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  Context


  Barbara Kingsolver was born in 1955 in the part of eastern Kentucky positioned between the extravagant horse farms and impoverished coalfields. Although many of her books are filled with rich imagery of her home state, Kingsolver never imagined she would stay in the region, to grow up either a farmer or a farmer's wife. She left Kentucky to attend to attend De Pauw University in Indiana. Kingsolver majored in biology in college, but took one creative writing course.


  Kingsolver became active in anti-Vietnam protests during her college years, marking just the beginning of her commitment as a political and social activist. A few years after her graduation, she went to the University of Arizona in Tucson, where she earned a Masters of Science degree in the fields of biology and ecology. Kingsolver supported herself working at a variety of jobs, until she finished grad school, at which time she got a job as a science writer for the University of Arizona. This job led her into journalistic writing, and her numerous feature stories have appeared in many nationally acclaimed publications. According to Kingsolver, journalism and scientific writing helped her develop good writing discipline and paved the way for her career in fiction writing.


  Unlike many writers, Kingsolver does not cower from combining artistic aesthetic with sociopolitical activism. The underlying purpose in her writing is her adamant commitment to social and environmental causes. Kingsolver's commitment to literature with a social conscience led her to found the Bellwether Prize for Fiction, which was awarded for the first time this year. She continues to work as an environmental and human rights activist. Pigs in Heaven is the sequel to Kingsolver's first novel, The Bean Trees, and addresses many of the same kinds of sociopolitical themes, including Native American life and family structure. Pigs in Heaven came into being as Kingsolver witnessed numerous real-life Native American adoption stories.


  According to Kingsolver, every book she writes starts by asking a question. The question in this case had to do with the tension between community and individualism, and how these two separate ways of living can be integrated. Kingsolver was particularly interested in the way the American media represented cases such as Turtle's, in which a tribe wished to have a child back after she had been adopted by non-native parents. The news media always focused on the bond between mother and child, asking what was best for the child. The news stories could never conceive of the question, "what is best for the community?" Pigs in Heaven attempts to enter into the dialogue. It is worth noting that the title itself comes from a Cherokee creation story. Kingsolver seems to be asking her non-native readers to enter into a story that is beyond their culture's discursive bounds.


  Although Pigs in Heaven stands on its own as a complete work, it is helpful to view it in the context of its precursor. The Bean Trees begins with Taylor's exodus from Kentucky, two days into which a Cherokee woman at a bar in Oklahoma gives her Turtle. The story goes on to tell of Taylor's first few months with Turtle, during which both befriend two Guatemalan refugees. Although Alice is not as prominent in the first book, she provides an interesting transitional element. In The Bean Trees, Taylor continually mentions her mother's "head rights"; Alice had always told Taylor that if they ever found themselves in dire straits, they had enough Cherokee blood in them to enroll on the Nation. In The Bean Trees, they talked of claiming their head rights in a half-joking way. In Pigs in Heaven the main conflict for these two women involves figuring out what their role with the Cherokee Nation will be.


  Although Pigs in Heaven picks up seamlessly from where The Bean Trees left off, Kingsolver chooses to tell the second book with an omniscient point-of-view, straying from the first-person perspective in The Bean Trees. Taylor's voice was enough to carry the first novel, but Pigs in Heaven demands that at least two different perspectives be represented. The point-of-view suggests the way in which Kingsolver diligently refuses to privilege one value system over the other and sought to create a work that would challenge any reader to conceptualize both sides equally. Her sensitivity for the differences that lie at the base of our social and political assumptions only enhances the book's poetic accomplishment.


  Since her first novel, Kingsolver's work has continually been met with success. Her other novels include Animal Dreams (1990), The Poisonwood Bible (1998) which was an Oprah Book Club selection and earned international praise, and her most recent, Prodigal Summer (2000). She has also published books of non-fiction and poetry.


  Plot Overview


  Pigs In Heaven opens in rural Kentucky, where Alice Greer has woken up in the middle of the night, feeling lonely. She walks outside in her nightgown, imagining herself the queen of her own humble garden. Her husband Harland and his fetish with their T.V. provides her little warmth. She thinks about her cousin, Sugar, her girlhood companion. Although now Sugar lives out in Oklahoma, on the Cherokee Nation, the thought of her makes Alice feel less alone.


