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The Farming of Bones: Exploring Edwidge Danticat's Masterpiece

Edwidge Danticat's "The Farming of Bones" is a profoundly moving and
historically significant novel that delves into the harrowing events of the
1937 Parsley Massacre in the Dominican Republic. This powerful narrative
offers a unique lens through which to examine themes of identity, memory,
love, and resistance in the face of brutal oppression. By focusing on the
experiences of Amabelle, a Haitian woman working in the Dominican Republic,
Danticat masterfully illuminates the devastating consequences of xenophobia
and political violence. This comprehensive exploration will unpack the
novel's historical context, its central characters, thematic depth, literary
significance, and its enduring relevance, providing a deep dive into
Danticat's artistry and the critical reception of "The Farming of Bones."
Prepare to engage with a work that not only educates but also deeply
resonates with the human spirit.
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Historical Context of Edwidge Danticat's "The
Farming of Bones"

Edwidge Danticat's "The Farming of Bones" is deeply rooted in a specific and
tragic historical period: the early 20th century in the Dominican Republic.
The novel vividly recreates the atmosphere and socio-political climate that
culminated in the 1937 Parsley Massacre, an event orchestrated by the
dictator Rafael Trujillo. Understanding this context is crucial to
appreciating the full weight of Danticat's narrative and the suffering she
portrays. The Dominican Republic, bordering Haiti on the island of
Hispaniola, has a long and complex history of mutual influence and animosity,
often exacerbated by economic disparities and political ideologies.

The Parsley Massacre: A Shadowed History

The central historical event that fuels "The Farming of Bones" is the 1937
Parsley Massacre, also known as El Corte. Under Trujillo's brutal regime, a
systematic campaign was launched to eliminate the Haitian population residing
in the Dominican Republic, particularly those living near the border. The
motivation behind this genocide was multifaceted, including Trujillo's desire
to "whiten" the nation and foster a distinct Dominican identity separate from
Haiti, as well as his ambition to consolidate power and control labor. The
name "Parsley Massacre" reportedly stems from the way Trujillo's soldiers
would ask suspected Haitians to pronounce the Spanish word for parsley,
"perejil." Those who struggled with the pronunciation, due to their Creole
background, were often targeted. Danticat's novel brings this atrocity to
life through the eyes of her characters, illustrating the fear, confusion,
and ultimately, the devastation experienced by Haitians caught in the
crossfire. The novel serves as a vital memorial to this largely
unacknowledged chapter of Caribbean history, ensuring that the victims'
stories are not forgotten.

Key Characters in Edwidge Danticat's "The
Farming of Bones"

The power of "The Farming of Bones" lies significantly in its richly drawn
characters, whose personal struggles and relationships serve as conduits for
exploring broader societal and historical themes. Danticat's ability to imbue
her characters with depth, complexity, and humanity makes their experiences
profoundly relatable and emotionally impactful. Through their individual



journeys, readers gain a visceral understanding of the human cost of
political violence and discrimination.

Amabelle: The Heart of the Narrative

Amabelle is the protagonist of "The Farming of Bones," a young Haitian woman
who has lived in the Dominican Republic since childhood. She works as a maid
and companion for a wealthy Dominican family, the Victoirs, and finds herself
caught between her Haitian heritage and her life within Dominican society.
Amabelle embodies resilience and a deep capacity for love, despite the
hardships she endures. Her journey is one of navigating complex loyalties,
dealing with profound personal loss, and ultimately seeking a sense of
belonging. Her internal world, filled with memories, dreams, and a growing
awareness of the injustices around her, forms the emotional core of the
novel. Amabelle's character arc is a testament to the enduring strength of
the human spirit even in the face of unimaginable cruelty.

Sebastián: Love and Betrayal

Sebastián is a pivotal character in Amabelle's life, a Haitian sugarcane
cutter who becomes her lover. Their relationship is a beacon of hope and a
source of profound joy for Amabelle amidst the oppressive environment.
Sebastián represents a connection to her Haitian roots and a vision of a
future where love and dignity can flourish. However, their love is tested by
the escalating violence and the political climate. The narrative explores the
complexities of their relationship, including elements of trust,
vulnerability, and the potential for betrayal, which are heightened by the
surrounding danger. Sebastián's fate is intricately woven into the larger
tragedy, highlighting how personal lives are irrevocably shattered by
collective violence.

The Power of Community and Sisterhood

Beyond individual relationships, "The Farming of Bones" also emphasizes the
importance of community, particularly the bonds of sisterhood among Haitian
women. Characters like Savey, Amabelle's employer's mother, and other women
in the community provide support, solace, and a sense of shared identity.
These relationships are crucial for survival, offering a space for shared
grief, collective memory, and mutual encouragement. Danticat portrays how
these women rely on each other, sharing stories, traditions, and the burdens
of their shared experiences. This communal strength acts as a counterpoint to
the isolating and dehumanizing forces of the massacre, demonstrating that
even in the darkest times, human connection can offer a lifeline.

