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Ecofeminist theory exposes the androcentric monopoly of meaning-making and 

its resulting oppression of women, people of color, and the earth. Because women have 

been marginalized in historical and religious discourses, these theorists emphasize the 

need for women to develop an alternative, inclusive worldview that rejects binary, 

hierarchical thought. Like feminist theorists, Contemporary American women writers 

have also tackled the patriarchal oppression of Christianity and the omission of 

women's historical contributions in their fiction. In their works, authors like Toni 

Morrison, Linda Hogan, and Julia Alvarez have reimagined women's history by 

fictionalizing historical events. Despite racial differences, all three authors similarly 

detail the oppressive nature of the patriarchal worldview, reject binary thought, and 

utilize goddess figures as catalysts for awakening female consciousness. By detailing 

the characters' shift in consciousness, these novels act as a form of consciousness-

raising for their readers, and can therefore be considered activist texts. 
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Introduction 

The male-centeredness of Christianity has been a long-term problem for both 

feminists and women. Biblical verses have been used as reinforcements for women's 

place of subservience and status as the Jesser sex; women have been excluded in many 

sects of Christianity from having any active role as ordained religious leaders; and the 

masculinization of all forms of God has placed women in a position of spiritual famine, 

searching for a deity with whom they can personally identify. Ecofeminist theory and 

scholarship have explored the problematic nature of women's status within Christianity, 

arguing that patriarchal religions construct a hierarchal system of oppression in which 

men, as beings made in God's image, are given the power to dominate both women and 

nature. To counter the problem of patriarchal religion, ecofeminists seek to construct a 

new (or renewed) female history, which acts as a foundation or springboard for the 

development of female consciousness. As Monica Sjoo and Barbara Mor note in The 

Great Cosmic Mother, "perhaps the greatest harm patriarchy has done to us is to stifle, 

coopt, and deform our powers of imagination" ( 427). This female consciousness is more 

than a reaction against the patriarchal order, but a reclaiming of women's seeing and 

knowing- both themselves and the earth-that preceded the patriarchal order. 

Women's history acts not as an end, but as a catalyst for the development of female 

creative, intuitive knowledge that has been purposely stifled because it is a source of 

female power. This reclamation of female power and knowledge is also transformative, 

enabling women to imagine and build an alternative future that is free of oppression. 



Like feminist theorists, women writers have also tackled the patriarchal 

oppression of Christianity in their fiction, and their writings on this issue can be seen as 

an imaginative reconstruction of female history and myth-telling. However, women do 

not exist as a homogenous group, as many antiessentialist feminists have argued, but 

exist within different subject positions, resulting in differing experiences and 

identifications. Although women are generally constructed as the lesser sex in Christian 

theology, women's status within Christianity more acutely differs when taking into 

account the factor of race. As Rosemary Radford Ruther argues in Women Healing 

Earth, the white woman is identified as the "'angel in the house"' or "the good 

woman," while the woman of color "is seen more like an 'animal,' both as a beast of 

burden and as the object of projection of debased carnality" (3). These differing images 

of women demonstrate the existence of not only gender hierarchy, but also racial 

hierarchy within Christianity, as Ruether notes: "For Christianity, all women suffer the 

punishment due to being daughters of Eve, but the 'Good Woman' is redeemed by 

being 'Mary-like" (3). Thus, the intersection of race and gender is an important issue to 

explore within an ecofeminist framework, as both the racial and gendered position of 

women contributes to their reconstruction of myths, symbols, and history. How do 

contemporary American women authors of color explore and critique Christianity in 

their writing? Do they approach the issue by completely abandoning and rejecting the 

institution of Christianity for women-centered theologies, or do they find ways to 

negotiate power within the system of patriarchal religion? How is this decision 

influenced by racial identity? Are the same issues- political, environmental, gender, 
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and economic inequality- intertwined with religious patriarchy, or do these women 

writers have something else at stake? 

Applying an ecofeminist theoretical perspective, this thesis will seek to examine 

how contemporary American women writers of color negotiate the patriarchal 

oppression of Christianity and reimagine women's history and symbols within their 

texts, exploring other factors that come into play as a result, including identity 

formation, conceptions of community, attitudes toward female sexuality, the 

development and critique of world views, the role of witchcraft/the supernatural, and 

women's activism. By focusing on contemporary women writers, this thesis will 

analyze the influence of women's past history on current constructions of myth, 

symbols, and identity as an act of historical reinvention. 

According to Rosemarie Putnam Tong's Feminist Thought, spiritual 

ecofeminism, or goddess spirituality, correlates the oppression of women both socially 

and theologically with the oppression and abuse of nature (275). Moreover, it is "man," 

defined not as an individual but as the androcentrism which infiltrates all aspects of 

modern society-from politics and economics to environmental policies and gender 

norms- that is viewed as "the chief enemy of women and nature" (251 ). Using 

Goddess symbols to "counter the repressive patriarchy of monotheistic religions," 

spiritual ecofeminism also endeavors to reinstate the original "goddess-centered 

religion" that was overthrown by Christianity (253). This reclamation of the Goddess as 

a female symbol not only combats religious patriarchy, but also emphasizes the 

interconnectedness of all beings in the universe, a worldview that rejects all forms of 
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hierarchal thought. In The Spiral Dance, ecofeminist thinker Starhawk explains the 

impact of rediscovering the Goddess for women: 

Mother Goddess is reawakening, and we can begin to recover our 
primal birthright, the sheer, intoxicating joy of being alive. We can 
open new eyes and see that there is nothing to be saved from, no 
struggle of life against the universe, no God outside the world to be 
feared and obeyed; only the Goddess, the Mother, the turning spiral 
that whirls us in and out of existence, whose winking eye is the pulse 
of being- birth, death, rebirth- whose laughter bubbles and courses 
through all things and who is found only through love: love of trees, of 
stones, of sky and clouds, of scented blossoms and thundering waves; 
of all that runs and flies and swims and crawls on her face; through 
Jove of ourselves;[ ... ] each of us our own star, her Child, her lover, 
her beloved, her Self. (39) 

As Starhawk demonstrates, the ability of the Goddess to remove the oppressive notions 

of women's sinfulness and inferiority under Christian ideology frees and empowers 

them, and this empowerment results in a "reawakening," or shift toward a feminist 

consciousness. This consciousness, which emphasizes respect for all who are 

marginalized under patriarchal thought, creates the possibility for women to construct a 

future that is free of not only sexism and environmental destruction, but all hierarchical 

notions of difference which serve as the foundation of Western, androcentric thought. 

The reclamation of the Goddess is also an act of reconstructing female history 

and knowledge systems. As Mary Daly argues in Gyn/Ecology, while a historical 

approach is helpful, women should also rely on their own sense of knowing and myth-

telling, or a "Crone-ological analysis," which "frees feminist thought from the 

compulsion to 'prove' at every step that each phallic myth and symbol had a precedent 

in gynocentric myth, which chronologically dated it" ( 4 7). Thus women should "make 

an effort to remember. Or failing that, invent" their own history ( 4 7). This remembering 

and inventing, according to Daly and other ecofeminist theorists, can only take place 
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within the safety of women communities. By developing their female consciousness, 

women gain transformative power-an ability to reconstruct the world with them in it, 

define their own myths and methods of meaning-making, and transform power 

relations--patriarchy valued over matriarchy, consumerism over nature, God over 

Goddess-and create a new world where both women and nature are respected and 

valued. It is the reconstruction of myths and reclaiming of female symbols that are 

central to unfolding spiritual ecofeminism in these authors ' texts . 

The texts that will be used in my analysis are African American writer Toni 

Morrison 's Paradise, Cherokee author Linda Hogan's Power, and Dominican

American writer Julia Alvarez's In the Time of the Butterflies , providing a multicultural 

base for this interpretation. These three novels have been specifically chosen for a 

number of reasons.' First, each of the fictionalized stories told by these authors were 

inspired by actual historical events. Toni Morrison based Ruby, the fictional all-black 

town in her novel Paradise, on the historical migration of ex-slaves to territories in 

Oklahoma, where they built their own towns and communities ("Conversation: Toni 

Morrison"). Moreover, Morrison's construction of the convent outside Ruby 's limits

and the suspicion it generates to Ruby residents- is also strongly rooted in eighteenth 

century American convent narratives, a connection which will be explored more 

thoroughly in Chapter One. In Power, Linda Hogan not only explores the lasting effects 

of Euroamerican colonization on Native Americans today through her story of the 

fictional Taiga tribe, but the pivotal event of her novel- the killing of a Florida panther 

by a tribe member-was inspired by the real-life killing of a Florida panther by 

Seminole chief James Billie, who was tried for this act by the Florida court system2 

5 



(Cook 12). Julia Alvarez's In the Time of the Butterflies is a fictionalized account of the 

lives of the Mirabal sisters, three of whom were assassinated for their participation in an 

underground movement to overthrow Dominican dictator Trujillo in the 1960s. The 

historical foundation of these novels enables an analysis of historical reinvention from a 

feminist perspective, especially by exploring how these authors reinterpret history 

through racial and gendered lenses. 

Moreover, each of these novels can be considered activist or transformative 

texts-as the characters undergo a metamorphosis, transforming their own 

consciousness as the plots unfold, these three stories have the potential to transform the 

reader's consciousness as well. This characterization as consciousness-raising texts is 

vital under an ecofeminist framework. As Jane Caputi argues, stories have the power to 

transform consciousness and thereby transform the world, a power which she terms 

"psychic activism" (Gossips, Gorgons, and Crones 149). In order for women to affect 

this change, Caputi contends that women must "tell stories that are consciousness

altering and hence world-altering" (150). Like Caputi, Linda Hogan emphasizes the 

power of myth, especially as a catalyst for change. As Katherine R. Chandler observes, 

"Hogan directs readers to a key quality: myths' unique ability to allow us to 'hear the 

world new again,'" and Chandler contends that Hogan's work illustrates her belief that 

"a different frame of mind needs to be adopted for life survival past the twenty-first 

century" (22, 32). The reception of Julia Alvarez's novel fully demonstrates this power 

of story to shift consciousness and affect change, as her fictionalized account of the 

Mirabal sisters prompted a global movement to prevent violence against women. 

Moreover, in order to maximize this potential to shift consciousness, a story must have 
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broad readership, and as a featured novel in Oprah's Book Club, Toni Morrison's 

Paradise became part of popular culture, thereby reaching readers that may never have 

been exposed to her work. In these ways, the novels discussed in this thesis have either 

affected world change or have harnessed that potential, making them uniquely open to 

an analysis of both the construction of female myth and history and the impact of this 

construction as real-world activism. 

In Chapter One, my analysis will focus on Toni Morrison's Paradise. In this 

novel, the all-Black diaspora town of Ruby is juxtaposed with the Convent just outside 

Ruby ' s city limits. The town of Ruby adopts many of the same ideologies as 

mainstream white society, while the women who live in the Convent reject Ruby ' s 

culture, creating their own female utopia where women are safe from the abuse they 

have suffered outside ofthe Convent. Since the town of Ruby was originally named 

"Haven" and was founded as a Black utopia, Ruby can be interpreted as a heaven, while 

the ritualism and women-centered spirituality practiced at the Convent can be viewed as 

symbolizing a coven. The Convent's inclusion of women who have been ousted by 

Ruby as "jezebels" further supports the connection between patriarchal fear of women's 

sexual power and their denouncement as "witches." Moreover, the presence of this 

female community causes the female characters in Paradise become more critical of 

Ruby and the Euroamerican, patriarchal values it upholds, emphasizing the threat that 

female-centered community and spirituality pose to the patriarchal order while also 

cautioning against the dangers of assimilation to white hegemony. Taking this analysis 

a step further, Ruby can be seen to symbolize patriarchal religion, or Christianity, while 

the Convent symbolizes spiritual ecofeminist theology; therefore, the murder of the 
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Convent women by the men ofRuby is a reenactment of"Goddess Murder"- the 

destruction of the Goddess (and her practitioners) by Christianity. 

In Chapter 2, my analysis of Linda Hogan's Power will emphasize the creation 

of a feminist consciousness through the novel's main character, Omishto. Exposed to 

both the Euroamerican and Native American worldviews, Omishto must decide which 

ideologies she will adopt as she searches for truth . This quest is spurred by her aunt's 

killing of an endangered Florida panther and the two trials which follow, and Omishto's 

observations of the opposing Taiga and Western knowledge systems during these trials 

enable her to evaluate their applicability to her newly formed beliefs. Before making her 

choice to reclaim to her Native American roots and culture, Omishto's double

consciousness conveys the difference between the Western world and Native American 

culture, patriarchy and equality, Christianity and earth-based spirituality. Moreover, 

because of its emphasis on female community and the interconnectedness of all living 

beings in the universe, the Native worldview described in Power is consistent with the 

feminist worldview proposed by ecofeminist theorists; therefore, Omishto 's reclamation 

of the Taiga world view can also be viewed as both a rejection of patriarchal thought and 

feminist awakening to an alternative worldview, one which has the power to restore 

balance and harmony to the world. By detailing Omishto's struggles for the reader as 

she is initiated into a Taiga and feminist consciousness, Power also endeavors to spur 

this shifting consciousness in its readers. 

In Chapter 3, my analysis of Julia Alvarez's In the T;me of the Butterflies will 

focus on the potential for change that this shift in feminist consciousness creates. By 

describing the sisters' shift in consciousness, Alvarez's novel exposes the 
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interconnectedness of religious, social, and political oppression and demonstrates that 

each form of oppression is sanctioned by patriarchal control. If religious patriarchy is 

the foundation of all other hierarchies within a society, the sisters' emphasis on the 

Virgin Mary as spiritual, social, and political motivation for change is a crucial 

component of their shift in consciousness. Although "Las Mariposas" do not reject 

Christianity completely but instead find a way to value the female within that religious 

system, if one views the Virgin Mary as a goddess symbol, Butterflies still lends itself 

to a spiritual ecofeminist reading. It is important to note that Las Mariposas' 

consciousness is spurred and consistently reawakened within female communities, 

especially by bonding with women they normally wouldn't associate with due to social 

and economic hierarchies. Although the Virgin Mary is a problematic religious figure 

because she operates within the patriarchal Christian discourse, the power of female 

community in the text enables Las Mariposas to see the "Background"3 image of Mary 

as a Goddess figure appropriated and tamed by Christianity. With a reawakened female 

consciousness, Las Mariposas are able to reclaim the female symbol of the Virgin Mary 

and to affect change in the Dominican Republic. Seeking to inspire her readers to find 

the same courage to instigate change in their own lives, Alvarez humanizes the Mirabal 

sisters-who have become legendary (and therefore inaccessible) figures in Dominican 

oral history-in her fictionalized account of their lives by creating character ambiguity 

for each sister. This ambiguity is characteristic of what Gloria Anzaldua calls "new 

mestiza" writing and effectually makes each sister more accessible, enabling the reader 

to identity with each character and potentially undergo the same transformation of 

consciousness as "Las Mariposas" while reading the text. 
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An ecofeminist vision argues that the liberation of women and all marginalized 

groups must begin-but not end-with a recreation of women's history that debunks 

the false truths of patriarchal religious, historical, philosophical, and scientific ideology. 

This women's history-as part reevaluation of the past, part creation and invention-is 

a porthole to reawakening the female creative consciousness that has been stifled by 

patriarchy in order to placate their fear of female power. In the following chapters, I 

will demonstrate that while Contemporary American women writers of color differ in 

their decision to reject Christianity or maneuver within its bounds, their writings seek to 

reinvent female myth and power in order to negate religious, political, environmental, 

and social patriarchal oppression through the use of female symbols and emphasis on 

women's community. Although fictionalized accounts, the historical settings of these 

novels provide an alternative view to the dominant historical accounts of the 

Antebellum South, the colonization of Native Americans, and the Trujillo regime. With 

a spiritual ecofeminist foundation, the issues ofwomen-centeredness, community, 

environmentalism, political activism, witchcraft, and the supernatural are crucial 

elements of these authors' negotiation of patriarchal religion, and the process of this 

negotiation is an act of reimagining women's history and recreating female myths. 

Notes 

1 While these three novels have been chosen, it is important to note that the ecofeminist 
analysis that I will explore is not limited to these works, and the applicability of this 
framework to other women writers can be explored in continuing feminist literary 
scholarship. 
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2 In an interview with Barbara Cook, Linda Hogan notes that although this event was 
the inspiration for her book, her fictionalized account does not faithfully recount the 
real-life event. Hogan explains to Cook that James Billie's killing of the panther "was 
not like the book at all. He killed it late at night-drinking, poaching-then took it to a 
number of other people's houses to get a photo, then took it home and barbequed it. 
When the wildlife and police officials arrived, they found parts of other endangered 
animals. There was a four-year effort to charge him and put him in jail, but he was 
acquitted. [ ... ] He now passes out info about the Endangered Species Act but keeps two 
declawed panthers for tourists to see" (12). 

3 Essential to Mary Daly's theoretical framework in Gyn/Ecology are her concepts of 
the "foreground" and the "Background." Daly defines the "foreground" as the 
patriarchal "deceptive perceptions" of reality-or "surface consciousness" (26)-- that 
have been created and sustained by male domination over language-"the all-pervasive 
language of myth, conveyed overtly and subliminally through religion, "great art," 
literature, the dogmas of professionalism, the media, grammar" (3). The "Background," 
on the other hand, is the underlying reality, a "wild realm" (3) where Crones, Hags, and 
Spin-sters (derogatory terms which Daly reclaims in this text to denote women who 
resist and transcend the patriarchal order) celebrate and participate in creative female 
power and find a "divine depth of self' (26). Thus, the process of "receding to the 
Background" is undertaken by "exorcizing" patriarchal meaning from myths and 
symbols, a process that begins with reconsidering language itself. 
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Chapter 1 

Refusing to Become More: Assimilation, Historical Inheritance, and the Repetition of 

Goddess Murder in Toni Morrison's Paradise 

In a 2001 interview with USA Today, Toni Morrison acknowledged that her 

novel Paradise explores "organized religion and unorganized magic as two systems" 

(Donahue). In this novel, Morrison investigates the clashing of these two opposing 

systems through her juxtaposition between the all-Black Diaspora town of Ruby and the 

Convent just outside Ruby's city limits. Ruby, founded as a Black utopia, is strictly 

governed by patriarchal Christian values, while the ritualistic, women-centered 

spirituality practiced by the Convent women is viewed by Ruby's inhabitants as a form 

of witchcraft-a difference of beliefs which places the two in violent opposition. The 

complexity of the interaction between these opposing worldviews reveals the 

inseparable link between religion and history, as the novel replays the early American 

historical events of witch-hunting and Protestant suspicion of Catholicism within 

Morrison's construct of African American history and spirituality. Ruby's inheritance 

of mainstream American history results from Ruby's founding fathers' adoption of the 

same religious, political, and social values endorsed by America's founding fathers

spurred by their need to reclaim their own subordinated masculinity-when establishing 

their Black utopia, a legacy that is saturated in religious ideology that hierarchically 

segregates the spiritual and earthly spheres. Rosemary Radford Ruether explains that 
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the demonization of women and nature was a necessary contraposition in the 

construction of the Puritan "city on the hill": 

The city set on the hill represents the elect of Zion raised to 
redemption through divine grace. But all around, unredeemed nature 
bears the face of death, sin, and the devil. [ .. . ] For the late medieval 
and Puritan worlds, woman, outside the control of male authority, 
became the embodiment of the lurking demonic power. As lustful, 
carnal, and naturally insubordinate, woman is the likely tool of the 
devil in his relentless attempt to undermine God's plan of salvation. 
[ . . . ] These fears of body, nature, and loss of control over the "lower 
orders" erupted[ ... ] into prolonged bouts of witch-hunting[ . .. ]. 
(Sexism and God-Talk 81-82) 

Historically, Christians have viewed "witches," many of whom practiced goddess 

worship, as devil-worshippers due to their supposed sexual insatiability and persecuted 

them in order to force women to remain within their designated gender roles. As a 

community of women who exist economically and sociallyindependent from men, live 

in harmony with nature, and celebrate the integration of sexuality and spirituality, the 

presence of the Convent women challenges the patriarchal control ofRuby's founding 

fathers , threatening to undermine the foundations of their utopia. In order to maintain 

their "city upon a hill," the men of Ruby persecute the Convent women as "witches" 

and murder them, an act which emulates the violence of both Puritan witch-hunts and 

nineteenth-century Protestant destruction of convents. Thus, the murder of the Convent 

women by the men of Ruby is a smaller microcosm of the larger theological-historical 

picture, representing the destruction of the Goddess- and her practitioners- by 

Christianity. Moreover, the failure of Ruby's founding fathers to interrogate the same 

dualistic, hierarchal worldview that sanctioned their enslavement results in the burdened 
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inheritance of their oppressor's history rather than a home free of racial oppression, a 

warning against assimilation and a call for an alternative worldview. 

