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ABSTRACT

The scope of this thesis is to provide with a comparative analysis of Cristina Garcia’s
Dreaming in Cuban and Loida Maritza Pérez’s Geograhies of Home. Supported by trauma
studies, feminist literary theories, diaspora and cultural studies, I claim that the women
characters in both novels suffer different sorts of traumas. The diasporic movements these
characters undergo are related to these traumas, either as causes or consequences. Gendering
of trauma related to patriarchy, family history, socio-political contexts and sexual oppression
are investigated as well as I argue that the characters suffer traumas derived related to these
issues. Furthermore, I claim that the racism some characters experience is traumatic and add
to other traumas they manifest. The comparative analysis between the two novels evidences
that the traumas the characters go through cause fragmentation in their subjectivities and
result in some sort of mental disorder. Trauma as a multilayered and complex phenomenon is

a category that undercuts both novels.
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RESUMO

Nesta dissertacao, eu desenvolvo uma analise comparativa das obras Geographies of Home,
de Loida Maritza Pérez, e Dreaming in Cuban, de Cristina Garcia. Fundamentada por estudos
de trauma, teorias literarias feministas, estudos culturais e da didspora, argumento que as
personagens femininas sofrem diferentes tipos de trauma. Os movimentos diasporicos que
elas realizam estdo relacionados a estes traumas, como causa ou como conseqiiéncia. Também
investigo o gendramento de traumas sob o argumento de que estas personagens sofrem
traumas relacionados ao sistema patriarcal, as historias familiares, aos contextos socio-
politicos e a opressao sexual. Investigo ainda o racismo como causa de traumas para algumas
personagens. Esta analise comparativa evidencia que os traumas que essas personagens
apresentam causam fragmentacdo em suas subjetividades e resultam em alguns tipos de

doencas mentais. Trauma ¢ um tema que perpassa em varios niveis nas duas obras.
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She can live the life of a prisoner,
she can live the life of a princess,
or she can be herself.

Chinese saying

Casualties, Trans Atlantic Entertainment, 1997.



INTRODUCTION

The novels Dreaming in Cuban (1992), by Cristina Garcia, and Geographies of Home
(1999), by Loida Maritza Pérez, situate similar historical and geopolitical contexts while
focusing on the mobility of subjects in the context of diasporic movements to the USA.
Garcia was born in 1958 in Havana, Cuba, but her family left for the USA in 1961, after Fidel
Castro won the revolution. Besides Dreaming in Cuban, she also published The Aguero
Sisters (1997), Monkey Hunting (2005), and A Handbook to Luck (2008). Her latest novel The
Lady Matador’s Hotel was published in 2010. Garcia won the National Book Award for her
work, and has been granted several fellowships in the USA (Voices from the Gaps). Loida
Maritza Pérez was born in the Dominican Republic in 1963, and when she was three years old
her family moved to the USA. The dictator Rafael Trujillo had been assassinated two years
before her birth, but the thirty-one years of his rule were still felt in the country. Geographies
of Home was originally written as a short story, but later published as a book, receiving many
positive responses from the critics. Pérez has been acclaimed as one of the most important
Latina writers in the US (Voices from the Gaps). Geographies of Home is her only novel to
date.

Garcia and Pérez belong to the second generation of diasporic writers as they are
children of immigrants. Elleke Boehmer, in a study on postcolonial literature, states: “The
late twentieth century witnessed demographic shifts on an unprecedented scale, impelled by
many different forces: anti-imperialist conflict, the claims of rival nationalism, economic
hardship, famine, state repression, the search for new opportunities” (226). Along these lines,
Sandra Almeida observes that:

the migratory movements and experiences in transit define the present

transnational scenario and ... contemporary writers undertake the task



of recording the experience of mobility from different perspectives, be
it an internal/inward movement, through domestic mobility, or an
external/outbound one, through the displacement across border. (317-
18).

As a result of these movements, the subjectivity and identity construction becomes “a
process in flux, a temporary belonging rather than a unifying concept” (318). In the case of
diasporic or migrant writings, mobility comes to be part not only of the fictional world, by
also the writers’ “active roles as intellectuals” (Almeida 318). The experience of mobility as
well as the process of subjectivity construction and fragmentation are the main focus in both
Garcia’s and Pérez’s novels. In addition, in both novels trauma is a pervading theme which
since the 1990s has been the concern of many fields of study, including literature. The four
categories — trauma, diaspora, subjectivity construction and women’s roles — motivated me to
develop in this thesis a comparative analysis of women characters in both novels. In my
investigation I discuss how the women characters in both novels go through various sorts of
traumatic experiences.

