can feel like outcasts, neither 
here nor there” (Berestein Rojas). Unlike their first ‑generation parents, their identity is 
split (Berestein Rojas), and so is Anya’s.

Indeed, the feeling of “being from nowhere” never leaves Anya. She lacks any form 
of permanence (Waclawiak 11). Her desperate need to belong leads to harmful addictions 
(Waclawiak 38), an intimate relationship with a repulsive man (Waclawiak 62–63), and 
an abandonment of what remains of her Polishness. Anya even decides to change her 
Polish name, Zosia, to be less Polish (Waclawiak 18). During a call with her mother, Anya 
declares that she is living the American Dream (Waclawiak 127); however, she has paid 
a high price for this superficial illusion of satisfaction, and she is soon to realize that she 
needs both spiritual and physical purification. For this purpose, she goes to the shower 
and scours her skin, taking off layer after layer (Waclawiak 184). Apart from the com‑
plex depiction of the protagonist’s 1.5 generation ethnic identity and its impact on her 
life choices, Waclawiak illustrates an interesting contrast between Anya and her parents. 
For adult immigrants, their cultural integrity is already shaped, whereas Anya endeav‑
ors to explore her own identity and sense of belonging. In comparison to Anya, her par‑
ents appear to be less affected by the local culture; they therefore reveal characteristics 
that are typical of Poles, such as a clear negative attitude toward Russians (Waclawiak 5), 
profound religiosity, and a traditional conservative attitude (Waclawiak 128–129). Con‑
sequently, these differences in viewpoints create an intergenerational communication 
barrier. Anya never tells her mother about her decisions, admitting that “she hated lying 
to her and was bad at it” (Waclawiak 127).

In How to Get Into the Twin Palms, Waclawiak presents an upsetting image of a young 
woman’s self ‑deprecation in the pursuit of what she sees as her own American Dream. 
Despite making many sacrifices, and despite her strong motivation to reach her goal and 
find her own place in the world, she experiences the dark side of the American Dream 
firsthand. Eventually, she has nothing but loneliness, which is so “alive and present in 
Anya’s world that it really becomes a tangible thing rather than just an abstract feeling” 
(Gay).

Despite the original definition of the American Dream, its general perception has 
changed over time. In his definition of the national ethos of the United States, Adams 
includes the idealistic concepts of freedom, equality, and self ‑development. Moreover, 
he indicates its accessibility. The American Dream allows each man and each woman to 
attain the fullest stature of which they are innately capable regardless of birth or posi‑
tion (Adams 404). However, many of the immigrants seem to be deprived of this chance. 
As Adams admits, “the immigrant who came to America was greatly looked down upon, 
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because of his strangeness, frequent uncouthness, and low standard of living” (Adams 
180). The immigrants are put in an inferior position, for they often “took the low ‑paid 
manual jobs working for other men, which the American had declined not on the score 
of their being manual but because of their being for others” (Adams 180). The characters 
described in this article live with this stigma of being ‘the other’ and therefore their des‑
perate pursuit of their own American Dream seems to be extremely challenging, as de‑
picted in Dybek’s Childhood and Other Neighborhoods, or even self ‑destructive, as in Sien‑
kiewicz’s Za chlebem or Waclawiak’s How to Get Into the Twin Palms. The American Dreams 
of Polish immigrants take various forms, depending on the individual’s needs, from the 
fundamental need for security to a desire for professional fulfillment. Regardless of 
whether their American Dream is to find financial stability, a sense of security, or a place 
to belong, eventually the American Dream may appear to be the American Nightmare.

[Notes]
1 Solidarność refers to both a movement and an organization founded in August 1980. 
It was one of the largest social movements in history: “Because of its size and popularity, 
it threatened the very foundations of communist rule in Poland” (Mason 41).
2 In 1905, Sienkiewicz was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature because of his “out‑
standing merits as an epic writer” (Napierkowski 47).
3 Za chlebem also refers to the early cohort of immigrants due to their low level of ed‑
ucation.
4 Mary Patrice Erdmans distinguishes three Polish immigrant cohorts and depicts the 
differences between them with regard to Poland’s political situation, their main motives 
for emigrating, the cohort’s educational level, and the size of the cohort. According to 
data provided by Erdmans, the Early Cohort (1870–1913), which emigrated from parti‑
tioned Poland mainly for economic reasons, was the largest of the three cohorts. Nev‑
ertheless, it represented the lowest educational level, as many of the early immigrants 
were illiterate. The War Cohort’s emigration (1939–1959) was primarily caused by political 
repression. It is estimated to be the smallest group (190,000 in comparison to 1,500,000 
in the Early Cohort and 350,000 in the New Cohort), with a high educational level. The 
New Cohort emigrated from communist Poland for both economic and political reasons, 
and boasted a high level of education (Erdmans 179–180). 
5 Pilsen’s name was derived from Plzeň, a city in the Czech Republic.
6 Chicago has long been a destination for Polish immigrants. Therefore, the city often 
proclaims itself to be Poland’s second city, with only Warsaw containing a larger Polish 
population (Pacyga 1). 
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[Abstract] This paper deals with the depiction of environmental racism, 
natural trauma and the woman/nature or woman/animal relationships in 
Zora Neale Hurston’s novel Their Eyes Were Watching God. The main 
goal is to identify and critically evaluate the impacts of such depictions or 
relationships in the context of the systemic oppression of African American 
women and men in the United States of America. For this purpose, excerpts 
from throughout the novel are discussed with regard to their depiction of 
dehumanization, animalization, natural trauma, or the metaphor of the 
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Hurston’s work.
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[ 1 ] Introduction
In her collection of essays, Alice Walker argues that it is not only women, people of color 
and poor people who face systemic oppression and exploitation, but that “Earth itself 
has become the nigger of the world” (47). Through her words, Walker equates the pain 
of the world’s most oppressed people to the pain of our planet, and consequently the 
natural environment. However, Walker is not the first African American female writer 
who has drawn this parallel. Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937) has 
been revealed as a source of inspiration to nature writers such as Walker herself, and it 
should not be surprising that for Hurston, much like for Walker or Steinbeck, the natural 
environment is vital to the story as it is an active object, sometimes almost a character in 
its own right, which is used to describe the characters’ journey and highlight the strug‑
gles of (not only) African American communities.

Born in Alabama and raised in Eatonville, Florida, the first all ‑black town in the 
United States, Hurston based her novels on celebrating the culture and community of 
the rural – and Black – South, and rejected the need to write about urban life in order to 
portray the success of African Americans in the city; she thus represented an opposite 
pole in African American literature (Hemenway 52–54). Moreover, Hurston never reject‑
ed African American folklore, even though her affiliation with the folk tradition made 
her an easy target for critics such as Richard Wright; the unfortunately vilified Hurston 
had to wait for the publication of Walker’s essay “In Search of Zora Neale Hurston”, pub‑
lished in 1975, before she was reappraised in literary circles and among critics as well as by 
the general public. While critical discussions used to focus predominantly on justifying 
or, on the other hand, criticizing Hurston’s inclusion in the Harlem Renaissance, or on 
whether her use of folk traditions was harmful or not, this paper rather aims to contrib‑
ute to discussions about preventing and solving the interconnected injustices commit‑
ted against people and the natural environment; it thus deals with the novel’s portrayal 
of nature, race and gender.

This paper evaluates the portrayal of environmental racism in Hurston’s novel Their 
Eyes Were Watching God, with the goal of identifying animality and subsequent natural trau‑
ma, as well as evaluating these concepts in the historical, political and social context of en‑
vironmental and institutional racism in the United States of America. In order to do so, not 
only ecocritical but also ecofeminist perspectives are applied, as the latter offers a unique 
opportunity to further evaluate the centuries ‑old connection which stigmatizes people of 
color (especially Native Americans and African Americans) as being closer to nature, yet 
allows them no control of it, and thus renders people of color as objects that are vulnera‑
ble to being controlled, colonized, exploited and degraded in the same manner as nature.

[ 2 ] Natural Trauma and Dehumanization
Written more than 80 years ago, Their Eyes Were Watching God depicts a journey towards 
an African American woman’s self ‑discovery and empowerment through nature and 
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against the background of natural disaster, trauma and racism present in the Deep South 
following its history of slavery. Both folk culture and the setting of Hurston’s novel 
are vital instruments in understanding Hurston’s focus on and use of nature as a non‑
‑passive object. African American folk culture “becomes a major instrument of survival” 
in the novel; at the same time, Hurston uses the woman/nature metaphor and her charac‑
ters’ relationship with the natural world in order to challenge the degrading way in which 
African American people – and women in particular – are associated with and exploited 
through nature (Hemenway 54). In Hurston’s hands, nature also becomes instrumental; 
it is not only a medium of survival, but above all a medium of confrontation and transi‑
tion (Stein 146–147).

The novel has an African American female protagonist who undertakes an event‑
ful life journey starting in her teenage years. Janie, born to an African American moth‑
er (symbolically named Leafy after she is raped in the woods by a white schoolteacher), 
is raised by her grandmother Nanny in West Florida due to her mother’s absence. As 
Janie reaches her sixteenth birthday, her grandmother weds her to John Killicks. In Nan‑
ny’s words, Killicks is an ideal husband for Janie, as he “[g]ot a house bought and paid 
for and sixty acres uh land” and “[d]at’s de very prong all us black women gits hung on” 
(Hurston 20).

However, Janie’s perspective is different. While still in the care of her grandmother, 
she prefers to spend time in their garden. It is in the natural environment that Janie seems 
to acquire the best understanding of herself. This free exploration of nature and oneself 
stands in direct opposition to Nanny’s experience of slavery and subsequent injustice in 
the form of the racism and sexual exploitation which stand behind Nanny’s association 
of nature with trauma. This distinction between Nanny and Janie’s connection to nature 
strongly relates to the legacy of slavery in the American South – and Janie’s grandmother 
is, without a doubt, representative of the trauma associated with it.

To be able to better understand the origins of Nanny’s natural trauma, it is neces‑
sary to briefly explore the social and historical background of the time when Nanny was 
afflicted with this trauma. Following the abolition of slavery and the end of the Civil War, 
the South and its plantations were stripped of all their fertility and subsequent agricul‑
tural know ‑how. In particular, the plantations were mostly abandoned or destroyed, no 
longer considered the “racial Eden” of the country (Outka 85); deforestation accelerated, 
and a significant number of animal species found in the South were hunted in an un‑
controlled manner and thus became extinct – a picture of nature that one would more 
likely associate with industrialized parts of the country or, in reference to Octavia But‑
ler’s Parable of the Sower (1993), a post ‑apocalyptic scene. In fact, Paul Outka argues that 
“[t]here was little ‘pure’ nature to associate with in the postbellum South” (96). Such 
consequences were, of course, deeply reflected in the Southern landscape – not only the 
landscape to which African American people, including Janie’s grandmother, had been 
unjustly bound for several centuries due to slavery, but also the landscape by which they 
were unjustly limited even after gaining their freedom, due to the environmental after‑
math of the Civil War.
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For former slaves like Nanny, nature is a trigger of “primary historical trauma”, as it 
is a reminder of a life spent in slavery, being exploited and degraded through their associ‑
ation with nature, frequently raped in the outdoors, with no access to or chance to enjoy 
white people’s “pure” nature (Outka 187). Instead of finding freedom following the Civ‑
il War, Nanny experienced more years of being bound to an environmentally destroyed 
land, with no opportunity to live off its former richness. Thus, Nanny’s natural reaction 
is “to disassociate from nature altogether”, as she wishes to avoid the natural trauma 
triggered by nature, or to avoid the grief caused by her lost ability to enjoy nature because 
of that trauma (Outka 187).

However, the trauma that nature may trigger – a trauma that Nanny suffers from and 
passes onto Janie – is still reflected in environmental racism in the United States today. In 
fact, Ruffin reflects on the fact that African Americans have been alienated from nature 
and the environmental justice movement, and are still considered “the environmental 
others” (2):

[I]t is the coupling of racism and ecological alienation. The de facto reservation for 
whites of a prime environmental resource… is indicative of a larger national pattern 
that has criminalized African Americans as “environmental others” (Washington, 
Packing Them In, 22) whose very presence in natural or built environments is cause 
for concern. (2)

While Ruffin describes this ecological alienation of the present time, her critical thoughts, 
combined with Outka’s description of the origin of trauma and its relation to slavery in 
the Deep South, could also be applied to how Hurston’s characters perceive nature as well 
as how they are alienated from their environment through the racist structure that posi‑
tions African American people in an unjust place within a social hierarchy – a position‑
ing which, in consequence, keeps them away from “the beauty and solace of the natural 
world” (Outka 187, Ruffin 1–6).