Black Masculinity and Historical Inheritance: The Problem of Assimilation 

Discussing "the state of double-consciousness experienced by African 

Americans," Kristin Hunt states, "the paradox of being native-born United States 

citizens with a long history of local ancestry, yet being treated as noncitizens who are 

outside of mainstream American culture, creates a radical uncertainty about whether or 

not they will ever feel at home within the United States" (117) . In Paradise, the quest 

for home- a space free from racial oppression that privileges their own history-is a 

driving force in the creation of both Haven and Ruby, one that reveals the complexity of 

African Americans' negotiation of mainstream American ideals. While excluded from 

American hegemony, African American constructions of identity and community are 

also undoubtedly influenced by it, a tension that is particularly illuminated in the 

attitudes of Haven and Ruby's founding fathers in the creation of a utopian town. While 

seeking refuge from discrimination and violence by white society, the founders of both 

towns construct their utopia according to white hegemonic ideals, resulting in what 

Karen E. Waldron describes as "a town acting like white people" (159). 

The driving force of this assimilation is the attempt of Haven/Ruby men to 

reassert their masculinity after becoming feminized under slavery and post

Reconstruction racial persecution by both white and light-skinned African American 

communities, what they have termed "the Disallowing" (Paradise 194). This 

feminization ofblack masculinity was partially the result of white aggression; for 
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example, Ruby resident and unofficial historian Patricia Best writes that after fighting in 

war (an act which should have secured their masculinity), Haven soldiers returned home 

"missing testicles" and having their "metals [ . . . ] torn off by gangs of rednecks and Sons 

of the Confederacy" (194). Yet the men of Haven/Ruby felt especially degraded by 

being refused the masculine role of female protector: as the narrator explains, "it was 

the shame of seeing one's pregnant wife or sister or daughter refused shelter that had 

rocked them, and changed them for all time. The humiliation did more than rankle; it 

threatened to crack open their bones" (95) . However, rather than rejecting the gender 

paradigm that has emasculated them, the male founders of Haven and Ruby attempt to 

assimilate to white hegemonic masculinity and enforce traditional gender roles, 

ultimately leading to the deterioration of "the one all-black town worth the pain" (5). 

The strategic use of assimilation to combat racial oppression is referred to by 

Patricia Hill Collins as "a politics of respectability" (73). Noting that "heterosexual 

Black men found it far more difficult to challenge hegemonic ideas of femininity or 

masculinity" than other members of the African American community, Collins argues 

that Black men attempted "to refute subordinated Black masculinity" by "trying to show 

that Black men could be just like White men" (73) . This tactic not only results in a 

restriction of Black male identity, according to Collins, but a failure to address the 

oppressive worldview that upholds racial oppression. As Collins points out, while "such 

a politics may provide limited relief from being a direct target [of racism], because it 

fails to directly challenge the system of ideas itself, such respectability provides only 

partial relief' (74). Like Collins, Andrew Reed explores the influence of racial violence 

and American hegemony on Black masculinity. Responding to criticisms that Morrison 
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has "stereotyp[ ed] black men as naturally, irredeemably sexist and violently 

domineering" (527), Reed argues that Morrison views gender as a construct and is not 

attacking black men, but instead critiquing African American adherence to white 

conceptions of masculinity and the ultimate failure to address the underlying beliefs that 

enable racial and gender oppression: 

Morrison [ ... ] is not condemning black men or implying that their 
negative characteristics are somehow fixed, naturally determined by 
their race and gender. Instead, Paradise exposes pervasive problems 
inherent in Western social ideals of masculinity, which impact upon 
African American men with particular force for historical reasons. She 
represents black masculinity as a discursive construct, continually 
shaped and reshaped by the influence of hegemonic American 
ideologies of manhood, the cultural heritage of African American 
history, and the traumatic psychical consequences of race oppression. 
(528) 

In Paradise, the failure of the male characters to interrogate the "hegemonic 

American ideologies of manhood" that both Collins and Reed discuss leads to the 

adoption of the same destructive ideologies that have been used to justify all forms of 

oppression, what Jane Caputi terms the "pornographic worldview" (75) . Defined as "a 

way of thinking and acting that sexualizes and genders domination and submission, 

from the bedroom to the war room, making domination masculine[ ... ] and submission 

feminine[ ... ]" (75), Caputi argues that "the pornographic habit of thinking and acting 

goes beyond explicitly sexual matters and informs fascist ideology, racism, 

enslavement, torture, colonization, and military conquest" (77) . Thus, in adherence to 

the "patriarchal worldview," Ruby men choose to reclaim their masculinity through 

"masculine domination of the feminine- in whatever form the feminine appears: a wife, 

a whore, a boy, a slave, a colonized people, the land, the enemy, the self ' (Caputi 90), 

as they construct their own superiority based on the inferiority of women, nature, non-
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Americans (through their participation in war), and those whom they consider "racially 

impure"-all of which must be conquered in order for these founding fathers to achieve 

their utopia. Moreover, these acts of domination are ultimately justified by the 

patriarchal tenets of Christianity, which imbibe Ruby's men with God-like status as the 

patriarchs of the town. By adhering to the "patriarchal pornographic worldview" put 

forth by mainstream American culture, the founding fathers of Ruby fail to construct a 

truly alternative way of life; as Kristin Hunt argues, "by choosing to follow the 

traditional Euroamerican model of being American, the African American settlers [ ... ] 

ultimately[ .. . ] thwart attempts to ever fully develop the sense of freedom for which the 

freemen long" (122) . Hunt's observation that the behavior and values of Ruby's men 

mimics the actions and beliefs of European settlers in the New World demonstrates that 

assimilation inevitably results in the inheritance and repetition of the history of their 

oppressors, consequently providing no real alternative to the American hegemonic order 

and leaving the African-American community with no true sense of a self-established 

home. 

The Legacy of their Founding Fathers: Paradise as a Contemporary Convent Tale 

The significance of this historical inheritance is magnified by placing Paradise 

in the context of the nineteenth century convent narrative. Nancy Lusignan Schultz 

briefly discusses Paradise as a "contemporary retelling" of the "convent captivity 

genre," arguing that in this novel "Morrison writes about what frightens patriarchal 

culture in ways that recall the nineteenth century prototypes: women living in economic 

dependence from men in an autonomous community; intimate, erotic relations between 
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women that exclude men; and fantasies about illegitimate births and infanticide"1 

(xxvii). Penned amidst a preexisting anti-Catholic sentiment, convent narratives were 

women's accounts-although they were actually "largely ghostwritten by men" 

(Schultz vii)- of the alleged cruelty and abuse they witnessed and experienced while 

living in convents, giving detailed accounts of mistreatment, rituals, and even 

pornography and infanticide. The narrative of one young woman, Rebecca Reed, fueled 

such animosity that the convent she accused of abuse was burned down by an angry 

mob, an act of violence that was never punished by law (Schultz xi). Describing in 

detail "what Protestant readers would have seen as exotic ritual practices" (xiii), the 

appeal of Reed's narrative was her exposure of the clandestine, cloistered lives of 

Catholic nuns to the wary Protestant community; however, Schultz discerns that Reed's 

descriptions are the result of her inability to understand cultural and religious practices 

different from her own, stating her narrative reveals that "Reed is only partially able to 

understand what she sees, perhaps from her lack ofunderstanding of Catholicism" (xiv). 

Nevertheless, her story was widely believed, and "widespread dislike of the Catholic 

faith intensified to hatred" as a result of Reed's "misrepresentations," inciting the 

burning of the Ursuline Convent in Massachusetts on August 11,1834 (xiv). 

Like Rebecca Reed, Sweetie's account ofher time in the Convent in Paradise 

serves as a confirmation for the pre-existing anti-Convent sentiment felt by Ruby's 

founding fathers. Describing the women as "hawks," "demons," and witches who 

"cackled" and held her against her will and recalling the mysterious cries of babies in 

the Convent, Sweetie's oral narrative of her time in the Convent invokes the same 

patriarchal fears that arose from nineteenth century convent tales (Paradise 129-130). 
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Seeped in the strict values of her town and suffering from a fever after caring endlessly 

for her sick children,2 Sweetie-like Rebecca Reed-is unable to accurately perceive 

the women's behaviors and their attempts to assist her when she wanders away from 

Ruby in a snowstorm. Like Reed's narrative, Sweetie's story confirms men's suspicions 

about the Convent and helps to incite violence against its female inhabitants. When 

Ruby's men call a meeting to discuss a plan of action against the Convent, Sweetie's 

accusations of abuse and infanticide are recalled as evidence against them, and they 

remark that "Sweetie said they tried their best to poison her" and she "said she heard 

noises coming from somewhere in that house [that] sounded to her like babies crying" 

(275). Upon wondering "what in God's name little babies doing out there" and adding 

their suspicions that the Convent women performed abortions (275), the men conclude 

that these "bitches" who are "more like witches" (276) are performing acts that "ain't 

natural" because "they got [supernatural] powers" (275). By constructing the Convent 

women as malevolent supernatural beings, Ruby's men deflect their own accountability 

as Ruby's leaders for the town's social problems and misfortunes onto the women: "the 

one thing that connected all these catastrophes was in the Convent. And in the Convent 

were those women" (11 ). 

However, it is important to note that both Reed and Sweetie's accounts did not 

initiate social anxiety and mistrust of convents, but instead occurred within and fueled 

this preexisting sentiment. Therefore, in order to more fully understand the origins of 

this mistrust and hatred, a closer focus on the social and political environment leading 

to the anti-Catholic and anti-Convent sentiment is needed. When placing convent 

narratives and the violence they spurred in their historical context, Schultz observes, 
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"the era in which these phenomena occurred was a period of rapidly shifting social 

changes" (viii), and a close analysis of Paradise reveals that these same social changes 

are reconstructed in Morrison's description ofRuby. The emergence of these changes in 

Ruby - namely, shifting political power, immigration, the immergence of supremist 

groups, industrialization, and strict gender role conformity- not only creates an 

atmosphere of rigidity and intolerance that leads to the murdering of the Covent women 

by Ruby men, but also reveals that it is Ruby men's assimilation to mainstream 

American values and their promotion of the "pornographic worldview" that enables 

them to view the murder of these women as a viable solution to the already established 

discord within their town. 

The most significant factor that spurs dissent among the Ruby community is the 

growing threat of shifting power relations within the town's current leadership, a 

changing political climate that also played an important role in the nineteenth century. 

According to Schultz, in nineteenth-century America, "the last of the Revolutionary 

heroes, including Thomas Jefferson and Henry Adams, had passed from the scene," and 

"a new brand of unruly democracy, under the leadership of President Andrew Jackson, 

replaced the more aristocratic Federalism of the founding fathers" (viii) . This same 

challenge of aristocratic power is crucial to both the ongoing conflict within Ruby and 

the ultimate decision of Ruby men to raid the Convent and murder its female 

inhabitants. Because the town of Ruby is a second attempt to construct a successful 

black community after the failure of Haven, Ruby's official history is comprised of two 

sets of founding fathers , who are referred to as the "Old Fathers" (the founders of 

Haven) and the "New Fathers" (the founders of Ruby). The "New Fathers"- "Deacon 
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Morgan, Steward Morgan, William Cato, Ace Flood, Aaron Poole, Nathan DuPres, 

Moss DuPres, Arnold Fleetwood, Ossie Beauchamp, Harper Jury, Sargeant Person, 

John Seawright, Edward Sands, and[ ... ] Roger Best" (194-5) -are descendents of the 

"Old Fathers" and have strictly modeled Ruby after their ancestors' creation of Haven. 

The most powerful members of the "New Fathers," twin brothers Deacon and Steward 

Morgan, are the grandsons of Zechariah Morgan or "Big Papa," the leading founder of 

Haven, and the sons of Rector Morgan, known as "Big Daddy" ( 192). Upon returning 

from war and finding Haven in economic ruin, Deacon and Steward convince the other 

descendents of the "Old Fathers" to construct another black utopia: "loving what Haven 

had been-the idea of it and its reach-they carried that devotion ... and they made up 

their minds to doing it again" (Paradise 6). The prominent role their own family history 

plays within Ruby's history makes Deacon and Steward the leading defenders of the 

Ruby status quo. The attempt of Reverend Misner and the younger generations-who 

represent the "new brand of unruly democracy" in Ruby-to decentralize the current 

power structure of the "New Fathers" and shift the political and religious ideologies of 

the town is the central conflict that erupts in the murder of the Convent women. 

The replication of the ideologies of the "Old Fathers" in the construction of 

Ruby by the "New Fathers" is signified by their transplantation of"The Oven," the 

focal point of the Haven community, to Ruby. Determined that "as New Fathers, who 

had fought the world, they could not (would not) be less than the Old Fathers who 

outfoxed it," the Oven "monumentalized what they had done" (6-7). The emphasis 

made by the narrator that the "New Fathers" would not stray from the ways oflife that 

have been set by their ancestors not only demonstrates that the past acts as a purposeful 
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constraint on their own abilities, but also illustrates their resistance to change-in 

refusing to "be less than the Old Fathers," they also refused to become more. Pondering 

their refusal to acknowledge differing ideological frameworks, Reverend Misner 

acknowledges the stifling effects of history on the "New Fathers": 

Over and over and with the least provocation, they pulled from their 
stock of stories tales about the old folks, their grands and great grands; 
their fathers and mothers .. .. But why were there no stories to tell of 
themselves? About their own lives they shut up. Had nothing to say, 
pass on. As though past heroism was enough of a future to live by. As 
though, rather than children, they wanted duplicates. (161) 

The conflict over the interpretation ofthe Oven's inscription, which was missing its first 

word, between the "New Fathers" and the newest generation symbolizes a larger debate 

over the town's religious and political beliefs. The words etched on the Oven-" . .. the 

furrow of His Brow" (86)--embodied the ideologies of the "Old Fathers" that the "New 

Fathers" sought to emulate in Ruby. Interpreted by the "New Fathers" as "Beware the 

Furrow of His Brow," the inscription signifies strict patriarchal rule ordained by what 

Mary Daly terms "Father God[s]"3 (13)-both their male ancestors and Christian 

God-that must be obeyed by all of Ruby's inhabitants. As Harper Jury, a member of 

the elite "New Fathers" notes, "beware means 'Look out. The power is mine. Get used 

to it" ' (87), a meaning which clearly cements the absolute, unquestionable rule of all 

"Father-Gods." This God-sanctioned domination of power extends to both the public 

and private sphere, as the "New Fathers" maintain dominant control over all aspects of 

the town. 

When the newest Ruby generation, under the leadership of Reverend Misner and 

the influence of the Civil Rights and Black Power movements, seek to reinterpret the 

Oven ' s inscription to the more democratic phrase "Be the Furrow ofHis Brow" (87), 
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the "New Fathers" must violently defend both their ancestral legacy and their political 

dominance. The new interpretation of the inscription decentralizes the power of the 

"New Fathers," as power is no longer something to obey, but instead something to 

embody "as a race" (87). The "New Fathers" are not only alarmed by the challenge to 

their authority as community leaders, which they perceive as "backtalk" (85), but 

infuriated at the suggestion of a more effective way to respond to racism. While both 

Haven and Ruby were built upon the idea that isolation from whites would "outfox" 

discrimination and racialized violence, the younger generation's ideology of racial 

empowerment is viewed as devaluing the efforts of the idolized "Old Fathers" and the 

very foundation of the town, as well as their masculinity. After a community meeting 

over the Oven's inscription, Soane Morgan acknowledges that the plan of Ruby reform 

proposed by the younger generation is an "accusation" of failure against the "New 

Fathers." She observes that they spoke "as though there was a new and more manly way 

to deal with whites. [ ... ] Suggesting that outsmarting whites was craven. They had to be 

told, rejected, confronted. Because the old way was slow, limited to just a few, and 

weak" (104). This criticism ofboth the limitation of power by the "New Fathers" and 

Ruby values is seen not only as an attempt to "kill" the history of the town and the 

power that this history has bestowed on the "Old Fathers" ' descendents, but also a 

challenge to their masculinity, which incites anger and threats of violence. As a result of 

their threatened masculinity, they choose to reassert their dominance through an act of 

war against the Convent. 

The attempt of the "New Fathers" to maintain complete control over Ruby is 

also manifested through isolationism and their pursuit of racial purity. Schultz notes that 
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the impact of immigration in the nineteenth century threatened the racial purity of 

Protestant culture, which eventually led to the development of supremist groups. 

According to Schultz, "in times of rapid social change, [ ... ] intolerance and 

demonization of marginal groups find fertile soil. Thus, the 1830s saw the formation of 

nativist groups that, in the 1850s, would blossom into the notorious Know Nothing 

Party, ideological forefathers of the Ku Klux Klan" (viii). This climate of racism and 

isolationism was a significant contributing factor to the suspicion and destruction of 

convents, according to Schultz, and one that is clearly reconstructed in Ruby. 

Responding to "the threat of white immigrants" (Paradise 108), Ruby's founding 

fathers enact an unwritten "Blood Rule," punishing any members ofthe community 

who attempt to marry outside their dark-skinned "eight-rock" race (193). Pat Best 

describes the "Blood Rule" as "the one nobody admitted existed," but that was "hinted" 

at in the phrase etched in the Oven, which Pat interprets "not [as] a command to the 

believers but a threat to those who had disallowed them" (195) . Thus, the Blood Rule 

was enacted in response to the racism that the Old and New Fathers had experienced 

during the "Disallowing;" however, the "New Fathers" feel justified in these acts of 

intolerance, not only due to the "Disallowing," but their belief that they are God's 

chosen race. When Misner tells Steward that "God has one people" after the latter's 

refusal to help a lost white family, Steward responds, "I've heard you say things out of 

ignorance, but this is the first time I've heard you say something based on ignorance" 

(123). Steward's contention that the racial superiority of his people is ordained by God 

enables his intolerance and justifies Ruby's isolation from those who are perceived as 
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inferior; however, rather than strengthening the community as Steward believes, the 

Blood Rule causes anguish for both outsiders and Ruby's members. 

Described as a town that "maintained icy suspicion of outsiders" (160), Ruby ' s 

members are suspicious of anyone who will disrupt their current order, even if their 

intolerance results in their own suffering. When compiling her history of the town, Pat 

Best attributes many Ruby tragedies to the Blood Rule, including the death of her light

skinned mother during childbirth. Recalling her arrival to Ruby with her mother, Delia, 

for the first time and the hatred they experienced due to their light skin, Pat confides: 

"their jaws must have dropped when we arrived, but other than Steward, nobody said 

anything directly. They didn't have to. Olive took to her bed. Fulton kept grunting and 

rubbing his knees. Only Steward had the gall to say out loud, 'He's bringing along the 

dung we left behind"' (201). However, Pat's retelling of the day her mother died reveals 

that this "Blood Rule" was created and upheld by the "New Fathers," but not Ruby's 

women. Noting that "none of [the women] could drive," she recalls, "they begged the 

men to go to the Convent to get help," and surmises from this act that "maybe none of 

them" hated her mother (197). However, she attributes the men's refusal to get help for 

her mother to their racist intolerance: "even with their wives begging they came up with 

excuses because they looked down on you, Mama, I know it, and despised Daddy for 

marrying a wife [ ... ] of sunlight skin, a wife of racial tampering" (197). 

Like Delia's death, Pat attributes Menus' alcoholism to the fact that the "New 

Fathers" forced him to give up "the pretty sandy-haired girl from Virginia" that he 

intended to marry by repossessing his new house (195). The "New Father's" equating of 

outsiders with enemies-as Pat notes, "in this town those two words mean the same 
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thing" (212)-and difference with inferiority adds to their hatred of the Convent 

women. Moreover, the racist intolerance that they express to both outsiders and Ruby 

residents demonstrates that the murder at the Convent is partially motivated by race

upon raiding the Convent, as the opening sentence of the novel reads, "they shoot the 

white girl first" Ot The emphasis placed on this racial targeting in the Convent 

massacre demonstrates that the reversal of hegemonic racial purity does not escape the 

"pornographic worldview" that enables racism, but only continues to uphold it, thereby 

forcing the "New Fathers" to repeat the same atrocities that they intended to escape. 

Recognizing the destructive effects ofthe "pornographic story" (Caputi 78) on the 

African-American community, Pat Best determines that this history must be destroyed 

in order for Ruby to achieve a lifestyle that is truly free from oppression. After burning 

her documentation ofRuby's history, Pat "felt clean" and "began to laugh" (217)-by 

"exposing and deconstructing the pornographic story" of Ruby's founding fathers, Pat 

has "free[ d) [her] imaginative energies that [ ... ] otherwise go into feeding it," creating 

the possibility that Pat will be able to one day "tell another story altogether, [ ... ] one in 

which every encounter [ ... ] is based in respect, one where no one is a master and no one 

a slave, and one that ends in possibility" (Caputi 78-79). 

