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  Context


  This family epic follows several generations of the Garcia and de la Torre families as they struggle to hold together a sense of family solidarity in the midst of migration, divorces, family disputes, and cultural change. Like the Garcia sisters, Julia Alvarez was born in the Dominican Republic and immigrated to the United States in 1960. This was her first novel, followed by several others also dealing with Dominican women immigrants. The novel was written during a period of increased immigration from the Dominican Republic when the community of Dominicans living in the United States expanded. Along with other writers and artists, Alvarez contributed to the articulation of a new Dominican- American identity. In addition, this novel shares a space along with other works written by Caribbean immigrants concerned with exploring the experience of Spanish speakers and their descendants in the United States. The geographic proximity of the U.S., as well as its historical and continuing political influence in this region, distinguishes the experiences of these communities from other immigrant groups.


  Alvarez's protagonists share some things in common with the typical Dominican immigrant experience, such as the painful dislocation of family ties and difficult cultural readjustments. It is important to keep in mind, however, that most Dominicans living in the U.S. did not come from the privileged background that the Garcia family enjoyed. Though the girls dwell on the financial hardship they faced during the first year of life in the U.S., the family drew on tremendous financial and political resources that many Dominicans did not enjoy. They perceive hardship only in comparison to the lavish and luxurious lifestyle they were used to in the Dominican Republic, where different economic conditions meant that the family could afford numerous servants and expansive estates. Even in the United States, the girls were given expensive private education and numerous opportunities to travel. In this sense, the novel does not represent the typical Dominican immigrant experience. However, it contributed to mainstream awareness of the differences between American and Dominican culture, as well as the psychological difficulties facing children who are forced to suddenly move from one cultural context to another.


  For Hispanic communities in the United States, the question of whether the Garcia girls have truly lost their accents is a critical one. Hispanic communities have not integrated into the mainstream in the same ways that previous immigrant communities have, indicating the differences between previous patterns of migration and the current pressures that Hispanics face. Alvarez's novel illustrates a desire to retain access to the language and culture of the home nation while also incorporating oneself into the new country's culture, economy and political system.


  Plot Overview


  The four Garcia sisters, Carla, Sandra, Yolanda and Sofia, enjoyed a fairly sheltered and luxurious childhood in the Dominican Republic. They often received exciting presents from FAO Schwarz in the United States. Carla remembers an iron bank representing Mary ascending to heaven, which she gave to one of the family's maids, who was later dismissed for stealing the bank. Yolanda played with her boy cousin and showed him her genitals in exchange for a Human Body doll and modeling clay. She also stole a newborn kitten from its mother and put it inside a drum that she played until she grew bored and threw the kitten outside, where it sadly hobbled away. The mother cat appeared to her in nightmares and haunted her. Sandra wanted to be an artist but her irrepressible spirit got her in trouble and she was thrown out of art class. She later came upon a naked chained insane sculptor who scared her as she fell and broke her arm. She lost her artistic vision and settled for being the sculptor's muse when she realized he had used her face in a representation of the Virgin Mary.


  When their father, Carlos, got in trouble with the secret police for agitating against the military dictatorship, the family enlisted the help of a CIA operative, Vic, to get them out of the country. They fled to New York City, where they had trouble adjusting culturally and materially to the new situation. Laura, the sisters' mother, came from a wealthy and influential family in the Dominican Republic and did not like having to become a middle class nobody in the United States. She found comfort through supporting her daughters' endeavors, such as Yolanda's poetry and Sofia's defiance of her father's overprotective nature.


  Dr. Fanning helped Carlos get a medical fellowship, and offered to take the family out for a celebratory dinner once they had settled in the United States. Laura wanted to make a good impression and pressured the girls to behave themselves and not ask for any special treats. After Sandra saw Mrs. Fanning kiss her father in the restroom, she insisted that Dr. Fanning buy her a flamenco doll. Carla had trouble fitting in to American school settings, and was harassed by abusive and prejudiced schoolboys. She also was nearly molested by a perverted exhibitionist in a car. Yolanda began to write in English and found a way to express her own voice, though she started off by imitating Walt Whitman. Her father criticized her insubordination, which Yolanda perceived to be intellectual independence. Sofia was sent to the Dominican Republic as a punishment for using marijuana, though she ended up getting into more trouble by spending time without a chaperone with her illegitimate cousin, Manuel.