The distinction between how Janie and her grandmother view nature is well demon‑
strated throughout the whole novel. It begins with Janie’s use of the imagery of trees to 
describe how she “saw her life like a great tree in leaf with the things suffered, things 
enjoyed, things done and undone” (Hurston 11). This comparison, though metaphorical, 
is the first indication of Janie’s powerful relationship with trees and the natural environ‑
ment. By describing her life as “a great tree in leaf”, Janie indicates that despite downfalls, 
she is able to live a flourishing life, just as trees are able to bloom after a dreadful winter. 
At the same time, this description suggests that Janie is aware of the cycle of life which is 
ever ‑present in nature (indeed the symbolism of trees supports this suggestion). When 
it comes to Nanny, Janie also describes her using tree imagery; however, she does so in 
a strikingly contrasting manner: “Nanny’s head and face looked like the standing roots of 
some old tree that had been torn away by storm” (Hurston 13). Considering Nanny’s ex‑
perience of slavery, it should be no surprise that she had been “torn away by storm” 
(Hurston 13). Nanny herself uses a similar way of describing the lives of Black people to 
Janie, saying that “[y]ou know, honey, us colored folks is branches without roots and that 
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makes things come round in queer ways” (Hurston 15). While doing so, Nanny places 
African American people outside the cycle of life, outside the days of bloom, and above 
all outside nature, and demonstrates that she sees herself – and “us colored folks” – as 
“environmental others” (Ruffin 2).

However, trees also play a role in a far more detailed scene of Janie’s union with na‑
ture – one that is demonstrative of Janie’s discovery of her own sexuality:

She was stretched on her back beneath the pear tree soaking in the alto chant of the vis‑
iting bees, the gold of the sun and the panting breath of the breeze when the inaudible 
voice of it all came to her. She saw a dust ‑bearing bee sink into the sanctum of a bloom; 
the thousand sister ‑calyxes arch to meet the love embrace and the ecstatic shiver of the 
tree from root to tiniest branch creaming in every blossom and frothing with delight. 
So this was a marriage! She had been summoned to behold a revelation. Then Janie felt 
a pain remorseless sweet that left her limp and languid. (Hurston 12)

In this excerpt, preceded by a scene in which Janie feels herself becoming one with nature, 
as the images she perceives in the garden “buried themselves in her flesh” (Hurston 33), 
Hurston aptly uses the woman/nature metaphor to symbolize the start of Janie’s “quest 
for erotic and emotional freedom” (Outka 188). At the same time, this scene of an ecologi‑
cal exchange – marriage – in nature, which Janie observes and, based on her own emotion‑
al response, also analyzes, guides Janie to understand that at the core of the relationships 
and bonds in nature is equality; through this “marriage”, as Janie calls it, living objects 
are dependent on each other (Aquilone 4–5). Simultaneously, as Janie experiences this 
scene as being a part of the marriage, she learns that “[h]uman and natural are merged, 
not hierarchically separated” (Stein 74).

In fact, this experience under the pear tree remains crucial for Janie throughout the 
rest of her journey. According to Ines Casa Maroto, Janie attempts to place “her own ex‑
perience into harmony with her initial vision of the pear tree” (72). In other words, from 
this point in her life, this moment which not only awakens Janie’s sexuality but also be‑
comes the roots of her own identity, Janie compares every relationship in her life to the 
images that she has witnessed in her grandmother’s garden, under the pear tree. The first 
time this happens, and when Janie becomes disappointed, even asking “[w]here were the 
singing bees for her?” (Hurston 13), is when Janie compares her epiphany to how isolated 
from the rest of the world she feels while living with her grandmother.

While this awakening of Janie’s sexuality is used to mark the beginning of “her con‑
scious life” (Hurston 12), Hurston, with the use of the woman/nature metaphor, plants 
more epiphany ‑like moments of this kind throughout the novel. By doing so, Hurston 
demonstrates once again how Janie feels empowered by her relationship with nature and 
acknowledges the need to be a part of it rather than to alienate herself.

Nevertheless, this awakening through nature, as well as Janie’s union with the natu‑
ral world that she observes under the pear tree, is disrupted by her grandmother. Though 
used as a shield to protect herself from the many forms of her own trauma, Nanny passes 
her traumatic relationship with nature on to Janie. As trauma has an “ability to transmit 

[ostrava journal of english philology —literature and culture]
[Karla Rohová—When Nature Triggers Trauma: Environmental Racism and Ecofeminism  

in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God]



36

itself as a sort of viral representation to even an unwilling listener”, Nanny’s trauma is 
easily transmitted onto Janie through their conversations – or to be more exact, through 
Nanny’s lectures, which Janie, whether willingly or not, has to listen to (Outka 84). 
During one of these conversations, Nanny describes the racism African American people 
have been subjected to, and subsequently compares African American women to mules:

Honey, de white man is de ruler of everything as fur as Ah been able tuh find out. May‑
be it’s some place way off in de ocean where de black man is in power, but we don’t 
know nothin’ but what we see. So de white man throw down de load and tell de nigger 
man tuh pick it up. He pick it up because he have to, but he don’t tote it. He hand it to 
his womenfolks. De nigger woman is de mule uh de world so fur as Ah can see. Ah been 
prayin’ fuh it tuh be different wid you. Lawd, Lawd, Lawd! (Hurston 14–15)

As Outka argues, this is Janie’s “first subjection to the trauma of domesticated animaliza‑
tion” which Nanny imposes on her granddaughter (188). In a few lines, Nanny “teaches” 
Janie that what she witnessed under her pear tree, where nothing ever was “hierarchically 
separated”, is not the case in the hierarchically separated world that Nanny subjects Janie 
to (Stein 74). Simply stated, Nanny reinforces the idea that the place of African Ameri‑
can women is on the same level as the place of animals and nature – a place hierarchical‑
ly below not only white men, but also African American men. As Weathers comments, 
“[d]espite her hatred of it… Nanny complies with the social hierarchy that places black 
women beneath black men” (203). At the same time, this metaphor also implies what is 
expected of Janie in her upcoming arranged marriage to Logan Killicks. As Janie herself 
mentions, “[t]he vision of Logan Killicks was desecrating the pear tree”; this implies that 
Janie is already aware of how much she will be subjected to patriarchal dominance in her 
marriage to Killicks (Hurston 14).

By evaluating the origins of Janie’s connection to nature and highlighting the trans‑
mission of Nanny’s trauma to Janie, it becomes clear that although Janie “desires to be 
close to nature”, her experience of the natural world is not purely divine, as was one of 
her experiences under the pear tree (Aquilone 9). In fact, even if Janie’s sexual and emo‑
tional freedom is rooted in this experience, it does not alleviate (let alone erase) the abuse 
and trauma Janie is subjected to not only in the relationship with her grandmother, but 
also in her relationships with her three husbands. As Outka argues, Nanny’s transmis‑
sion of trauma onto Janie, followed by Janie’s marriage to Killicks, “reveal both the radical 
promise of the natural sublime and the terrible danger of it falling into trauma” (189). 
That being said, Hurston’s use of nature writing is not merely a way of displaying her 
poetic genius. It is a way to address, or rather to explore, the spaces where nature and race 
meet – which, undeniably, involves challenging the racist politics that stand behind the 
“the most historically degrading naturalized stereotypes of African Americans” (Out‑
ka 189), as demonstrated through Nanny’s animalization of African American women, 
which becomes a further cause of Janie’s exploitation and dehumanization (Maroto 4).
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[ 3 ] Connection to the Historical Background 
of Dehumanization and the Road to 
Janie’s Liberation

In addition to these critical points regarding the dehumanization of African American 
women, it would be fitting at this point to highlight the historical, political and social 
background of the dehumanization of African American people in the South follow‑
ing the end of slavery. This comparison to animals was not reserved solely for African 
American women. In fact, supporters of the “racist order of slave society”, known as the 
Ku Klux Klan, widely popularized the stereotypical view of African American men as 
animals who are unable to control themselves and their sexual urges (Zimring 75). For 
instance, the Klan’s advocate, Thomas Dixon, Jr., a North Carolina native, fought in sup‑
port of the “white social order” by writing The Leopard’s Spots: A Romance of the White 
Man’s Burden, 1865–1900 (1902), a book which, together with other publications by him, 
“demonized abolitionists and compared black men to animals”, yet also entered the list 
of American best ‑sellers and became widely known and used against African Americans 
following its publication (Zimring 75).

The 1915 release of the silent and overly dehumanizing film The Birth of a Nation, di‑
rected by D. W. Griffith and approved by the President at the time Woodrow Wilson (an 
undisguised supporter of racial segregation and white supremacy), only aided this ste‑
reotyping of African Americans, as it presented a “heroic image of the Klan as redeem‑
ers of a lost and noble South against the threat of animalistic black terror” (Zimring 75). 
After its release, this visual effort to dehumanize African Americans (extensively popu‑
lar in the South, but also shown to vast audiences across the North) became ever more 
prominent, perhaps even aggressive, as proven by “the terrorist violence of the Klan”, 
including racial lynchings (Zimring 76–77).

However, portraying African Americans as a nonhuman “other” was not only a mat‑
ter of visual or literary arts. Without question, slavery dehumanized African American 
people – and it was done so in order to reinforce the position of African Americans as 
slaves, bound by their work on the plantation. This dehumanization began already with 
enslaved children, who, before reaching the age when they began to work, lived, slept and 
were given food together with domesticated animals (Ruffin 32–34). As Ruffin explains:

Although some child slaves did not begin work until they were preadolescents, the de‑
humanizing experience of slavery often reinforced their eventual status as workers on 
the plantation by grouping enslaved children with domesticated animals. This treat‑
ment often thrust the enslaved into an unwelcome proximity with nonhuman nature 
and underscored that part of their ecological burden would be existing on the margins 
of the category of human. (33)

Taking both Zimring and Ruffin into consideration, Hurston’s writing not only address‑
es this process of dehumanization; above all, Hurston challenges these “blurred… lines 
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between human and nonhuman animal life” (Ruffin 33). In Nanny’s conversation with 
Janie, as she explains the importance of Janie’s arranged marriage to Logan Killicks, Nan‑
ny uses her memories of slavery and the dehumanization she was subjected to in order 
to bring Janie to understand how important it is for her to marry. Faced with Janie’s beg‑
ging to let her wait “jus’ a lil bit mo’”, Nanny expresses how she “didn’t want to be used 
for a work ‑ox and a brood ‑sow” and “didn’t want mah daughter used dat way neither” 
(Hurston 15). Due to her own traumatizing experiences, what Nanny sees in Janie’s con‑
nection to nature is not her granddaughter’s freedom; instead, she fears that Janie’s ex‑
perience of the natural world, no matter how important to Janie, can “degrade her to 
the status of a mule” (Outka 191). While Janie observes an ecological exchange in the 
life of nature under her pear tree, Nanny only sees the threat of Janie’s sexual desire. As 
Maroto adds, Nanny “is convinced that without the ‘protection’ of a male ‑owned home, 
her Janie will face a future of physical and spiritual destruction” (73). However, instead 
of saving Janie from dehumanization, Nanny only manages to “sell” Janie to Killicks, 
who treats Janie not as his wife but rather as his servant, even forcing her to work on 
his land and plow with the help of a “mule all gentled up so even uh woman kin handle 
’im” (Hurston 22). In this way, Hurston addresses the “naturalized trauma of slavery” 
(Outka 192).

However, while Janie successfully escapes a lifetime behind the plow when she runs 
away with her second husband, Jody Starks, she does not escape mules, nor does she 
evade the naturalized trauma of slavery. Though Janie recognizes right at the beginning 
that Jody “did not represent sun ‑up and pollen and blooming trees”, she believes Jody 
when he says that he does not want to make her his servant in the way Janie’s first hus‑
band did (Hurston 24). However, Janie’s marriage to Jody soon “devolves into object‑
‑subject ownership” which degrades Janie into something resembling a Southern slave‑
‑owner’s wife, whom Jody uses “for his own sense of superiority and ownership”, thus 
making Janie inferior to him while also dehumanizing her (Aquilone 11).