"Bodacious Black Eves Unredeemed by Mary": The Fear of Feminine Potency 

The biggest threat to Ruby 's current order constructed by its founding fathers is 

a violation of traditional gender roles. By adopting white hegemonic definitions of 

gender, the reclamation of the "New Father's" masculinity is dependent upon the 

subjugation of the female. Any unraveling of traditional femininity will emasculate the 
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men of Ruby and destroy their political, social, and religious stronghold over the town. 

As Pat affirms after compiling and burning her history of Ruby, the successful 

continuance of the current order depends upon racial purity, not only through "racially 

untampered" eight-rock marriage, but also marriage that is "free from adultery" (274), 

concerns that echo the values of America's founding fathers. As Judith Wilt argues, 

"the early American 'Puritan' trajectories of purity and adultery, [ ... ] are seen 

interpellated in, enforced on, enigmatically repeated in, the African-American story 

[ ... ]"constructed in Paradise (274), further confirming the correlation between 

assimilation and the repetition of history. Moreover, Pat's conclusion that "everything 

that worries them must come from women" denotes that the protection of Ruby 's racial 

purity demands male control over and subjugation of female sexuality, a control 

sanctioned by Christian God (217). As Monica Sjoo and Barbara Mor argue, "wherever 

repression of female sexuality[ .. . ] exists,[ .. . ] we find the same underlying 

assumptions," including the assumption "that autonomous female sexuality poses a wild 

and lethal threat to these [patriarchal] world orders, and therefore must be controlled 

and repressed," and "that God's existence as a male sanctions this repression" (6). 

Under this mindset, the "New Fathers" view the sexual, financial, and spiritual 

independence of the Convent women as significantly undermining the foundations of 

their utopia, and are able to use Christianity as a tool to remove these threatening 

women by denouncing them as witches, once again mimicking the actions of their 

Euroamerican oppressors. 

The New Father's construction of the Convent women as witches is primarily 

rooted in their sexual freedom. Nancy Tuana notes that women's supposed immorality 
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has historically been attributed to excessive, uncontrollable sexuality that she will do 

anything to satiate-including selling her soul to the devil and having sex with demons 

(81 ). This condemnation of woman as evil because of "her inability to control her 

sexual passions is central to the medieval view of witchcraft," according to Tuana, 

because woman served as "a sexual trap for man," who would not only be emasculated 

by her female power, but led into adultery-a threat to any culture concerned with 

racial purity (81). The fact that two of Ruby's men-Deek and K.D. Morgan- had 

affairs with the Convent women not only threatens the town's Blood Rule, but cements 

these women as sexually insatiable "daughters of Eve" that have led Ruby men to sin 

against God (Tuana 81). Concerned that K.D., the only Morgan heir still residing in 

Ruby and "the only means by which [the Morgans] could multiply" (113), will not 

marry another eight-rock because of his relationship with Gigi, Deek angrily laments 

that even though "there were other suitable candidates around [ ... ] K.D. was still 

messing around with one of the strays living out there where the entrance to hell is 

wide, and it was time to give him the news: every brothel don ' t hang a red light in the 

window" (113-4). The abhorrence of female sexuality is so strong among Ruby's men 

that it takes precedence over racial unity and protection from white oppression. 

Reminiscing on a story his brother Elder had told him about the time he intervened 

when two white men violently attacked an African-American woman who Elder 

"guessed was a streetwalking woman" due to her dress, the narrator reveals that 

"Steward liked that story, but it unnerved him to know it was based on the defense of 

and prayers for a whore. He did not sympathize with the whitemen, but he could see 

their point, could even feel the adrenaline, imagining the fist was his own" (94-5) . 
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Steward's recollection and reaction to this story not only foreshadows the murder of the 

Convent women, but also further demonstrates that this act of violence is cemented in 

the "New Fathers"' adherence to the "pornographic worldview," since the definition of 

sex as '"dirty' and sinful [ ... ] is the basis for the mind/body split," under which "whole 

peoples can be classified as 'dirty"' and controlled through violence (Caputi 1 04). 

Within the "pornographic worldview," this hierarchal and dualistic thinking is 

not only applied to humans, but to animals and the earth itself: "animals [ ... ] are figured 

as inferior creatures for use, and the earth[ ... ] is cast as the ultimate feminine victim" 

(Caputi 104). The feminization and subjugation ofnature is a tenet of Ruby's founding 

fathers, who view nature-like women, the racially impure, and community dissent-as 

something to conquer. Karen Hunt argues, "although agriculture was the mainstay of 

the community, the town founders did not establish a working partnership with the 

land," but instead their relationship with the land demonstrates "the men's need to 

conquer their environment" (121). While the Convent women live in harmony with 

nature-they are in constant contact with the land as they garden for sustenance and 

harvest herbs for medicinal purposes, both of which attract Ruby customers and thereby 

threaten Ruby's economic structure-the people of Ruby had lost their connection to 

nature both economically and spiritually. The impact of technology created a more 

industrialized community in Ruby, where nature served not as a necessity for survival, 

but as a leisurely commodity used to convey socio-economic status. The time gained 

from new technology, since "in every Ruby household appliances pumped, hummed, 

sucked, purred, whistled and flowed," was given over to gardening flowers, which 
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"became so frenetic a land grab" as Ruby's women competed with neighbors, revealing 

their belief that nature is something to be owned and exploited for their own gain (89). 

Like agriculture, the Ruby community severed nature from spirituality, as Soane 

Morgan laments that baptisms, which were once "held in sweet water" where "tree birds 

hushed and tried to learn," have now been removed and sanitized from nature by all of 

Ruby ' s religious denominations: "Now Calvary had an inside pool; New Zion and Holy 

Redeemer had special vessels for dribbling a little water on an upright head" (103). The 

separation of nature and spirituality among these Christian denominations emphasizes 

the dichotomization of spirit and matter-what Rosemary Radford Ruether calls "the 

dualistic concept of reality as split between soulless matter and transcendent male 

consciousness" (330)- a mode of thinking about the world that both enables 

colonization and oppression and also lies at the foundation of many patriarchal 

religions. However, Soane's yearning for a mending of the split between nature and 

religion reveals that she does not see nature as something "dirty" that must be sanitized 

in order to achieve holiness and purity, but instead views nature as an integral part of 

spiritual awareness. 

Soane's awareness of the presence of birds in the baptism ritual is particularly 

significant in healing the mind/matter dichotomy, as birds symbolize the merging of 

heaven and earth. According to Chevalier and Gheerbrant, "the flight of birds leads 

them, naturally, to serve as symbols of the links between heaven and earth" (86) . 

Moreover, birds have a strong connection with the Goddess; as Buffie Johnson notes, 

"the bird was considered by ancient worshippers of the Goddess to be sacred above all 

other creatures" (8). The Goddess symbolically invokes an ancient spirituality that 
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celebrated female power and respect for nature before it was usurped by patriarchal 

religion, what many ecofeminist and feminist theologians term "goddess murder." It is 

this destruction of the goddess that created the mind/matter dichotomy- the basis of the 

patriarchal worldview-that Ruether traces to the Babylonian Creation Story, in which 

Marduk (warrior champion of the gods) creates the cosmos by conquering and killing 

the Mother Goddess Tiamat, who is pictured as a "monstrous female animal" 

("Ecofeminism" 325). Ruether states that in this creation story, "the elemental mother is 

literally turned into matter out of which the cosmos is fashioned (thus, the words mother 

and matter have the same etymological root)" (325). Her wildness must be killed in 

order to accomplish this fashioning, turning her life-giving body "into 'stuff' possessed 

by the male architect of the cosmos" (325). Thus, goddess spirituality represents a 

worldview where "spirit and matter are not dichotomized but are the inside and outside 

of the same thing," a perspective which threatens the patriarchal order (Ruether, Sexism 

and God Talk, 85). 

In Paradise, the persistent association of the Convent women with birds closely 

aligns this community of women with the goddess. Besides Sweetie's association of the 

Convent women with birds of prey, the names of the many of the Convent women 

symbolize birds, divinity, and female potency. The character Pallas, who is nicknamed 

"Divine" after her mother, also shares her name with the goddess Athena, whom is 

sometimes referred to as "Pallas Athena" and whose sacred animal is the owl (Walker 

763, 404). Marija Gimbutas finds that "the Bird Goddess herself appears in the art of 

Ancient Greece as Athena" and notes that it was widely believed that "Athena appeared 

as an owl" (147-8). Mavis, the name of the first woman to arrive at the Convent, is also 
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a term for a "thrush-like songbird," which share many physical attributes with owls 

(OED Online). Like Pallas' nickname "Divine," Gigi 's birth name is revealed to be 

"Grace," which not only contains spiritual meaning in the Judea-Christian tradition, but 

also connects to the three Graces, who symbolize the Triple Goddess, and "Christian 

legend insisted that the owl was one of ' three disobedient sisters' (the Triple Goddess) 

who defied the Judea-Christian God, and so was transformed into a bird" (Walker 404). 

The owl also has a close connection to witchcraft, as "the wise-woman or witch had the 

same name in Latin as the owl" (404). 

Like Steward's reminiscence of his brother's train platform story, the murder of 

the Convent women is also foreshadowed in Deek's excessive shooting of birds, an act 

that Soane sees as Deek's violent expression of anger at his threatened authority, as he 

was "blowing out the brains of quail to keep his own from exploding" (104). As she 

plucks Deek's murdered quail in her kitchen sink, Soane realizes that it is not race, but 

gender that most closely threatens Ruby's current social order. Realizing that "she'd 

been concentrating on colors, while the point was in the sink," Soane regrets inviting 

the Convent women to K.D. 's wedding, understanding "the strange feathers she had 

invited did not belong in her house" and crying at the "malice" she had "set roaming 

now" (155). The inclusion of the Convent women at the wedding reception heightens 

hostility toward the Convent, as the women dance, enjoying rather than rejecting bodily 

pleasure, an act which strongly connects to goddess spirituality. Sjoo and Mor argue, 

"we must become beings who do not wish to control life, but only to listen to its music, 

and dance it" in order to "return to harmony" and "the Goddess" ( 430). Upon watching 

the women dancing, Anna Flood thinks to herself, "The young people were wrong. Be 
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the Furrow of Her Brow," a realization that demonstrates how the presence of the 

Convent women threatens to reawaken the consciousness of Ruby's women and 

undermines the authority of Ruby's "Father-Gods." The idea that God is not male but 

female especially threatens the dominance of Ruby's men by removing their most 

essential support for patriarchal domination, a threat that is acknowledged by the men as 

they conspire to kill the Convent women: "before those heifers came to town this was a 

peaceable kingdom. The others before them at least had some religion. These here sluts 

out there by themselves never step foot in a church and I bet you [ .. . ] they ain ' t 

thinking about one either. They don't need men and they don't need God" (276). By 

killing these women, Ruby ' s men repeat the most significant act that shaped Western 

history- the reenactment of goddess murder. 

Conclusions 

As Virginia Kennedy argues, Paradise functions as "a scathing critique of the 

culture Ruby becomes when its families embrace the same model of racial isolation and 

land exploitation practiced by the colonizers and settlers who had enslaved their 

ancestors" (211 ). By assimilating to hegemonic American ideals, the men of Haven and 

Ruby fail to construct the utopian paradise they seek, instead succumbing to the 

repeated history of oppression they attempted to escape. Like nineteenth century 

convent narratives, Paradise also functions as a cautionary tale authored by women 

(both Morrison and her numerous, fragmented female narrators), but one which 

cautions the African American community against adopting mainstream patriarchal 

ideologies when attempting to construct a sense of home and belonging in America. 
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Morrison's juxtaposition of "organized religion and unorganized magic" reveals that the 

search for freedom must first begin by reconciling the mind/matter dichotomy; as Sjoo 

and Mor argue, "biology and spirituality-sexuality and spirituality-cannot be 

separated without destroying the living holism[ ... ]. To reclaim the biological process 

as a numinous process is to reclaim the original process of the earth, which is a 

geological-biological-spiritual being, capable of consciousness-and of conscious 

relationship to its creatures" (385). It is the interrogation of the patriarchal 

"pornographic worldview" that can interrupt the cycle of historical inheritance. 

Notes 

1 In her concise analysis of Paradise, Schultz particularly focuses on how the novel uses 
the convent narrative genre in order to "explor[ e] the forbidden, the taboo," arguing that 
the novel is "about the notion that nothing must be kept hidden, particularly from the 
male gaze" (xxvii). Schultz also acknowledges the connection between Protestant 
demonization of Catholic nuns and the murder of Constance, the Mother Superior of the 
Convent. While my analysis in this section also reads Paradise as a contemporary 
convent tale, I seek to expand upon Schultz's analysis in two ways: first, by detailing 
the parallels between Rebecca Reed's convent tale and Sweetie's account of her brief 
stay in the Convent; secondly, by demonstrating that Morrison reconstructs the same 
social and political environment in Paradise that existed in the nineteenth century and 
fueled animosity toward Catholicism and convents specifically. This analysis is crucial 
to both illuminating the assimilation and historical inheritance of Haven/Ruby's 
founding fathers 
and foreshadowing the eventual murder of the Convent women by Ruby's men. 

2 It is revealed in the novel that Sweetie's children were born with illnesses caused by 
her husband's exposure to unspecified chemicals (possibly radiation) while fighting in 
WWII, and the novel ends with the death of Sweetie's daughter, Save-Marie. Soane and 
Deek Morgan also lose their two adult sons to war. It is interesting to note that despite 
their angry suspicions that the Convent women are performing abortions and 
committing infanticide, it is the Ruby men's' participation in war-not the actions of 
the Convent women-that leave them childless, emphasizing the destructiveness of the 
patriarchal worldview and the need for alternatives. 
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3 See Gyn/Ecology. The term "Father Gods" is more thoroughly discussed in Chapter 3. 

4 It is important to acknowledge-as many Paradise critics have also noted-that 
Morrison never reveals the identity of the "white girl" among the Convent women. This 
character ambiguity that Morrison creates is also present in Linda Hogan's Power 
(through Omishto's characterization of Ama) and Julia Alvarez's depiction of the 
Mirabal sisters in In the Time of the Butterflies. 
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Chapter 2 

"Two Worlds Exist:" A Feminist Analysis of Opposing Knowledge Systems in 

Linda Hogan's Power 

"Two worlds exist. Maybe it's always been this way, but I enter them both like 

I am two people. Above and below. Land and water. Now and then" (97) . As a member 

of the youngest generation of the fictional Taiga tribe, Omishto, the main character of 

Linda Hogan's Power, typifies the complexities of growing up in postcolonial America. 

Exposed to both Western culture and her Native American heritage, Omishto feels torn 

between these two opposing worldviews, and must ultimately choose which knowledge 

system she will adopt as she moves into the future. This decision is further complicated 

by the interrelation of these two knowledge systems, as the tenets of the dominant 

Euroamerican worldview discredit Native American and other forms of knowing as 

irrational, childlike, and mere superstition. 

This illegitimating of other forms of knowledge is a key strategy in maintaining 

the dominance of the Euroamerican world view over those who are deemed outsiders to 

that discourse. In her essay, "The Straight Mind," Monique Wittig notes the hierarchal 

power of discourse: "all of the oppressed know this power and have had to deal with it. 

It is the one which says: you do not have the right to speech because your discourse is 

not scientific and not theoretical, you are on the wrong level of analysis, you are 

confusing discourse and reality, your discourse is nai've, you misunderstand this or that 
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science" (132). This hierarchical power of discourse is not only oppressive to those who 

do not conform to Western hegemony, but especially to women, as the dominant 

Euroamerican discourse is also androcentric. In The Creation of Patriarchy, Gerda 

Lerner records the male monopolization of symbol-making, from religion and 

philosophy to science and history, and concludes "on the basis of such symbolic 

constructs, embedded in Greek philosophy, the Judea-Christian theologies, and the legal 

tradition on which Western civilization is built, men have explained the world in their 

own terms and defined the important questions in order to make themselves the center 

of discourse" (220). This marginalization of women in the dominant discourse 

maintains gender inequality, because "where there is no precedent, one cannot imagine 

alternatives to existing conditions" (233). 

Although Omishto never converts to Christianity like her mother, she does not 

escape the androcentrism of the Euroamerican world view due to her schooling in the 

dominant discourse. In her pursuit of a knowledge system that accounts for the many 

truths she finds throughout the novel, Omishto' s dismissal of Christianity as a plausible 

explanation for universal existence is not due to her adherence to Taiga beliefs, but her 

knowledge of science: "At school I have learned there's no room in sky for my 

mother's heaven; there's no room at the center of the earth for hell, either. It is new 

worlds I will have to look for" ( 1 06). Yet in order to find these new worlds, Omishto 

will have to unlearn the lessons of the dominant knowledge system, because she has "so 

internalized that learning" that she has "lost the ability to conceive of alternatives" 

(Lerner 224). Lerner contends that "women-centeredness" and a rejection of patriarchal 

thought are needed in order to achieve this shift from male thought to feminist 
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consciousness (228). This framework for achieving feminist consciousness is 

represented in Power through the transformative journey of its main character, 

Omishto. 1 As a member of the Native American community, Omishto is immersed in 

the female-centered traditions of the Taiga culture, and is therefore conscious of an 

alternative to the patriarchal worldview. Steeped in the male discourse of her formal 

education, however, Omishto rejects this alternative worldview as superstition. It is only 

through rejecting patriarchal thought and embracing her woman-centered Taiga culture 

that Omishto's consciousness is transformed, a change which both empowers her and 

enables her to imagine an alternative future-one that is based on respect for women 

and nature, rather than environmental destruction, sexism, and genocide. 

Omishto' s shift in consciousness is spurred by Ama, who initiates Omishto by 

taking her along as she kills a Florida Panther in her improvisation of a Taiga ritual. 

According to Starhawk, "an initiation is a symbolic death and rebirth, a rite of passage 

that transforms each person who experiences it. [ ... ] For the individual, it becomes a 

change that causes revelation and understanding and sparks further growth and change" 

(The Spiral Circlel88). In the chaos of the storm and the controversy that Ama's 

actions generate in both the Taiga and white communities, Omishto is forced to 

confront what she really believes, and which knowledge system can account for this 

newly acquired knowledge. Moreover, by detailing Omishto's struggles and 

awakenings as her consciousness is transformed, Hogan's novel also has the potential to 

transform the consciousness of her readers; thus, the title of the novel not only denotes 

Omishto's recovering of feminine power, but the power of story-telling as a form of 

feminist activism.2 
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Exploring Gynocentric Roots: Feminism and Native American Knowledge Systems 

The vast majority of the existing criticism on Hogan's Power discusses the 

opposing knowledge systems of Native American and mainstream American cultures. 

Amy Greenwood Baria argues that the "many faces of power" present in Hogan's novel 

"focus the reader ' s attention on a distinct duality: the Native American cultures versus 

dominant culture. Thus, the novel occupies two worlds" (67). Eric Gray Anderson more 

specifically views the juxtaposition of these two worlds as a tool to demonstrate the 

limits of the dominant American worldview, especially in its attempts to understand 

Native American cultures. According to Anderson, Hogan's decision to depict a 

fictional clan "removes or throws into question all the usual deceptively reliable 

Euroamerican sources of knowledge about a given American Indian culture, 

foregrounding the complex entanglements of 'fact' and 'fiction' when it comes to 

Indian-white [ . . . ] relations, and thereby challenging her readers to come face-to- face 

with how much they do not and cannot know about this Indian culture" (170). Carrie 

Bowen-Mercer also focuses on these competing worldviews in her analysis of Power, 

stating "within the overall narrative structure of Power, [ .. . ] we can trace the 

oppositional views of life held by Natives and whites with respect to what it means to 

be human" and "what forms of behavior toward land, animals, and tradition are 

ethical;" yet she extends Anderson's argument by emphasizing the harmful effects of 

the dominant worldview, contending "Hogan exposes not only the inadequacy of 

Euroamerican ideology to understand a Native ideology but also its destructive 

tendencies toward all ideologies that differ from it" (158). 
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Additional critics detail the destructiveness of this dominant worldview, 

especially regarding racial oppression and environmental devastation. Michael Hardin 

explores the imposition of the dominant worldview on Native culture, specifically 

through religion and history which, according to Hardin, adhere to the "apocalyptic 

narrative" form (I 36i. Hardin notes that the imposition of the "apocalyptic narrative," 

which is "a product of Western thought" and "a natural consequence of binary thought," 

(136) on Native Americans serves to ensure their continued oppression by "provid[ing] 

divine justification for those with power to exert it against those without" while 

simultaneously "provid[ing] hope for those without power that 'good' will eventually 

triumph," both ofwhich work to ultimately "maintain the status quo" (137). 