  In college, Yolanda had trouble relating to men, since she was turned off by the vocabulary men use to describe sex. Though she was attracted to a boy, Rudy, she would not sleep with him and he accused her of being frigid. She was hurt by this but later realized that he was just a jerk. She later married a man she thought she loved, John, though at a certain point they had problems communicating. Like Rudy, he did not understand her Dominican cultural heritage, and could not appreciate the Spanish language. When Yolanda stopped trusting and loving John, she could not understand the words he used, and only heard "babble, babble." She had a mental breakdown at her parents' house, in which she could only quote and misquote bits of things she had read and heard throughout her life. She spent time in a mental hospital until she recovered. Her sister Sandra also had a mental breakdown, in which she thought she was regressing through evolution, and would eventually cease to be human.


  After Sandra is released from the hospital, Sofia planned to reconcile with her father during a birthday party. She broke tradition, in that the daughters would usually come home for their father's birthday, but she hosts the party at her house to show off her German husband and two blond children. She and her father had fought when he accused her of sleeping around during a trip to Colombia, where she met her husband, Otto. She ran away from home to assert her independence, and later married Otto. Though the party was going well, Sofia was hurt that her father did not express more affection toward her. She humiliated him with a seductive kiss in the ear as part of a party game. Yolanda returned to the Dominican Republic, possibly for good, to embrace her extended family and cultural roots. Her family thought she was crazy for driving into the countryside by herself, but she ignored them. She got lost looking for fresh guavas, and then got a flat tire. When approached by two men, she panicked and pretended not to speak any Spanish. Yolanda felt more comfortable in her English speaking American identity than with the Dominican side of her personality.


  Character List


  
    Carlos - The overprotective father of the four Garcia sisters. Carlos also resisted the military dictatorship in the Dominican Republic. As a result of his political activities, the family had to flee to the United States.

  


  
    Laura - The mother of the four sisters. Laura had to adjust to cultural and material differences in the United States. Her family name and privilege meant much less in the U.S. than it had in the Dominican Republic, though she continued to be proud and supportive of her daughters.

  


  
    Carla - The oldest of the Garcia sisters. Carla had the most difficulty adjusting to school and the English language after the move to the U.S. She grew up to be a psychologist.

  


  
    Sandra - The second oldest daughter. Sandi felt stifled and frustrated as a child, and lost her artistic vision after she suffered a broken arm. She had a mental breakdown as an adult.

  


  
    Yolanda - The rebellious tomboy of the family in the Dominican Republic, though once in the U.S. she developed into a poet. Her difficulties with men and a painful divorce led her into a mental breakdown as well.

  


  
    Sofia - The youngest daughter of the Garcia family. Sofia's wild and rebellious streak came out during her adolescence, when she challenged her father's authority and ran away to Germany to marry Otto.

  


  
    Mundin - Yolanda's favorite cousin asked her to prove she was a girl in exchange for pink modeling clay when they were children. He later protected Sofia and Manuel from getting into trouble for having sex.

  


  
    Manuel - Sofia's boyfriend while she lived on the Island, also her illegitimate cousin on her father's side of the family.

  


  
    Victor Hubbard - An American CIA operative who arranges for Carlos and his family to escape to the United States. He responds to the code phrase "come get your tennis shoes," and likes to intimidate the local police and sleep with young girls.

  


  
    Otto - Sofia met Otto while traveling in Colombia. They fell in love, he wrote her love letters, and she ran away from home to be with him in Germany.

  


  
    Chucha - The Garcia family's Haitian maid in the Dominican Republic. She practices voodoo and sleeps in a coffin.

  


  
    Gladys - The family's Dominican maid was fired for accepting a toy bank from Carla as a present.

  


  
    Dr. Fanning - This friend of the family arranged for Carlos's medical fellowship and helped the family out when they first arrived in the United States.

  


  
    Mrs. Fanning - Kisses Carlos in the restroom of a Spanish restaurant during a celebratory dinner. She also ruined Sandra's enjoyment of a flamenco act.

  


  
    John - Yolanda's husband ceased to make sense to her and spoke only in a babbling gibberish once she realized she did not love him anymore.

  


  
    Rudy - Yolanda's first boyfriend became frustrated because she did not want to have sex. She felt very insecure because of her experience with him, until she realized that he had been a jerk all along.

  


  
    Dona Charito - Sandra's childhood art teacher disciplined her for disobedience instead of encouraging her talent and enthusiasm for art.
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