This is well demonstrated in the story of Matt Bonner’s abused mule and the sub‑
sequent shift in the dynamics between Jody and Janie. In an exchange with Jody, for the 
first time in front of other people, Janie expresses her joy over the fact that Jody freed 
Bonner’s abused mule:

“Jody, dat wuz uh mighty fine thing fuh you tuh do. ’Tain’t everybody would have 
thought of it, ’cause it ain’t no everyday thought. Freein’ dat mule makes uh mighty 
big man outa you. Something like George Washington and Lincoln. Abraham Lincoln, 
he had de whole United States tuh rule so he freed de Negroes. You got uh town so you 
freed uh mule. You have tuh have power tuh free things and dat makes you lak uh king 
uh something.” (Hurston 42)

This is the first time Janie speaks in front of other people, an event that both startles 
and fascinates the people who are present. One of them, Humbo, even exclaims “[y]o’ 
wife is uh born orator” (Hurston 42). Having identified herself in the mule, as Jody treats 
her “as irreverently as he does the mule”, Janie feels such a powerful connection to this 
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abused yet free ‑spirited animal that she breaks her silence in order to celebrate its new‑
found freedom (Weathers 204). According to Outka, the mule “represents… both the ter‑
rible legacy of slavery’s natural commodification and the end of Janie’s association with 
speechless and degraded animality” (192). When this mule dies, Janie states that “it was 
like the end of a war or something like that”, indicating that the event causes a shift in the 
community as well as in Janie’s life (Hurston 43). For her, the mule’s death suggests the 
end of “speechless and degraded animality” (Outka 192) and the end of her silent subju‑
gation to her second husband; both ends are complemented by how nature, in the form 
of hungry buzzards, intrudes on the funeral (designed by Jody to mock the animal) and 
takes the mule’s body for its own.

In the following chapter, the dynamic between Janie and Jody changes instantly, as 
illustrated in this excerpt from one of their arguments:

“You sho loves to tell me whut to do, but Ah can’t tell you nothin’ Ah see!”
“Dat’s ’cause you need tellin’,” he rejoined hotly. “It would be pitiful if Ah didn’t. Some‑
body got to think for women and chillun and chickens and cows. I god, they sho don’t 
think none theirselves.”
“Ah knows uh few things, and womenfolks thinks sometimes too!”
“Aw naw they don’t. They just think they’s thinkin’. When Ah see one thing Ah under‑
stands ten. You see ten things and don’t understand one.” (Hurston 50)

When arguing about the oppression Janie is subjected to in her marriage, Jody compares 
women (including Janie) and children to “chickens and cows” (Hurston 50). This “dehu‑
manizing” that Ruffin describes as common treatment of (not only) enslaved children 
(33) functions in the story to degrade the position of both women and children to that of 
domesticated animals, and it makes Jody seem more like a slaveholder than Janie’s hus‑
band. However, instead of accepting this treatment and dehumanization in silence, Janie 
argues with her husband, even telling him that she “knows uh few things, and women‑
folks thinks sometimes too” (Hurston 50), thus ending the silent dehumanization of her‑
self and overturning the naturalized trauma into which her moment under the pear tree 
develops through her first two relationships.

[ 4 ] The Impact of the Okeechobee Hurricane: 
The Journey Back to the City

This section deals with natural trauma and dehumanization, building on what has 
been discussed above; however, it focuses specifically on the climax of the novel, the 
Okeechobee hurricane and its aftermath, as these events also relate to different aspects 
of environmental racism. Hurricanes are natural disasters, so they do not differentiate 
between races, genders, classes, nationalities or species; nevertheless, the established 
social hierarchies and subsequent injustices create barriers between people of different 
races, genders, sexualities, and classes – and even more so between people and animals. 
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Even though such barriers are systemic in their nature, their physical manifestation 
amidst natural disasters is deadly.

Possibly the most dramatic part of the novel, focusing on the Okeechobee hurricane, 
takes place in Florida in September 1928. Though Hurston was not present there during 
this natural disaster, she did experience a hurricane while staying in the Bahamas in 1929. 
Moreover, being an anthropologist and folklorist, Hurston spent lots of time carrying out 
extensive interviews with people from the area (Boyd). Having said that, Hurston’s de‑
scription of the hurricane (obviously named after Lake Okeechobee) and its aftermath, 
though re ‑told through the eyes of fictional characters, is nevertheless based on real ‑life 
experiences. What is more, Their Eyes Were Watching God successfully exposes how the 
institutionalized structures of racism impact on African Americans before, during and 
after natural disasters.

For instance, when Janie and Tea Cake attempt to flee the hurricane and leave their 
cabin in search of higher ground (which is, as it turns out, a terrible idea), Hurston re‑
veals that there were more options for successfully escaping the water – like going to the 
six ‑mile bridge, which “was high and safe perhaps” (Hurston 108). In her re ‑telling of 
the escape to safety, Janie writes that “[e]verybody was walking the fill”, indicating that 
this was indeed the only possible place where people could hide (Hurston 108). However, 
despite the despair of people trapped in this life ‑threatening situation, and despite the 
obvious presence of babies and old people and their cries for help, this safe place turns 
out to be completely closed ‑off for non ‑white people. As described in the novel:

But it was crowded. White people had preempted that point of elevation and there was 
no more room. They could climb up one of its high sides and down the other, that was 
all. Miles further on, still no rest. (Hurston 108)

The fact that non ‑white people are denied access to a safe place stems from deeply in‑
grained environmental racism. As demonstrated in the novel, not a single white person 
comes to warn Tea Cake or Janie about the hurricane. In fact, like Tea Cake and Janie, 
white people also choose not to leave the Everglades. However, unlike the non ‑white 
inhabitants of the Everglades, “white folks” have the privilege and the opportunity to 
use places like the bridge at Six Mile Bend to save and protect themselves to the point 
that they are able to crowd the place and make no attempt to help those people who are 
trapped in the rising waters.

However, the 2005 events of Hurricane Katrina and especially the Levee Disaster 
prove that the environmental racism which Hurston captures in her novel, and which 
the inhabitants of the Everglades experienced in 1928, is a prevailing and life ‑threatening 
issue in (not only) American society. And although Hurston does not specifically fo‑
cus on the long ‑term aftermath of the hurricane in the Everglades, the novel does note 
that “[m]arginalised people were less likely to be able to evacuate” due to financial and 
housing reasons, as happened in the case of Katrina and as is demonstrated in Janie 
and Tea Cake’s failed attempt to evacuate and find protection on the bridge at Six Mile 
Bend (Kaijser and Kronsell 421). Being one of the deadliest hurricanes ever to occur in 
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the United States, the 1928 Okeechobee hurricane that Hurston depicts in the novel took 
the lives of thousands of people and made refugees out of those who survived its wrath. 
However, because these lowlands of Central Florida were inhabited by predominantly 
African American communities, who had moved to the Everglades due to the availabil‑
ity of sufficiently remunerative agricultural work, it was they who were most severely 
affected by the hurricane. This is well demonstrated in the novel’s portrayal of the hur‑
ricane’s immediate aftermath, when African American men (including Tea Cake) as well 
as white men are forced under the threat of death to carry out the work of burying the 
dead bodies. While the bodies of white people are buried in proper coffins and graves, the 
bodies of African American people are hurled into mass graves:

“Hey, dere, y’all! Don’t dump dem bodies in de hole lak dat! Examine every last one of 
’em and find out if they’s white or black.”
“Us got tuh handle ’em slow lak dat? God have mussy! In de condition they’s in got tuh 
examine ’em? Whut difference do it make ’bout de color? Dey all needs buryin’ in uh 
hurry.”
“Got orders from headquarters. They makin’ coffins fuh all de white folks. ’Tain’t 
nothin’ but cheap pine, but dat’s better’n nothin’. Don’t dump no white folks in de hole 
jus’ so.”
“Whut tuh do ’bout de colored folks? Got boxes fuh dem too?”
“Nope. They cain’t find enough of ’em tuh go ’round. Jus’ sprinkle plenty quicklime 
over ’em and cover ’em up.” (Hurston 112–13)

What Tea Cake experiences once again demonstrates how social hierarchies mean that 
“vulnerabilities to disaster… are not equally distributed” (Enarson and Morrow 2). How‑
ever, while these events characterize the “outside” of the environmental racism present 
in the novel’s passage about the hurricane, the fact that both Tea Cake and Janie become 
more exposed to the disaster (and thus also become more vulnerable during and even 
after the hurricane than, for instance, the white inhabitants of the Everglades) is also 
manifested in other moments over the course of Janie’s life in the Everglades. Therefore, 
to better explore the consequences of these vulnerabilities as well as their roots, it is also 
important to analyze the stages of Janie’s life in the Everglades and the impact of racial 
and environmental inequalities on Janie and Tea Cake’s experience of the hurricane.

Before the hurricane arrives, the novel concentrates on Janie’s – initially egalitari‑
an – relationship with Tea Cake. Unlike her previous partners, Tea Cake does not wish 
to alienate Janie from nature, prevent her from enjoying its fruits, or force her to work 
for him. On the contrary, Tea Cake becomes the closest resemblance to Janie’s memo‑
ry of the pear tree. At the very beginning of their relationship, Janie says that Tea Cake 
“could be a bee to a blossom—a pear tree blossom in the spring” and even catches herself 
thinking that “[h]e was a glance from God” (Hurston 73). This perception is based on Tea 
Cake’s love for Janie and the space he shares with her. Instead of making Janie the passive 
object of his household, an object he owns as property and uses as a servant to “[dip] 
up the lemonade” for people around them, he squeezes the lemons himself and shares 
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the lemonade with Janie (Hurston 70). The making of lemonade is Hurston’s metaphor, 
which serves to show Tea Cake’s willingness to accept Janie as his equal partner, and it 
represents the foundation of Janie’s relationship with Tea Cake quite adequately.

According to Aquilone, even after their relationship becomes official, “Tea Cake con‑
tinues to display an egalitarian mindset towards Janie that mimics the pear tree imagery” 
(16). Apart from lemonade making, this egalitarian mindset, a form of ecology between 
the two partners, is also represented in the way in which Janie’s connection to nature 
changes with Tea Cake. As has been highlighted above, Janie’s union with Tea Cake does 
not alienate her from the natural world. The fact that Janie feels that Tea Cake resembles 
the pear tree imagery, with the possibility of “blossoming”, already indicates that Janie 
feels close to experiencing the poetry of nature, or close to the luxury of enjoying the 
pure nature, instead of being subjected to degrading animalization and the trauma that 
stems from it. This dream of having the chance to enjoy the purity and beauty of nature, 
instead of having to withdraw from such an environment, becomes ever more attainable 
with Tea Cake’s idea of moving to the Everglades.

“We goin’ on de muck.”
“Whut’s de muck, and where is it at?”
“Oh down in de Everglades round Clewiston and Belle Glade where dey raise all dat 
cane and string ‑beans and tomatuhs. Folks don’t do nothin’ down dere but make mon‑
ey and fun and foolishness. We must go dere.” (Hurston 86)

Although “de muck” eventually becomes a location where traumatizing events unfold, 
Tea Cake’s first portrayal of the place matches Janie’s first impressions as well as the be‑
ginning of her life there. During her first moments in the Everglades, Janie herself points 
out how fertile and unspoiled the land is:

To Janie’s strange eyes, everything in the Everglades was big and new. Big Lake Oke‑
chobee, big beans, big cane, big weeds, big everything. Weeds that did well to grow waist 
high up the state were eight and often ten feet tall down there. Ground so rich that ev‑
erything went wild. Volunteer cane just taking the place. Dirt roads so rich and black 
that a half mile of it would have fertilized a Kansas wheat field. Wild cane on either side 
of the road hiding the rest of the world. People wild too. (Hurston 87)

This introduction to the new environment as viewed through Janie’s eyes is enough to 
demonstrate how her previous life in Eatonville, the social isolation as well as the natural 
alienation that came with it (both caused by her relationship with Jody Starks), turns 
into “an initially unalienated African American pastoral” as she moves to the Everglades 
with Tea Cake (Outka 193). While the fact that her new relationship is the closest to the 
pear tree vision might contribute to the emergence of this pastoral, it is not the only con‑
tributing factor. Apart from the peacefulness and fertility (and subsequent agricultural 
prosperity) the land provides, the house where Janie and Tea Cake live in the Everglades 
is strikingly different from the one Janie had inhabited with Jody Starks in Eatonville. 
The Everglades house is a modest cabin which does not position its inhabitants above 
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or below other people who live in the community. Thus, the couple find themselves “on 
the same physical and social level” as others (Maroto 78). Additionally, while working in 
the pure natural environment of the Everglades, Janie is free to enjoy the area’s beauty, 
eat (and take care of) its fruits, and even learn to “shoot a hawk out of a pine tree and not 
tear him up” (Hurston 88). Of course, one could criticize the fact that Janie favors hunt‑
ing hawks; however, after two marriages which ultimately resulted in dehumanization, 
her character is finally offered a genuine opportunity to stand up to the natural trauma 
to which she has repeatedly been subjected throughout her life (Outka 193, Hicks 79). 
Having said that, Janie’s settling in the Everglades, her newfound freedom, her love for 
life and for Tea Cake, as well as her restored connection to nature and resistance to social 
hierarchies – which she proves by marrying a dark ‑skinned man and leaving the comfort‑
able life in Eatonville behind – mark her own “fruitful participation in the oral tradition 
of black culture” (Maroto 79). Through this participation, Janie ultimately “creates spac‑
es of opportunity and redefinition” for herself (Hicks 79). Hurston describes this idyllic 
and fruitful atmosphere in the novel as follows:

All night now the jooks clanged and clamored. Pianos living three lifetimes in one. 
Blues made and used right on the spot. Dancing, fighting, singing, crying, laughing, 
winning and losing love every hour. Work all day for money, fight all night for love. The 
rich black earth clinging to bodies and biting the skin like ants. (Hurston 88)

Though life is being celebrated to the full, the hurricanes, both from the inside of Janie’s re‑
lationship as well as from the outside, arrive to disrupt the peaceful atmosphere of the 
Everglades. Instead of letting the hurricane symbolize merely Janie and Tea Cake’s re‑
lationship, Hurston also uses it to further address the afflicted relationship of African 
Americans with nature (Outka 194). This is best illustrated in Tea Cake’s reaction to the 
signs of the forthcoming hurricane and the consequences which result from it. Unlike 
the Indigenous people and Bahamians, who recognize the signs in nature (“Saw ‑grass 
bloom”) and move “to high ground” because of a “Hurricane coming” (Hurston 88), Tea 
Cake decides – without any further consultation with Janie – to stay (Newman 823‑824, 
Outka 194). The reasoning behind this decision is based on his acceptance of the white 
man’s stance that the natural environment can be tamed and controlled, while man al‑
ways stays unharmed. Therefore, Tea Cake quickly dismisses the Seminoles’ knowledge 
of nature and bases this dismissal on the fact that the Indigenous people own no land. 
What is more, he also believes that if white people are staying – and if the prices of beans 
are high – he should stay as well (Newman 823–824):

“Mah uncle come for me. He say hurricane warning out in Palm Beach. Not so bad dere, 
but man, dis muck is too low and dat big lake is liable tuh bust.”
“Ah naw, man. Some boys in dere now talkin’ ’bout it. Some of ’em been in de ’Glades 
fuh years. ’Tain’t nothin’ but uh lil blow. You’ll lose de whole day tuhmorrer tryin’ tuh 
git back out heah.”
“De Indians gahn east, man. It’s dangerous.”
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“Dey don’t always know. Indians don’t know much uh nothin’, tuh tell de truth. Else 
dey’d own dis country still. De white folks ain’t gone nowhere. Dey oughta know if 
it’s dangerous. You better stay heah, man. Big jumpin’ dance tuhnight right heah, when 
it fair off.” (Hurston 103)

The fact that Tea Cake dismisses the signs in nature and the warnings of the Indigenous 
people brings a turning point in the novel. A character that Hurston portrays as one 
who is close to nature (even giving him the surname “Woods”), or at least as one who is 
definitely closer to nature than Janie’s previous husbands, is also a character who, over‑
whelmed with jealousy, ruptures the egalitarian relationship he has with Janie, damag‑
es Mrs. Turner’s restaurant and, following these two incidents, resorts to adopting “the 
very white supremacist attitudes” which are designed to dominate over not only nature 
but also over women and over people of different races, as Tea Cake’s dismissal of the In‑
digenous people shows (Outka 194). Although these attitudes can be viewed as reactions 
to the long ‑term violence that Tea Cake has been subjected to in the process of degrading 
and frequently aggressive attempts to animalize and consequently dehumanize African 
American men in the United States at the beginning of the 20th century, these attitudes 
are incorporated into his self in such a significant way that he allows them to influence 
his decision to risk his and Janie’s life.

In the following excerpt, Judie Newman comments on the reasoning behind Tea 
Cake’s decision to stay, and highlights how his behavior here contrasts with his other 
positive qualities and with how the Seminoles behave while facing the hurricane:

Yet for all his apparent open ‑handedness, his lack of interest in prestige on white terms, 
and his ability to function on a footing of equality with Janie, Teacake is still mired in 
the world of money… Significantly, Teacake’s tragic mistake had been to ignore Indian 
folk knowledge. He discounts the warnings of the local Seminoles that there is a hurri‑
cane on the way, in the first place because they are not property ‑owners… and secondly 
because of the lure of money. (823)

While Newman emphasizes Tea Cake’s desire for money, Erik D. Curren highlights the 
way in which the Seminoles and Bahamians respond to the hurricane as compared to 
white people, Tea Cake and the other bean pickers. Similarly to Outka and Newman, Cur‑
ren emphasizes how the fact that Indians and Bahamians are more in tune with nature 
makes their behavior in the novel “more rational than white, Western thought”, as their 
“tribal lore” protects them from adopting the same ideologies which breed racial hatred 
and assumptions that the natural environment can be tamed through a materialistic ap‑
proach, or through financial and technological means (Curren 19). Such ideologies, or 
“white culture”, as Curren calls it, give birth to white people’s racist behavior at the six‑
‑mile bridge amidst the worst moments of the storm, and they also give birth to the irratio‑
nality that leads Tea Cake to make a decision to not run away from the storm, as well as to 
prioritize money over his own survival; however, he is not alone in this decision, as white 
people (though safely evacuated at the six ‑mile bridge), as well as Tea Cake’s fellow bean 
pickers, are also swayed by “white culture in ways that they do not realize” (Curren 20).
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When the hurricane comes, Janie, Tea Cake and their friend Motor Boat stay in the 
cabin and play dice, as they have no other option left than to wait for the storm to pass. In 
contrast to the poetical nature imagery at the beginning of the novel, when Janie explored 
the world inside her grandmother’s garden, Hurston personifies the storm in a way that 
resembles a living, grandiose human beast that is set to ravage everything in its path:

It woke up old Okechobee and the monster began to roll in his bed. Began to roll and 
complain like a peevish world on a grumble. The folks in the quarters and the people in 
the big houses further around the shore heard the big lake and wondered. The people 
felt uncomfortable but safe because there were the seawalls to chain the senseless mon‑
ster in his bed. The folks let the people do the thinking. If the castles thought them‑
selves secure, the cabins needn’t worry. Their decision was already made as always. 
Chink up your cracks, shiver in your wet beds and wait on the mercy of the Lord. The 
bossman might have the thing stopped before morning anyway. (Hurston 104)

In this excerpt, Hurston’s use of personification helps to illustrate how frightening the 
weather must have been, leaving people with no option to do anything but leave their 
lives in the hands of “the bossman”; at the same time, Hurston alludes to the irratio‑
nality of their logic based on trusting the decisions and technologies of white people. 
However, unlike Janie, Tea Cake and others who stay in the cabins, white people have 
the “castles” to protect them. The castles can easily refer to the six ‑mile bridge, a place of 
higher ground to which the white people evacuate, which ultimately becomes unreach‑
able for Janie and Tea Cake; even the “seawalls” designed “to chain the senseless monster 
in his bed” become useless for everyone except those who can step onto the treasured 
drawbridge and enter the castles. Therefore, the passivity of Hurston’s characters, their 
waiting and watching of God, shares the same roots with the kind of passivity that makes 
the characters stay in the same place and not rescue themselves. Simultaneously, their 
passivity is not a sign of bravery, but a sign of “internalized white supremacy” which 
prevents them from seeing the situation as life ‑threatening and instead feeds them with 
the false belief that white people, together with God, will be able to take care of their lives 
and tame the monster in the same way that they always tame nature, or in the same way 
that they control social hierarchies (Outka 195).

As Tea Cake, Janie and Motor Boat keep waiting, with nothing but “dikes between 
them and him” (i.e. between them and God), the monster remains untamed. In fact, when 
the water breaks through “the seawalls” that had prevented Lake Okeechobee from flood‑
ing the land, Hurston refers instead to “[t]he monstropolous beast” who wreaks havoc 
in the muck and has no mercy on houses or the people hiding in them (Hurston 106). 
This “ecological judgement” also represents nature’s attempt to “rebalance” after Tea 
Cake’s disruption of the ecological relationship with Janie (Aquilone 20). According to 
Aquilone, the fury represented in the personified hurricane, “[t]he monstropolous beast”, 
is directed towards Tea Cake as a consequence of his behavior towards Janie (20–21).

While it is possible that the hurricane is a punishment for Tea Cake’s behavior 
(whether his greed or his treatment of Janie), this punishment – ecological judgment – 
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has an even deeper meaning: one that is revealed after Tea Cake and Janie try to escape 
to higher ground. Once again, Tea Cake makes the irrational decision to “make a swim 
for it”, as he falsely expects to be able to access the six ‑mile bridge. Tea Cake’s decision 
to leave the cabin (where Motor Boat survives the whole hurricane, asleep) stems from 
how much he believes that he can control the storm and that he can access the castles 
that have been built to protect white people. As Curren observes, this turn in the novel 
“shows the ideological cracks – racism, materialism, and a magical belief in the power and 
goodness of those in authority” (18–19). Ultimately, by deciding to leave their safe place 
in the cabin, Janie and Tea Cake become embroiled in a “man ‑against ‑nature sublime con‑
frontation” that strips away their remaining strength and exposes them to even more 
dangers than before (Outka 196).

Though the couple are in despair as they escape from the death brought by the 
storm, Hurston still manages to portray a quite realistic development, with Tea Cake 
helping Janie swim through the floodwaters and reach the land. Janie then helps the ex‑
hausted Tea Cake get some rest, even shielding him with a piece of roof or her own body. 
Although the way they keep each other alive is courageous, neither Tea Cake or Janie are 
idealized in these scenes – they do not miraculously find a way to escape the floods and 
save themselves, and there is no “stereotypical male heroism” (Outka 196); instead, both 
Janie and Tea Cake are limited by their apparent helplessness in the face of the storm.

Nevertheless, the worst part of this helpless battle with nature – and an even more 
helpless battle with social hierarchies – comes when Janie, at this point holding onto 
a cow that is swimming in the turbulent waters, is saved by Tea Cake from being bitten 
by an unusually aggressive dog:

The dog stood up and growled like a lion, stiff ‑standing hackles, stiff muscles, teeth 
uncovered as he lashed up his fury for the charge. Tea Cake split the water like an otter, 
opening his knife as he dived. The dog raced down the backbone of the cow to the attack 
and Janie screamed and slipped far back on the tail of the cow, just out of reach of the 
dog’s angry jaws. He wanted to plunge in after her but dreaded the water, somehow. Tea 
Cake rose out of the water at the cow’s rump and seized the dog by the neck. But he was 
a powerful dog and Tea Cake was over ‑tired. So he didn’t kill the dog with one stroke as 
he had intended. But the dog couldn’t free himself either. They fought and somehow he 
managed to bite Tea Cake high up on his cheek ‑bone once. Then Tea Cake finished him 
and sent him to the bottom to stay there. (Hurston 109)

Unbeknown to Tea Cake or Janie, the dog is infected with rabies, and it passes this in‑
fection to Tea Cake. Because rabies may not display its symptoms for year, and because 
Tea Cake is “so cavalier about the dog bite”, they ultimately discover Tea Cake’s illness 
only when he becomes dangerous to those around him (Curren 20). Instead of feeding 
her readers celebrations of Tea Cake and Janie’s survival, Hurston “replays the collapse 
of sublimity into trauma”, as happened in the case of Janie’s “dreaming” under the pear 
tree, followed by Janie’s subjugation to animalization at the beginning of the novel (Out‑
ka 197).
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The dog bite causes not only Tea Cake’s infection, but also his transformation into 
an aggressive “animal” that threatens Janie’s life; in the end, Janie has to kill him in self‑
‑defense. The fact that Tea Cake turns into the very same “thing” that African American 
men have been unjustly accused of for years, the stereotypical portrait of African Amer‑
ican men as dangerous “Black Beasts” that threaten white women, is disheartening, yet 
it shows how ever ‑present natural trauma is in Janie’s life and thus also in the lives of 
African Americans (Outka 198, Zimring 75). At the same time, as Tea Cake is the one cor‑
rupted with greed and Western ideologies, and this can be also viewed as another level of 
his punishment – while the dog is poisoned with rabies, Tea Cake is poisoned with jeal‑
ousy, greed, and white culture. Hence, to complete the work of “ecological judgement”, 
Hurston uses a “canis ex machina to dispose of Tea Cake” after he disrupts the egalitarian 
relationship between him and Janie (Bealer 323).