This work is relevant because it points out the significant similarities and contrasts in
the novels, leading to a path not usually taken in relation to the different sorts of trauma the
characters experience. In addition, by tracing a new route and proceeding to a detailed
examination of the novels, I make a comparative analysis of the novels which, as far as I am
concerned, has not been made so far.

Geographies of Home has caused great impact in the literary field, and some important
research has been carried out on it, focusing on varied issues the novel highlights. Concerning
these studies, the course on US Afro-Latino Literature offered by Antonio Tillis at UFMG in
2008 provided me with an extensive and inspiring analysis on the novel, and with the idea to

develop a research on trauma. Other important work on the cited novel is the essay “I’'m



Hispanic, not Black: Raza, locura y violencia em Geographies Of Home de Loida Maritza
Pérez” (2005), by Dolores Alcaide Ramirez, which focuses on issues such as race and
violence in the analysis of the characters Iliana and Marina. It is significant in that it
introduces a discussion on the trauma of living between nations, the shaping of the diasporic
subjectivity, racism and madness. In the same line of research, Cristiane Fontinha de
Alcantara developed a comparative analysis of Geographies of Home and Breath, Eyes,
Memory. Alcantara’s thesis, entitled “A Legacy of Violence and Trauma in the Diasporic
Literature from Hispaniola,” was completed in 2009 at UERJ and focuses on the historical
and political context of the Dominican Republic and Haiti, the rapes that take place in both
narratives, and the physical and psychological consequence of traumatic memories caused by
sexual abuse. Ramirez’s and Alcantara’s works are relevant because they approach the topics
of trauma, rape, violence and racism. With a distinct focus, Leila Harris also wrote an article
entitled “Outras Cartografias: Espacos Geograficos e Discursivos” (2007), in which she
discusses the different meanings of home for the diasporic characters in Geographies of
Home.

More recently, Juliana Borges Oliveira de Morais wrote the thesis “The
Representations of Home in the Novel Geographies of Home” (2010), in which she
investigates distinct notions of home for the characters and the idea that “home” 1s a fluid
concept. All the mentioned works give evidence to the importance of the novel for literary
studies and the richness of topics it can offer to scholars of various fields. During the
conference “Trauma and Her stories,” held at Northampton University, in Northampton,
England in November, 2010, I had the chance to meet author Sorcha Gunne, who informed
me of the latest discussion on the cited novel. Gunne and Zoé€ Brigley Thompson edited a
volume of essays entitled Feminism, Literature and Rape Narratives, in which various

scholars discuss narrative strategies that describe rape and sexual violence.



In regard to Dreaming in Cuban, there is a great number of books, essays and theses
that demonstrate the success of Garcia’s prolific literary production. Among these studies
there is “Cuba as Text and Context” (1995), by Mary S. Vasquez; “From Alienation to
Reconciliation in the Novels of Cristina Garcia” (1997), by Katherine B. Payant; “Back to the
Future” (2000), by Rocio G. Davis; “Memorias diasporicos; sonhando e dangando em
cubano” (2008), by Harris, and others that I quote in my investigation. Recently, there have
been two theses on the novel; one, entitled “Children for Ransom: Reading Ibeji as a Catalyst
for Reconstructing Motherhood in Caribbean Women’s Writing,” by Nadia 1. Johnson,
completed in 2005 at the Florida State University. The other, entitled “Being Cuban and
American — Differently: Assimilation and Tradition in the Novels of Cristina Garcia, is
authored by Marina Job Vasques de Freitas Espirito Santo, from Universidade do Estado do
Rio de Janeiro, in 2007. Johnson investigates motherhood, mother-daughter relationship, the
female body and the role of the ibeji (Yoruba’s belief that twins are powerful spirit children)
in creating a third space free from Cuba’s socialism and the US’s imperialism. Along this line
of research, Espirito Santo’s study deals with the experience of living in displacement, with
hybridity, with cultural heritage and with the use of Santeria as a connection between the
diasporic characters and their home lands.

In regard to trauma, since the 1990s this topic has been increasingly approached in
literary studies, a fact that I could testify at the conference I mention above. Most importantly,
traumas studies are now focusing on gender issues, as well as on the trauma caused by the
Holocaust, by collective violence, by terrorism and by wars. In regard to the latter, more
recently, in Brazil, Sérgio Marino de Lima developed the thesis “The Translation of
Traumatic Memories of the Vietnam War into Narrative Memory: Tim O’Brien’s The Things
They Carried and In the Lake of the Woods,” in 2010, at Universidade Federal de Minas

Gerais. Needless to say, all these works are relevant and irrefutably influenced me greatly in



the course of my investigation. Nevertheless, they differ from mine in that my thesis presents
a comparative approach between the two novels, focusing on different types of traumas,
which I consider a relevant reading of Garcia’s and Pérez’s works.