Acknowledging the oppression of Native Americans through forced assimilation to 

Western thought, Roland Walter reads Hogan's novel as a text which explores the 

possibilities of Native liberation. By articulating an alternative Native worldview using 

"the reconstruction of suppressed cultural know ledges, myths, and legends, there

creation of figures from the past," Walter views the opposing worldviews in Power as 

"a powerful literary strategy of ethnic representation and empowerment" (66). 

On the other hand, both Laura Castor and Greta Gaard focus on the 

environmental implications of these worldviews, arguing that Hogan's novel is an 

environmental call to action while also contextualizing Power within similar works. 

Comparing Power to William Faulkner's "The Bear," Castor contends, "awareness of 

global ecological crisis has lead many non-Indians to look to the narratives of 

contemporary indigenous peoples for answers to the problems created by the dominant 

Euramerican view of the land" (37). Castor proposes that reading Power alongside "The 
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Bear" permits the reader "to consider issues raised by Faulkner in a new light, in 

particular the relationship between the degradation of the land, the survival of Native 

Americans, and the resilience of their worldviews" (37). Meanwhile, Gaard's reading of 

Power primarily assesses the usefulness of women's narratives in trying to develop and 

negotiate a "cross-cultural ecofeminist ethics" (82). In her essay, Gaard views Hogan 

and Alice Walker's fiction as extensions of their environmental activism, and primarily 

explores the topics of tradition, motherhood, and environmentalism as they relate to 

Power and Possessing the Secret of Joy. 

Yet while critics have acknowledged the opposing worldviews competing in 

Power, any gender-based analysis of these knowledge systems has been minimized or 

altogether omitted. Hardin, for example, discusses the oppressive binary thinking 

present in religion and history and how it is used to uphold racial oppression, but he 

fails to recognize the patriarchal roots of this dominant knowledge system. Like Hardin, 

Gaard concludes: "for Hogan, the problem is not necessarily patriarchy but colonialism, 

which has oppressed native people, forced animals to the edge of starvation or 

extinction, and poisoned and degraded the earth" (89). Yet, as I have argued here and in 

the previous chapter, the dominant Euroamerican worldview-which perpetuates and 

sanctions racial, sexual, and environmental oppression-is decidedly patriarchal at its 

core.4 The institution of patriarchal thought was (and continues to be) the primary 

method of instilling and maintaining patriarchal dominance over not only women, but 

all human and non-human life that is devalued under that knowledge system. The 

Euroamerican colonization of Native peoples, for example, was undertaken first through 

the forced implantation of patriarchal thought, as Andrea Smith argues: "in order to 
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colonize a people whose society was not hierarchical, colonizers must first naturalize 

hierarchy by instituting patriarchy" (Conquest 23 ). This institution of patriarchy was 

especially crucial to the colonization of Native Americans, since many Native tribes 

were gynocentric. Thus, a gendered analysis on the role of these two worldviews is a 

crucial omission, one whose exploration can only give further insight into Hogan's 

novel. 

It is significant to note, for example, that Omishto is initiated into the Native 

American worldview primarily through participation in female community- not only 

does Omishto become initiated through her Aunt Ama and choose to join Annie Hide 

and Janie Soto on Kili, but even as she struggles to choose which worldview to adopt, 

Omishto considers what she has learned from all of the women in her life, including her 

mother, sister, her white childhood friend Jewel, and even the "good women" at her 

mother's church (100). Omishto's connection to women as sources of knowledge and 

insight (even if some of those women adopt and defend the Euroamerican patriarchal 

worldview) not only rejects the popular notion that the embodiment of knowledge is 

male, but also reflects the central position ofwomen that is characteristic of both Native 

American and feminist worldviews. Many feminists argue that this woman-centered 

focus is not only necessary for female empowerment, but also in developing and "dis

covering"5 an alternative worldview. Yet, while Anderson briefly notes the emphasis on 

female community in Power, he views this literary construction as an exclusionary 

tactic rather than a source of female empowerment or a crucial component for 

constructing an alternative worldview. As a result, Anderson concludes that "this 

inclination to construct communities that [ ... ] exclude or strongly downplay some 
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rather large part of the local population, thereby troubling if not diminishing or outright 

rejecting the possibility of a more diverse us, is a characteristic burden of southern 

literature" (174). Like Anderson, Baria also concludes that Hogan's descriptions of two 

opposing worldviews leads to a limited relevance for Hogan's readers, speculating that 

"the conclusion of Power seems to have little room for non-Natives" (73). Yet it is a 

lack of gendered connection in their analyses which leads Anderson and Baria to this 

conclusion. 

While it may seem paradoxical, a gender-focused reading of Hogan's 

construction of Euroamerican and Native American knowledge systems has relevance 

for both non-Natives and feminists alike. Native American writer Paula Gunn Allen 

discusses the patriarchal core of Euroamerican knowledge systems and the detrimental 

effects to all life on this planet. Allen suggests that the ongoing destruction caused by 

dominant worldview is the result of American's "rejection of tradition and history," a 

purposeful forgetfulness which "helps to perpetuate the longstanding European [ ... ] 

monotheistic, hierarchical, patriarchal culture's oppression of women, gays, and 

lesbians, people of color, working class, unemployed people, and the elderly" (211 ). In 

order to combat this destruction, Allen proposes the Native American worldview as a 

plausible alternative for non-Natives--one which would benefit not only Native 

Americans, but all persons oppressed under the dominant American knowledge system. 

According to Allen: 

If American society judiciously modeled the traditions of the various 
Native Nations, the place of women in society would become central, 
the distribution of goods and power would be egalitarian, [ . .. ] the 
destruction of the biota, the life sphere, and the natural resources of the 
planet would be curtailed, and the spiritual nature of human and 
nonhuman life would become a primary organizing principle of human 
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society. And ifthe traditional tribal systems that are emulated included 
pacifist ones, war would cease to be a major method of human 
problem solving. (211) 

Thus, embracing the values of the Native American worldview would counteract the 

destructive tendencies of the Western worldview by promoting equality and respect for 

all living creatures in the universe. This argument for the adoption of a Native 

American worldview becomes even more plausible when one takes into account the 

enormous influence that Native American culture has already played on American 

values throughout history. According to Allen, "American colonial ideas of self-

government came as much from the colonists' observations of tribal governments as 

from their Protestant or Greco-Roman heritage," adding that "the kind of pluralistic 

democracy" adopted by the United States was not understood by Greece or Rome, "but 

the tribes, particularly the gynarchical tribal conferences" followed this type of 

government (218). Yet these connections remain ignored and unrecorded in the official 

versions of history, a lack of connection which enables the past and continual 

construction of Native peoples as "savage Others" and thereby justifying their 

subjugation under the Western knowledge system. By remembering their Native roots 

and connections, Allen argues that non-Natives can overcome the destruction that the 

Western knowledge system inevitably enables, and instead learn "how to live in the 

world in ways that improve the quality of life for each individual while doing minimal 

damage to the biota" (218) . 

This act of "re-membering connections and histories" is not only important for 

all Americans, but is also especially crucial for feminists. Allen clearly demonstrates 

that the Native American worldview is also a female-centered worldview, contending 
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"for millennia American Indians have based their social systems, however diverse, on 

ritual, spirit-centered, woman-focused worldviews" (3). As a female knowledge system, 

not only does the Native American worldview provide a model of feminist action, 

according to Allen, but it has already done so, although many feminists are unaware of 

feminism's Native roots. Allen argues, "the feminist idea of power as it ideally accrues 

to women stems from tribal sources" (220), noting that Native and white women were 

often in close contact, though this connection is not recorded in the official versions of 

American history (215-216). According to Allen, this lack of historical knowledge 

hinders the progress of the feminist movement: "the price the feminist community must 

pay because it is not aware of the recent presence of gynarchical societies on this 

continent is unnecessary confusion, division, and much lost time" (213). Echoing 

Allen's call for a rediscovering of female history, Gerda Lerner contends, "women's 

lack of knowledge of our own history of struggle and achievement has been one of the 

major means of keeping us subordinate" (The Creation of Patriarchy 226). Without this 

history, according to Lerner, women have "no future alternatives" to the Western, 

patriarchal worldview and its destructive consequences (222). Lerner attests that women 

can only liberate themselves from patriarchal oppression through a transformation of 

consciousness, and the reconstruction of women's history is the key to feminist 

consciousness-raising, because "when women discover and learn their connectedness to 

the past and to the human social enterprise, their consciousness is inevitably and 

dramatically transformed" (Why History Matters 21 0). This "shift in consciousness," 

spurred by the reconstruction of women's history, is the only way that women can begin 

to envision an alternative to the patriarchal worldview. 
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Becoming Woman-Centered: Native American Community as Female Community 

As Gerda Lerner argues, the first step to shifting consciousness is to become 

women-centered. Lerner explains, "to be women-centered means: asking if women 

were central to this argument, how would it be defined?" (228). Like Lerner, Monica 

Sjoo and Barbara Mor emphasize the need for female community in order for women to 

regain control over their creative energies: "Patriarchy breaks up the female collective 

by forcibly capturing and imprisoning each woman's female energy within the 

patrilocal family. Within this isolation cell, each woman's creative energy becomes 

servant energy, directed and owned by men" (241). Thus, woman-centered communities 

free women's creative energies from patriarchal rule, allowing them to develop their 

own forms of knowledge and power. The central position of women is especially 

pronounced in Native American social systems and religion, as Paula Gunn Allen notes. 

According to Allen, "gynarchy was the norm rather than the exception" among Native 

tribes and "femaleness was highly valued, both respected and feared" in Native 

American communities (212). This woman-centeredness among Native American 

cultures is also highlighted in the Taiga tribe's social structure and spiritual beliefs, and 

at the core of both is the significance of the panther in the Taiga Tradition. 

In Power, the gynarchy of the Taiga tribe's social structure is emphasized by 

the power women hold in the tribe. It is clear that women hold a central position among 

the tribe, as it is a woman, Janie Soto, who is "the head of the Panther Clan" (68). 

Moreover, when Ama is tried by the old people at Kili for killing the panther, the 

tribunal is mostly female, with only two men in attendance (155-158). This emphasis on 

women in the decision-making processes of the tribe is the result of the Taiga's 
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matrilineal history. Omishto recounts her tribe as matrilineal, tracing the origins of the 

tribe to the panther, Sisa, who is considered the "older sister" of the tribe. Omishto 

explains, "We are related to the panther, Sisa, one of the first people here. And I am 

related to the panther, also. I'm from the people of the Panther Clan, which makes me a 

grandchild or niece to Sisa. Like Janie Soto and A.tmie Hide, my mother' s cousin, I 

come from the Panther Clan on my mother' s side. This is my ancestry" (85) . Omishto ' s 

genealogy both emphasizes the woman-centeredness of the Taiga and contradicts the 

human/animal binary of patriarchal thought. The panther does not merely coexist with 

the Taiga, but is both their creator and kin, and this connection to the animal world 

results in the Taiga' s respect for nature. 

This respect for nature is also closely linked to Native American definitions of 

power, which unlike the Western notion of power as hierarchal and oppressive, 

emphasizes the interconnectedness of all creations in the universe. As Paula Gunn Allen 

explains, "the concept of power among tribal people is related to their understanding of 

the relationships that occur between the human and nonhuman worlds. They believe 

that all are linked within one vast, living sphere, [ ... ] and that its essence is the power 

that enables magical things to happen" (22). Within this definition of power is also the 

emphasis on feminine power and the belief that "the power ofwoman is the center of 

the universe" (22), a view which Allen contends was infused in the ideologies of many 

Native American tribes (26) . Moreover, Allen specifies that feminine power 

encompasses not only the ability to create life, but also to take it away (27). The 

centrality of feminine power, as well as its power over life and death, is reflected in the 

spiritual beliefs of the Taiga tribe, particularly in the story of the "Panther Woman." 
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According to Omishto, Panther Woman was a human raised by panthers in "the early 

world," and it was her duty to "keep the world in balance" (110). After entering the 

human world through an opening created by a storm, Panther Woman saw the 

destruction that humans had caused to their environment, and had to sacrifice a panther 

in order to restore the balance of the earth. After this sacrifice, the panther then returned 

to the spirit world, and Panther Woman "went back to where she came from and 

transformed herself into one of the catlike creatures" (111 ). 

Am a's killing of the panther during the storm is her re-enaction of the Panther 

Woman myth-it is a sacred act, yet one which she knows she must be punished for 

participating in. According to Allen, "the term sacred, which is connected with power, 

is similar in meaning to the term sacrifice, which means 'to make sacred'" (28). Upon 

killing the panther, Omishto tells Ama "you have killed yourself," to which Ama 

replies, "'I know it. Don't I just know it"' (67). Ama foresees that, like Panther 

Woman, she will be banished from the clan, yet this banishment completes her 

reenactment of the myth, and Ama clearly understands that this sacrifice of both the 

panther and herself is necessary to restore the balance of the world. By killing the 

panther, Ama seeks to reverse the environmental devastation caused by the ideologies 

of the dominant, patriarchal worldview, just as "Panther Woman" did in the earliest 

times, as many critics have noted. 6 

However, by bringing Omishto with her to witness this act, Ama also seeks to 

reinvigorate the Taiga tradition-which, like the panther itself, is "diminished and 

endangered" ( 69)-by initiating Omishto into the Taiga way of life. 6 Allen contends, 

"what is made sacred is empowered. Thus, in the old way, sacrificing meant 
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empowering, which is exactly what it still means to American Indians who adhere to 

traditional practice" (28). Taking this definition of"sacrifice" into account, it is clear 

that Ama's actions are also intended to empower Omishto by initiating her into the 

Taiga tradition. Because Ama's actions cause Omishto to interrogate the gaps of the 

dominant Euroamerican knowledge system-what it cannot account for, even as it 

proposes itself as all-encompassing truth-and reconsider the Taiga knowledge system 

as both a legitimate and more applicable worldview, the ritual killing of the panther 

creates an internal conflict in Omishto, which ultimately results in her decision to move 

to Kili to live among the Panther Clan according to the traditional ways. This embracing 

of the Taiga worldview is also a shift to feminist consciousness, due to the women

centeredness of the tribe's traditions and beliefs and its respect for feminine power. 

Omishto's rejection of the dominant knowledge system and return to Kili also 

heals the "cracks" in both histories: Omishto states that the Native American "world is a 

crack in the container of [Euroamerican] history" (136), but Am a's generation is also 

the crack in the Taiga history-it is her generation that has assimilated into mainstream 

American culture, leaving the Taiga traditions behind and severing those traditional ties 

for future generations. Omishto ponders, "I wonder who and what I would be now, in 

this day, if not for the crack in that world, the generation of my mother's that lies 

between us" (225). The loss of these traditions for Omishto' s generation is a great loss 

of power--not only for the cornnmnity itself (which is on the brink of extinction as more 

Taigas assimilate into mainstream American culture), but especially for women, who 

hold a sacred and central position among the Taiga, yet are marginalized under the 

patriarchal knowledge system. Omishto feels like "a dissolved person, like salt in 

49 



water" compared to the old people at Kili, who still "remember how to heal themselves 

and each other" (231 ). In order to heal that crack, Ama must not only kill the panther to 

restore balance, but bring Omishto with her as a form of initiation so that Omishto can 

return to the Taiga way of life. This act not only heals the crack in history, but heals and 

empowers Om ish to, who will become "stronger in nature" and "will no longer be 

dissolved salt" once she returns to Kili (232-233). 

Emerging Feminist Consciousness: Omishto's Rejection of Patriarchal Thought 

The second step to shifting consciousness and reaching a feminist worldview is 

a rejection of patriarchal knowledge systems. According to Gerda Lerner, this rejection 

of the patriarchal world view means "trusting our own [ ... ] female experience. Since 

such experience has usually been trivialized or ignored, it means overcoming the deep

seated resistance within ourselves toward accepting ourselves and our knowledge as 

valid. It means getting rid of the great men in our heads and substituting for them 

ourselves, our sisters, our anonymous foremothers" (228). As Omishto struggles to 

make sense of the events that occur during and after the storm, she applies both 

patriarchal knowledge (which she has learned from school and her assimilated mother 

and sister) and the woman-centered Taiga worldview (taught to her by Ama) in order to 

uncover the truth about the universe. Omishto's struggle to reach a new consciousness 

is especially reflected in her fluctuating feelings about Ama throughout the novel

when listening to "the great men in her heads," Omishto sees Amaas weak, ugly, and 

insane; yet Ama seems strong, capable, and knowledgeable when Omishto considers 

Ama through the Taiga tradition. Omishto's penetration into and fluctuation between 
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these two opposing worldviews enables her to test their relevance and foresee their 

consequences, a vision which ultimately results in her rejection of patriarchal thought 

and adoption of an alternative worldview, one which is both Taiga and feminist. 

From the very beginning of Power, Omishto describes Ama as a mentor and 

protector. Not only does Ama's house provide a safe haven from her stepfather's sexual 

advances, but Ama also teaches Omishto "how to survive and be friends with this land" 

through fishing, tracking animals, and listening to the surrounding silence (19) . 

Although Omishto admires the way Ama "lives in a natural way at the outside edges of 

our lives" and "'keeps up relations' [ ... ]with nature and the spirit world," she remains 

skeptical about Ama's worldview (17). This rejection of the old Taiga tradition is the 

result of her schooling in the dominant knowledge system, which dismisses Ama's 

powers and beliefs as "superstition;" and Omishto, as a strong student, has learned not 

to "give superstition even an ounce of weight" (22). Yet while Omishto' s schooling has 

taught her to dismiss Ama's beliefs, Omishto still feels an inexplicable intuitive 

yearning for Ama 's teachings and way of life-a conflict which unfolds in her 

fluctuating feelings about Ama. Even before the storm that will set Omishto's eventual 

rebirth and newly awakened consciousness into motion, Omishto confides her conflict 

to the reader, acknowledging that her assimilation is the root of her inner conflict over 

Am a: 

But my feelings about Ama are mixed, I admit. Sometimes I love her, 
and in those moments I think the gap between her teeth is beautiful. 
But there are times I don't even like her, and on those days I think 
she's ugly. I can't account for these feelings, but I think it has 
something to do with how the world catches me up. It's when I've 
come home from school I'm most likely to find her homely and 
strange. I see her through the eyes of other people and what they'd 
think of her. Through their eyes she looks wild and crazy. My mama 
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said Aunt Ama was married once and the man left because she wasn't 
tame enough to be a wife. Still, I always want to stay with her. Maybe 
it is because I am afraid of everything and she is afraid of nothing and 
I want to learn this from her. Foolish, my mama calls her fearlessness 
[ ... ].But I think it's courage more than foolishness that Ama has, and 
[ ... ]sometimes[ ... ] I feel a longing for the old ways she lives by. And 
that's why I come here. I feel called. ( 19) 

Omishto's acknowledgment that she is more likely to view Amain a negative light 

when she has just come home from school demonstrates the critical, dismissing, and 

marginalized view of women under the male knowledge system and the hijacking of 

women's ability to value themselves and other women when schooled under that 

system. Omishto's confession also illuminates the opposing values of both knowledge 

systems, especially in relation to views of women. While Ama is ugly according to 

mainstream standards of beauty, Omishto finds the gap in her teeth "beautiful" after 

spending time with her mentor and engrossing herself in Taiga traditions, a broader 

definition of beauty that is characteristic ofNative American societies. According to 

Paula Gunn Allen, "the ideals of physical beauty" are "considerably enlarged" by 

Native American standards "to include 'fat,' strong-featured women, grey-haired, and 

wrinkled individuals, and others who in contemporary American culture are viewed as 

'ugly"' (211 ). This broadened view of female beauty not only builds female self-worth, 

but also enables female community building by creating an atmosphere where women 

can more easily value other women, filling a need for female role models that Lerner 

argues is a crucial omission in history-one which must be remedied for women to 

experience a shift in consciousness (The Creation of Patriarchy 225). 

Moreover, Ama's refusal to play the traditional feminine role of "tame," 

obedient wife is met with disapproval by Omishto's mother, a reaction which would 
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certainly be emulated by the Euroamerican worldview, since Ama's independence is a 

direct threat to the patriarchal order. This threat is neutralized through the patriarchal 

dismissal of Amaas "crazy," a diagnosis which Nancy Tuana argues has been applied 

to unmarried women throughout history. Tracing the Western medical definitions of 

"hysteria" through the centuries, Tuana uncovers that various medical theorists believed 

women to be more susceptible to hysteria if they transgressed traditional gender roles, 

especially the roles of wife and mother7 (96). Like Tuana, Mary Daly also criticizes the 

attempts of medicine to condemn and control women's behavior, arguing that modem 

psychiatry continues to force women into traditional gender roles by diagnosing 

untraditional choices as symptoms of mental illness. According to Daly, "the 

therapeutic game also consists largely in legitimizing 'normal,' that is, lobotomized and 

tame behavior which is in fact indoctrinated, artifactual, man-made femininity" (287). 