However, despite his flaws, Tea Cake saves Janie from drowning in the floods and 
then also from the infectious dog bite. Ultimately, therefore, he becomes a hero – but, 
instead of living for the rest of his life with Janie on the muck, he is infected with rabies 
or, as Outka argues, “with the terrible white supremacist history that transformed black 
men into the Black Beast” (198). Janie’s pear tree imagery then vanishes again and is re‑
placed with “the threat of animalistic black terror” in the form of the infected Tea Cake 
(Zimring 75). As Janie observes, “[h]e gave her a look full of blank ferocity and gurgled in 
his throat… And she was beginning to feel fear of this strange thing in Tea Cake’s body” 
(Hurston 119); this implies that she is aware of Tea Cake’s transformation, of the “strange 
thing” that controls Tea Cake’s body and that can potentially cause harm even to her.

In a fight for her own life, Janie is forced to kill Tea Cake. His death is symbolic, as 
Janie, forced to kill her lover who has become “a bee to her blossom”, but who is equally 
a victim of the dehumanization brought by the post ‑bellum history, finally breaks the cy‑
cle of natural trauma. After the trial which follows Tea Cake’s death, Janie is acquitted of 
all charges. What is more, the trial further highlights Hurston’s intention to demonstrate 
that Tea Cake’s death is a death to the trauma that has been unjustly linked with the lives 
of African Americans:

She tried to make them see how terrible it was that things were fixed so that Tea Cake 
couldn’t come back to himself until he had got rid of that mad dog that was in him and 
he couldn’t get rid of the dog and live. He had to die to get rid of the dog. But she hadn’t 
wanted to kill him. A man is up against a hard game when he must die to beat it. (Hur‑
ston 122–23)

Although Janie is not found guilty of murder, the trial itself reveals the systemic injustice 
that Janie is subjected to. For instance, even though she is a survivor of two traumatic 
experiences in such a short period of time, while she still managed to take care of her ill 
husband and even to arrange his funeral, she is described by the white judge as “a poor 
broken creature”, and thus labeled a powerless being (Enarson and Morrow 6). Such 
labeling makes African American women vulnerable to various forms of violence, as is 
demonstrated in Janie’s experience with her Nanny; by thinking that Janie is too weak 
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to be an independent adult, Nanny actually “sold” Janie to become Killick’s servant, ulti‑
mately destroying her life instead of protecting it.

But Janie’s actions were anything but weak. Because she disagrees with sending Tea 
Cake to the hospital and takes care of him despite the danger of being harmed by him, 
Tea Cake is able to bite into Janie’s arm. Of course, there is a possibility that Janie has 
not become infected; however, Hurston purposefully decides to not specify Janie’s fate 
and instead leaves her readers wondering whether Tea Cake Janie’s final independence 
and life in connection with nature as revealed at the end of the novel is the poetical end, 
a victory over years of natural trauma, or whether it instead points to the inevitability of 
“endless violence and animalized trauma” that the story undoubtedly – and for a good 
reason – highlights (Outka 200).

[ 5 ] Conclusion
The aim of this article has been to address depictions of environmental racism as well as 
depictions of the sexist ‑naturist, degrading (or, on the other hand, empowering) portray‑
al of African American women as nature or as animals in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes 
Were Watching God, and to evaluate this novel within the context of critical ecofeminist and 
ecocritical theories, analyzing the impact of environmental as well as institutional rac‑
ism on the lives of African American women and other characters portrayed in the novel.

The analysis itself focuses on Janie’s relationship with her grandmother as well as 
her three husbands, with the goal of identifying dehumanization and subsequent natural 
trauma; it analyzes these concepts in the historical, political and social context of envi‑
ronmental and institutional racism in the United States of America. The paper demon‑
strates that Hurston uses the woman/nature metaphor throughout the whole novel in 
order to depict Janie’s journey towards independence; however, as the analysis shows, 
this journey above all involves a struggle against degrading animality, natural and inter‑
generational trauma, racism and extreme vulnerability amidst an environmental disaster. 
The analysis reveals that, although Hurston uses poetical nature imagery and metaphors 
to highlight Janie’s need for a peaceful connection with nature, which would empower 
her on her journey towards independence, this connection can easily slip into dehuman‑
ization and related trauma caused by animalization – which may influence characters’ 
relationship with nature and animals for the rest of their lives.

While the impact of nature writers such as Muir, Steinbeck, Blake or Thoreau has 
been well evaluated and canonized in ecocritical circles, there is also an ongoing and sig‑
nificant discussion about the importance of African American female writers like Hur‑
ston, who are now thankfully being recognized for their critical input on the devastation 
of the natural environment, natural trauma and its relation to institutional racism. Voic‑
es such as Hurston’s represent a significant contribution to both ecocritical and ecofem‑
inist literary critique, not only because Hurston writes about environmental racism, but 
also because she represents the voices of African Americans who should not be excluded 
from any part of the environmental or ecofeminist movements.
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[Abstract] Located at the intersections of memory, culture and identity, 
this paper attempts a literary and cultural reading of Mamang Dai’s novel 
The Legends of Pensam (2006), an extraordinary piece of tribal 
narrative from the North ‑Eastern part of India, imbued with the colours 
of its traditions and the flavours of its geography. This paper argues that 
literature, in particular tribal literature, has the potential to uncover the 
profound wealth and resources of an underrepresented culture and tradition 
camouflaged behind the curtains of mainstream cultures. This paper 
focuses on the robustness of literature in preserving a marginalized culture 
informed by the multiplicity of its rich cultural traditions, social beliefs, 
religious views, oral tradition, and colourful lifestyle. The study focuses on 
how a literary work can preserve and document the history, culture and 
identity of the Adi tribes, imbued with lore and myths from the memory of 
people defining their unique identities.
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[ 1 ] Introduction
Located at the intersections of memory, culture and identity, this paper attempts a lit‑
erary and cultural reading of Mamang Dai’s novel The Legends of Pensam (2006), an ex‑
traordinary piece of tribal narrative from the North ‑Eastern part of India, imbued with 
the colours of its traditions and the flavours of its geography. It seeks to unravel the un‑
explored layers of tribal cultures and traditions camouflaged by the predominance of so‑
‑called mainstream cultures. The paper examines the way in which Mamang Dai’s novel 
represents the oral tribal culture of North ‑East India, which offers an alternative to the 
Western cultural and economic model rooted in the idea of progress. The study seeks 
to explore the rich threads linking the tribal lore with the people’s past as well as with 
their land, and to investigate how it is facilitated by the use of memory. It will be argued 
throughout the paper that an ethnographic approach enables us to trace the lines of 
memory, culture and identity in Mamang Dai’s landmark novel The Legends of Pensam.

This paper is structured into four sections: The first presents a critical analysis of 
the primary text, and the second explores the role of memory which helps the oral tradi‑
tion continue over multiple generations. The third section explores the unique and eth‑
nic cultural roots of the Adi tribes, and the fourth section addresses the question of the 
identity of tribal communities in the eyes of mainstream cultures.

[ 2 ] Critical Analysis and Plot Overview
Dai’s The Legends of Pensam is regarded as a powerful repository of knowledge. It depicts 
the beautiful and magnificent landscape girdled with lush green woodlands, the flow of 
silver streams, the sounds of ethnic festivals, and the conglomeration of multiethnic 
societies. In The Legends of Pensam, Dai transports the readers to a fascinating corner of 
the world, a place which is inhabited by the Adi tribes: the Himalayan hills of Arunachal 
Pradesh, India. The Adi tribes practice an animistic faith that is woven around forest 
ecology, in consonance with the natural world and with their unique sense of history. 
It is a place where indigenous peoples say: “When you look at the land you forget your 
aches and pain” (Dai XI). According to the Adi tribes, the human world and the natural 
world are not two different entities; rather they are complementary to each other. The 
work gives us a glimpse into the minds of tribal people who reject the anthropocentric 
view of the universe. Mamang Dai weaves a thread of cultural harmony and integrity by 
portraying the Adi tribes’ culture and way of life. The Legends of Pensam is an entangled 
web of anecdotes, history, culture and images – all harmonized within the home territory 
of the Adi tribes, inhabiting the heart of the Siang Valley. In the epigraph to the novel, 
Dai states:

In our language, the language of the Adis, the word ‘pensam’ means ‘in ‑between’. It 
suggests the middle, or middle ground, but it may also be interpreted as the hidden 
spaces of the heart where a secret garden grows. It is the small world where anything 
can happen and everything can be lived; where the narrow boat that we call life sails 
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along somehow in calm or stormy weather; where the life of man can be measured in 
the span of a song. (Unpaged)

Dai toys with the idea of the Adi community being tangled in between the loop of reality 
and myth. She beautifully knits four interconnected elements of tribal lore – a “diary of 
the world”, a “song of the rhapsodist”, “daughters of the village” and “a matter of time” – 
which set readers’ hearts palpitating. There are memorable characters in the novel whose 
time ‑honoured belief systems and customary rituals revolve around their vulnerable 
lives. The prologue of the novel begins with a myth about a lady who battled against a su‑
preme power to weave a tapestry.

The first section seems illusory, fanciful, unfettered and open ‑ended with regard to 
the narratives rendered in the novel. The character Hoxo mysteriously falls from the sky, 
and at the moment when he opens his eyes, he sees green walls of trees, bamboo and 
a green waterfall that sprays his cheeks. He is found by a villager named Lutor, who is the 
famous chief of the Ida clan. None of the villagers ask questions about the child, as their 
minds are filled with superstitious beliefs. Later, Lutor is killed in a hunting incident after 
he unfortunately sees Birbirik, a water serpent whose horned head resembles a malig‑
nant spirit; this causes Lutor’s death.

Other strings of stories soon unfold; here we find stories within stories connected 
to Adi tribal myths, supernatural powers, spirits, culture, etc. This part of the novel tells 
of the mysterious deaths of the characters inside the thick and dense woodlands of the 
hills. The stories are arduous to interpret with conventional logic, but the Adi tribes had 
unwavering beliefs in the tales. As Pinyar the widow says, “Faith is everything” (Dai 35). 
Pinyar was fatigued with her life, having been betrayed by her husband, lost her son, and 
had her home burned down. As we can read, “It seems my destiny is cursed” (Dai 28). 
The last story in this section reflects the harsh reality of the foreigners’ arrival in the Adi 
tribes’ untouched lands, representing an affliction in the minds of the villagers. This sud‑
den change ached the hearts of their community, as the deteriorating beauty of nature 
was something unbelievable to their tender eyes. As Hoxo says, “We saw a new glimmer 
in the distance. Our footsteps led us down unknown paths” (Dai 42). Yet these changes 
in the society brought a new spark in their hearts, a desire to preserve their roots and to 
lead a traditional tribal lifestyle.

The second section of the novel begins with the arrival of migluns (Britishers) in 
the Adi lands; the new arrivals began to control the area by constructing roads, taking 
administrative power and spreading Christianity, marking the beginning of ‘civilization’ 
in a previously ‘uncivilized’ territory. The couple Mona and Jules visit the village from 
distant lands to learn about the culture and tradition of the tribal folk. Both of them par‑
ticipate in the village’s traditional feasts and ceremonies, and they listen enthusiastically 
to the folk songs sung by the local villagers. They leave the village with bountiful mem‑
ories, stories and experiences that they have gained from the Adi community, making 
their journey worthwhile.

The third section of the novel portrays the love story of Nenem, a legendary woman 
who falls in love with a British officer named David; their love blossoms for a while before 
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they are separated. David is posted to a different place, and Nenem, a lover of nature, is 
unable to sever her indigenous roots and travel to a foreign land for the sake of love. This 
shows how the tribal people have interlinked their lives with Mother Nature for survival. 
Nenem says: “No one dies of love. I loved him, and now I am enough on my own” (Dai 
109). She is a symbol of a legend, with the heart of an angel and the mind of a dove. Lat‑
er, she weds Kao and is blessed with a daughter, Losi. Uncertainty strikes her life like 
thunder as she has to abandon her village and move to another place when her village is 
flooded following an earthquake. She loses her happiness, pain whirls within her fragile 
heart, and she ultimately leaves this world. Nenem’s life reveals how removal from a per‑
son’s roots causes premature death and how one’s life is linked with the wonders of nature.

