
the farming of bones by edwidge
danticat
the farming of bones by edwidge danticat is a poignant novel that explores themes of
memory, trauma, and the enduring impact of historical violence. Set against the backdrop
of the 1937 Parsley Massacre, the book delves deeply into the lives affected by the brutal
event, focusing on the personal and collective suffering experienced by the Haitian
community. Edwidge Danticat’s narrative weaves together the past and present, exposing
the lingering scars of genocide and displacement. This article provides an in-depth
analysis of the novel's plot, its historical context, key themes, and the literary techniques
employed by Danticat. Additionally, the discussion will highlight the significance of the
book in contemporary literature and its contribution to understanding Caribbean history
and identity.
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Plot Summary of The Farming of Bones
The farming of bones by edwidge danticat centers on Amabelle Desir, a young Haitian
woman working in the Dominican Republic as a nanny. The story unfolds during the period
leading up to and following the 1937 Parsley Massacre, a horrific event in which
thousands of Haitian immigrants and Dominicans of Haitian descent were brutally killed
under the orders of the Dominican dictator Rafael Trujillo. The novel traces Amabelle's
journey as she grapples with loss, survival, and the search for identity amid the chaos. The
narrative alternates between her memories and her present circumstances, painting a
vivid picture of love, betrayal, and resilience.

The farming of bones by edwidge danticat intricately details the relationships between
characters caught in the ethnic and political tensions of the time. Through Amabelle’s
eyes, readers witness the harrowing consequences of hatred and prejudice, as well as the
enduring strength of the human spirit. The plot’s emotional depth is enhanced by its
historical grounding, making it a powerful exploration of personal and collective trauma.



Historical Context and Background
Understanding the historical context is crucial to appreciating the depth of the farming of
bones by edwidge danticat. The novel is set during the era of Rafael Trujillo’s dictatorship
in the Dominican Republic, specifically focusing on the 1937 Parsley Massacre. This event
involved the mass execution of Haitians and Haitian-Dominicans along the border, fueled
by ethnic discrimination and political paranoia.

The massacre was named after the "parsley test," a brutal method used to identify
Haitians based on their pronunciation of the Spanish word for parsley, "perejil." Those
who could not pronounce it correctly were targeted for execution. The farming of bones by
edwidge danticat vividly reconstructs this historical atrocity, offering insight into the
socio-political dynamics of Hispaniola during this period.

Impact on Haitian and Dominican Relations
The Parsley Massacre left deep wounds in Haitian-Dominican relations, exacerbating long-
standing tensions between the two nations. The farming of bones by edwidge danticat
explores how these events shaped national identities and interethnic perceptions. The
trauma of the massacre continues to influence the cultural memory and political discourse
of both countries.

Historical Accuracy in the Novel
Edwidge Danticat conducted extensive research to ensure historical accuracy in the
farming of bones by edwidge danticat. The novel blends factual events with fictional
characters, creating a narrative that is both authentic and emotionally compelling. This
approach allows readers to engage with the history on a human level, deepening their
understanding of the consequences of mass violence.

Themes and Motifs
The farming of bones by edwidge danticat is rich with themes that resonate beyond its
historical setting. Central themes include memory, trauma, identity, and the consequences
of political violence. These motifs are interwoven throughout the narrative, highlighting
the complex interplay between personal and collective experiences.

Memory and Trauma
Memory plays a vital role in the novel, serving as a means for the protagonist to cope with
past horrors and preserve the stories of those lost. The farming of bones by edwidge
danticat portrays trauma as a persistent force that shapes individuals’ lives long after the
events have passed. The act of remembering becomes both a burden and a form of
resistance against erasure.

Identity and Displacement
The novel explores identity through the lens of displacement and cultural hybridity.
Characters struggle with their Haitian heritage and Dominican surroundings, reflecting



broader themes of belonging and alienation. The farming of bones by edwidge danticat
underscores the fragility and resilience of identity in the face of violence and exile.

Political Violence and Human Rights
The farming of bones by edwidge danticat highlights the devastating impact of political
violence on marginalized communities. The novel criticizes authoritarian regimes and
exposes the human rights abuses perpetrated under Trujillo’s rule. This theme invites
reflection on the ongoing relevance of justice and accountability in contemporary society.