Major Themes in Edwidge Danticat's "The Farming
of Bones"

"The Farming of Bones" is a novel rich with thematic depth, exploring a



spectrum of human experiences and societal issues. Danticat masterfully
weaves together personal narratives with historical realities to illuminate
enduring truths about identity, memory, and the consequences of violence. The
novel’s exploration of these themes is both poignant and profound, resonating
with readers long after the final page.

Identity and Belonging

A central theme in "The Farming of Bones" is the multifaceted nature of
identity and the perpetual quest for belonging. Amabelle, as a Haitian living
in the Dominican Republic, is constantly negotiating her identity. She
straddles two cultures, feeling both connected to and alienated from each.
The Dominican state, particularly under Trujillo, seeks to erase Haitian
identity, forcing individuals to choose between assimilation and
ostracization. Amabelle’s internal struggle reflects the broader experience
of marginalized communities who are denied full recognition and belonging in
the societies they inhabit. The novel questions what it truly means to
belong, and whether one's identity can be defined by external forces or must
be forged from within.

Memory and Trauma

Memory, both individual and collective, plays a critical role in "The Farming
of Bones." The novel highlights how trauma is passed down through generations
and how personal memories become intertwined with historical events. Amabelle
grapples with fragmented memories of her past in Haiti and the vivid, often
nightmarish, memories of the violence she witnesses. Danticat explores how
remembering can be a form of resistance, a way to reclaim narratives that
have been suppressed or distorted. Conversely, the burden of traumatic
memories can be overwhelming, impacting one's ability to live in the present.
The novel suggests that confronting and processing these memories, however
painful, is essential for healing and for preventing the repetition of
history.

Love, Loss, and Survival

At its core, "The Farming of Bones" is a story about love and loss, and the
ways in which individuals strive to survive in the face of overwhelming odds.
Amabelle’s love for Sebastián provides her with strength and purpose, making
his eventual fate all the more devastating. The novel depicts how love can be
a powerful force for connection and meaning, but also how it can make one
vulnerable to immense pain. The pervasive violence and loss experienced by
the characters force them to adapt and find ways to endure. Survival is not
just about physical existence; it is also about maintaining one's humanity
and dignity in the midst of dehumanizing circumstances.

Resistance and Resilience

Despite the brutal oppression depicted, "The Farming of Bones" also



celebrates the quiet acts of resistance and the remarkable resilience of the
human spirit. The Haitian community, particularly the women, find ways to
resist through preserving their culture, supporting one another, and refusing
to be entirely defined by their oppressors. Amabelle's own quiet
determination to survive and to remember is a form of resistance. Danticat
illustrates that resilience is not always about grand gestures but often
about the daily acts of courage required to simply continue living and loving
in a hostile world. The novel suggests that even when physical freedom is
denied, the inner spirit can remain unconquered.

Thematic Significance of Haitian-Dominican Relations

The novel deeply engages with the complex and often fraught history of
Haitian-Dominican relations. "The Farming of Bones" illuminates the long-
standing prejudices and discriminatory practices that have shaped the
interactions between the two populations. Trujillo's regime actively
exploited these tensions to consolidate power and reinforce a Dominican
national identity that explicitly excluded Haitians. Danticat's work
challenges simplistic narratives by portraying the nuances of these
relationships, showing instances of cohabitation and even friendship, while
starkly revealing the devastating consequences of state-sponsored xenophobia.
The novel serves as a powerful indictment of racism and nationalism, urging
readers to consider the human cost of political manipulation and ethnic
prejudice.

Literary Style and Techniques in Edwidge
Danticat's "The Farming of Bones"

Edwidge Danticat's mastery of language and narrative technique is a hallmark
of "The Farming of Bones." Her prose is both lyrical and precise, capable of
conveying immense emotional weight with understated power. Danticat employs a
range of literary devices that contribute to the novel's profound impact and
enduring appeal. By understanding these techniques, readers can better
appreciate the artistry behind the storytelling.

Danticat's Narrative Voice

Danticat utilizes a first-person narrative voice, primarily through Amabelle,
which creates an intimate and deeply personal connection with the reader.
This allows for a direct exploration of Amabelle’s thoughts, feelings, and
perceptions, drawing the reader into her subjective experience of the world.
The voice is often reflective, tinged with a melancholic beauty, yet also
possesses an underlying strength. This personal perspective makes the
historical events, however horrific, feel immediate and deeply human. The
narrative voice also carries the weight of cultural heritage, subtly weaving
in Haitian Creole phrases and cultural references that enrich the
authenticity of the portrayal.