To accomplish such a task, throughout my thesis, I analyze the women characters and
support my discussion with theoretical argumentation based upon authors whose focus is on
the category of trauma, on diaspora, on gender, on ethnicity and on race. To ground my claim
that the dislocation of the women characters to the US is related to some of the traumas they
suffer, in the first chapter, “Narratives of Dislocation and Displacement,” I initially proceed to
a discussion on the concepts of subjectivity construction, relying on David E. Hall, Sidonie
Smith and Julia Watson, Susan Brison and especially on Susan S. Friedman’s work on
geographics of identity. Still in this chapter, I point out the importance of trauma studies in
literature because they help understand many forms of individual and collective violence and
of traumas related to migration, diaspora, segregation, slavery and genocide. Further on, |
discuss the theories on trauma, relying on scholars such as Luckhurst, Caruth, Kaplan, Forter,
Herman, Lurhman and Barret. In order to discuss the concept of diaspora, I rely on Avtar
Brah, James Clifford, Sneja Gunew, Eva Hofman, Kamboureli and Mujcinovic.

In the second chapter, “Narratives of Trauma,” to support my claim that the women
characters’ traumas are connected with their life stories and the roles they are expected to
fulfill, I initially develop an investigation on the socio-political contexts of the Dominican
Republic and of Cuba, supported by Derby, and I relate it to the events in the characters’
lives. Concerning Cuba, I rely on St. George’s and Moore’s discussion about Castro and the
myths constructed about him. To discuss the women’s traumas caused by family problems
and gender oppression, I am supported by Layton, Brown, Chodorow, Chaui, Gilbert and
Gubar, Butler and Nick. My discussion of the same issues in Dreaming in Cuban is based on

the works of Kevane, Johnson, Payant, Davis, Vasquez and Shemar.



Finally, in chapter 3, “Race Matters” I discuss the terms race and ethnicity and the
implications of racism in both novels, as well as their connection to the traumatic events the
women characters undergo. My discussion on the concepts of ethnicity and race is supported
by Appiah’s, Sollors’s, Murji’s, and Stuart Hall’s theories. Next, I discuss the formation of
both the Dominican Republic and Cuba discourses on racial issues. To proceed to that
discussion I am supported by Berry and Henderson, Saillant, Stinchcomb, Candelario, and
Morejon. Further on, I discuss how racism is represented in both novels, relate it to some of
the women characters’ traumas, and then delineate the consequences it brings for these
women’s lives. The scholars who support my investigation in this section are James F. Davis,
Waters, Padura, Cunningham, and Feagin and Mckinney. In the last section of the chapter I
discuss the use of Santeria related to some characters’ search for their subjectivities and also
its relation to racism.

The reason for my choosing trauma for this investigation on both novels is that in
modern times traumas are an inherent part of our societies. Trauma studies are significant for
they bring light to the construction and fragmentation of men’s and women’s subjectivities,
and, in some cases, help explain the configurations of gender roles. Pérez’s and Garcia’s
novels especially foreground the discussion of traumatic experiences for women characters
under different aspects. The analysis of patriarchy, the movements of dislocation, the rapes
they suffer, the socio and political contexts and the mental disorders in both novels all lead to
an understanding of the traumas these women suffer.

Although women characters from different cultures have much in common in terms of
the political, social and religious experiences, they go through distinct forms of trauma,
derived from situations such as abandonment, sexual repression, rape and diaspora. For some
characters these traumas result in mental disorders of several orders. Trauma and the many

consequences it brings to women characters are discussed in both novels, unveiling problems



that are not frequently tackled in trauma studies. It is because of that I consider my approach a
new possibility of reading the novels. Therefore, I hope my investigation will be relevant for

future studies concerning trauma, dislocations, subjectivity construction and fragmentation.



CHAPTER 1

NARRATIVES OF DISLOCATION AND DISPLACEMENT

1.1 Trauma: History Reviewed

The novels Dreaming in Cuban and Geographies of Home both focus on characters
that go through similar experiences in their Caribbean homelands and in their diasporic
movements to the USA. In both novels trauma is discussed under different perspectives and
the diasporic movements become significant as they are connected to the traumas some
women characters undergo throughout the narratives. Because of that, the objective of this
chapter is to discuss these diasporic movements and analyze their influence on the characters’
traumas.