Memory as a tool for healing and preservation

Struggles with cultural and national identity

The effects of ethnic cleansing and genocide

Resistance through storytelling and remembrance

Character Analysis
Characters in the farming of bones by edwidge danticat are intricately developed, serving
as vessels for exploring the novel’s themes. Amabelle Desir, the protagonist, embodies
resilience and the search for meaning amid tragedy. Her relationships and experiences
reveal the personal toll of historical violence.

Amabelle Desir
Amabelle’s character is central to the narrative, providing an intimate perspective on the
massacre and its aftermath. Her strength and vulnerability create a compelling portrait of
survival. Through her memories, readers gain insight into the cultural and emotional
landscape of the Haitian diaspora.

Manuel — A Symbol of Cross-Cultural Connection
Manuel, a Dominican man with whom Amabelle shares a complex relationship, symbolizes
the possibility and limitations of cross-cultural understanding. Their interactions reflect
the tensions between Haitians and Dominicans, as well as moments of shared humanity.

Supporting Characters
The novel features a range of supporting characters who enrich the story and
contextualize the historical moment. These characters represent various facets of the
Haitian and Dominican experience during the massacre and its legacy.



Literary Style and Narrative Techniques
The farming of bones by edwidge danticat employs a lyrical and evocative prose style that
enhances the emotional intensity of the story. Danticat’s narrative technique intertwines
past and present, memory and reality, creating a layered reading experience.

Use of Symbolism
Symbolism is a key literary device in the novel. Objects, landscapes, and recurring motifs
carry deeper meanings related to loss, identity, and survival. The novel’s title itself is a
powerful metaphor for the cultivation of memory and the remnants of violence.

Nonlinear Narrative Structure
The narrative shifts between timelines, reflecting the fragmented nature of trauma and
memory. This nonlinear structure allows readers to piece together the historical and
personal dimensions of the story gradually.

Language and Imagery
Danticat’s language is vivid and sensory, employing rich imagery to evoke the physical and
emotional landscapes of the characters. This stylistic choice immerses readers in the
setting and heightens the impact of the novel’s themes.

Significance and Impact of the Novel
The farming of bones by edwidge danticat holds a significant place in contemporary
literature for its unflinching portrayal of historical atrocity and its aftermath. The novel
contributes to the discourse on genocide, memory, and diasporic identity, particularly
within Caribbean studies.

Its impact extends to raising awareness about the Parsley Massacre, a relatively
underrepresented event in global historical narratives. The farming of bones by edwidge
danticat challenges readers to confront uncomfortable truths about ethnic violence and
the consequences of authoritarianism.

Recognition and Awards
The novel has received critical acclaim for its literary merit and social relevance. It has
been recognized for its contribution to human rights literature and its role in educating
readers about a dark chapter in Caribbean history.

Educational Use
The farming of bones by edwidge danticat is widely studied in academic settings, including
courses on literature, history, and human rights. Its rich thematic content and historical
grounding make it a valuable resource for interdisciplinary learning.



Illumination of a neglected historical event

Exploration of trauma and healing in literature

Promotion of cultural understanding and empathy

Enduring relevance to contemporary issues of violence and displacement

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Farming of Bones' by
Edwidge Danticat?
The central theme of 'The Farming of Bones' is the exploration of identity, memory, and
trauma, particularly focusing on the 1937 Parsley Massacre and its devastating impact on
the Dominican Republic and Haitian communities.

Who is the protagonist of 'The Farming of Bones' and
what is her significance?
The protagonist is Amabelle Desir, a young Haitian woman working as a housemaid in the
Dominican Republic. Her experiences provide a personal perspective on the ethnic
violence and cultural tensions depicted in the novel.

How does Edwidge Danticat portray the relationship
between Haiti and the Dominican Republic in the novel?
Danticat portrays the complex and often hostile relationship between Haiti and the
Dominican Republic, highlighting historical tensions, racial discrimination, and the
consequences of nationalism that culminate in the 1937 massacre.

What historical event is depicted in 'The Farming of
Bones'?
The novel depicts the 1937 Parsley Massacre, where thousands of Haitians living in the
Dominican Republic were brutally killed under the orders of Dominican dictator Rafael
Trujillo.

How does memory function in 'The Farming of Bones'?
Memory in the novel serves as a powerful tool for preserving history and personal identity.
Characters grapple with traumatic memories, and storytelling becomes a means to honor
victims and resist erasure of the massacre.



What role does language play in the novel?
Language reflects cultural identity and division; the use of Haitian Creole and Spanish
illustrates the characters' backgrounds and the barriers they face, emphasizing themes of
communication and misunderstanding.