The fourth section of the novel throws light on the ongoing changes in the commu‑
nity, which cause a sense of terror among the masses. Innocence is lost, beauty is dimin‑
ishing, and the aura is foul ‑smelling as the trumpets of modernity blow. The resentment 
towards the changing times is highlighted through the characters. As Larik says, “This 
terrible road is all they have for us in 50 years! And what does it bring us? Outsiders. 
Thieves. Diseases” (Dai 156). In spite of the changes, the villagers adhere to their cus‑
tomary rituals, culture and beliefs, authenticating their love for the pristine land. The 
novel portrays the rich oral tradition, unique indigenous culture and community life of 
the Adi tribes. In the text, members of the old generation whistle to protest against the 
change and to preserve their indigenous roots from destruction. The villagers thus oscil‑
late in a space between traditional and modern ways of life. Dai displays the colours of 
the Adi tribes’ vibrant culture and history throughout the narrative, creating an aura of 
amazement at their endeavours to safeguard their pure culture by recording oral folklore 
in printed form for future generations.

[ 3 ] Memory as a Catalyst
This part of the paper highlights memory as a tool for oral literature, which excavates 
tribal culture in the form of folklore. Folklore is an elixir of the cultural memory and cul‑
tural knowledge of a particular community or group of people. The oral tradition is quite 
fascinating, as unlike written literature, oral literature is predominantly dependent on 
the power of memory for its survival in a given space and time. Memory is engaged in 
preserving the traditional knowledge, beliefs and identities of a particular community, 
retaining the community’s wisdom for future generations. According to Nietzsche:

While in the world of animals genetic program guarantee the survival of species, hu‑
man must find a means by which to this problem is offered by cultural memory, a col‑
lective concept for all knowledge in the interactive framework of a society and one that 
obtains through generations in repeated societal practice and initiation. (Assmann and 
Czaplicka 126)

Assmann says that “Cultural memory is a form of collective memory, in the sense that 
it is shared by a number of people and that it conveys to these people a collective, that 
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is cultural, identity” (110). Cultural memory, therefore, ties a knot between ‘memory’ on 
one hand and the socio ‑cultural milieu on the other. It brings out the fact that memory 
is not entirely individual, but rather shaped by collective experiences that are undergone 
within a community. Memory plays a vital role in preserving the past in the form of nar‑
ratives, as in folklore, which ultimately serves to manifest a community’s self ‑image. 
Cultural memory has preserved many rituals, beliefs, ideas and customs of forgotten 
times, and it has safeguarded mysterious things which the future generation’s tellers 
of tales might not have articulated. In oral literature, traditional stories link indigenous 
peoples with their pristine land; this strengthens cultural roots, which is central to the 
people’s identity. “Cultural memory is based on fateful events of the past; on fixed points 
which he calls ‘figures of memory’” (Assmann and Czaplicka 129). Hence, memory de‑
velops our awareness of individuality at both the personal level and the collective level.

Dai’s novel The Legends of Pensam can be critically examined in the light of cultur‑
al memory and how it transmits the words of wisdom and bodies of knowledge of past 
events orally, in the form of folklore: stories, traditional dances, songs, rituals and super‑
stitious beliefs. The literature of the hill tribes constitutes the realm of memory, which 
has been accumulated in the form of oral literature, and is thus able to offer insights into 
the tribes’ cultural and traditional life.

In The Legends of Pensam, Dai beautifully interweaves tribal lore with thoughts and 
emotions peculiar to the Adi tribes’ pristine land and culture; the characters in the novel 
recollect their past in tales of creation, myths, customs, spirits, etc. in the realm of cultur‑
al memory. Oral literature is all about the serial recall of events in one’s mind – and it thus 
revolves around a community’s social and mental life. Dai adopts a creative framework 
of narratives in the form of storytelling; we thus encounter stories within stories, drawn 
from the myths and legends of the Adi community. At the beginning of the novel, Lu‑
tor narrates a myth in which Biribik, the water serpent, seems malevolent in the eyes of 
the villagers. Lutor recalls a past incident and tells Lutor’s son, Hoxo: “Everyone present 
knew the story of Biribik, the water serpent. No one, for generations now, remembered 
the name of the first person who had seen it, but the event was fixed in their collective 
memory” (Dai 9).

The transmission of myth is highly reflective of the capacity of the memory which 
was fixed in the minds of Adi tribespeople. Lutor, the teller of the myth, creates a link to 
the next generation of people and their tribal society; the chain of preserving the myths 
and legends of the past will thus continue in the future through the act of ‘remembering’ 
and ‘recalling’. Cultural memory thus preserves the past in symbolic forms, as delineated 
in oral myths. Dai also gives us the insight that the Adi people’s minds were sharp and 
wise, no matter how old they physically appeared: “She was very old now but her mind 
was sharp and alert. She was quiet when I told her about Mona’s interest in the stories of 
the village” (Dai 13). Dai presents the tribal people’s strong mental capacity, which helps 
to construct and preserve their ethnic identity. Memory enables them to use remem‑
brance as an efficient tool for ensuring the continuity of the community’s cultural, eth‑
nic and social behaviour. The outsiders Mona and Jules visited the village and found the 

[ostrava journal of english philology —literature and culture]
[Ujjwal Jana and Tanushree Dutta—Memory, Culture and Identity:  

A Cultural Reading of The Legends of Pensam]



56

atmosphere exhilarating, with the Adi tribes’ ethnicity and culture vibrantly showcased 
in cultural performances. The audience witnesses how Adi society’s collective memory 
is enacted in this way: “They had lit a big fire in anticipation of our stay and for the long 
night of stories, when myth and memory would be reborn in the song of ponung danc‑
ers” (Dai 49). The story of the supernatural beings known as ‘miti ‑mili’ reflects the Adi 
tribes’ mystical beliefs. For Pinyar, the widow, the death of hunters in accidents is no sur‑
prise to her, as it is the irresponsible behaviour of people which causes such deaths. She 
narrates a story involving the preparation of rice beer with a special yeast:

Once upon a time, there lived a race of supernatural beings called the miti ‑mili. These 
small, quiet people were the first to make the mysterious si ‑ye that is the yeast used to 
ferment rice into beer. Before the miti ‑mili race disappeared, deranged by strange vi‑
sions, they gave this sacred powder to mankind, and a strong belief grew that si ‑ye had 
special powers and that it was something to be handled with respect. (Dai 28)

Pinyar believes the myth is authentic, and when her husband is killed by a man in a hunt‑
ing accident, she holds no resentment against the culprit, as she attributes his act to 
the spirit of si ‑ye, stating: “There is a bad spirit lurking in the spirit that makes men go 
mad…” (Dai 29). Pinyar’s superstitious beliefs about the miti ‑mili race are highlighted, 
as her memory causes her to believe the mythical stories. She also shares the story with 
other visitors, seeking to make them believe. Hence, memory plays a crucial role not only 
in passing on such myths from generation to generation, but also in the geographical 
knowledge of the community’s land, which creates their unique identity. Memory and 
identity are entangled on an individual level, as John Locke states: “there is no such thing 
as an essential identity, but […] identities have to be constructed and reconstructed by 
acts of memory, by remembering who one was and by setting this Past Self in relation to 
the Present Self” (qtd. in Assman 6).

Dai stresses the role of memory for the Adi tribes: it is a treasure ‑house for their 
fractured identity and a resource for its revival, as it is not only an individual’s memory, 
but also the very memory of their land, of their culture, of their beliefs, of their ancestors; 
it is a unique quality that is inherent in their resilient minds.

[ 4 ] Culture as a Metaphor
According to the Oxford Dictionary Online, the word ‘culture’ comes from a Latin root re‑
ferring to civilization, but societies gradually began to apply the term to the act of culti‑
vating human minds and manners. Culture means the shared values, norms, beliefs and 
identity of a specific community. The Adi tribes’ ethnic traditions, myths, religious ritu‑
als and so on are handed down from generation to generation through a constant process 
of performances and reiterations of traditional norms. Shared experiences, shared mem‑
ories, shared beliefs are what constitutes a community’s culture. Tribal cultures are root‑
ed in a specific landscape and history, as they have a deep connection with their pristine 
land. Culture constitutes the practices, representations, languages and customs of any 
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society. In the novel, Dai presents a society whose local myths, traditions and cultures 
represent a unique lifestyle, which can be assumed to be a cumulative force helping to 
preserve their cultural legacy.

In The Legends of Pensam, Dai sketches the aura of the traditional environment of the 
Adi community residing in Arunachal Pradesh and describes their arduous attempts to 
safeguard their cultural identity. In the author’s note on the novel, it is stated that the 
Adis practiced an animalistic faith woven around forest ecology and the natural world. 
This faith manifests the connections between the lives of tribal people and Mother Na‑
ture. At the beginning of the novel, Hoxo, the boy who mysteriously falls from the sky, 
has unique prophetic powers as he ponders over the mysteries of the society. Hoxo him‑
self is mythicized; he possesses no parental lineage, no origin, no history. This is typical 
of tribal myth creation. Hoxo is one of the narrators who knits the intricate webs of sto‑
ries that make up the novel. The stories progress by manifesting numerous myths, such 
as that of Birbik, the water serpent, whose appearance causes humans to die unnatural 
deaths. There is a myth of the superhuman beings known as miti ‑mili; Kamur, the son 
of Pinyar, who murdered his own daughter, was believed by the society to have had his 
soul possessed by a malevolent spirit because his parents and grandparents had failed to 
follow customary rites and rituals in the past. There is the myth of the travelling vessel 
‘Danki’ from the Lotang family of the Migu clan, which was believed to bring fortune to 
the family – and so on. Biju’s essay “Myths and Legends from Netherworld in Mamang 
Dai’s novel The Legends of Pensam” states that myths and legends play a crucial role in 
a world advancing towards a post ‑human identity:

It is often highlighted that ours is a posthuman world where human capacities and ca‑
pabilities are enhanced with the technological innovations. In other words we have to 
define human beings as technical beings. […] In this regressive adventure, myths and 
legends become the threshold of wonderful wisdom and knowledge that lead humanity 
forward and through which the ordinary and banal activities become quite meaningful. 
(Biju 216)

Myths and stories shape a culture rooted in belief systems which, through epochs of 
time, are manifested as sets of rituals, rites or taboos in a particular society. They exhib‑
it beliefs, practices and symbolic representations that mould a community’s perception 
of the past and its future development. The novel reveals the villagers’ belief systems, 
which are closely related to certain dances, songs or myths; the narrator and their friends 
attend cultural performances in which ponung dancers respond to the narratives told by 
Miri, the rhapsodist. In the section ‘Songs of Rhapsodists’, before the end of the cultural 
performances by the ponung dancers, Miri sings songs to preserve the stories about be‑
ginning of the world, the sword of five metals that ignited the bonfire of the village, and 
the shaman says: “These are the stories, rhapsodies of time and destiny, that he must 
guard” (Dai 55).

The Adi community’s performances in religious rites, the creation of strange 
myths and the powerful oral narratives in the novel represent the cultural legacy of this 
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community. Although the changing times are creating threats to the Adis’ cultural sys‑
tems, the tribal people are nevertheless holding on to their cultural norms and rituals, 
authenticating their values of love, dignity and integrity. North ‑Eastern Indian cultures 
are rich, unique and outstanding in their own right, being quite different from the main‑
stream cultures of India.