  Meanwhile, Alice's daughter Taylor and Taylor's adopted daughter Turtle are visiting the Hoover Dam, one of their stopping points on their tour of the Grand Canyon. When Turtle sees a man—Lucky Buster—fall off the edge of the dam, Taylor and Turtle hound down a rescue team, and are immediately catapulted into the media spotlight. After driving Lucky Buster home, they return home to Tucson, only to prepare for a trip to Chicago to appear on Oprah.


  When Taylor and Turtle return home again, it seems as if their lives have almost returned to normal. They live with Jax, Taylor's boyfriend, on the outskirts of Tucson, in a community of humble stone dwellings inhabited mostly by artists and a few academics. Jax adores Taylor, but Taylor is not as sure about him. Before Taylor and Turtle can settle in again, however, Annawake Fourkiller, a lawyer from the Cherokee Nation, shows up at their home to confront Taylor about Turtle's adoption. Annawake saw Turtle on Oprah, and recognized her as a Cherokee girl. On the show, Taylor explained the peculiar circumstances of the adoption: a woman in a bar in Oklahoma handed the baby over to Taylor. The Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978 states that no one can adopt a Cherokee child without tribal permission.


  Taylor is understandably enraged. She never asked for a child, and when Turtle came to her, she was half-dead, having been sexually abused. Three years later, Turtle is a happy, healthy, secure child, and all of a sudden, Annawake shows up telling Taylor that Turtle cannot belong to her. The next time Annawake comes to their home, Taylor and Turtle have fled.


  Turtle and Taylor are staying at Lucky Buster's mother's hotel in Arizona, but when Taylor hears that Annawake is still on the scene, they flee to Las Vegas. At this point in the novel, Turtle begins to have bad memories of her abusive past, which cause her to disengage with the world around her. Any threat of separation, or fear of dislocation, seems to incite these episodes.


  Taylor and Turtle arrive in Las Vegas, and immediately gamble away what little money they had. At that point, Alice comes to meet her daughter and granddaughter, to offer support, and to run away for good from her husband. They meet a waitress who has a nutty obsession with Barbie, and feeling sorry for her, give her a ride when they leave Las Vegas. At this point, Taylor has no idea where to go next, but only knows that she is still running from Annawake.


  Meanwhile, in a tourist town in Wyoming, Cash Stillwater cannot seem to move beyond his tragic past. He has come to live there from the Cherokee Nation, having lost his mother, wife, and one of his daughters all in the same year. The daughter who died by suicide had a child, who a second daughter gave away one night at a bar in Oklahoma. Cash works in a health food store and makes beaded jewelry by night, but feels empty. When the owner of the jewelry store commits suicide, Cash decides he has to return home to the Cherokee Nation.


  At home in Tucson, Jax receives a letter from Annawake the same night he begins an affair with his landlord, Gundi. The letter is one way that we come to sympathize with Annawake's position. She lost her twin brother, Gabe to a white family in Texas when they were only ten. The Cherokee tribe has suffered an inordinate amount at the hands of white Americans throughout history; now, white America is still taking children from the Nation. Also, Annawake explains that this pursuance is also for Turtle's benefit. Native American children who grow up outside the nation without a sense of their heritage, usually suffer greatly.


  When Jax reads the letter to Taylor over the phone, she becomes more desperate, but Alice understands that at some point, they will have to talk to Annawake about this problem. Alice calls up her cousin Sugar and makes plans to go to the Cherokee Nation to talk over Turtle's case. Taylor, Turtle, and Barbie go on to Seattle, where they find a room to rent. Taylor has discovered that Barbie has stolen money from the Las Vegas casino, but condones her behavior. Taylor finds low-wage work in Seattle, and Barbie baby-sits for Turtle, until one night they find that Barbie has fled with all of Taylor's money. Feeling desperate, Taylor calls Jax, forgiving him for his affair, and finally figures she will go home. Unfortunately, Alice tells her on the phone from Oklahoma that Taylor has to come out to the Nation; Annawake is going to send her a subpoena.


  Meanwhile, on the Nation, Cash Stillwater has returned, and he and Alice have started to date. Alice goes with him to a stomp dance, and finally feels completely part of a community. Alice has also met with Annawake, of course, who reports that there is a relative on the Nation missing a little girl, who might be Turtle. Alice and Cash figure out that they are both in the midst of trying to protect the same grandchild—Turtle. Annawake has actually orchestrated their romantic involvement, hoping some answer would come out of it.