In The Trauma Question, Roger Luckhurst claims that trauma entered the modern
history scenario as a consequence of several vicissitudes humankind has gone through, such
as wars, slavery, colonization, diasporas, and terrorism (2). He explains that the term
“trauma” was “first used in English in the seventeenth century in medicine, (and) it referred to
a bodily injury caused by an external agent” (2). In the twentieth century the concept is
extended to psychological/mental disorders as well, mainly because of Freud’s studies on the
field. New theories on trauma emerged because of the World War II and the Holocaust,
immediately followed by the Vietnam, Korea, and Gulf Wars. In the 1980s trauma was
acknowledged by the American Psychiatric Association as the cause of harmful symptoms in
individuals, being thus classified as a disease (Luckhurst 1). Luckhurst argues that “the
arrival of PTSD (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder) helped consolidate a trauma paradigm that
has come to pervade the understanding of subjectivity and experience in the advanced

industrial world” (1). This discovery ignited a wave of studies in several fields of knowledge



which usually deal with people who undergo traumatic experiences. These studies show that
modern societies have been defined by many levels of trauma.

In what concerns literature, Stef Craps and Gert Buelens, in their work on
postcolonial trauma novels, highlight the importance of trauma theory “for understanding
colonial traumas such as dispossession, forced migration, diaspora, slavery, segregation,
racism, political violence, and genocide” (3). The women characters I analyze are subject to
different sorts of trauma that cause fragmentation in their subjectivities. This happens to eight
women characters in both novels: Aurelia, Rebecca, Marina, and Iliana in Geographies of
Home and Celia, Felicia, Lourdes, and Pilar in Dreaming in Cuban. For some of these women

traumas result in some type of mental disorders.

1.1.1 The Shaping of the Subject

In order to discuss trauma it is relevant to discuss the construction of subjectivity in
individuals since, as E. Ann Kaplan points out, “trauma produces new subjects” (1). In his
turn, Donald E. Hall defines subjectivity as “the intersection of two lines of philosophical
inquiry: epistemology (the study of how we know what we know) and ontology (the study of
the nature of being or existence)” (4). He adds that the terms “identity” and “subjectivity”
have been used interchangeably; however, subjectivity for him involves not only one’s
interrogations about the self, but also the limitations and constraints in one’s perception and
comprehension of identity (3). As for the latter, Hall defines it as a “particular set of traits,
beliefs, and allegiances that, in short- or long- term ways, gives one a consistent personality
and mode of social being” (3). In addition, Hall claims that “[s]ubjectivity may never be
under any firm or even measurable degree of control, however, what we do with our

understanding of subjectivity is clearly susceptible to some degree of control” (113). Despite
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the difference underlying the terms “identity” and “subjectivity,” many scholars use “identity”
when referring to the process of subjectivity construction. I decided to use the term
“subjectivity” in my analysis because the women characters in both novels constantly
interrogate their selves, trying to define themselves in relation to patriarchy, nationality,
ethnicity, race, gender, and sexuality. However, in discussing the implications of ethnicity and
race in the third chapter, I follow the scholars who use the term “ethnic identity” or “racial
identity,” which, I believe, fit the characters’ definition of themselves when facing the
labeling of ‘Other’ in the US’s social context. The process of subjectivity construction and the
interrogations that it incites become more complicated on account of these characters’
diasporic movements to the US.

Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson follow this line of thought as they claim that subjects
get to know themselves through experience, which becomes possible through multiple
discourses that are the cultural basis of experience and also through materiality: “feelings of
the body, feelings of spirituality, powerful sensory memories of events and images” (26).
Similarly, Susan Brison argues that the construction of the self is an unending process
because human beings are continuously reshaping themselves, keeping pace with social
contexts that give meaning to the self’s description (41). That is, the human being, as such, is
never ready. The concepts discussed above, in different perspectives, converge to a common
understanding that the social context one is inserted in is vital for the construction of one’s
subjectivity, and consequently, one’s identity. As the novels in this study focus on characters
from the Caribbean, these concepts are significant in the sense that the Dominican Republic
and Cuba share similar historical contexts such as the colonization by Spain, the history of
slavery, the invasions by the USA and, more recently, the wave of diasporic movements to
that North American country. Nevertheless, within these similarities lie differences that

account for configurations of both nations that underpin the portrayal of the women characters
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in both novels, for instance, the way miscegenation between Africans and Spanish colonizers
occurred during and after slavery, the social-political contexts, and the causes of the
diasporas.