[ 5 ] Questions of Identity
This section focuses on questions related to the identity of the Adi tribes in Arunachal 
Pradesh. The term ‘identity’ is often used to refer to feelings of community in relation to 
a group’s social structure, religion, nationality, etc. Widely held notions of tribals as ‘half‑
‑naked’ are still prevalent; tribals are seen as differing from the mainstream cultures of 
India. Claude Levi ‑Strauss, in his book The Savage Mind, dismantles the polarity between 
a rationalized mind and a savage mind in his opening chapter “Science of the Concrete” 
(qtd. Swami, 2). Jasbir Jain states:

The intuitive minds desire for exactitude knowledge and objective knowledge is as real 
as the scientific mind’s. Knowledge which grows out of need and is the basis of survival, 
often in hostile environments, emerges through similar processes of observation, even 
if they are not connected to scientific concepts. (Swami 2)

In this world, full of division and segregation based on religion, culture, race and ethnic‑
ity, marked by the concept of ‘Othering’ as developed by Spivak, one culture is regarded 
as ‘savage’ and the other as ‘civilized’. This binary opposition calls forth the question 
of identity in the minds of ‘the Other’. In The Legends of Pensam, Dai presents a society 
which is clinging to a position between traditional and modern life; the arrival of the Brit‑
ish in the Adis’ pristine land (to ‘civilize’ the ‘uncivilized’) ushered in societal changes 
which brought the tribespeople’s cultural and ethnic identity into question. The narrator 
states: “The early decades of the 20th century were times of great upheaval, when even 
remote hills were opened up to the world” (Dai 47). There was a dire need to preserve 
the community’s identity by speaking out against the dominating alien forces, the ones 
trying to conquer their pristine land and cultural identity. Dai thus presents history, oral 
narratives, agricultural practices, rituals, traditional dances and songs in the novel. She 
counter ‑attacks the notion of ‘Othering’ by displaying the Adi tribes’ rich culture and the 
villagers’ zeal for protecting their identity from being questioned or assumed to be infe‑
rior. The wholeness with the real world, the natural world and the history of the people 
is what constitutes the tribes’ sensitivity. The beauty of oral literature, the relation with 
mother nature, the creation stories, the myths and legends – these are the tools which 
define the cultural identity of the Adi tribes, an identity which is worth no less than that 
of Western culture. Identity binds a community and brings a sense of oneness among the 
masses by constructing a collective voice and experiences whirling within their hearts. 
For many years, the tribals have stood tall to protect their cultural identity from ‘Oth‑
ering’. Mahasweta Devi acknowledges that one learns from marginal communities by 
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recognizing their inherent patience, their ability to endure, their oneness with the envi‑
ronment, their histories of courage and resistance (Swami 4). Mamang Dai writes down 
the tribespeople’s histories and tales to resurrect their identity as one that is unique and 
distinct from the rest of the world. The transfer of oral narratives into printed form is an 
attempt to preserve the community’s cultural identity, as the written form is far longer‑
‑lasting than oral narratives. In an interview, Mamang Dai has said: “Ours is an oral tra‑
dition you know, I was trying to meet people and collect and record these oral narratives. 
You know, the small histories which were getting lost and when you talk to people even 
small things can trigger these memories off.”

There are discussions to be had as to how identities are manifested in history, cultur‑
al beliefs, memories, places and spaces as much as in the political state of affairs. Dai has 
exhibited her tribal community’s identity, bringing a healing effect to its long ‑fractured 
identity.

[ 6 ] Conclusion
This paper has explained that memory, culture and identity are interlinked concepts in 
Mamang Dai’s work The Legends of Pensam. It is interesting to observe how ethnography 
as a research tool helps us to explore the subjective meanings of culture, ways of cultural 
life, questions of identity, and the role of memory in a tribal community of Arunachal 
Pradesh, North ‑East India. The paper has investigated the cultural roots of the Adi tribes 
in an attempt to understand and acknowledge their unique way of life and its links from 
past to present times. This study has highlighted a paradigm shift in the minds of readers 
who may previously have considered tribals to be ‘savages’, underestimating their rich 
talents and knowledge of the ethnic culture that is in their blood. It has been an attempt 
to show how literature can reconfigure the standards of a marginalized community as 
against the mainstream communities. The cultures of North ‑East India are experiencing 
tremendous changes; an alarm has been sounded highlighting the necessity to safeguard 
their ethnic culture by documenting and preserving it for posterity.
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[Abstract] This essay examines the literary output of Marcela Sulak, 
a Texas ‑born Czech poet and academic now living and working in Tel Aviv, 
Israel. There is a focus not only on her recently published memoir, but on 
her poetry and her translations of two Czech classics (Mácha and Erben) 
into English. The primary interest of the essay is in exploring her search for 
identity, not only geographically, but also spiritually. Increased attention is 
paid to those aspects of her life and work connected with the Czech nation, 
history, culture and language.
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Marcela Sulak’s recently published memoir, Mouth Full of Seeds, begins, in the opening 
section entitled ‘Drawn That Way’, with the following captivating lines: “On my birthday 
my mother writes me: What is it about you that allows you to pick up, with your little 
daughter, and leave all your former life behind? Your background, your family, nationali‑
ty, religion, friends, siblings, parents, your roots. And just start a new life in a new coun‑
try?” (Sulak, Mouth 3). The implied criticism here is somewhat ironic given the fact that 
her great ‑grandparents had done something alone the same lines, leaving their homeland 
behind, around the turn of the twentieth century, to start a completely new life.

Sulak (pronounced as if the Czech háček was still there) is a Tex Czech or a Czech 
Tex, brought up Catholic as a third/fourth generation Czech American and now a con‑
vert to Judaism living and teaching in Israel. She is not only an academic, but also a poet 
and translator. She is currently head of the Shaindy Rudoff Graduate Program in Creative 
Writing at Bar ‑Ilan University in Tel Aviv, Israel. This is one of the few programs focused 
on writing prose and poetry in English outside English speaking countries. Sulak is also 
the managing editor of the literary journal Ilanot Review, has a weekly podcast about Israeli 
literature and is involved in a range of further literary endeavours. She has published three 
volumes of her own poetry, with her fourth City of Sky Papers out in May 2021 from Black 
Lawrence Press. She also publishes poetry translations from French, Hebrew and Czech, 
having published two classics in the last mentioned language: Karel Hynek Mácha’s May 
and Karel Jaromír Erben’s Bouquet. She has also written a number of essays and published 
a fascinating memoir Mouth Full of Seeds. She recently spent a half year in Olomouc teach‑
ing literary translation and creative writing at the Department of English and American 
Studies at Palacký University. During her stay, she was also working on another transla‑
tion from Czech, this time Vítězslav Nezval’s The Jewish Cemetery. I have had the pleasure of 
sharing an office with her during her stay and would like to look at her Czechness and iden‑
tity in general as manifested in her memoir, her poetry and the translations from Czech.

Her great ‑grandparents were from various parts of Wallachia and immigrated to 
Texas with her grandparents who were still children. They responded to advertisements 
offering cheap land. They made their living on rice farms in Jackson and Wharton coun‑
ties in south ‑east Texas, which was, and still is, heavily populated with ethnic Czechs. 
Her parents already had a limited knowledge of Czech and Sulak’s exposure to the lan‑
guage was through her grandparents speaking it and through learning nursery rhymes. 
She writes of this in her memoir: “Like many Texas ‑born, my mother tongue was not my 
mother’s tongue. Or, rather, it was by the time I was born, because my mother, having 
learned English in School, soon forgot all her Czech except for the rosary and a few phras‑
es. It was patriotic to forget” (Sulak, Mouth 104).

Apart from language, there was a continued interest amongst the locals in Czech food, 
with people in the area proud of their Czech recipes and even guarding them with pride and 
secrecy. Sulak manifested an early interest in writing and poetry in particular, beginning 
to write in the fifth grade and encouraged to do so by one of her teachers. She completed 
her undergraduate studies at University of Texas in Austen where she studied English and 
psychology. This was followed by her MA and MFA at Notre Dame in South Bend, Indiana.
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Sulak decided to deepen her knowledge of the culture and language with a work stay 
in České Budějovice in 1993–1994, where she taught English and Spanish at one of the 
secondary schools (gymnasium). While there, she began to study Czech seriously using, 
among other things, a somewhat ambitious Czech classic of the nineteenth century. She 
explains the context in an interview dealing with her first translation. “I was given this 
book, ‘Kytice’ or ‘A Bouquet’ by Erben, and I began to read it. My colleagues, friends and 
students were so excited that I was reading it that they generously helped me out. I spent 
many days at their houses going over arcane words and trying to figure out what was 
written. The vocabulary is very difficult, so I found that I was keeping so many notes that 
it ended up being the basis of the translation” (Vaughan, Erben). As if Erben was not hard 
enough, her translation of Mácha’s classic May also had its origins from her stay in South 
Bohemia. She speaks of this in yet another interview.

When I first arrived in the Czech Republic, I had just finished university, and I really 
liked romantic poetry. Students and friends asked me, ‘You’ve never read Mácha?’ And 
I looked through and realized that he hadn’t been translated into English, or he had 
been but quite a long time ago, and the editions were no longer available. So I decided 
to read it in Czech. Now, at the time, I had been there for six months and reading it 
in Czech meant that I was basically translating it as I read it. So, once I got finished 
I thought, ‘Well, why not continue?’ (Vaughan, Mácha)

Sulak continued with her studies with a time spent studying philosophy in the German 
language in Tübingen and with another MA at Villanova University in Pennsylvania. This 
was followed by yet another formative experience abroad in Venezuela where she worked 
over the years 1998–2000 on a project about the Sephardic Jews who ended up there and 
where, surprisingly, she first visited a synagogue. She writes of the impact of this and 
her earlier and later stays in foreign countries in her memoir: “As my body moved over 
different lands, Venezuela, Germany, Czech Republic, and now Israel, and different lan‑
guages flowed through my mouth, I became a literary translator and sometimes simulta‑
neous interpreter” (Sulak, Mouth 107). She finally culminated her studies with a return to 
Austin where she completed her PhD and wrote her dissertation on a topic particularly 
relevant to her ongoing creative and academic pursuits: Ligatures of Time and Space: 1920s 
New York as a Construction Site for Modernist “American” Narrative Poetry.

Sulak not only left her physical home far behind, but also gradually abandoned her 
Catholic faith and even eventually converted to Judaism. The faith of her forefathers and 
foremothers was seemingly very much tied up in her own mind and body with the Czech 
Lands and with her own growing feminist consciousness. “Maybe if Catholic church al‑
tars featured statues of Mary with a baby and a book, instead of a crucified, bloody body 
of a man, I’d have stayed Catholic and become a Catholic Mother in our ancestral home‑
land, Moravia” (Sulak, Mouth 3).

After obtaining her doctorate, Sulak accepted a position at American University in 
Washington DC, where she taught literary translation and world literature, among oth‑
er subjects, for five years. While in the nation’s capital, she gave birth to her daughter 
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Amalia who is often mentioned in her memoirs. As a single mother, Sulak has been sub‑
ject to scrutiny and disapproval from not only family members and in ‑laws, but also from 
the various cultures she has lived in and visited. She mentions the stigma in connection 
with her own upbringing in her memoir: “Growing up in rural Texas, I had known about 
single mothers the same way I knew about snow and maple leaves, skyscrapers and sub‑
ways—I’d read about them in books” (Sulak, Mouth 29).

Another recurring subject in her books is fruit and vegetables, perhaps partially due 
to her vegetarianism, but also possibly connected with her interest in place, her fascina‑
tion with the particular flora of the place she is living in at a particular time. While Mouth 
Full of Seeds (the name itself is food for thought) contains sections entitled ‘Potatoes’ 
and ‘The History of the Pea’, her poetry collections are rife with references: ‘Avocado’, 
‘The History of Brussels Sprouts’, ‘Plums’, ‘Cabbage, a Love Song’, ‘The History of the 
Radish’, ‘Yam’, The History of the Watermelon’, ‘The History of the Papaya’, ‘Chocolate’, 
‘Raspberry’, ‘Pomegranate’, as well as a number of poems dealing with cooking and gar‑
dening. The poem ‘Plums’, from her first collection Immigrant, seems to me a particu‑
larly Wallachian poem (a region famed for its slivovitz moonshine made from plums), 
where Sulak seems to be reconnecting with her ancestral homeland and its troubled 
history.

…The forest
offers temporary cures,
flowers for bronchitis, divizna for fever
and flu, chamomile for sleeping, and water running
under roots, the partisans who lived here,
the German baths and skeletons, all of it
belonged to us. (Sulak, Immigrant 21)

The poem once again displays Sulak’s typical attention to the herbs and flora around her 
as well as her obvious passion to learn about the local history and culture.

This is also very much in evidence in her preface to Erben’s Bouquet where she de‑
picts and celebrates not only the, at least at that time, groundedness of many Czechs with 
their passion for herbs and wild fruit and vegetables, but her own ability to absorb and 
record in verse her personal, sensual, tactile and taste (in both senses of the word) expe‑
riences.