The enforcement of this "lobotomized and tamed behavior" is depicted in Power as a 

violent act of male domination. First, Omishto recalls that her mother was once 

institutionalized by her husband "so he could get her out of his way while he ran around 

with another woman and never even tried to hide the fact" (9). Omishto recollects her 

mother ' s suffering: "When I visited I barely recognized my own messy-haired mama 

from the pills they gave her that made her face swell up" (9). This threat of 

hospitalization will once again·arise in the novel, as both Omishto and Ama are faced 

with the possibility of being institutionalized for their failure to conform to traditional 

gender roles and their exploration of an alternative to the patriarchal worldview. Thus, 

the question of Ama's sanity becomes even more relevant for Omishto as she too is 

eventually labeled insane for following in Ama's footsteps . 
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In order for Omishto to achieve the same courage that she sees and envies in 

Ama, she will have to reject the patriarchal worldview and trust her own experience and 

knowledge. This process begins when Omishto bears witness to Ama' s ceremonial 

killing of the panther after the storm. Omishto, whose name means "the One Who 

Watches" (4), is unable to discredit what she sees as she follows Ama through the 

woods and swamp to find the panther; she also cannot explain why she follows Ama, as 

she feels that they were controlled by unseen forces. Omishto realizes "there is no 

choice, as if it's destiny, as if it's fate, as if all the stories are true" ( 61 ). Her experience 

with Ama can be characterized as a "shamanistic state of possession," which Monica 

Sjoo and Barbara Mor note "are still practiced among[ ... ] Native Americans" (189) . 

Explaining that "the original [Goddess] magic was always the woman's and was 

associated with a change of power," Sjoo and Mor note that this psychic power is a 

specifically female one (189) . Offering an alternative definition of "hysteria" than 

Western medicine, Sjoo and Mor explain shamanic possession as a "hysteric state": 

Shamanic possession and all ecstatic trances are hysteric states. 
"Hysteria" means "womb" (Hustera: "womb-consciousness"), and 
hysteria is a hypersensitive state during which "occult" or 
"transnatural" phenomena occur, the apparent suspension of physical 
laws [ . .. ]. The suspension of physical law is apparent because in 
reality such phenomena occur within physical law, in so far as it can 
be manipulated or bent by a mind with the proper techniques. A part of 
this technique is a talent for ecstatic trance, in which very strange 
things happen, and happen for all to see. In our society this is called 
"madness." In more sophisticated cultures it was recognized as a 
fascinating skill. (189-190) 

The connection of women's magical powers to the womb is also supported by the 

dominant male knowledge system, though as Sjoo and Mor observe, this power is 

disqualified as mental illness. Nancy Tuana notes that "classical medical theory defined 
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'hysteria' as a disorder of women caused by disturbances in the womb" (93). Yet 

"hysteria," as Sj66 and Mor note, is a form of power specific to women, one that can 

change the world, as Ama seeks to do when killing the panther. In the "chaotic, 

disordered world" after the storm (95), physical law seems suspended because 

"everything is out of place" (48), and Omishto feels "it's as ifl'm in a trance and I feel 

no danger" (53). By accompanying Ama during the hunt, Omishto too succumbs to a 

"hysteric state," and this harnessing of feminine power is the crucial moment of 

Omishto's initiation, one that spurs her changing consciousness and ultimate return to 

the Taiga worldview. 

Throughout the hunt for the panther, Omishto continually admits that she "can't 

help wondering if [Ama's] crazy like some people think" (75). However, as Omishto 

reflects upon the events after the storm, the tools of the patriarchal knowledge system 

fail to account for her experience, and Omishto begins to awaken to another form of 

knowing. Omishto's response to her mother's questioning reveals her shift in 

consciousness, as she begins to believe in the old Taiga stories and traditions: 

I can't tell her-she would never understand-that it was an old story 
we must have followed, that we were under something that felt like a 
spell, that what I followed wasn't Ama, and that Ama followed 
something that wasn't her either. It wasn't that Ama was claiming 
something, but that something was claiming her. Ama would never 
had done this otherwise and neither would I. [ ... ]It's not like me at all 
to believe in any such nonsense as stories or forces that would take 
over a person but it's the closest I can come to truth and reason. She 
was acted on. (93) 

The patriarchal description of Ama as insane begins to be illegitimated as Omishto, in 

her search for meaning in the events of the storm, shifts her consciousness to view 

Ama's beliefs as truth. In the time between the storm and Ama's trial, Omishto's 
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prediction that "nothing will ever be the same again" comes true (72), and she no longer 

feels at home in the urbanized, Western world. As she re-enters her mother's house for 

the first time after hunting the panther with Ama, Omishto states, "I am thrown back 

into the world too fast and I reel from it" (90). Nothing looks familiar in her mother 's 

house, and as she retires to bed, she finds "my bed is more narrow than I remember, the 

house more small, as if I've outgrown it" (95). Feeling like an outsider in her mother 's 

house, Omishto begins to spend more time at Ama's, tending Ama's home while she is 

in prison awaiting trial. In these moments, Omishto continues to practice the Taiga 

traditions taught to her by Ama and finds that she has begun to acquire the skills that 

she once envied in Ama. Omishto explains, "I sit simple, plain, alive. [ ... ] I am still 

these few moments before I pour water over my arms and clean the mud off Then, just 

then, the birds all come awake at once and they make such a clatter, a noise of life, that 

I, who have had trouble hearing since the storm, I hear them clear and sharp, their songs 

descending to touch me. I go inside and[ . .. ] put on Ama's boots" (97). Omishto 's 

participation in the ceremonial killing of the panther has awakened her intuitive sense of 

knowing and deepened her bonds with nature, and she continues to develop these skills 

as she takes Ama's place in her home. 

As Omishto continues to trust her own knowledge and experience and realize her 

own female potency, she recognizes the shortcomings and destructive effects ofthe 

dominant knowledge system, a realization which leads her to reject her formal 

education. Once a good student, Omishto reluctantly returns to school, knowing that the 

knowledge she seeks cannot be found there. Upon her return, Omishto confides, "I hate 

the smell of school, but I've been good at it, this world where we study war and the 
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numbers that combine to destroy life. When I walk into this school I see that this once

large world, like my mother's house, has grown smaller. There is no longer room in it 

for me" (105). Omishto's rejection of school-and the dominant knowledge system that 

it indoctrinates- is a critical step in reawakening her consciousness, as Gerda Lerner 

argues. Because the Western knowledge system is both andocentric and adheres to 

binary thought, it is "unable to describe reality accurately" (Lerner 220). Mary Daly 

also contends that women must step outside of the patriarchal knowledge system in 

order to recover their consciousness and "recede into the Background8
, " noting that this 

is especially difficult for good students like Omishto. Daly states, "while it may be hard 

to unlearn the lessons of academia-especially hard for those[ .. . ] who earned 'honors ' 

learning them-it is honorable to unlearn them" (49) . Omishto acknowledges that her 

academic knowledge has severed her from her Native roots and her intuitive, female 

knowledge and power. As she makes her decision to drop out of school, Omishto 

reflects on this loss: "I've been good at this world, the one that hits you when you are 

born and makes you cry right from the start, so that crying is your first language. I've 

learned what I was supposed to learn, but now it comes to me that in doing so I've 

unlearned other things. I've lost my sense; I cannot sense things" (1 08). In order to 

recover this sense- the same form of knowing which she envies in Ama and the Taiga 

elders- Omishto must reject the Western knowledge system, which discredits these 

senses as superstition, rather than recognizing them as a legitimate source of knowledge 

and power. 
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A Newly Awakened Taiga: Omishto's Final Initiation 

Omishto fully realizes the failure of the Western knowledge system to recognize 

truth during Ama's two trials, as Ama is tried for killing the panther by both the State of 

Florida and the Taiga elders. After Ama kills the panther, Omishto repeatedly states that 

she believes that Ama' s actions were both right and wrong (115), an explanation which 

demonstrates Omishto' s rejection of binary thinking. Yet Omishto, who is questioned 

by everyone who wants the story (147), finds it difficult to explain these events to those 

who adhere to binary thought: "It isn't that she was innocent, I want to tell them, it's 

just that she was not guilty" (198), yet she also knows that most inquirers will not 

comprehend or accept this explanation. As she observes and participates in both trials, 

Omishto evaluates which knowledge system is able to account for this truth, and 

although she does not approve of either trials' verdicts, she recognizes that the Native 

knowledge system is able to account for the complexities of both/and thinking, which 

ultimately leads to her trust of and return to the Taiga elders. 

As Omishto takes part in Ama's first trial, she is struck by her inability to tell the 

truth in court because her truth is "nothing [she] can tell in this room of black and white 

law" (129). Although Omishto understands Ama ' s actions as a reenactment of the 

"Panther Woman" myth, it is not something that will be understood by the non-Native 

court, and Omishto recognizes that telling the truth is an impossibility because the law 

is part of the Western knowledge system, which cannot account for her knowledge. As 

she prepares to testify, Omishto realizes, "I can' t say the real truth; I can only say the 

facts" (127), and her feelings are affirmed when Ama ' s attorney tries to explain that 

Ama killed the panther "because she believes in balance in the universe" (135). 
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Although Omishto acknowledges that Ama's lawyer "is right though, in a way, because 

in the old story a woman went [ ... ] to kill the cat so that the world might return to 

balance," her formal education has enabled her to see this story through the Western 

perspective, and she states, "spoken in the court, it sounds stupid and childlike, not at all 

what it really is. Inside marble walls there's another kind of truth and it lies down over 

everything, I see this" (I 35). This failure to account for the truth and rejection of other 

forms of knowing as crazy, childlike, and superstitious leads Omishto to reject the court 

system and the Western, binary thought it adheres to, as she affirms, "I don't believe in 

this court" (127). This rejection also finally resolves Omishto's fluctuating feelings 

about Ama, as she realizes that the description of Amaas crazy is a product of Western, 

binary thought, and its fear of difference and female potency. Recognizing the 

destructive and discrediting effects of the Euroamerican knowledge system to women, 

Omishto observes that in the "bleached and tamed confines of their world," Ama is not 

strong or beautiful, but "she looks dead and tired as autumn grass" ( 130), and concludes 

that "the beauty Ama has, no one can see" in the courtroom (129). Omishto's rejection 

of the dominant knowledge system enables her to purge her uncertainties over Ama and 

fully appreciate her knowledge, beauty, and strength, as she finally declares, "to them, 

[Ama] looks crazy; but I know she is solid" (130). 

Once Omishto has vanquished her doubts over Ama, she realizes that despite her 

previous protestations, she shares Ama's beliefs (128). Once discounted by Omishto as 

superstition, the traditions and rituals of the Taiga worldview are legitimated by her 

experience, and she know considers the dominant worldview as lacking in knowledge: 

"There are songs that change the weather, cast and take away spells. That this is so, this 
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strength of songs, is known by so many people and tribes the world over that to believe 

it is not true is to be purely ignorant and lacking in knowledge" (157). Omishto must 

now search for another knowledge system that will validate her beliefs, and Ama's 

second trial by the Taiga elders provides Omishto with the opportunity to test her 

beliefs against the traditions and laws upheld by the Panther Clan. Unlike the "black 

and white" world of the courtroom, the Taiga elders understand and respect Ama ' s 

actions, but are angry that she did not follow tradition by bringing the panther to Janie 

Soto to be skinned. Testifying among the tribe elders, Omishto finds that she can tell the 

story "more true," and the elders "consider [her words] deeply" (162-163) ; however, 

she still cannot tell the whole truth, as she promised Ama she would never reveal the 

panther's sick and emaciated condition. Yet, Omishto soon realizes that this omission 

does not reflect the tribe's inability to account for the whole truth, but is a form of 

protection to both preserve the tribe and Ama's sacrifice. Because the tribe is so 

connected to the panther, seeing its poor condition would have "cut their world in half," 

and Omishto now knows that Ama broke tradition in order to preserve the tribe, which 

she believes "justifies Ama" (166). Omishto explains: "It is their belief that has brought 

them this far in their lives, all the way to old age. If they saw the face of it, that skinny 

cat dead on the black grasses, they would no longer believe or have hope. They would 

lie down on the ground and never get up again[ .. .]. Ifl told, would the trees bear fruit? 

Would the fish return? I think not" (167). Thus, by omitting this truth, Omishto is 

helping Ama safeguard the strength of the already endangered Panther Clan and 

preserve Ama's sacrifice by maintaining the possibility that her actions will rebalance 

the world. 
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Without this knowledge, however, the Taiga elders banish Ama, a judgment which 

threatens to estrange Omishto from the tribe elders and stifle her initiation into the 

Panther Clan. For Omishto, the banishment of her mentor feels like a death, and it is a 

sentence that is equivalent to death in the Taiga tradition. Omishto explains that in the 

Taiga language, "the word for 'banish' and the word for 'kill' is the same word" 

because "in the traditional belief, banishment is equal to death . It is death to be split 

from your own people, your self, to go away from the place you so love" (172). While 

Omishto feels connected to the tribe, she also feels affection for Ama, and the decision 

makes her "tom through" (173). Rejecting the tribe and her mother's home, she runs to 

her small boat, and as she falls asleep, Omishto continues her awakening and rebirth in 

the Taiga ways through Ama: "I am dreaming Ama's dreams and seeing out of her eyes, 

knowing what she knows" (188). During this solitude, Omishto clearly understands 

Ama's intentions by killing the panther-she not only sought to restore balance to the 

world, but to bridge the gap between generations in order to ensure the continuation of 

the Panther Clan. Omishto explains, "she knew there had to be some act, however 

desperate, however illegal, to restore this world to balance, to bring young people home 

from their empty days in school and their nights before the television, the white wooden 

beds and lawns that need water" ( 189-190). Omishto ' s realization illuminates the 

severing of the youngest generation's bonds with nature through assimilation to 

Western culture, a breach that must be mended in order for an alternative future to be 

realized. 

With this knowledge, Omishto returns to Ama's house, the only place that feels like 

a home to her (232), and continues to develop her senses- she does not return to wait 
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for Ama, as Omishto knows "she won't be back," and avers, "I am not waiting for 

anything. I am living" (207) . Living on her own tern1s for the first time, Omishto no 

longer feels like a vulnerable young girl, but declares, "I am an old woman. The woman 

inside me is old and wears one of the old dresses with ribbons and crocodile teeth. [ ... ] 

My face is lined with all the events of a life" (207). Because of the transformation of her 

consciousness, Omishto has become a Crone, a status which according to Mary Daly "is 

determined not merely by chronological age," but particularly describes a woman who 

"has Dis-covered9 depths of Courage, Strength, and Wisdom in her Self' ( Wickedary 

114). The wisdom that Omishto has gained from her mentor, her own observations, and 

her newly attuned feminine power gives her both courage and strength, and Omishto 

defends herself against all attempts to force her to reassimilate to Western culture. 

When her stepfather, Herm, comes to Ama's home and threatens her with violence if 

she doesn't return to her mother's house, Omishto "stand[s] up tall" and responds, 

'"You won't ever lay a hand on me again . [ ... ] Never. And I'm never going back"' 

(208). Once fearful and subservient under Herm' s threats of violence, Omishto sees 

Herm "grow smaller than I thought he could" after her show of strength (209). 

By becoming a Crone, which is "the most ancient and genuine face of the future" 

(Caputi 274), 10 Omishto represents both the future of the tribe and the possibility of a 

feminist alternative to the "apocalyptic endings" (111) 11 that will inevitably result from 

the patriarchal worldview. In order for women to fully transform their consciousness 

and spur an alternative, egalitarian future, it is the power of the Crone that women must 

respect and embody, as Jane Caputi argues: "ifwe are to survive, it is [the Crone] who 

we must fully honor. It is she who we must finally and most abundantly become" 
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(Gossips, Gorgons, and Crones 274). By becoming a Crone, Omishto's shift in 

consciousness fulfills Ama's sacrifice-the return of Omishto to the traditional Taiga 

ways has the potential to rebalance the world. 

Because this female power and its ability to transform the future is a direct threat to 

patriarchal control, Crones like Omishto are viewed as deviant and dangerous by the 

Western knowledge system. In reaction to her disobedience, Herm seeks to have 

Omishto committed to a mental hospital in an attempt to reassert his own dominance 

and eradicate the threat that Omishto's strength and power presents to patriarchal 

control. Once fearful of commitment due to her observations of her mother's 

hospitalization, Omishto's resolve is unmoved by this threat, and she tells her mother, 

"'They won't get me, you know" (223). While Omishto realizes that it is no longer safe 

for her to stay at Ama's house, it is not out of fear that Omishto moves to Kili to live 

with the tribe, but her realization that Janie Soto took the panther skin and the rifle Ama 

used to shoot the panther from Ama's house. Unlike the judge in the courtroom who 

hated Ama and viewed her as an "animal" (136), Janie Soto had protected Ama by 

removing this evidence even though she banished her, a breakdown ofbinary thinking 

that coincides with Omishto's beliefthat Ama was both innocent and guilty. This 

realization helps to mend Omishto's sorrow over Ama's fate, enabling her to move to 

Kili to live with the Taiga elders. The morning that Omishto intends to move to Kili, 

she awakens with scratches over her arms and legs from a panther claw, which is "what 

they used to do in ceremonies" to initiate members into the Panther Clan (233). Her 

initiation complete, Omishto walks to Kili and finds the Clan members waiting for her, 
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and Omishto dances 12 while "someone sings the song that says the world will go on 

living" (233). 

Conclusions 

As Gerda Lerner argues, "the transforming of the consciousness of women about 

ourselves and our thought is a precondition for change" (The Creation of Patriarchy 

221 ). The transformation that Omishto undergoes in Power illuminates that this change 

is a true possibility. By rejecting the patriarchal worldview and embracing female 

community, Omishto realizes the potential of an alternative to the destructive future that 

the continuation of patriarchal knowledge will inevitably bring. By rejecting binary 

thought and developing a feminist worldview, this alternative future can be imagined 

and achieved. Rather than creating further divisions, "a feminist worldview will enable 

women and men[ ... ] to build a world free of dominance and hierarchy, a world that is 

truly human" (229). Considering the old Taiga stories that emphasize the 

interconnectedness of the universe, especially between humans and nature, Omishto 

echoes Lerner ' s assertions that an egalitarian society can be achieved: "In the old days it 

was said that we were humans. What people believe, falsely, is that all this can no 

longer be so" (229) . In detailing Omishto's transformation in her novel, Linda Hogan 

forces her readers to question this false belief; thus, the power to instigate change is not 

limited to the novel ' s fictional protagonist, but is achievable for the reader as well, and 

this realization is the ultimate message of power. 
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Notes 

1 While it may seem problematic to use Lerner's framework to interpret a Native 
American text, Linda Hogan recognizes a convergence between the Native American 
and feminist worldviews. In an interview with Barbara Cook, Hogan reveals that 
although she didn't always identify as a feminist, her perspective on this issue has 
changed, a change which is reflected in her work. Hogan responds: 

When feminists went to the reservation and took off their shirts for equal rights, 
[ ... ] it just didn't go over very well. Our struggles were separate from theirs. 
[ ... ] And when people wanted to lay claim to our spiritual identity without 
having the knowledge systems to back it, that was another theft. However, much 
has changed in the many years intervening, and I am more of a feminist mind 
now. (From the Center of Tradition 14) 

2 In the same interview with Barbara Cook, Linda Hogan acknowledges that she views 
her writing as a form of activism, and this view influences her decision to base her work 
on historical events. Hogan explains, "I pick these stories because only then will people 
listen. If I carry a sign, I am ignored. So I do it in the work" ( 12). 

3 According to Hardin, "apocalyptic narratives arise from the good-evil dichotomy 
wherein good must trounce evil once and for all in a final convincing manner to affirm 
the superiority and desirability of the good" (136). Hardin argues that both Christianity 
and mainstream American history-making "define events in apocalyptic terms" (137). 

4 The argument that patriarchy is the root of the mainstream American world view is 
made by the majority of feminist thinkers cited in this thesis, including Mary Daly, 
Gerda Lerner, Monica Sjoo and Barbara Mor, and Jane Caputi. 