In her work on feminism and multiculturalism, Susan S. Friedman’s insights refer
back to the previous theories on subjectivity as she offers a more encompassing theorization
that she names “the new geography of identity” and in which she disagrees with the idea that
gender is the only determinant of one’s identity. For Friedman, the six “related but distinct
discourses” (20) figure identity as “a positionality, ... a crossroads of multiply situated
knowledge” (19), in which “discourses of feminism, multiculturalism, post structuralism, and
postcolonial studies” (20) converge. According to her, the “discourses of multiple oppression;
multiple subject positions; contradictory subject positions; relationality; situationality, and
hybridity” (20) came out as consequences of the political changes and social movements, and
although they might be seen as progressing through time, they do not correspond to phases in
the feminist movement (20). Friedman also points out that “race, ethnicity, sexuality,
religion, and national origin” (21) construct a multiple self that might be oppressed or not.
Equally important are the contradictions this self undergoes, as for instance, one might be
sexually oppressed and class privileged at the same time. Furthermore, one axis of the self —
as in the case of gender — should not be regarded in isolation but in relation to other axes.
Moreover, space plays an important role in the constitution of the self because it is often fluid
and resistant to fixity. Lastly, the conditions brought forth by immigration and life on the
borders may result in a hybrid self, marked by what Anzaldua calls “living in the borderlands”
(216). This self exists between splitting, doubling, and grafting (21-24). Accordingly, the
postmodern self in Friedman’s theory outdistances the concept of a whole self, and moves

towards a “discourse of spatialized identities constantly on the move” (19).
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The subjectivities of the diasporic women characters analyzed in this investigation are
framed by the different discursive practices deriving from their home countries, Cuba and the
Dominican Republic, and their host land, the USA. The shock between these different
experiences in both contexts gives rise to distinct levels of traumas that take place differently
in both novels and that result in fragmentation for these women’s subjectivities as mentioned
previously. On the one hand, for Aurelia, Rebecca, Marina, and Iliana, in Geographies of
Home, and Pilar in Dreaming in Cuban traumas are a consequence of diasporic dislocations,
and, on the other, for Lourdes in Dreaming in Cuban, trauma is the cause of her diasporic

movement.

1. 1. 2 The Fragmentation of the Subject

For the analysis of these characters I rely on Friedman’s and Lynne Layton’s concepts
of subjectivity fragmentation. Friedman’s is interdisciplinary, outdistances the gender-based
definition of identity and celebrates a diversity of the self. Additionally, it is a more
encompassing theory that overlaps that of Layton’s, which is a psychoanalytical one. In this
theory, Layton sees the discourse of cultural criticism and postmodern critical texts, whose
principles follow the Lacanian theory, as problematic because fragmentation may be a painful
process, and should “not [be] posited as a feature of normal development” (107). She
contends that far from being a condition of selthood, fragmentation arises from relations
between subjects. This way, Layton’s theory resounds in Friedman’s “geographics of
relationality” as both scholars defend the importance of interpersonal relations in either
shaping one’s subjectivity and identity or fragmenting it. Additionally, Layton argues that it is
crucial to discuss the fragmentation caused by oppression (sexual abuse, for instance), as it

may bring forth pain and a feeling of powerlessness that end up in mental disorders. Besides,
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literature on trauma has described traumatized individuals marked by splitting and
fragmentation. For Layton, the glossing over of pain is meaningful and arguable (115-16). As
a result, both theories will be useful for the study I propose as Aurelia, Marina, Iliana,
Rebeca, Lourdes, and Pilar, characters I analyze in this chapter, undergo processes of
fragmentation in their subjectivities. For them fragmentation takes place through pain and
powerlessness, but also results in a positive acknowledgment of the selves for two of them.
The complexity of these characters, therefore, requires a consistent and broader theoretical
basis of analysis.

Fragmentation also manifests itself in the aesthetics of the narrative as both novels
make use of multiple points of view, thus transpiring, according to Craps and Buelens, a sense
of discomfort. It also leads to identifications and voices traumatic experiences (7-8). Elleke
Boehmer states that “the multivoiced novel ... is regarded as essential plurality- noisy,
authentic, street-muddied” (229). In her analysis of Dreaming in Cuban, Leila Harris states
that “[t]he non-linear, polyphonic narrative emphasizes the geographical, political, and
emotional fragmentation of a family” (56, my translation). The fragmented narratives in both
novels convey a feeling of identification because it is possible to hear each character’s
thoughts and voices; however, they also unveil separateness, displacement, and splitting.
Fissures, displacement, and distortions are translated by the many voices permeating the
narratives of both novels. The central protagonists, usually present in conventional narratives,
give place to the various equally important characters that provide the reader with different
versions of events related to each one of them.