…three years after the Velvet Revolution, living and working in the country, I was struck 
with what felt to me to be a respect for the imagination and for the natural world that 
we associate with childhood. In fact, I could go into the fields or woods on any given 
day in any given season with any school child or adult and come home with an armload 
of delicacies we had gathered on our way: mushrooms, cherries, wild strawberries, 
blueberries, elderberry flowers (for fritters, syrup, or wine), young nettle for salad or 
tea, chamomile, St. John’s Wort, Mullein. I was introduced to all the sacred trees, the 
birch groves, the historical lindens, and others. (Sulak, Bouquet 10–11)
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The memoir also touches on her current home in Tel Aviv, Israel with all the cultural 
differences involved, language struggles at times and once again her life as a single mom. 
“When people ask me how I like Israel, if I plan to stay, I say that I am over the angry 
phase. Over all that bursting into tears when strangers yell at me for no reason in the 
street” (Sulak, Mouth). Sulak has been teaching American literature, literary translation 
and creative writing for a number of years now at Bar ‑Ilan University. Thanks to her ef‑
forts, a number of her students have gone on to publish their work, with a great deal 
of their success due to her support and insight. She is also fully involved in the literary 
scene in Israel with her translations from Hebrew, podcast on Israeli literature and the 
editorial work for her journal, amongst other things.

Sulak arrived with her daughter in Olomouc in December 2020 and stayed through 
the summer of 2021. Apart from teaching online at her home institution, she very gen‑
erously agreed to teach two classes at our department: literary translation and creative 
writing. Although this period of lock ‑down has not been the ideal time to enjoy what the 
city and country have to offer, much pleasure and joy was still to be had. Sharing an office, 
we have had the pleasure of drinking beer and slivovitz in the office, had small office par‑
ties, commented on the ongoing shenanigans of a local woodpecker pecking holes in the 
facade outside our window, ate take ‑away meals together, and even listened to one an‑
other teach on ‑line. I have found myself amused and intrigued at times by her attempts 
to draw out my painfully reticent and shy students, a stark contrast to the frequently 
aggressive, in ‑your ‑face, approach of her Israeli students. Despite the differences in the 
students, she displays a remarkable enthusiasm about everything and a genuine gener‑
osity of spirit and willingness to share her work.

Her most recent collection, City of Skypapers (the title indebted to her daughter) con‑
tains a poem about animals for a change. The poem ‘Golden Jackals’ describes these wild 
members of the canine family who are quite common where she lives in Tel Aviv. Her 
observations, concerned with the mating rituals of jackals, draw parallels not only with 
human behaviour in general, but with the locals and with her own pilgrimage in search 
of a homeland.

Father jackals help the mother
raise the young. When they are old enough, they are
driven from home, but like Tel Avivis, they tend to stay
in the neighborhood. Not me. I was born a stray.
Something tipped a painted glass sky over the earth,
and I live here, in the bubble between. (Sulak, City 40)

Being a stray requires a great deal of bravery, but also means you might get invited to 
join someone else’s pack until it’s time to move on again. Sulak has done just that, shar‑
ing her talents, writing and teaching with people all around the globe. Her “bubble be‑
tween” could serve as an apt description of her constantly shifting and searching quest 
for a homeland, a pilgrimage which she thankfully provides us access to through her 
writing, translations and teaching.
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[ CALL FOR BOOK 
PROPOSALS: Routledge 
Book Series – Academics, 
Politics and Society in the 
Post-Covid World ]

Call for Publications

[Date] December 31, 2024

[Subject Fields] Anthropology, African American History / Studies, 
Colonial and Post‑Colonial History / Studies, Literature, Race Studies

Routledge Book Series – Academics, Politics and Society in 
the Post-Covid World
[Series Editors] Lewis Gordon, Rozena Maart, Epifania Amoo‑Adare and Sayan Dey

The biomedical crisis of COVID‑19 has opened up a floodgate for other kinds of crises 
like communal violence, racial discrimination, geographical hierarchies, socio‑political 
hegemonies, academic exclusivities, etc. These crises are catalyzing massive geo‑political 
shifts of the various epistemological and ontological frameworks of knowledge produc‑
tion across the globe. The shifts are bound to influence patterns of thinking and doing in 
a post‑COVID era. This book series will focus on various forms of academic, social, and 
political transformations that are expected to take place in a post‑COVID world, with re‑
spect to the various crises. The advent of COVID‑19 has resulted in major shifts affecting 
pedagogical frameworks, curricular structures, institutional infrastructures, evaluation 
patterns, international policies, political ethics, communal relations, gender existence, 
racial connotations, mental health, and physical well‑being. These are transformations 
that will continue to take place in a post‑COVID era. Keeping these shifting scenarios at 
the forefront, this book series will critically analyze various forms of transformation that 
take place in academic, social and political systems across the globe.
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[Possible Themes]
With respect to the questions, this book series on the post‑COVID world looks forward 
to receiving proposals for monographs on the following (not limited to) thematic dimen‑
sions:

 · Pedagogical Frameworks
 · Curricular Structures
 · Institutional Infrastructures
 · Evaluation Patterns
 · Digitization/Non‑Digitization
 · Epistemological Inclusivity
 · Anti‑Racism
 · International Relations and Exchanges
 · New forms of Solidarities
 · New forms of Fragmentations
 · Internal and International Policy Making
 · Mental Health and Physical Wellbeing
 · Equity and Sustainability (educational, social, environmental, etc.)
 · Social and Cognitive Justice
 · Paradigm Shifts

[Important Points to be kept in Mind by the Authors]

1. The authors are encouraged to send proposals for short as well as long 
monographs.

2. The monographs should be written between 40,000 (minimum word lim‑
it) and 1,00,000 words (maximum word limit).

3. There are no fixed deadlines (proposals to be received on a rolling basis).
4. Kindly send the proposal form (to be sent over email to the interested au‑

thors), CV (not more than 5 pages), and a sample chapter to the following 
email ids: Prof. Lewis Gordon (lewisgordon@gmail.com), Prof. Rozena 
Maart (rozmaart@gmail.com), Dr. Epifania Amoo‑Adare (eamooadare@
gmail.com) and Dr. Sayan Dey (sayandey89@yahoo.com). All queries and 
proposals should be sent to all the email ids.

[Contact Email] sayandey89@yahoo.com
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[Save the Date: 
Underrepresented 
Voices of the American 
Revolution]

[Type] Conference, Massachusetts

[Date] July 14, 2022

[Subject Fields] American History / Studies, African American History / 
Studies, Environmental History / Studies, Women‘s & Gender History / 
Studies, Archival Science

[Save the Date] Underrepresented Voices of the American Revolution 
Massachusetts Historical Society & Suffolk University

July 14–15, 2022 
Registration opens Spring 2022

The lead up to the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence offers an oppor‑
tunity to highlight the latest scholarship on underrepresented voices of the American 
Revolution. This conference will bring together scholars to explore the broad themes 
associated with those not traditionally considered in discussing the American Revolu‑
tionary Era. Additionally, this conference will serve both scholars and K‑12 educators 
by providing a platform to consider how the classroom serves as a key site of historical 
representation. Teachers will be invited to attend the traditional academic sessions, and 
scholars in turn will be invited to participate in a concluding teacher workshop at the end 
of the conference.

At this time we are pleased to announce our conference panels and urge you to mark 
your calendars to attend the conference next summer.  

Registration will formally open in spring 2022. The conference and workshop will 
take place at Suffolk University and the Massachusetts Historical Society in Boston on 
14–16 July 2022. The panels and presentations will take place on 14–15 July with the teach‑
er workshop on 16 July.

[Questions? Email] research@masshist.org
[Contact Email] kmorris@masshist.org
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[Brno Studies in English] 

Vol. 2/2020 
5–23 Carrella, Fabio

Populism on Twitter : statistical analysis of the correlation between tweet 
popularity and „populist“ discursive features

25–46 Martínez Lirola, María
A multimodal analysis of Daddy‘s Roommate : deconstructing compositional 
and interpersonal meanings 

47–66 Sučková, Magda
First language attrition in voice onset times in Anglophone expatriates 
residing in the Czech Republic

67–85 Válková, Silvie; Kořínková, Jana
Strategies of positive evaluation in computer‑mediated communication

87–102 Blake, Jason
Geology and story in Alice Munro‘s „Axis“
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103–118 Chalupský, Petr 
Non‑normative Victorians : Ian McGuire‘s The North Water as a neo‑
Victorian novel

119–135 Feldman-Kołodziejuk, Ewelina
Tribute to Newfoundland, tribute to fatherland : Michael Crummey‘s 
Sweetland in a geocritical perspective 

137–157 Haj‘jari, Mohammad-Javad; Maleki, Nasser
Auster‘s Leviathan : when the „voice of conscience“ calls out

159–179 Jęczmińska, Kinga
„On the battlefield of life“ : J.M. Coetzee‘s Life & Times of Michael K in the 
light of the mind‑body problem

181–194 Jeyasingam, Shobana; Mani, Manimangai; Talif, Rosli; Awang, 
Mohammad Ewan
Rooted cosmopolitan identity and internalized homophobia in Farzana 
Doctor‘s Stealing Nasreen

195–209 Kozak, Katarzyna 
Depicting a political rival : evolution of Richard Steele‘s essay periodical 
writing

211–229 Martínez-Alfaro, María Jesús
Parasites, plagiarists and „fictual“ stories in Charles Palliser‘s „A Nice Touch“ 
and „The Catch“

231–247 Nyman, Jopi
Writing the Armenian genocide in Eve Makis‘s The Spice Box Letters : 
trauma, diaspora, community

249–260 Pietrzak, Wit
Poetry as endurance : Caitríona O‘Reilly‘ Geis

261–279 Sawa, Magdalena 
„We need to rediscover the living body“ : Gabriel Josipovici‘s metamodern 
project in Goldberg: Variations 

281–296 Pérez Zapata, Beatriz
Exploring death and grief : Zen in Zadie Smith‘s The Autograph Man

297–301 Chovanec, Jan
[Ponton, Douglas Mark. Understanding political persuasion: linguistic and 
rhetorical analysis]

302–305 Weiss, Michaela
[Anténe, Petr. Howard Jacobson‘s novels in the context of contemporary 
British Jewish literature]
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[LITTERARIA PRAGENSIA 
Studies in Literature & Culture]

Migration and Intercultural Communication
Vol. 31/2021

1–7 Martin Procházka
Migration and Intercultural Communication: An Introduction 

8–26 William O’Reilly 
Trade in Strangers: Curiosity, Travel and the Recruitment of Migrants

27–42 Peter Burschel
Purity: The Emergence of a Cultural Code in Early Modern Europe 

43–59 Matthew Pratt Guterl
White Supremacy: American Style

60–79 Clare Wallace
The Camp and the Journey: Aesthetic Encounters with Forced Migration 
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80–99 Zoheb Mashiur
“A Very Entertaining Book”: The Ventriloquism of Rudyard Kipling’s The 
Eyes of Asia

100–126 Markéta Křížová
Slavery and Liberation Observed from the Margins of the Atlantic: 
Reflections of Overseas Colonization in The Book of Joseph (1783–1784)

127–148 Mirka Horová
Revisiting the Golden Age: Brexit, Migration and the Rhetoric of National 
Identity

149–154 Ondřej Pilný
Review. Irish studies at a time of transition

155–157 Notes on Contributors
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[American and British 
Studies Annual]

Vol. 13/2020
Articles
9 Jakub Ženíšek

Melvillian Meditations in Charles Johnson’s “Executive Decision”
23 Petr Kopecký

Science and/in Literature: A Californian Perspective 
37 Zdenko Zeman, Marija Geiger Zeman

Searching for a Younger Self: Time, Music and Ageing Masculinities in the 
Novel A Visit from the Goon Squad by Jennifer Egan 

51 Bożena Kucała
The Past as a Multi‑perspective Structure in Matthew Kneale’s English 
Passengers

67 Barbora Vinczeová
Death Has a Name: The Personification of Death in British Fantastic Fiction 

82 Christopher E. Koy
More Than Mere Metamorphoses: Animals in Charles W. Chesnutt’s Conjure 
Storie 

98 Tomáš Jajtner
Unto This Last: John Ruskin and the Beginnings of English Ecocriticism

108 Stanislav Kolář
Ordinary Stories in Extraordinary Times: Marcie Hershman’s Tales of the 
Master Race

119 Dida Syarifa Nursyamsi Hilman, Dadung Ibnu Muktion
A Transgressive Figure or a Puppet of the Patriarchy? The Action Heroine 
in Atomic Blonde

Student Contribution
137 Maria Klečková

“Neither Innocent, nor Guilty”: the Scapegoat in the Ironic Short Stories of 
William Somerset Maugham

Book Review
153 Jiří Flajšar

Review of Facing Trauma in Contemporary American Literary Discourse 
(Review of Stories of Survival and Possibility by Laura Virginia Castor)
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