5 A term created by Mary Daly and defined in her book, Webster's First New 
Intergalactic Wickedary of the English Language, to describe "uncovering the 
Elemental Reality hidden by the hucksters, frauds, and framers of phallocracy; finding 
the treasures of women's Memory, Knowledge, History that have been buried by the 
grave-diggers of patriarchal research" ( 118). In other words, women who seek to 
uncover women's history and redevelop female knowledge systems are uncovering a 
female tradition purposely hidden and discrediting by patriarchy. For Daly, his act of 
"dis-covering" is a form of consciousness-raising that is crucial to female liberation. 

6 While Roland Walter also argues that Ama is Omishto's initiator, changing Omishto's 
consciousness "to see things other than in purely rational terms and to accept that there 
is still magic in this world" (70), Walter does not view Omishto's new consciousness as 
feminist. 

7 Tuana provides numerous accounts of this view in The Less Noble Sex, including 
Dame Trotula of Salerno, who in the eleventh century claimed that women's illnesses 
are the direct result of a diseased womb, and that unmarried women, especially 
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"widows" and "virgins who have come to marriageable years and have not yet 
husbands," are particularly susceptible to hysteria. Like Trotula, Anthonius Guainerius 
(15 111 century) also argued "that serious illnesses would result if women did not accept 
the 'proper' feminine role; a woman should be married, avoid luxury, and have regular 
intercourse with her husband" (96). 

8 See note 3 on page 11 for a definition of this term. 

9 A term created by Mary Daly in Gyn/Ecology and defined in Webster's First New 
Intergalactic Wickedary of the English Language as the act of "uncovering [ . . . ] the 
treasures of women's Memory, Knowledge, History that have been buried by" the 
patriarchal worldview (118). 

10 See Gossips, Gorgons, and Crones . 

11 This term is cited from Jane Caputi's chapter, "The Pornography of Everyday Life" in 
Goddesses and Monsters. 

12 As I cited in my first chapter on Toni Morrison's Paradise, the act of dancing 
symbolizes a "return to harmony" under the Goddess tradition, as Monica Sj66 and 
Barbara Mor note. Thus, ending the novel with Omishto's dancing both signifies her 
full return to the Taiga tradition and reinforces the success of Ama's sacrifice as an act 
that will return the world to balance. 
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Chapter 3 

Grounding the Butterflies to Earth: Humanization, "Hag-ography," and Political 

Activism in Julia Alvarez's In the Time of the Butterflies 

In her novel In the Time of the Butterflies, Julia Alvarez fictionalizes the true 

story of the Mirabal sisters, three of whom became politically active in the underground 

movement that sought to overthrow Dominican dictator Rafael Trujillo and were 

murdered for their activism (Martinez). In the Postscript to her novel, Alvarez tells her 

readers that she undertook this storytelling in order to find out "what gave [the 

Mirabals] that special courage" to challenge Trujillo's regime, a question that has 

plagued her since childhood. However, it is clear that Alvarez also seeks to use her 

writing to inspire others to similar acts of courage and activism. This second goal of 

writing places Alvarez in complicated territory as a storyteller, as she attempts to 

negotiate her account of the sisters' lives within the preexisting iconic and legendary 

status of the Mirabals in the Dominican Republic and other Latin American countries. 

Yet Alvarez views this elevation of the sisters as counterproductive to her goal of 

inspiring activism, arguing that this approach does not honor the Mirabals ' sacrifice, but 

"ironically, by making them myth, we lost the Mirabals once more, dismissing the 

challenge of their courage as impossible for us, ordinary men and women (324). In 

seeking to evaluate Alvarez's novel as a form of feminist activism, this chapter will first 

discuss Alvarez 's humanization of the Mirabals, setting the foundation for readers' 
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identification with-as opposed to deification of-these legendary sisters. With this 

humanization in place, this second section of his chapter will demonstrate that 

Alvarez's re-imagining of their story exposes the oppression of male knowledge 

systems and their impact on women's social , spiritual , and political lives. By detailing 

the sisters' shift in consciousness and illustrating how they are able to begin to unravel 

the religious, political , gender, and class hierarchies within their culture through the 

symbolic power of the Virgin Mary, Alvarez not only privileges women's spiritual 

place, but also attempts to spark the same shift in consciousness in her readers. Thus, 

the combination of Alvarez' s humanization and reinvention of the Mirabal sisters acts 

as a form of"psychic activism" (Caputi 149)1
, encouraging readers to continue the work 

of the Mirabals in their everyday lives. 

Patricia, Minerva, and Maria Theresa- known by their underground code name 

"Las Mariposas," meaning "the butterflies"-worked alongside their husbands and 

other activist men and women to organize "The Movement of the 14th of June," seeking 

but failing to overthrow Trujillo on that day (Martinez) . Although their deaths were 

presented as an accident, the people of the Dominican Republic knew that the sisters 

were murdered by Trujillo's regime and were outraged, fueling national dissent against 

the dictatorship which resulted in Trujillo's assassination a mere six months after the 

Mirabals' murder. After their deaths, "Las Mariposas" became national heroes, an 

influence and remembrance that continue today. 2 Yet little attention has been devoted to 

them in the traditional written history. As Isabel Zakrezewski Brown notes, "the vastly 

documented history of the Trujillo era makes scant reference to the Mirabal sisters" 

(110). The omission ofwomen' s contributions to history is not limited to this case, but 
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is a norm of traditional history-making that has serious consequences for women's self-

knowledge, as many feminist scholars have argued. As Gerda Lerner states in Why 

History Matters "that women's self-perceptions were diminished by a centuries-old 

tradition that put them outside of history and denied their agency in building human 

society and culture has been proven over and over again" (21 0). 

This selective forgetting of women's role in history is especially evident in 

official historical accounts of war. As Gyles and Hyndman note, the binary view of war 

that defines men as combatants (actors) and "'womanandchildren' as the central 

gendered category of war victims" fails to acknowledge the complex roles that women 

play-both on the battle and home fronts-when armed conflict breaks down the 

dominant social order (301). To subvert this power, feminists theorizing on war and 

peace-building have used women's personal stories and experiences-through 

ethnography, interviews, and narratives-as a strategic tool to expose the realities and 

consequences of war. In constructing this body of knowledge, feminist theorists are not 

only raising awareness of women and war issues, but are also creating a female 

knowledge system that reconstructs reality from a woman-centered viewpoint. This 

reconstruction of reality through historical retelling has been a chief goal of many 

feminist anti-war theorists and feminist historians, who blur the line between objectivity 

and subjectivity, between fact and fiction, in their non-normative approaches to 

"history-making" (Lerner 117). Gerda Lerner argues that the hierarchal dichotomy 

between fact and fiction in historical construction is a false dualism: 

Insofar as the historian chooses, evaluates, analyzes evidence and 
creates models in the mind that enable us to step out of our own time, 
place, and culture into another world, his or her mental activity is akin 
to that of scientists and mathematicians, who "pop in and out" of 
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different conceptual systems. But the construction of a coherent model 
of the past partakes of the imagination as well. The model created by 
the historian must also have the power to capture the imagination of 
contemporaries, so as to seem real to them. It shares this quality with 
the work Jf fiction. For both writer and historian, form is the shape of 
content. History-making, then, is a creative enterprise, by means of 
which we fashion out of fragments of human memory and selected 
evidence of the past a mental construct of a coherent past world that 
makes sense to the present. ( 117) 

Lerner's blurring of the lines between fact and fiction, as well as her focus on "form" as 

"the shape of content" enables the inclusion of non-normative texts-that is, 

untraditional, unscientific texts-in the collective of historical knowledge. In Lerner's 

framework, fiction becomes a legitimate form of "history-making," which is able to 

illuminate the role of women in history, unlike traditional historical modes. Like Lerner, 

Gloria Anzaldua emphasizes the role of the feminist historian as a reinventor of history: 

"Her first step is to take inventory.[ . . . ] She puts history through a sieve, winnows out 

the lies [ ... ]. She reinterprets history and, using new symbols, she shapes new myths" 

(104). Both Lerner and Anzaldua clearly argue that historical "facts" are not truth, but 

the construction of the patriarchal system of knowledge, and view women's history-

making as part of an alternative feminist knowledge system. This system of female 

knowledge also denotes a transformation of consciousness, altering how women and 

men view the world and their place in it. 

An analysis of Julia Alvarez's novel In the Time of the Butterflies demonstrates 

the importance of fiction and imagination in centralizing important female figures of 

history, who have been marginalized in traditional historical discourses. In the 

postscript to her novel, Alvarez tells reader that while she "researched the facts of the 

regime," she also "took liberties-by changing dates, by reconstructing events, and by 
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collapsing characters or incidents," a strategy that Alvarez argues is necessary to 

achieve true understanding of the past: "I wanted to immerse my readers in an epoch in 

the life of the Dominican Republic that I believe can only finally be understood by 

fiction, only finally redeemed by the imagination" (324) . Alvarez's blurring of fact and 

fiction coupled with her multi-narrative strategy that gives all four women a voice in her 

retelling ofthis era of Dominican history illuminates women's participation and the 

gendered effects of war that are ignored by traditional theoretic approaches and history

recording methods. The result is not only the creation of a written record of the vastly 

undocumented contributions of the Mirabal sisters, but a humanizing and realistic 

depiction of women's role in political and social change. As Carolyn Nordstrom 

contends in her article "(Gendered) War," current theoretical approaches to war "mask 

the realities of the human condition," and ethnography provides one solution to this 

problem because it "provides the tools to assess conventional 'wisdom,' political 

'facts,' and military 'statistics"' ( 403 ). Alvarez tells readers that one purpose of writing 

this story was to demythify the Mirabal sisters, who as national legends, Alvarez 

believes had not only become inaccessible to the common people through their national 

"deification," but also stifled the possibilities of national transformation, contending 

that "such deification was dangerous, the same god-making impulse that had created 

our tyrant" (324). Alvarez, like Lerner and Anzaldua, upholds the importance of fiction 

and imagination in re-telling women's history, arguing that only the medium of fiction 

can capture the symbolic and transformative power of these sisters' stories. 

By creating a written record of the Dominican oral history of the Mirabal 

sisters, Alvarez adds to the growing canon of women's history. Her use of narrative 
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strategy and blending of fact and imagination transforms the Mirabals from 

marginalized historical figures and inaccessible national heroes to "models for women 

fighting against injustices of all kinds" (Alvarez 324). I contend that Alvarez's 

narrative strategy not only qualifies her as a feminist historian, but by focusing on 

humanization and demystification of the Mirabal sisters--a goal which is chiefly 

reached by creating ambiguous, multi-dimensional characters-Alvarez approaches 

storytelling from the perspective of what Gloria Anzaldua calls "the new mestiza," who 

must go beyond binary worldviews due to her own double-consciousness. Secondly, as 

a contribution to women' s history, I propose that the combination of fact and fiction in 

Alvarez's retelling of the Mirabal sisters can be best categorized as "Hag-ography," a 

term created by Mary Daly to define "history uncovered and created by women as we 

live/write our own stories" ( Wickedary 13 8). In her retelling of the Mirabal sisters' 

activism, Alvarez not only exposes the interconnectedness of religious, political, and 

social oppression of women in the Dominican Republic, but her rejection of binary 

thinking and emphasis on women ' s ability to affect social and political change also 

seeks to reawaken the consciousness of her readers, empowering them to feminist 

activism. Reimagining and recreation of women's history is a pivotal aspect of feminist 

activism and the ability of women to transform both personal and political worldviews. 

Demythifying the Butterflies: Julia Alvarez as a "New Mestiza" 

Literary critics of Alvarez ' s novel debate the role of history in Alvarez 's re

imagining of the Mirabal sisters. Jacqueline Stefanko notes that Alvarez's narrative 

strategy exposes the falsity of traditional historical fact as homogenous truth. She states, 

"underlying the construction of each of these polyphonic narratives there appears to be 
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what [James] Clifford describes as 'unresolved historical dialogues between continuity 

and disruption, essence and positionality, homogeneity and differences [ .. . ]"' (52). 

Although many literary critics, like Stefanko, have explored Alvarez's blurring between 

fact and fiction, there currently exists disagreement on the more accurate classification 

of the novel's implementation of history in literary scholarship. Analyzing her 

construction of the Mirabal sisters, some critics focus on the role of Alvarez' s own 

personal history as a Dominican-American whose family fled to the United States as 

political exiles from Trujillo's regime. Both Concepcion Bados Ciria and Lucia M. 

Suarez characterize the novel as a form of testimonial or "testimonio," a task that 

Alvarez felt compelled to undertake due to her childhood remembrances of the 

Mirabals' assassination. Like Ciria and Suarez, Steve Criniti reads the novel as 

Alvarez's attempt to "address the inadequacy ofNorth American collective memory 

regarding the history ofthe Dominican Republic" (45). Other critics, including Shara 

McCallum, Jacqueline Stefanko, and Lynn Chun Ink, focus on In the Time of the 

Butterflies as a postcolonial text that "contest[ s] the notion of history [ ... ] by [ .. . ] 

recognizing that it represents one discourse through which we come to know the past" 

(Ing 788). For these critics, Alvarez's use of language- specifically the blending of 

English and Spanish in her novel-is crucial to Alvarez's reconstruction of history. 

In considering the role of history in Alvarez's novel, most critics also evaluate 

whether Alvarez succeeds in her goal of humanizing the mythified Mirabal sisters. For 

example, Isabel Zakrzewski Brown contends that Alvarez's narrative strategy in her 

novel is best defined as "historiographic metafiction, a term used by postmodem critic 

Linda Hutcheon to reconcile postmodemism and feminism" (99). Arguing that "if the 
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personal is the political, then the traditional separation between public and private 

history must be rethought," Brown defines "historiographic metafiction" and its 

application to Alvarez's novel: "In historiographic metafiction that which is 'fictively 

personal ' becomes 'the historically and thus politically public.' If 'facts are events to 

which we have given meaning,' then Alvarez has 'given meaning' to the events of the 

Mirabal sisters' lives in her novel" (99). However, rather than viewing Alvarez's 

narrative strategy as transformative and consciousness-raising, Brown argues that 

Alvarez constructs the Mirabal sisters according to "stereotypes, rather than real 

people" (11 0). By characterizing the sisters as "the pious one, Patria; the pragmatic one 

Dede; the rebellious one, Minerva; and the innocent one, Mate [Maria Teresa] ," Brown 

contents that Alvarez fails "to avoid the mythification process she had professed to 

elude," a conclusion that is reaffirmed by many other critics of Alvarez's novel (110).3 

In this assessment, however, Brown and others fail to acknowledge the 

ambiguity that Alvarez creates over these characterizations as the novel progresses-a 

narrative strategy which plays a key role in both humanizing the Mirabal sisters and 

developing an alternative form of history-making to the linear, one-dimensional, 

dominant forms of historiography. Alvarez's use of ambiguity is characteristic writing 

of what Gloria Anzaldua terms "the new mestiza."4 In Borderlands/La Frontera, 

Anzaldua emphasizes that "the new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for 

ambiguity" where "nothing is thrust out, the good the bad and the ugly, nothing 

rejected, nothing abandoned," a tolerance that is especially sparked by her double

consciousness (101). After her family's immigration to the U.S., Alvarez felt that they 

had "become hybrids," explaining, "we were no longer ' real Dominicans because we 
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had changed. But we were not mainstream Americans either. [ ... ]We were between 

worlds. We belonged nowhere" ("Citizen of the World" 22). In her analysis of 

Alvarez's novel and the work of other Latina writers, Jacqueline Stefanko proposes that 

"Latina writers create hybrid texts in order to 'survive the diaspora, "' arguing that these 

"new ways of telling" include 'polyphonic narration" and "permeable borders (between 

genres, among national identifications, in the dialectic of self and other" (50). Alvarez's 

admission of her feelings of hybridity are the foundation for "mestiza consciousness," 

according to Anzaldua, who more fully explains the mestiza's need for ambiguity: 

In perceiving conflicting information and points of view, she is 
subjected to a swamping of her psychological borders. She has 
discovered she can't hold concepts or ideas in rigid boundaries. The 
borders and walls that are supposed to keep the undesirable ideas out 
are entrenched patterns and habits of behavior; these habits and 
patterns are the enemy within. Rigidity means death. Only be 
remaining flexible is she able to stretch the psyche horizontally and 
vertically. La Mestiza constantly has to shift out of conventional 
formations; from convergent thinking, analytical reasoning that tends 
to use rationality to move toward a single goal (a Western mode), to 
divergent thinking, characterized by movement away from set patterns 
and goals toward a more whole perspective, one that includes rather 
than excludes. ( 101 ). 

As someone who lives "straddling two or more cultures" (Anzaldua 1 00), Alvarez 

writes "by creating a new mythos-that is, a change in the way we perceive reality, the 

way we see ourselves, and the ways we behave," which "creates a new consciousness" 

( 1 02). Rather than adhering to "convergent thinking" in her creation of the Mirabal 

sisters by creating four stereotypical parts that "come together to form a perfect whole; 

the now legendary Mirabal sisters" as Brown asserts ( 11 0), Alvarez utilizes "divergent 

thinking" by setting up and then complicating these stereotypical characterizations-the 

sisters are not only different from each other, as the original stereotypes suggest, but 
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often different from the characterizations themselves. The result is both a 

demythification and humanization of the legendary sisters and the development of an 

alternative, feminist form of history-making. 

In discussing Alvarez's ambiguous constructions of these four sisters, it is 

important to note that many of the character changes take place after each sister 

experiences a consciousness-altering moment in the text, a point that I will discuss more 

thoroughly in the next section. However, Alvarez does not follow a linear progression 

of each character's development by creating a story where each sister, after developing 

a new consciousness, rejects their original characterization in order to blossom into 

revolutionaries. Instead, much of the ambiguity and fluctuation to and from these 

characterizations takes place after this consciousness has been rooted. The result is a 

humanizing depiction of the Mirabal sisters that portrays both activism and 

consciousness-raising as a constant struggle and work-in-progress rather than a static 

status that is definitively obtained, an ambiguity that makes it possible for readers of 

Alvarez's novel to identify with the sisters and undergo a similar transformation by 

realizing their own agency to create change. 

For example, it is true that Minerva is portrayed as "the rebellious one"- she is 

described as "always standing up to [her father]" and lecturing her sisters that "women 

had to come out of the dark ages" (12, 51). The natural leader of the sisters, it is 

Minerva who initially becomes involved in the movement and spurs her sisters' 

participation, leading her to eventually gain a reputation as "the secret heroine of the 

whole nation" ( 198). Yet after being released from prison, Minerva's resolve falters, 

and she confesses that even though "all [her] I ife, [she] had been trying to get out of the 
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house," she is relieved to be on house arrest: "I could not think of anything I wanted 

more than to stay home with my sisters at Mama ' s, raising our children" (257). 

Describing herself as "falling apart" (258) and leading a "double life" (267), Minerva 

pretends to be strong due to all of the attention she is receiving after prison. She 

explains, "I hid my anxieties and gave everyone a bright smile. If they had only known 

how frail was their iron-will heroine. How much it took to put on that hardest of all 

performances, being my old self again" (259). Although Minerva eventually tries to 

"get [her] old self back" by thinking "you must gather up the broken threads and tie 

them together" in order to continue the fight, she admits: "secretly, I hoped that events 

would settle the matter for me and, along with everyone else, I honestly believed we 

were seeing the last of the regime" (267). When these hopes fail, it is the news of a 

failed uprising and rumors that male prisoners were secretly being killed at night that 

spurs Minerva back into activism in order to have their husbands released, making her 

feel like her old self again. Reflecting on this change, Minerva reveals: "By now in my 

life I should have known. Adversity was like a key in the lock for me. As I began to get 

our men out of prison, it was the old Minerva I set free" (269). By emphasizing 

Minerva's intemal struggles as well as her rebellious nature, Alvarez avoids the 

traditional construction of heroism as unfaltering bravery and resolve, and thereby 

succeeds in humanizing and "demythifying" Minerva Mirabal. 

However, not all critics agree that this depiction of Minerva's struggles avoids 

stereotypes. Steve Criniti argues that Minerva's attempts to regain her old identity 

before prison demonstrates that "Minerva thinks of her rebellious self as her true self, as 

the self she must free from all other human anxieties," leading him to conclude, "for 
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Alvarez, the implication here is that even in attempting to add some humanity to her 

character she winds up presenting an even stronger stereotype" (56). Critini argues that 

Minerva's "moment of weakness[ ... ] only serves to drive the heroine further toward 

her goal," therefore reinforcing her stereotypical role of a "rebel" (56). Yet Critini fails 

to note that this moment-although the most dramatic-is not Minerva's only moment 

of weakness, or at least not the only moment that she steps outside the "rebellious 

revolutionary" stereotype. Although Minerva is described as someone who fights for the 

rights of women-she even tricks Trujillo into allowing her to study law and tells her 

father that having "skirts in the law" is "exactly what this country needs" (1 0)-she 

surprisingly gives up a position as president of the Fourteenth of June Movement to her 

husband, Manolo. According to Patria, when the Movement first began, "a central 

committee was elected. At first, they tried to enlist Minerva, but she deferred to 

Manolo, who became our president" (166). Moreover, despite the fact that Manolo and 

Minerva seem at first to have an equitable marriage, it is previously revealed by Maria 

Teresa that Manolo has not been faithful to Minerva. While living with Minerva and 

Manolo, Mate noticed that "Manolo has been staying out all hours" (139) One night 

when he had not yet returned home, Mate states, "Suddenly, I heard this wracking sob. 