Dreaming in Cuban is told through the voices of three generations of women: Celia,
her daughters Lourdes and Felicia, her granddaughters Pilar and Milagro, women closely

connected to Cuba, their homeland, a country divided by its politics and geography. The
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viewpoints shift from the first to the third person and the text also includes Celia’s letters to
her Spanish lover, Gustavo.

Geographies of Home is story of Papito and Aurelia and their fourteen children, who
flee from the Dominican Republic to escape from Rafael Trujillo’s reign of terror and from
their country’s extreme poverty. An omniscient third person narrator tells the story in free
indirect discourse. Through the voices and memories of Papito, Aurelia and their daughters
Iliana, Marina and Rebecca, the narrator tells the facts through these characters’ eyes. The
traumatic events the women undergo in both novels emerge through these fragmented

narratives.

1.1.3 The Paths of Trauma

Two kinds of trauma take place in the novels and that makes their analysis more
complex. To investigate them, I need to discuss briefly the history of trauma as a disease.
The official definition of PTSD in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
of 1987 (DSM-III-R), states that:

The essential feature of this disorder is the development of
characteristic symptoms following a psychologically distressing event
that is outside the range of usual human experience (i. e., outside the
range of such common experience as simple bereavement, chronic
illness, business losses, and marital conflict). The stressor producing
this syndrome would be markedly stressing to almost anyone, and is
usually experienced with intense fear, terror and helplessness. (The

Circumcision Reference Library).
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On the other hand, in the 1990s, Cathy Caruth, whose theory on trauma is considered
groundbreaking, argued that “[t]raumatic disorders reflect the direct imposition on the mind
of the unavoidable reality of horrific events, the taking-over — physically and neurologically —
of the mind by an event that it cannot control. As such it is understood as the most real, and
also most destructive psychic experience” (24). Being so, Caruth’s definition and the one
provided by the DSM converge to explain specific harmful events that are not part of what is
considered usual human experiences. While Marina, Iliana and Lourdes present traumas that
fit the definition shown above, they also manifest symptoms that fit the characteristics of
another sort of trauma. In the same way, Aurelia, Rebecca, Felicia and Pilar go through events
that do not fall into the category of trauma discussed above; however, they present symptoms
which seem to be related to this other kind of trauma.

Kaplan’s study goes in the direction of this second type of trauma, as she tackles an
issue which trauma studies have not often discussed, the “family” trauma, the “trauma of loss,
abandonment, rejection, betrayal” (19). For her, these traumatic events are usually neglected
because traumas perpetrated or suffered by men, rather than women, children or whole
families, have been the main focus. Thus, traumas suffered by women are not approached
very often because of this gendering of traumas (19). Following this line of thought, Laura S.
Brown points out that what the DSM defines as “the range of human experience” is “what is
normal and usual in the lives of men of a dominant class: white, young, able-bodied,
educated, middle-class, Christian men” (101). For the author, private events like child abuse,
rape and beating of women occur in veiled circumstances, within the sacred walls of home,
and are considered usual occurrences. Because of that, they do not fit the category of trauma
defined previously. Brown postulates that “secret, insidious” traumas are the expression of the

institutions of a dominant culture (101-02).
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Similarly, Deirdre Barret states that “common traumas,” which take place in the
course of normal life, like bereavement, divorce or a life-threatening illness, do not appear as
harmful as rape, child abuse, or wars. And yet, they lead to grief, shock, and a feeling of
insecurity that enable them to be defined as traumas (5). On his turn, T. M. Luhrmann, in
examining the traumatized self, refers to events he denominates “more mundane quiet
traumas,” (158) that despite working in a different way also leave deep marks on the self.
Luhrmann adds that, “[s]Jome injuring events are dramatic and soul-destroying. Some are
quiet and humiliating” (158). So far, all the concepts of trauma discussed point to a sort of
traumatic experience that differs from the violent traumatic event Caruth’s theory established.