How does Edwidge Danticat address the theme of
displacement in the novel?
Displacement is depicted through the forced migration and exile of Haitian characters
following the massacre, exploring the loss of homeland and the struggle to rebuild lives in
unfamiliar environments.

What is the significance of the title 'The Farming of
Bones'?
The title metaphorically represents the cultivation of memories and histories from the
'bones' of past atrocities, suggesting that even in death and destruction, stories and
identities are nurtured and preserved.

How are gender roles explored in 'The Farming of
Bones'?
The novel highlights the vulnerability of women during times of conflict, showcasing
Amabelle's resilience and the specific challenges faced by women amidst violence,
displacement, and cultural expectations.

Why is 'The Farming of Bones' considered an important
work in Caribbean literature?
'The Farming of Bones' is important for its poignant depiction of a lesser-known historical
tragedy, its exploration of identity and memory, and its contribution to Caribbean
literature by giving voice to Haitian experiences and history.

Additional Resources
1. The Farming of Bones by Edwidge Danticat
This powerful novel tells the story of Amabelle Desir, a young Haitian woman working as a
housekeeper in the Dominican Republic during the 1937 Parsley Massacre. Through
Amabelle’s eyes, the book explores themes of love, loss, and survival amidst ethnic
violence. Danticat vividly portrays the historical tensions between Haitians and
Dominicans, making it both a poignant love story and a harrowing account of a tragic
event.

2. Breath, Eyes, Memory by Edwidge Danticat
This debut novel follows Sophie Caco, a young Haitian girl who immigrates to the United
States and struggles with her traumatic past and complicated relationship with her



mother. The book explores themes of memory, cultural identity, and the legacy of trauma.
Danticat’s lyrical prose captures the complexities of Haitian culture and the immigrant
experience.

3. In the Time of the Butterflies by Julia Alvarez
Set during the dictatorship of Rafael Trujillo in the Dominican Republic, this historical
novel tells the story of the Mirabal sisters, who became symbols of resistance and courage.
Alvarez combines rich historical detail with personal narrative to explore themes of
political oppression, bravery, and the fight for justice. The book offers important context
to the political climate surrounding the events in The Farming of Bones.

4. The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao by Junot Díaz
This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel centers on Oscar, a Dominican-American teenager, and
his family’s curse stemming from the Trujillo dictatorship. Díaz blends magical realism,
history, and pop culture to explore the impact of dictatorship and diaspora on identity and
family. The book provides insight into the Dominican Republic’s political history and its
effects on subsequent generations.

5. How Beautiful the Ordinary: Twelve Stories of Identity by Mitali Perkins
This collection of short stories explores the experiences of immigrant children adjusting to
new cultures while maintaining ties to their heritage. The stories delve into themes of
identity, belonging, and cultural conflict, resonating with the themes found in Danticat’s
work. Though not focused on Haiti or the Dominican Republic specifically, these
narratives complement the immigrant experience portrayed in The Farming of Bones.

6. The Dew Breaker by Edwidge Danticat
A collection of interconnected stories revolving around a Haitian torturer and his family,
this book delves into the haunting legacy of political violence. Danticat examines themes
of memory, guilt, and redemption while highlighting the complex history of Haiti’s political
turmoil. The narrative’s intimate portrayal of trauma parallels the emotional depth found
in The Farming of Bones.

7. In the Time of the Spirits by Edwidge Danticat
This novel explores the supernatural and spiritual beliefs of Haitian culture through the
story of a woman grappling with loss and the past. It delves into themes of memory,
cultural heritage, and resilience. The book offers a deeper understanding of Haitian
spirituality, enriching the cultural backdrop present in The Farming of Bones.

8. The Brief History of the Dead by Kevin Brockmeier
While not directly related to Haitian history, this novel contemplates memory, death, and
the afterlife in a speculative fiction setting. Its themes of survival and the persistence of
memory echo the emotional and historical concerns in The Farming of Bones. The book’s
exploration of human connection beyond death provides a philosophical complement to
Danticat’s narrative.

9. Love, Anger, Madness: A Haitian Trilogy by Marie Vieux-Chauvet
This trilogy offers a raw and unflinching look at Haitian society under the Duvalier
dictatorship. Through its intense and often brutal storytelling, it examines oppression,
resistance, and the complexities of Haitian identity. The work provides a critical historical
perspective that enriches understanding of the socio-political realities behind The Farming
of Bones.
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