My brave Minerva! It was all I could do not to start crying along with her" (139). When 

Mate guesses, "'Another woman, right?"' Mate reports, "Minerva gave me a quick nod. 

I could see her shoulders heaving up and down" (140). As an advocate for change in 

both political and social norms, especially regarding women's rights, Minerva's choice 

to both remain in her marriage and cede power to her husband in the revolutionary 

movement that she was instrumental in creating is contradictory to the powerful, rebel 
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stereotype that was previously constructed. However, by illustrating both Minerva's 

strengths and weaknesses, Alvarez constructs a "more inclusive perspective" of 

Minerva that portrays "the good the bad and the ugly," rather than leaving out these 

details in order to construct a one-dimensional-yet-fully-empowering feminist leader. 

Moreover, the ambiguity that Alvarez creates in her characterization of Minerva rejects 

binary thinking for a more pluralistic approach- rather than enabling readers to easily 

categorize Minerva as "the rebellious one," readers are left with the feeling that 

Minerva both .fits and does not fit this description.5 

Because Mate is a child when she is first introduced in the novel, her character is 

initially marked by innocence and naivete. Stefanko argues that the receipt of her first 

diary from Minerva as a first communion gift initiates Mate's loss of innocence. 

According to Stefanko, "while Mate's narrated entries seem superficial at first, the 

evolution of her political awareness becomes evident via the process of writing. Gaining 

knowledge of sexuality and political power, Mate loses her naivete along with her first 

diary" (64). While Mate's diary does play an important role in her shift of 

consciousness- as Stefanko notes, Minerva tells Mate that keeping a diary will 

'"deepen her soul"' (63)- Mate can never fully escape her innocence due to her status 

as "the baby" of the family, since she was born nine years after Dede (8) . Even after 

becoming a mother and joining the revolution, the sisters' perception of Mate fluctuates 

between surprise and familiarity. For example, upon learning that Mate has joined 

Minerva in the plot to overthrow Trujillo, Patria states, "She hugged her baby girl close 

and looked so brave. I could hardly believe this was our tenderhearted little Mate [ ... ]. 

But then, the hard look faded and she was my baby sister again, afraid of el cuco and 

79 



noodles in her soup" (159). Under these circumstances, it is not surprising that Mate 

most fully diverges from this stereotype of innocence when she is distanced from her 

sisters. 

Thus, Mate's strength and consciousness most fully develop in the female 

community she becomes part of while imprisoned. Although she initially joins the 

movement for the more superficial reasons of following in Minerva ' s footsteps and 

falling in love with a revolutionary named Leandro, her camaraderie with the other 

female prisoners- women who she admits "I once thought were below me" (230)-

enlighten Mate to the need for social change and enable her to develop her own sense of 

independence and individuality . In her diary, Mate acknowledges that she "keep[s] 

mentioning the girls," which emphasizes their impact on her development (230). She 

especially singles out Magdelena, who she realizes "has taught me more about how 

privileged I really am than all of Minerva's lectures about class" (248). In an 

environment where she can gain experience and knowledge independently from her 

sisters (especially Minerva, who spends much time in solitary confinement), Mate is 

able to make connections with other (and "othered") women and learn from their 

experiences. Her participation in this female community is instrumental in her own 

personal development. In her diary, Mate relates one of the many discussions she 

initiates among the women while in prison: 

Magdelena and I had a long talk about the real connection between 
people. Is it our religion, the color of our skin, the money in our 
pockets? We were discussing away, and all of a sudden, the girls 
started congregating, [ ... ] everyone contributing their ideas. And it 
wasn' t just[ ... ] the educated women talking.[ .. . ] We were talking 
about love, love among us women. (239) 
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These discussions lead Mate to conclude, "there is something deeper. Sometimes I 

really feel it in here, [ ... ] a current going among us, like an invisible needle stitching us 

together into the glorious, free nation we are becoming" (239). The impact of these 

women on Mate's consciousness is further emphasized when Mate, once desperate to be 

released, now feels sad to be leaving "these girls [who] are like my sisters" (253). She 

admits, "I tell myself the connection will continue. It does not go away because you 

leave. And I begin to understand the revolution in a new way" (253). These bonds of 

sisterhood enable Mate to develop her own revolutionary ideas and understand the 

interconnectedness of all living things, a shift in consciousness and assertion of her own 

individuality which is cemented when Mate asserts her agency to her once-idolized 

sister, Minerva. When Minerva pushes Mate to promise to write a personal statement 

telling of her torture in La 40 to the OAS Peace Committee, Mate responds, "I promise 

you this, I'll be true to what I think is right," and comments on Minerva's surprise at her 

resolve, stating "Minerva has never heard such talk from me. Fair enough, she says, fair 

enough" (251). Although Mate continues to be seen as the "baby" of the family by her 

sisters once she is released and even after her death6
, the erosion of her innocence in 

prison is still represented by her love of dirty jokes- as Minerva comments, "that one 

had gotten a taste for spicy humor in prison" (268). Throughout the remainder of the 

novel, an ambiguity is created between Mate's innocence and her newfound maturity 

and independence. Like Minerva, readers are left with an understanding that Mate both 

is and is not the innocent one of the family. 

Patria ' s piety is established as a child. In the first chapter she narrates, Patria 

tells the reader, "No one had to tell me to believe in God or to love everything that lives. 

81 



I did it automatically like a shoot inching its way toward the light" ( 44). While 

ambiguity over Patria ' s faithfulness is most fully constructed when she experiences loss 

of faith after a miscarriage, her stereotype as "the pious one" becomes complicated 

much earlier in the novel through her embracing of sexuality. Although originally 

planning to become a nun, Patria's changing body and the desires it manifests stop her 

from reaching this goal. She confesses, "There was a struggle, but no one could tell. It 

came in the dark in the evil hours when the hands wake with a life of their own. They 

rambled over my growing body, they touched the pulping of my chest, the mound of my 

belly, and on down. I tried reining them in, but they broke loose, night after night" ( 4 7) . 

Although she clearly resists her sexuality initially, Patria does not merely surrender to 

her desires, but fully embraces them as a part of her spirituality, exclaiming "at last, my 

spirit was descending into flesh, and there was more, not less, of me to praise God" 

( 49). Patria' s characterization as both pious and sexual contradicts the soul/body 

dichotomy upheld by Christianity. Holly Blackford interprets Patria's choice as a 

reversal of this binary opposition: "To participate in 'earthly' relationships rather than 

lead a celibate life[ . .. ] suggests, then, that the flesh should triumph against ' the tyranny 

of the spirit' and that through women's earthly experiences the self grows in 

relationship to God, to nature, to land, and to community" (230-231). I would also add, 

however, that Patria's characterization as both religious and embracing her sexuality as 

part of her spirituality also heals the Virgin/whore dichotomy. As Nancy Tuana notes, 

the "Christian views of woman's nature" dictated that "woman's sexual passions 

frequently led her from the path of good and, if not controlled, could cause man's 

downfall" (81-82). Yet Patria is able to remain "good" while exploring, rather than 
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restricting, her sexual passions. Gloria Anzuldua argues "the first step" that "mestizas" 

must take in order to combat sexism "is to unlearn the puta/virgen dichotomy" and to 

acknowledge that they are split parts of a whole (I 06). By remerging both the virgin and 

whore in one being-Patria-without judgment or demonization, Alvarez's 

construction of Patria can once again be viewed as "new mestiza" writing. By insisting 

that Patria can be both pious and experience sexual pleasure, Alvarez creates a character 

that readers can find relatable while also causing them to question and challenge their 

own internalized sexist binary thinking. 

Finally, the role of Dede as storyteller epitome's Alvarez's use of ambiguity in 

retelling the story of the Mirabal sisters. Dede has been called an "unreliable" storyteller 

by some critics. Shara McCallum , for example, notes her disappointment that Alvarez 

ends the novel with the voice of'"history-weary Dede," who "seems uncertain whether 

we must 'study [our] history' so as not to 'repeat it,' or whether we must forget the past 

so as not to be 'haunted and full of hate' (313, 319)" (1 05). McCallum laments, "After 

Alvarez's valiant attempts to reclaim and reassert the importance of history throughout 

the text,[ ... ] her decision to have Dede ' s ambivalence toward history close the text 

resonates poorly with me. Moreover, it leaves me to question why Alvarez[ ... ] silences 

herself here" (1 05). Yet as Alvarez tells Juantia Heredia in an interview, "I wanted the 

readers, like Dede, the survivor, to have to make sense of their stories" ("Citizen of the 

World" 28). Alvarez's purpose in creating this ambiguity, then, is clearly to jog the 

thought-process of her reader. Rather than setting up a new paradigm of action for her 

readers, Alvarez allows space for her readers to shift consciousness on their own terms; 

yet her insistence throughout the novel that binary thinking is an ineffective mode 
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through her ambiguous constructions of the Mirabal sisters ensures that readers will 

(and must) move past patriarchal knowledge systems in their own quest to make sense 

of this story. In this way, Alvarez once again acts as a "new mestiza" by "creating a new 

consciousness" in her readers (Anzaldua 1 02). 

"jVivan las Mariposas!": In the Time of the Butterflies as "Hag-ography" 

Because Alvarez's humanization of the Mirabal sisters is a crucial component to 

reading this novel as an invention ofwomen's history and a consciousness-raising text, 

any attempt to categorize the novel must recognize the importance of Alvarez 's 

demythification process. Thus, Brown's categorization of Alvarez's novel as 

"historiographic metafiction" cannot adequately account for the breadth of this work as 

a contribution to women's history. Trenton Hickman also views the term 

"historiographic metafiction" as an inadequate assessment of Alvarez 's novel. In his 

essay, "Hagiographic Commemorafiction in Julia Alvarez's In the Time Of the 

Butterflies and In the Name of Salome," Hickman argues that Alvarez's novels lack the 

elements of irony and parody that categorize Hutcheon's definition of "historiographic 

metafiction;" instead, he argues that "Alvarez's novels betray[ ... ] a stubborn 

earnestness, evidencing a desire not for parody but for the honorific treatment of their 

heroine subjects" and should therefore be categorized as "hagiographic 

commemorafiction" (99). Hickman argues that Alvarez's purpose is not to "glorify 

God", as in traditional hagiography, but to "glorify" the Mirabal sisters: "Indeed, this 

shift from a hagiography that glorifies God to one that glorifies the merits of a more 

secular, progressivist ideology explains how the sisters can be 'saints' who are real , 
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imperfect people--their lives fraught with lusts, jealousies, marital strife, and other 

human foibles" (101). 

While Hickman's acknowledgement of Alvarez's intention to honor and 

humanize the Mirabal sisters in his analysis approaches the significance of these women 

in constructing women's history and knowledge, his use of the term "hagiography" to 

describe the result of Alvarez's historical and fictionalized account still operates within 

a patriarchal religious paradigm, and is therefore a close but inadequate description of 

this work. As Mary Daly argues in her book Gyn!Ecology, "women can hardly look to 

the masochistic martyrs of sadospiritual religion as models. [ ... ] Women in a world 

from which woman-identified writing has been eliminated are trying to break away 

from these moldy 'models,' both of writing and ofliving" (14). As a female author who 

both seeks to construct "woman-identified writing" and strongly challenges the 

patriarchal aspects of Christianity in her novel, Alvarez's historical fiction does not 

represent "hagiographic commemorafiction," but is most accurately characterized as 

what Mary Daly terms "Hag-ography" (15). 7 According to Daly, the term "Hag" 

denotes "the beauty of strong, creative women," characteristics that are considered 

" 'ugly' by misogynistic standards" (15), and Daly's definition of"Hag" certainly 

applies to "Las Mariposas," who Alvarez describes as "brave and beautiful sisters" 

(323). For Mary Daly, creating "Hag-ography" is a process of both reconstructing 

women's history and awakening women ' s consciousness: "the Great Hags of our 

hidden history are deeply intertwined with our own process [of consciousness re

awakening]. As we write/live our own story, we are uncovering their history, creating 

Hag-ography"(15). Daly's description of "Hag-ography" clearly defines Alvarez's 
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purpose in her novel ; rather than seeking to "glorify" or "deify" the Mirabal sisters, 

Alvarez clearly seeks to humanize the Mirabals-an act which not only rejects the 

"objective" notions of traditional history making, but enables her readers to identify 

with the Mirabal sisters and thereby realize their own power to create change. 

One way in which Alvarez seeks to awaken the consciousness of her readers is 

to detail the Mirabal sisters' own shift in consciousness. In the beginning of the novel, 

"Las Mariposas"8-Minerva, Patria, and Maria Teresa-were once ignorant of the 

oppression of the patriarchal Dominican Republic. In their youth, it seemed natural to 

obey their "father"-in the form of Catholic God, their "macho" father/husbands, and 

the Dominican dictator Trujillo. In fact, they often associate their Papa and Trujillo with 

"God." According to Mary Daly in Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of 

Women's Liberation, religious hierarchy is the foundation upon which gender, class, 

and political hierarchies are built in society. Daly states: 

The symbol of the Father God, spawned in the human imagination and 
sustained as plausible by patriarchy, has in turn rendered service to this 
type of society by making its mechanisms for the oppression of 
women appear right and fitting. If God in "his" heaven is a father 
ruling "his" people, than it is the "nature" of things and according to 
divine plan and the order of the universe that society be male
dominated. Within this context a mystification of roles takes place: the 
husband dominating his wife represents God "himself. " ( 13) 

Daly also expands this argument politically, stating that when a ruler's reign is in any 

way described as God's will or ordained by God, "the president [of a country] becomes 

a Christ figure" ( 17). As Minerva tells her sisters, "it's men [ ... ] who have kept the 

devil in power all these years," and their realization of this interconnected hierarchy of 

oppression that spurs their consciousness and leads them to seek political and social 

change (179) . Upon realizing that religious patriarchy is the foundation of all other 
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hierarchies within a society-"Las Mariposas"' rejection of God the Father and 

emphasis on the Virgin Mary as a spiritual symbol acts as a catalyst, enabling them to 

challenge the existing hierarchies in Dominican society-men valued over women due 

to traditional gender roles and Trujillo over the common people due to dictatorship. By 

challenging these forms of patriarchal hierarchy, Minerva, Patria, and Maria Teresa 

demonstrate how the unprivileged in society-women-can regain power both for 

themselves and for others who are marginalized, or what Mary Daly terms as "low 

caste" (133). The Mirabal sisters' critique of patriarchal systems of oppression, 

stemming from their challenging of traditional history as patriarchal truth, awakens 

them to a feminist consciousness as an alternative form of knowledge. 

For Minerva, Patria, and Maria Teresa, a loss of innocence and new awareness is 

created by events that contradict their naive ideas about God, Trujillo, and Dominican 

men as fathers and potential husbands, ideas that have been embedded through their 

acceptance of history as objective fact. As their consciousness is awakened, the 

oppression they experience from God, Trujillo, and Dominican men are interconnected 

in the minds of "Las Mariposas." For Minerva, awareness comes when she befriends 

Sinita at Immaculada Concepcion. When Sinita tells Minerva that "Trujillo was doing 

bad things," Minerva states that "it was as if I had just heard Jesus had slapped a baby 

or Our Blessed Mother had not conceived Him the immaculate conception way" (17). 

Now aware, Minerva is able to see her history books in a new light, again associating 

Trujillo with God and supporting Mary Daly's assertion that political leaders are 

depicted as religious figures: "Our history now followed the plot of the Bible. We 

Dominicans had been waiting for centuries for the arrival of our Lord Trujillo on the 
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scene. It was pretty disgusting" (24). Thus, Minerva makes a connection between 

religion and history as representative of patriarchal knowledge systems, becoming 

conscious of their inadequacy to depict truth as the "facts" of religion and history are 

incompatible with women' s experiences. Minerva herself acknowledges her time at 

school as the moment her consciousness was awakened, telling the reader, "And that' s 

how I got free. I don ' t mean just going to sleepaway school [and escaping the family 

home] . I mean in my head after I got to Immaculada and met Sinita and[ . .. ] realized 

that I'd just left a small cage to go into a bigger one, the size of our whole country" 

(13). 

For Patria, it is "Minerva's talk" and a stillbirth which cause-her to lose her 

faith, or her "pearl of great price" (52). When Patria states, "I could feel the water 

breaking, the pearl of great price slipping out, and I realized I was giving birth to 

something dead I had been carrying inside of me" (52), she is not only talking about her 

stillborn child, but the death of her many faiths-in God, Trujillo, and later in 

traditional gender roles which raise men to a god-like level. Looking at the side-by-side 

portraits of Jesus and Trujillo, Patria has a life-changing realization: 

That moment, I understood [Minerva's] hatred. My family had not 
been personally hurt by Trujillo, just as before losing my baby, Jesus 
had not taken anything away from me. But others had suffered great 
losses. [ ... ] I had heard, but I had not believed. [ ... ] How could our 
loving, all-powerful Father allow us to suffer so? I looked up, 
challenging Him. And the two faces [Jesus and Trujillo's] had merged! 
(53) 

This merging of the faces of Jesus and Trujillo enables Patria to see the reinforcing 

connection between patriarchal religion and dictatorship, a connection which forever 

shifts her worldview. 
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Maria Teresa's consciousness is sparked first due to Minerva's talk and finally 

when her father's extramarital affair is revealed. When Minerva tells her the truth about 

Trujillo, "everything looks just a little different" to Maria Teresa (39). She immediately 

associates Trujillo with both God and her father, exclaiming, "I see the picture of our 

president with the eyes that follow me around the room, and I am thinking he is trying 

to catch me doing something wrong. Before, I always thought our president was like 

God, watching over everything I did" (39). However, she has not completely rejected 

these hierarchies yet, stating that "I'm not saying I don't love our president, because I 

do. It's like ifl were to find out Papa did something wrong. I would still love him, 

wouldn't I?" ( 40). When her father dies and his second, illegitimate family is revealed, 

Maria Teresa realizes that her father and Trujillo are not as perfect as she once 

believed-they are not godlike. Speaking of Queen Angelina, Trujillo's daughter, Maria 

Teresa states, "Looking at her, I almost felt sorry. I wondered if she knew how bad her 

father is or if she still thought, like I once did about Papa, that her father is God" (135). 

With their rejection of God, the Mirabal sisters place their faith in the subversive 

symbol of the Virgin Mary. While I do not contend that Virgin Mary is subversive when 

held to Christian definitions, I argue that Las Mariposas newly awakened consciousness 

enables them to see what Mary Daly term the "background" image of Mary as "a 

remnant of the ancient image of the Mother Goddess, enchained and subordinated in 

Christianity, as the 'Mother of God"' (83).9 Although Mary is "tamed and possessed 

Goddess" and therefore denied agency, Daly contends that the symbol of Mary "has had 

metaphoric power because she is [ ... ] a remnant of what was once alive and thus evokes 

memories of what had been alive, that is, the Goddess symbol in women's 
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consciousness" (Pure Lust 95, 98). Therefore, Daly argues that although the image of 

Mary is primarily used to oppress women, she "can evoke memories of Self-affirming 

be-ing of women" for women who recognize her "background" image (98). The 

potential to realize the "background" image of Mary is certainly heightened in the 

Dominican Republic, where a hybridity of religious beliefs exist due to colonization. 

Kelli Lyon Johnson notes "the prevalence of Catholic saints and other artifacts" in the 

indigenous belief systems of "Vodou and Santeria" in the Dominican Republic, arguing 

that the "Catholic system of saints has been superimposed upon traditional African 

beliefs" rather than eliminating them (134). This superimposition of Christian symbols 

and figures on traditional religions is analogous to the appropriation of the Goddess by 

Christianity in its construction of the Virgin Mary. The pre-existing complexity of 

religious beliefs in the Dominican Republic destabilizes the stronghold of Catholic 

dogma on meaning-making, creating an environment that more easily allows women to 

recognize Mary's "background" image. 

For the Mirabal sisters, the realization of Mary as "tamed and possessed 

Goddess" enables them to identify with her oppression. As Dominican women, their 

"Father-Gods"- husbands, their father, and Trujillo's regime, have also tried to "tame 

and possess" them, and for this reason they can identify with Mary's oppression. Mary 

then becomes a religious symbol that understands the plight of women, as their mother 

emphasizes when she says,'" women in the family need the Virgencita's help"' (55). 