In a very recent study on trauma and literary form, Greg Forter points out the
relevance of Caruth’s and other trauma critics’ works in prompting developments in
psychoanalytic concepts that are decisive for collective processes in which “punctual
traumas” have had a major expression, such as the great wars and the Holocaust (259). Most
importantly, in some occasions, such concepts have had their applicability extended to other
traumatic events, such as rape and child abuse, says Forter (259-60). Yet, like Kaplan, he calls
attention to the limitations of these concepts in explaining forms of trauma that have become
naturalized in social contexts, such as rape, racism, the subjugation of women and those
categorized as “others.” As these traumas are chronic, it is “necessary to excavate and
‘estrange’ them in order to see them as social traumas” (260, author’s emphasis). This last
concept is fundamental for the argumentation and discussion in this thesis because all the
characters suffer some kind of social trauma. As to the women characters analyzed in this
chapter, the social traumas converge basically to the diasporic movements they undergo,
although they are all aggravated by other circumstances which I will discuss later.

Sneja Gunew claims that “[d]iaspora is a term often used in a normative sense to mean

dispersal and dislocation” (29). Along the same lines, James Clifford advocates that
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“[d]iasporas usually presuppose longer distances and a separation more like exile: a
constitutive taboo on return, or its postponement to a remote future. Diasporas also connect
multiple communities of a dispersed population” (304). Highlighting the connection between
Jewish history with the term “diaspora,” Clifford argues that the Jewish, Greek and Armenian
diasporas are considered the origins of a discourse that is being appropriated by others, being
specifically related to decolonization, immigration, and global communication. Clifford also
differentiates the concept of diasporas from that of immigration, as the latter convey a sense
of temporality (311). According to Avtar Brah diaspora “derives from the Greek — dia,
‘through’, and speiren, ‘to scatter’. Hence the word embodies a notion of a centre, a locus, a
‘home’ from where the dispersion occurs. It invokes images of multiple journeys” (181). In
this sense, in Geographies of Home the whole family dislocates from the Dominican Republic
to the USA while in Dreaming in Cuban Lourdes immigrates with her husband Rufino and
her daughter Pilar, leaving her mother and sister in Cuba.

Gunew defines diasporic subjects as “often used to represent deviations from the
supposedly ‘pure’ and ‘rooted’ characteristics of national citizens; they indicate instead the
instabilities of hybridity, métissage, creolization, and ‘contamination,’” elements that have also
defined the condition of (post) modernity more generally” (30). This definition is
consequential for my analysis because the diasporic women characters in both novels exhibit,
in different ways, some of the “‘instabilities” defined by Gunew. Equally important is the
gendered character of diaspora, which as Clifford points out, has not been focused on very
often, “thus normalizing male experiences” (313). As the diasporic experience has been
associated with traveling, displacement, and disarticulation, men’s experiences have
predominated. And yet, Clifford puts in evidence the role women perform in diaspora and the
changes that it brings about to the dynamics of gender relations. He claims that women face

new roles that might open new political spaces, leading to independence and new forms of
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empowerment which derive from a better economic situation. For Clifford, life for women in
diaspora may attain a double, sometimes painful face, “struggling with the material and
spiritual insecurities of exile, with the demands of family and work, and with the claims of old
and new patriarchies,” and concomitantly, by embodying the role of culture bearers,
preserving a ‘home’ culture and tradition (314). Clifford’s theorization delves into decisive
aspects for my discussion in this chapter because the women characters face the predicaments
described and some are ascribed, in different levels, the role of culture bearers.

Fatima Mujcinovic points out that in Central America and the Caribbean, “from 1950-
1983, almost two million people were forced to relocate, (and) the effects of such massive
relocations are typically experienced as psychological rupture that inevitably problematizes
the articulation of individual and collective subjectivity” (1). Corroborating such assumptions,
in both novels the characters suffer the effects of dislocations in different ways, either through
depression, feelings of non-belonging, difficulty or refusal to learn the new language, and
reactions other than the ones discussed till now and that deserve further discussion. In
contrast, Smaro Kamboureli argues that, “the new reality is not necessarily the only cause of
the trauma that accompanies displacement; ... trauma may also derive from the forces that
construct subjectivity, that give rise to the desire, or the need to become diasporic subjects”
(14). Thus, the cause of the trauma is not limited to the movement of dislocation, as I shall

examine later.

1.2 Traumas in Geographies of Home

1.2.1 Aurelia: Longing and Rebirth

For Aurelia, the matriarch of the Dominican family in Geographies of Home, the

psychological rupture is effectuated by panic and subsequent depression as she faces the cold
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weather and solitude because of the distant behavior of people around her in New York city.
Carola Suaréz-Orozco states that “[i]Jmmigrants are stripped of many of their sustaining social
relationships, as well as of their roles which provide them with culturally scripted notions of
how they fit into the world” (195). The changes in the social context as well as the difficult
adaptation in the new environment take Aurelia to the hospital for nine months with no hope
of recovery. Only upon realizing that her children would be motherless in an alien land does
she regain strength. However, that would not be without costs as “[g]one were her confidence
and self-respect. How could she trust herself when she had willingly brought herself to the
brink of death? ... how could she have expected her children to grow strong and independent
after they had witnessed her emotional collapse and increasing deference to Papito ...?”
(Pérez 24).