Symbolism and Imagery

Throughout "The Farming of Bones," Danticat employs rich symbolism and vivid
imagery to enhance the thematic resonance of the novel. The act of "farming"
itself can be interpreted as a metaphor for cultivation, growth, and
sustenance, but also for the exploitation and harvesting of human lives,
particularly the Haitian laborers. The recurring imagery of the river, the
earth, and the cane fields serves to ground the narrative in the physical
realities of the characters' lives, while also carrying deeper symbolic
meanings related to life, death, and the cyclical nature of suffering and
renewal. The "parsley" becomes a potent symbol of ethnic identity and the
arbitrary nature of persecution. These carefully crafted images contribute to
the novel's emotional depth and its ability to linger in the reader's mind.

The Impact of Oral Tradition

Danticat skillfully integrates elements of oral tradition into her narrative,
reflecting the cultural heritage of her characters. Stories, songs, proverbs,
and folklore are woven throughout the text, serving as vital tools for
cultural transmission, memory keeping, and collective healing. These oral
traditions provide a sense of continuity and a connection to ancestors,
offering comfort and wisdom in times of crisis. The storytelling itself
becomes an act of resistance against a regime that sought to silence and
erase Haitian voices. This incorporation of oral traditions not only adds
authenticity but also underscores the importance of narrative in shaping and
preserving identity in the face of historical trauma.

Critical Reception and Literary Significance of
"The Farming of Bones"

"The Farming of Bones" was met with widespread critical acclaim upon its
release, solidifying Edwidge Danticat's position as a significant voice in
contemporary literature. The novel's unflinching portrayal of historical
injustice, coupled with its lyrical prose and compelling characters,
resonated deeply with critics and readers alike. Its literary significance
extends beyond its aesthetic qualities, offering a crucial historical record
and a powerful exploration of universal human themes.

Awards and Recognition

While "The Farming of Bones" may not have a single, overarching prestigious
award attached to it in the way some novels do, it received significant
critical recognition and was a finalist for the National Book Award for
Fiction in 1998. This nomination alone speaks volumes about its literary
merit and its impact on the literary landscape. The novel's inclusion on
numerous "best of" lists and its inclusion in academic curricula further
attest to its enduring importance and its ability to engage with profound
subjects.



Scholarly Interpretations

Academics and literary critics have explored "The Farming of Bones" through
various lenses. Many analyses focus on its historical accuracy and its role
in bringing the Parsley Massacre to a wider audience. Scholars often examine
the novel's engagement with postcolonial theory, focusing on themes of
identity formation, cultural hybridity, and the enduring legacy of colonial
power structures. The representation of gender, particularly the strength and
resilience of women, is another frequently discussed aspect. Furthermore, the
novel's exploration of trauma, memory, and narrative as forms of resistance
continues to be a rich area of academic inquiry. The interplay between
personal experience and historical events, and how Danticat masterfully
balances these, is consistently lauded.

Conclusion: The Legacy of "The Farming of
Bones"

"The Farming of Bones" stands as a monumental work in contemporary
literature, a testament to Edwidge Danticat's exceptional storytelling
prowess and her commitment to bearing witness to forgotten histories. The
novel's profound exploration of identity, memory, love, and resistance, set
against the backdrop of the devastating 1937 Parsley Massacre, offers an
unflinching look at the human cost of xenophobia and political brutality.
Through the unforgettable character of Amabelle and the intricate tapestry of
her relationships, Danticat provides a deeply personal yet universally
resonant account of survival and resilience. The novel’s literary merit,
marked by its lyrical prose, potent symbolism, and incorporation of oral
traditions, ensures its lasting impact. "The Farming of Bones" is more than a
historical novel; it is a vital act of remembrance, a powerful indictment of
injustice, and an enduring celebration of the human spirit's capacity for
love and endurance in the face of unimaginable darkness, solidifying its
place as a crucial text for understanding the complexities of the Caribbean
experience and the universal struggle for dignity and belonging.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary historical event that 'The
Farming of Bones' (even if referring to a
hypothetical sequel or continuation) would likely
explore, building on the themes of the first book?

Given that the first 'The Farming of Bones' centers on the Parsley Massacre
of 1937, a hypothetical continuation or a re-exploration would likely delve
deeper into the aftermath of that event. This could include the long-term
impact on Haitian-Dominican relations, the ongoing struggle for human rights
and recognition for Dominicans of Haitian descent, or the generational trauma
and memory of the massacre.



If there were a sequel to 'The Farming of Bones,'
what character arcs from the first novel could be
further developed?