Just as the Mirabals are denied agency in patriarchal society, Mary is a secondary 

religious figure, beneath God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit-all given the male 

gender--in Catholicism. Unlike the Holy Trinity, which is omnipotent, Mary's agency is 
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denied to her at birth, when she is born without original sin, and therefore does not 

possess free will. Since God the Father is the creator, it is he who has denied Mary's 

freedom. Like Mary, the Mirabal sisters are restricted by an overbearing father, 

husbands, and dictator. For example, when Minerva talks to her father about Trujillo's 

relationship with Lina Lovaton, she says that "right there he took the opportunity to 

lecture [her] about why the hens shouldn't wander away from the safety of the 

barnyard" (23). Just as Papa tries to get Minerva to conform to traditional gender roles, 

so does Pedrito when Patria wants to join the revolution, telling Patria "your first 

responsibility is to your children, your husband, and your home" (166). In addition, 

Trujillo restricts Minerva by not allowing her to practice law. Thus, the trinity of 

Father-Gods (fathers, husbands, and Trujillo) and its dominion over Dominican women 

mimics the Holy Trinity in its oppression of Mary. 

However, although they are able to identify with the traditional Christian symbol 

of Mary, their awareness of this symbol as a patriarchal tool to control women and 

ensure their subservience negates any danger of the Mirabals regressing back into 

patterns of oppression. For example, Minerva recognizes the story of Mary 's 

Immaculate Conception as manipulative. When her strict Papa allows her and her sisters 

to go away to school, she wonders who convinced him, stating that it "seems like it 

would have taken the same angel who announced to Mary that she was pregnant with 

God and got her to be glad about it" (11). Minerva also understands how men in power 

use the image of the Virgin to maintain their dominance. Speaking about Manuel de 

Moya, the man who recruits girls for Trujillo to rape, Minerva says that de Moya "is 

supposed to be so smooth with the ladies, they probably think they're following the 
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example of the Virgencita if they bed down with the Benefactor of the Fatherland" (94). 

Minerva's ability to recognize these manipulations is a direct result of her reawakened 

consciousness, and this consciousness enables her to identify with Mary without 

conforming to traditional gender roles. 

Mary as goddess also becomes a symbol of women's strength and power, which 

inspires Las Mariposas to take political action against Trujillo's regime. Despite her 

secondary status in Christianity, Mary is able to reclaim power in her limited sphere as 

an unprivileged religious figure. Although she is not "God," the Virgin Mary has many 

godlike characteristics. Like the Holy Trinity, Mary is worshipped in prayer by both 

men and women. Mary Daly argues "the sometimes God-like status of Mary (always 

officially denied in Roman Catholicism, of course)" is due to her past as a Goddess 

figure, which she also sees as "a foretelling image, pointing to the future becoming of 

women 'to the image of God,'" or a return of the Goddess and reinstatement of a 

female-centered worldview (83-84). This interpretation of Mary as a "prophetic" 

symbol of the return of the Goddess is especially relevant in the context of Dominican 

Catholicism, which emphasizes Mary as a divine figure more fully than its Western 

factions. As seen in Alvarez's novel, both Dominican women and men make 

pilgrimages specifically for the Virgencita because she has the power to make miracles 

happen. Like the Virgin Mary, the Mirabal sisters are also able to gain power in a 

society which oppresses women religiously, sexually, and politically, and it is important 

to note that their decision to organize an underground organization against Trujillo takes 

place in the text after they go on a pilgrimage for the Virgincita. 
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Moreover, their pilgrimage takes place on Benefactor's Day, emphasizing that 

the sisters are not only rejecting God in the form of Trujillo for the Virgin, but see the 

Virgin as instrumental in fighting the oppression of the Trujillo regime. On that 

pilgrimage, Patria realizes that the Virgin is the patron not only of women, but of the 

unprivileged in society whose voices are silenced under Trujillo ' s reign. When Patria 

asks Mary "Where are you," she says "I heard her answer me with the coughs and cries 

and whispers of the crowd. Here, Patria Mercedes, I'm here, all around you. I've 

already more than appeared'' (59). The connection of the Virgin with the crowd not 

only heals the heaven/earth dichotomy, but in doing so, emphasizes the 

interconnectedness of all living things as divine. Armed with a feminist consciousness 

that rejects the hierarchical binaries of patriarchal thought, Minerva, Patria, and Maria 

Teresa plan a revolution against Trujillo, designating "the feast day of the Virgencita" 

as the date of Trujillo's assassination (166). Thus, the symbol of the Virgin Mary acts as 

catalyst for change and a symbol of the death of patriarchal domination. With Mary as a 

powerful religious force and "Las Mariposas" as a powerful political force, it is no 

wonder that Trujillo says, '"My only two problems are the damn church and the 

Mirabal sisters'" (281) . 

The shift in consciousness that Minerva, Patria, and Mate experience not only 

leads to their participation in the revolution, but also manifests change in their everyday 

actions, which suggests that social change cannot be spurred solely by political action 

but also must be accompanied by a change in behavior. This shift from political to 

personal activism is a necessary once in order to create change, according to Gloria 

Anzaldua, who argues that a counterstance "is not enough" and the oppressed must 
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eventually "decide to act and not react" ( 100-101 ). As Anzaldua explains, "a 

counterstance locks one into a duel of oppressor and oppressed; locked in mortal 

combat,[ ... ] both are reduced to a common denominator of violence. The counterstance 

refutes the dominant culture's views and beliefs, and, for this, it is proudly defiant. All 

reaction is limited by, and dependent on, what it is reacting against" (100). Thus, while 

a counterstance is necessary because "it is a step toward liberation from cultural 

domination," Anzaldua concludes that "it is not a way of life. At some point, on our 

way to a new consciousness, we will have to leave the opposite bank, the split between 

two mortal combatants somehow healed so that we are on both shores at once" ( 1 00). 

For Anzaldua, the first step toward healing this division is to acknowledge and embrace 

our interconnectedness with all living things, including those who are dominant, 

privileged, and oppressive. She asserts, "to rage and look upon you with contempt is to 

rage and be contemptuous of ourselves. We can no longer blame you, nor disown the 

white parts, the male parts, the pathological parts, the queer parts, the vulnerable parts. 

Here we are weaponless with open arms, with only our magic. Let's try it our way, the 

mestiza way, [ ... ]the woman way" (110). Through their everyday actions, the Mirabal 

sisters are able to create social change along both gender and class lines. 

The healing of divisions between Dominican women is a theme that runs 

through all four sisters' narratives. While Mate is able to connect with women of 

different class in prison, for Minerva, Patria, and Dede, this transformation takes place 

through their relationship with their father's illegitimate family. Although it would be 

customary to shun and ignore their existence, Minerva overcomes her anger and 

continues to support her father's second family after his imprisonment and death. She 
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also gives up part of her inheritance in order to enroll the girls in school, telling their 

mother '"you know as well as I do that without schooling we women have even fewer 

choices open to us"' (1 05). When their mother gives her permission, Minerva gives her 

"the hug [she' d) refused Papa all month" (1 06). Although Dede also decides to give up 

part of her inheritance to help fund the girls' education, Patria finds it difficult to get 

past her anger and "pride" (21 0). Although she "knew Minerva had stayed in touch with 

them over the years," she "did not want to be associated with the issue of a campesina 

who had had no respect for the holy banns of matrimony or for the good name of 

Mirabal" (209). Yet Patria realizes the significance of her sisters' actions when 

Margarita, the oldest child of her father's other family who is now a pharmacist, visits 

Patria in order to help her imprisoned half-sisters. Bringing Patria a note from Mate that 

her cousin smuggled out of La Victoria prison, Margarita helps to smuggle in supplies 

to the girls. This unexpected visit not only changes Patria's perception of her taboo 

relatives, but also emphasizes that a healing can occur between those who were once 

divided. 

For the sisters, this healing must also take place with the men who have 

oppressed them both socially and politically. The key to this healing, for Patria, is to 

acknowledge their humanity rather than demonizing them. Patria realizes this as she 

talks to Captain Pefia, the man who arrested her family members and stole her land. 

When she visits him to plead for a pardon for her son, she finds that "a funny thing 

happened. The devil I was used to seeing disappeared, and for a moment[ ... ] I saw an 

overgrown fat boy, ashamed of himself for kicking the cat and pulling the wings off 

butterflies" (217). This vision enables Patria to realize that she was more powerful than 
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Pefia, and she succeeds in gaining his assistance. Although her mother warns her that 

"the devil is the devil even in a halo," Patria responds, "but I knew it was more 

complicated than that. He was both, angel and devil, like the rest of us" (219). Patria's 

newly awakened consciousness not only enables her to think outside of binary 

oppositions, but also to see the interconnectedness with those she would normally 

demonize. Like Patria, Mate mirrors this need for forgiveness. In prison, she writes : 

"You think you're going to crack any day, but[ .. . ] you surprise yourself by pulling it 

off, and suddenly you start feeling stronger, like maybe you're going to make it through 

this hell with some dignity, some courage, and most important-never forget this, 

Mate- with some love still in your heart for the men who have done this to you" (241 ). 

Thus, it is clear that the Mirabal sisters move from "reaction" to "action" as their 

consciousness develops, one that emphasizes the interconnectedness of all people and 

spurs social change, leaving the reader with the knowledge that they, too, can instigate 

change through personal, everyday actions and choices. 

Conclusions 

By reclaiming female power and inspiring others to activism, the Mirabal sisters 

were able to instigate changes that bettered the lives of Dominicans, for which they 

have been remembered. Yet the legendary status of the sisters ironically stifled many 

possibilities for them to truly act as models for change, a problem which Alvarez sought 

to rectify in her humanizing depiction of the sisters' lives and activism. In the Postscript 

of her novel , Julia Alvarez also states that she hopes her novel will bring awareness of 

the Mirabal sisters' political activism to the international community, noting that 
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"November 25th, the day of their murder, is observed in many Latin American countries 

as the International Day Against Violence Towards Women" (324). She leaves her 

readers with the declaration,"jVivan las Mariposas!" in order to reawaken women's 

consciousness and activism through the inspiration of these fictionalized historical 

figures. Five years after she wrote In the Time of The Butterflies, the United Nations 

General Assembly named November 25th "The International Day for the Elimination of 

Violence Against Women" in Resolution 54/134. According to UN Resolution 54/134, 

violence against women is defined as "any act of gender-based violence that results in, 

or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, or psychological harm or suffering to women, 

including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether 

occurring in public or private life" (3). The resolution also "invite(s) governments, 

international organizations, and NGOs to organize activities designated to raise public 

awareness of the problem" on November 25th ("International Day for the Elimination of 

Violence Against Women"). 

The political change that Alvarez's novel sparked internationally demonstrates that 

sexism and all forms of oppression are best combated through a shift in 

consciousness-as Anzaldua states, "nothing happens in the 'real' world unless it first 

happens in the images in our heads" (1 09). For women, this consciousness is most 

effectively gained through re-imagining and reinventing the world with women as its 

center. For Alvarez, remembering and reconstructing the Mirabals is instrumental in 

women realizing their power to transform the world. 
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Notes 

1 From Gossips, Gorgons, and Crones. See page 6 of the Introduction of this thesis for a 
definition of "psychic activism." 

2 In their hometown, Dede, the surviving Mirabal sister who did not participate in the 
underground movement, runs a museum in tribute to "Las Mariposas," giving tours of 
their family home and acting as an oral historian, telling her sisters' story to museum 
visitors, a fact which Alvarez uses to structure her novel with Dede as storyteller 
("Mirabal Sisters"). In addition, a monument in Santo Domingo, the country's capital, 
has been dedicated to "Las Mariposas." The monument, which Trujillo constructed as a 
smaller replica of the Washington Monument in order to honor himself, has been 
painted over and rededicated to "Las Mariposas" ("Mirabal Sisters"). Moreover, two of 
the children of the Mirabal sisters, were elected to political offices in the late 1990s. 
Minu Mirabel, daughter of Minerva, was elected Secretary of State in 1996 (Walker 2). 
From 1996-2000, Jaime David Fernandez Mirabal, son ofDede, served as Vice 
President of the Dominican Republic under President Leone! Fernandez ("Mirabal 
Sisters"). By acting as symbolic catalysts for Dominican activism during the Trujillo 
regime and continuing to influence national history and politics, "Las Mariposas" have 
played a crucial role in the national history and consciousness of the Dominican 
Republic. 

3 See Lynn Chun Ink and Steve Criniti. 

4 As Hector A. Torrez explains, Gloria Alzaldua "has stated that the most descriptive 
term for those of Hispanic descent in the United States is neither Hispanic nor Latino 
but Mestizo, since all Latinos are of mixed blood" (123) . Therefore, as a Dominican
American writer, Alvarez can be considered a "new mestiza." 

5It is interesting to note that the ambiguity that Alvarez creates in the characterizations 
of the Mirabal sisters is similar to Omishto ' s worldview in Linda Hogan's Power, as 
Omishto repeatedly insists that Ama is both innocent and guilty of killing the panther. 

6 At the beginning of the novel, Dede tells the Dominican-American interviewer that 
Maria Teresa was "'still a girl when she died, pobrecita, just turned twenty-five" ' (6) . 
Thirty-four years after the assassination of her sisters, Dede still characterizes Mate as 
the baby of the family, supporting my assertion that Mate's innocence is in many ways 
reliant on her sisters' perception of her character while also illustrating the continued 
ambiguity over this characterization of Mate. 

7 Mary Daly's term "Hag-ography" is a "reversal" of the word "hagiography," a 
feminist reinvention of language that she employs throughout her writing as a form of 
consciousness raising. According to Daly, the belief of patriarchal world view as truth is 
a "deceptive perception [ ... ] implanted through language-the all-pervasive language 
of myth, conveyed overtly and subliminally through religion, 'great art,' literature, the 
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dogmas of professionalism, the media, grammar. Indeed, deception is embedded in the 
very texture of the words we use, and here is where our exorcism can begin" (3) . Thus, 
Daly believes that playing with language is imperative in revealing the falsity of the 
dominant worldview and sparking women's consciousness to construct a new story and 
new future . In the case of"Hag-ography," the term opposes the dehumanization and 
"robotitude" of saints, whose stories reinforce the patriarchal worldview. As she states, 
"Unlike the 'saints ' of Christianity, who must, by definition, be dead, Hags live" (15). 

8 From this point forward, I will use the code name "Las Mariposas" to refer 
specifically to Minerva, Patria, and Maria Teresa (Mate)-the three Mirabal sisters who 
participated in the underground movement to overthrow Trujillo. Because thi s section 
focuses on political activism, I will primarily limit my analysis to these three characters. 
I do not mean to suggest, however, that Dede cannot also be read as an activist figure. 
Certainly, her role as storyteller can be seen as a form of activism; however, this 
analysis falls outside the scope of this project and would need to be explored in a 
separate work. A few critics, including Kelli Lyon Johnson, have already begun to 
di scuss the role of Dede' s storytelling as both spiritual and activist, leaving room to add 
to the growing discussion of Dede's role with additional research needed. 

9 The argument that the Virgin Mary is a Goddess image that has been hijacked by 
patriarchal religion to sanction female domination has been made by numerous feminist 
theorists, historians, and theologians. See also Gloria Anzaldua, Elinor W. Gadon, Jane 
Caputi, and Monica Sj66 and Barbara Mor. 
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Conclusion 

I'm interested in the way in which the past reflects the present, and I think that if we understand a good 
deal more about history, we automatically understand a great deal more about contemporary life. 

--Toni Morrison 1 

When a writer writes , if she is doing it well it is from magic, another place and world. 
--Linda Hogan2 

One of the things that I love about fiction [ ... ) is that it allows for competing realities. 
--Julia Alvarez3 

It is clear that the writers discussed in this thesis recognize the power of 

storytelling as a catalyst to enlighten and affect change. Although "the tenets of Western 

rationalism dismiss myth at worst as a lie, at best as a fable," myth is discredited as a 

form of knowledge "precisely because myth is story that is so powerful" (Caputi, 

Gossips, Gorgons, and Crones 151 ). In each of these novels, the construction of female-

centered myths and symbols can be considered a contribution to the growing discipline 

of women ' s history, a field which Gerda Lerner argues both "offer[s] a corrective to 

'selective forgetting" ' of women's contributions to society and "seek[s] a holistic 

worldview in which differences among people are recognized and respected and which 

records the commonality of human striving in all its variety and complexity" (Why 

History Matters 211 ). When read together, Paradise, Power, and In the Time of the 

Butterflies illuminate the tenets of ecofeminist theory. These novels not only tell the 

story of women's history-the usurpation of the Goddess and other symbols of female 

meaning-making by the rise of patriarchy and the continued suppression of female 
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power through male violence and control-but also demonstrate the impact of 

consciousness-raising. Through the transformation of their female characters, these 

novels emphasize that this shift toward an ecofeminist consciousness has the power to 

create an alternative to the "apocalyptic endings" (Caputi 111) of the patriarchal 

worldview. 

While reimagining female symbols and reconstructing history from a women

centered perspective in their novels, the decision of these Contemporary American 

women writers of color to reject Christianity or maneuver within that system is 

significantly influenced by racial identity. In Paradise and Power, Christianity 

represents not only gender oppression, but also forced assimilation to Western 

hegemony. In order for African Americans and Native peoples to circumvent the 

continued oppression they face in an Antebellum and postcolonial America, the values, 

symbols, and "facts" that lay the foundation of Western thought must be rejected 

because they continue to uphold both sexism and racism. Instead, a new knowledge 

system must be adopted- one which emphasizes their own cultural identity while also 

ensuring an egalitarian future . As I have demonstrated throughout this thesis, an 

ecofeminist framework for an alternative worldview emphasizes a respect for difference 

while challenging the hierarchical classification of people along gender, class, and 

racial lines. 

In contrast to Paradise and Power, the female characters in Alvarez ' s In the 

Time of the Butterflies choose to negotiate power within the system of patriarchal 

religion rather than reject it completely. While the presence of Christianity in the 

Dominican Republic is the result of colonization, the amalgamation of Christianity and 
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indigenous religious traditions destabilizes the patriarchal power of Christianity. One 

effect of this religious hybridity is the spiritual emphasis placed on the Cult of the 

Virgin Mary- especially in contrast to American Catholicism and Protestantism4
-

which plays a crucial role in many Dominican spiritualities and arguably in national 

identity (due to the widespread use and recognizability of the Mary symbol). The 

emphasis placed on the Virgin Mary within Dominican culture also provides Dominican 

women with an identifiable female deity within Christianity, and while this emphasis on 

the Virgin Mary does not completely negate the patriarchal oppression of women within 

Dominican society, the ability to see the "background" image of Mary does provide 

women with a symbol of female power. Recognizing the historical transformation of 

this religious symbol enables the Mirabal sisters to imagine alternatives to life under the 

Trujillo regime, and this ability to imagine an alternative future enabled them to affect 

change within Dominican society. 

Thus, while all three of these texts differed in their specifics- whether they 

rejected Christianity or maneuvered within it-at the core of all of these novels is a 

spiritual ecofeminist to counter the patriarchal oppression of Christianity. The 

reimagining of women's myth and symbols in Alvarez's, Morrison's, and Hogan's 

novels is an act of reinvention and addition to the construction of female history and 

knowledge. By emphasizing female community, embracing the supernatural as a form 

of female power, and challenging the hierarchical, binary thought of the male 

knowledge system, these novels demonstrate the need for an alternative, female

centered worldview. By reimagining and reinventing the world with women as its 
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center, these novels also seek to awaken female consciousness and transformative 

power. 

Notes 

1 Interview with Time Magazine, January 21, 1998. 

2 Interview with Barbara J. Cook in From the Center of Tradition, published in 2003. 

3 Interview with Nancy Pearl in her online program "BookLust," June 2, 2006. 

4 In Beyond God the Father, Mary Daly discusses the differing roles of the Virgin Mary 
in Protestantism and Catholicism. While the Virgin Mary "has[ ... ] been a less than 
totally liberating" figure in the Catholic tradition, Daly notes that "in spite of this, some 
strong independent women have emerged within Catholicism," which Daly contributes 
to their ability to see the "background" image of Mary (85). Protestantism, on the other 
hand, has "obliterated" the role of Mary, putting Protestant women in "the ambiguous 
situation of having only Jesus as a symbol-model-an impossible model especially for 
women [ ... ]" (85). For the details of Daly's analysis on these two sects of Christianity 
and their treatment of the Virgin Mary, see her chapter, "Beyond Chistolatry: A World 
Without Models." 
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