In addition, instead of being a reference of strength for her children, Aurelia also
depends on them to communicate because she cannot speak English. Talking about this issue,
Suarez-Orozco points out that such dependence may bring tension within the family and also
increase in the parent the sense of incompetence in dealing with a new situation (198).
Similarly, Eva Hoffman, in “The New Nomads,” explains that “our inner existence, our sense
of self, depends on having a living speech within us. To lose an internal language is to subside
into an inarticulate darkness in which we become alien to ourselves; to lose the ability to
describe the world is to render that world a bit less vivid, a bit less lucid” (48). For Aurelia,
this native language is Spanish, and the inability to speak the language of her adopted country
— chances are that it might also have been a refusal to learn English — evolve into a sense of
failure, of powerlessness and of dependence on her husband’s decisions.

Aurelia is aware that there is a void in her life that is determinant to her family
problems, and she is sure that this absent element would help her in guiding herself and her

family, “[a]s she delved into the past she was conscious of something missing in the present —
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something her mother had possessed and passed along to her but which she had misplaced
and failed to pass on to her own children” (Pérez 23).This absence is centrally connected to
the legacy of spiritual leadership she received from her mother in her youth, but which she
chooses to abandon, clinging to Papito’s Adventist religion. Already disconnected from her
spiritual inheritance, Aurelia undergoes, again, separation from her cultural background in her
dislocation to the US.

To support my argument, I quote Hoffman when she argues that, “a culture does not
exist independently of us but within us. It is inscribed in the psyche, and it gives form and
focus to our mental and emotional lives. We could hardly acquire a human identity outside it”
(50). The dislocation to the USA, the distance from the cultural background she was familiar
with in the Dominican Republic and the disconnection from her spiritual inheritance leads to
Aurelia’s fragmentation in her process of self-definition. These predicaments are fundamental
in adding to the family problems, as she was not able to support her children at the time of
their dislocation to the USA. The huge pile of dust Aurelia sweeps and collects everyday in
her house is a metaphor for all the fragments that her identity has been dissolved into, the
ones she might have tried to put them together to construct her subjectivity and thus sustain
herself and her family.

Nevertheless, after Marina’s third suicide attempt Aurelia suddenly changes and finds
out that her legacy is the key to help her solve the problems which began when she arrived at
the USA. Identifying herself as a mother and as a sorcerer, who is conscious of her ability to
talk to spirits and command them, she employs her strength and agency to face Marina’s and
Rebecca’s chaotic conditions. Accordingly, Aurelia goes from an initial phase of painful
psychological fragmentation to that of acknowledging the intersection of multiple subjects

within herself, as defended by Friedman. The merging of these multiple subjectivities is the
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initial step which gives Aurelia a sense of self and control over her own life and her family’s

well being. It also accounts for Aurelia’s complexity as a character.

1.2.2 Rebecca: The American Dream

Rebecca is Aurelia’s eldest daughter and the first one to travel to the USA. She
immigrates when she is twenty-one, but when the reader is introduced to her she is forty.
Rebecca, as many other immigrants, believed that she would find gold on the streets of New
York (Pérez 59); however, frustration follows her arrival to the USA as she faces the new
reality. Explaining this argument, Suarez-Orozco points out that: “The poorest immigrants,
who are largely members of the lower classes in their country of origin, often suffer
tremendous adversity as a result of immigration” (201). The hardships she has to face in her
adopted land, the fact that she was not eligible for a green card while her relatives were able
to get one, and her inability to speak and write in English inhibit the fewer chances she has to
get a better job and fulfill her desire for the American dream. All these circumstances
undermine Rebecca’s sense of self. She is not able to escape poverty in exile; she has to
respond to the demands of motherhood and marriage, and is entrapped by the internalized
rules of a patriarchal society she was taught to accept. She is the eldest among her siblings;
however, she does not exhibit the qualities that would entitle her to become a culture bearer
and inspire the respect and deference she craves for. In relation to this situation of women in
diaspora, Gayatri C. Spivak points out in “Diasporas Old and New” that:

The disenfranchised woman of the diaspora — new and old — cannot,
then, engage in the critical agency of civil society — citizenship in the

most robust sense — to fight the depredations of “global economic
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citizenship”. ... For her