  When Taylor arrives, Turtle recognizes Cash right away, and he breaks down in cries of happiness. Both sides still do not want to give up Turtle. In a meeting with members of the Cherokee community, Annawake announces that through talks with the tribe social worker, they have decided to give joint custody to Cash and Taylor. Turtle will spend at least three months of the year on the Nation. Cash then asks Alice to marry him, suggesting that Turtle would be able to visit her grandmother as well as her grandfather during those months. In a symbolic sacrifice to Alice, he destroys his T.V. in front of the whole community.


  Character List


  
    Taylor Greer - One of the protagonists in the novel. Taylor represents a kind of "mother bear" figure in the novel. Her fierce love for her daughter, drives nearly all of her actions in the book. Taylor is a tough, capable, and determined woman who nonetheless finds herself in a bad way when Turtle's custody is questioned. She is gutsy and strong, one in a long line of women who gets by on her own. Although Taylor enjoys Jax, Turtle motivates all of her decisions and actions.

  


  
    Turtle Greer - The adopted Cherokee daughter of Taylor. When Taylor found her in a car on the Cherokee Nation three years prior, Turtle had been sexually abused, and appeared to be half-dead. Now a bright and charming little girl, Turtle still harbors fears of her past She feels threatened whenever she is separated from anyone, most of all Taylor. She sparks the beginning of conflict in the book when she insists that she saw a man who fell down from the Hoover Dam. Quiet and uncomplaining by nature, she was named for the snapping turtles in Kentucky that keep a firm grip on whatever they bite.

  


  
    Annawake Fourkiller - A young, gutsy law intern. Annawake has taken on Turtle's case as her personal cause. Fresh out of law school, she has returned to her home in the Cherokee Nation to fight against the injustices suffered by her people. Turtle's circumstances remind her of the way her brother Gabe was taken from the Nation. Viewed by her Nation as a beautiful, heroic "super brain" and by Taylor as a cruel warhorse, she complicates the novel by championing a communal way of life over individual values.

  


  
    Alice Greer - Taylor's mother. At the beginning of the book, she still lives in rural Kentucky, but she runs away from her old life when she comes out west to visit her daughter. She is a strong, lonely woman, craving a community that could provide her the comfort and warmth that her husband Harland cannot. Like Taylor, she has a spunky, determined spirit, and a strong love for her daughter and granddaughter.

  


  
    Harland - Alice's husband. Does not provide his wife with the warmth and love she deserves.

  


  
    Cash Stillwater - A Cherokee man living in Wyoming. Cash suffers the losses of the women in his family, including his dead wife and daughter Alma. As Turtle's biological grandfather, he also suffers as the result of her disappearance from the Nation. Cash also is a little misguided. Like his name implies, he seems to always be concocting new get-rich-quick ideas, and is lured by the false promise of happiness that money brings. Cash knows how to cook and loves to talk; he also has a strong sense of home rooted in the Cherokee Nation.

  


  
    Jax - Taylor's boyfriend. He worships everything about Taylor, and only wishes that she could return his steadfast adoration and love. A songwriter and member of the band "Irascible Babes," Jax is kindhearted and easy-going. He also loves and is adored by Turtle. Jax is able to provide a more objective perspective about Turtle's situation. Although he does everything to support Taylor, he can see both sides more clearly.

  


  
    Lucky Buster - The instigator for the novel's plot. Mentally retarded, Lucky is a grown man living with his mother, and has a habit of running away from home. His descent down the side of the Hoover dam sparked Taylor and Turtle's decision to hunt down a rescue team, and thus instigated the media onslaught that alerted Annawake of Turtle's situation.

  


  
    Gabriel - Annawake's twin brother, who was separated from their family and the Cherokee Nation when they were ten. He represents the fate of Cherokee children who leave or are taken from the tribe. Confused and frustrated by his ethnic identity, he fell into a life of crime and sadness.

  


  
    Sugar Hornbuckle - The face on the Life magazine advertisement. She was photographed on the Cherokee Nation, in front of a sign that read "Welcome to Heaven," the small town where she has lived for all of her adult life. Sugar and Alice are second cousins, and were close companions growing up. Now a grandma, Sugar is still kind and warm, and loves her home and family on the Nation.

  


  
    Barbie - A nutty waitress in Las Vegas. She has committed her life to worshipping Barbie dolls. She owns all Barbie's clothes, and knows every doll ever on the market. Barbie is also a petty thief, stealing from her employers and Taylor. Her obsession with living Barbie's life has also driven her acquire an eating disorder.
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