The character of Amabelle, the protagonist of the first novel, could have her
arc extended to explore her life after the massacre and her journey towards
healing, justice, or reconciliation. Characters like Sebastien, Senator
Viñas, or even minor characters who survived could be revisited to show how
their lives were shaped by the events and their ongoing experiences.

What contemporary issues in the Caribbean or Latin
America could be relevant if Edwidge Danticat were to
write a second 'The Farming of Bones' or a related
novel?

A contemporary relevance could be found in ongoing issues of xenophobia,
anti-immigrant sentiment, statelessness, and the persistent legacy of
colonialism and racial discrimination. These themes resonate with the
historical injustices depicted in the first book and are sadly still present
in various forms in the region and globally.

How might a sequel to 'The Farming of Bones' engage
with Danticat's broader literary concerns, such as
memory, trauma, and the power of storytelling?

A sequel would likely continue Danticat's exploration of how personal and
collective trauma are processed and remembered across generations. It could
further examine how storytelling serves as a means of survival, resistance,
and bearing witness to silenced histories, potentially introducing new
narrative voices or perspectives to amplify the impact of the original story.

What narrative techniques or stylistic elements might
Edwidge Danticat employ in a potential second
installment of 'The Farming of Bones'?

Building on the first novel's lyrical prose and evocative imagery, a sequel
might incorporate more direct political commentary or investigative elements,
depending on the focus. Danticat could also experiment with different
narrative structures, such as fragmented timelines, multiple perspectives, or
even incorporating elements of magical realism, to further illuminate the
complex emotional and historical landscape.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to The Farming of Bones, with short
descriptions:

1. The Machete
This novel delves into the lives of sugarcane cutters in the Dominican
Republic, exploring the harsh realities of their labor and their experiences
with discrimination. It often focuses on the deep-seated resentments and
power dynamics that fuel social unrest. The narrative captures the visceral



struggle for survival and dignity in a system built on exploitation.

2. The Haiti-Dominican Borderlands
This collection of essays and scholarly works examines the complex and often
fraught relationship between Haiti and the Dominican Republic, particularly
along their shared border. It analyzes the historical, political, and social
factors contributing to tensions, including issues of migration, identity,
and citizenship. The book offers critical perspectives on the enduring
legacies of colonialism and border policies.

3. Krik? Krak!
This seminal work by Edwidge Danticat features short stories that intricately
weave together Haitian folklore, history, and the experiences of its people.
The narratives often touch upon themes of memory, displacement, and
resilience in the face of political oppression and economic hardship. These
stories provide a rich tapestry of Haitian life and culture, often
highlighting the power of oral traditions.

4. The Dominican Republic: A National History
This comprehensive historical account traces the tumultuous journey of the
Dominican Republic from its colonial beginnings to its modern era. It
meticulously details periods of political instability, foreign intervention,
and social upheaval, providing context for the events that shaped the nation.
Understanding this broader history is crucial for grasping the roots of the
racial and social tensions depicted in The Farming of Bones.

5. Generations of the Banana Republic
This fictional work might explore the cyclical nature of political corruption
and economic dependency in a Caribbean nation, reminiscent of the Dominican
Republic. It could follow the lives of families across different generations
as they navigate power struggles, social injustice, and the impact of
external influences. The narrative would likely underscore the challenges of
achieving true sovereignty and stability.

6. Whispers of the Parsley Massacre
This title evokes the historical event of the Parsley Massacre in 1937, where
Haitians and Dominicans of Haitian descent were systematically killed in the
Dominican Republic. A book with this title would likely be a historical or
fictional account of this brutal period, exploring its causes, its
devastating impact, and the lingering trauma. It would offer a direct
examination of the xenophobia and violence that form the backdrop of
Danticat's novel.

7. The Sugar Cane Fields Forever
This novel could focus on the generational impact of working in the sugar
cane industry, highlighting the physical and psychological toll on workers.
It might explore themes of memory, inherited trauma, and the search for
agency within a system that often dehumanizes its laborers. The story could
weave together personal narratives with the broader socio-economic forces at
play.

8. Haitian Migration and Diaspora
This academic or journalistic exploration examines the historical patterns
and contemporary realities of Haitian emigration. It would likely discuss the
push and pull factors driving migration, the challenges faced by Haitian
communities abroad, and their contributions to host societies. Understanding
the context of Haitian diaspora helps contextualize the experiences of
characters who find themselves in new and often hostile environments.



9. Island of Blood and Sugar
This evocative title suggests a narrative deeply rooted in the history and
geography of a Caribbean island, likely one with a significant sugar
industry. It could intertwine the beauty of the landscape with the brutality
of its past, focusing on themes of exploitation, resistance, and the enduring
spirit of its people. The book would aim to capture the complex, often
violent, intersection of natural resources and human suffering.
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