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ABSTRACT 

 

 
Latin America has historically sustained political, economic, and social upheaval, 

creating a vacuum of patriarchal power dynamics indicative of gender violence. These dynamics 

are reflected in personal and political trauma narratives. The connection between trauma, 

language, and narrative is complex; however, psychological research demonstrates that narrative 

memory helps heal and process grief and trauma. The non-verbal expression of affect often 

manifests in physiological expressions, reflecting one’s psychological and emotional status. In 

conjunction with affect theory and trauma theory, narratives provide additional insight to human 

experiences and processes when placed within their cultural context and history.  

In this dissertation, analysis of Pedro Páramo and “I’m your horse in the night” focuses 

on the role of memory and imagination in surviving circumstances of oppressive gender 

violence. Additionally, issues represented in The Boy Kings of Texas further the discussion of 

gender violence directed not only towards women and girls, but also men and boys. The themes 

of Camila, The Official Story and In the Time of the Butterflies offer additional perspective to 

trauma as they address the consequences of analyzed and expressed trauma and the necessary 

element of truth-telling to not only individual but collective trauma narratives. The discussion of 

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao and How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents address 

repercussions of suppressed traumatic memories within the context of buildingsroman taking 

into consideration  both the physiological and psychological effects of gender violence. Finally, 

Backyard and The Secret in Their Eyes are texts that further explore the detrimental 

consequences of extreme gender violence, such as femicide, and the necessary element of truth-

telling in trauma narratives not only for purposes of justice and grieving but as the starting point 

of surviving, coping, and healing from trauma both in the individual and collective sense. 

Analyzing the characters and themes within these texts of various genres through psychological, 

sociological, and historical lenses allows for a more complete understanding of how trauma 

narratives function as agents of change concerning trauma and shame and its relationship with 

gender violence in the context of Latin American cultures. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 
 

Everyone has a story to tell. For some, the stories contain more images than words. For 

others, more words than images. And then there are those that have neither words nor images to 

tell their story. There is a blank. Or maybe there is a shadow, a hint of the story, a line that is 

perforated, keeping the story in the hidden corners of one’s mind. In these stories there is a truth, 

one that reflects the humanness of every individual. But the thing about truth(s) is that the more 

it remains hidden, the more lies and degradation seep into the places where truth should stand. 

Even when the truth is ugly and reveals violent and traumatic experiences, it still acknowledges 

the humanness of an individual. It acknowledges when an individual has been treated as less than 

human and recognizes the internal and external reactions (psychological and physiological) of an 

individual who has experienced violence and trauma.  Through the narratives of violence and 

trauma, perspectives about trauma are able to be explored. However, the process of achieving a 

narrative is not a mere stating of the facts and scripting of an event. There is much more to the 

psychological process and physical process of creating a narrative— a coherent narrative— that 

affords all parties the opportunity to capture the essence of the event, and even then there are 

pieces that are not always conveyed with explicit verbiage, leaving blanks on the page, reflecting 

the pain and brokenness that is often locked away in the deep recesses of the mind. When 

reading narratives and representations, one must examine what is explicitly stated as trauma in 

the text, what is not stated, and consider the imagery that represents the signs and body language 

of the person(s) who experienced the trauma.  

The connection between the mental and physical manifestations of trauma is highlighted 

throughout the length of this project. In some cases, this means reading a body as a text that 

speaks of the unspeakable because the body remembers even when the mind forgets, which 

opens the discussion of the unspeakable (Intentional blanks in personal and collective histories 

and/or memories), the forgotten (Unintentional blanks in personal and collective histories and/or 

memories), and the fragmented aspects of memory and truth telling (only pieces of memories of 

histories remembered and/or varied perspectives). In conjunction with these aspects of 

remembering, telling, and surviving trauma, it is important to examine how these events affect 

subsequent generations and create a heritage of trauma. The fragments and traces of trauma 



2 

create stories that not only have the power to perpetuate trauma and violence but also dictate how 

parents react to their children’s trauma and how children react to the trauma of previous 

generations.  

Despite the fact that “Experiencing trauma is an essential part of being human” and that it 

can even be said that “history is written in blood,” it seems that the more personal the tragedy or 

trauma, the less likely it is that an individual will openly discuss it unless he or she has made 

serious efforts to consciously deal with the event (van der Kolk and McFarlane 3). Inevitably, 

something will be left unsaid, forgotten, or erased.  Perhaps this is why “art and literature have 

always been preoccupied with how people cope with the inevitable tragedies of life” (van der 

Kolk and McFarlane 3). We know that trauma and tragedy are not only essential aspects of the 

human experience, but the “human response to trauma is universal” (van der Kolk et al., 

“Introduction” ix).   The preoccupation with what is left unsaid, forgotten, or erased in the 

analyzed texts —“I’m your horse in the night,” Pedro Páramo, How the Garcia Girls Lost Their 

Accent, The Brief and Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, and The Boy Kings of Texas, Camila, The 

Official Story, In the Time of the Butterflies, Backyard, and The Secret in Their Eyes— is a 

common thread of analysis. It is not just that the characters have experienced a form of trauma or 

abuse, or multiple forms as the case may be, but it is the responses individual characters have 

regarding conscious and subconscious decisions to discuss their experiences.  Consequently, 

despite the “universal” human responses to trauma, trauma requires “many different theoretical 

and practical orientations, because the human response cannot be understood from one frame of 

mind alone” (van der Kolk et al., “Introduction” ix). Therefore, the specific focus of analysis in 

this project is found in the intersections of trauma theory and gender studies. The use of gender-

based violence theory will first and foremost help to identify cases and examples of gender-based 

violence within the selected textual representations. By identifying these traumas, even examples 

that may not be typically considered gender-based violence, a segue is opened to discuss not only 

how the violence affects the individual and plays out in his/her life, but how it plays out in the 

broader spectrum of culture and community. For this reason, the first chapter of this project is 

dedicated to the theory and process of analyzing trauma.  

 The first chapter of this work, “Violent Words, Violent Actions,” is creates a theoretical 

foundation for the analysis of the texts discussed in following chapters, discussion of defining 

types of violence, and the contexts in which violence occurs. The approach to creating theoretical 
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framework for the following analyses considers perspectives from other disciplines in order to 

obtain a multifaceted, interdisciplinary, and more comprehensive analysis of the texts discussed 

throughout this work. Through careful consideration of the images that represent the signs and 

body language of the person who experienced explicit and/or hidden traumas, one is able to 

experience and understand the impact of trauma on culture and community within the context of 

an individual. This is why trauma theory is essential to examining both the psychological process 

and inner workings of a trauma victim and how the trauma manifests in his/her physical and 

social interactions. It is useful in textual analysis because it allows for analysis of the function of 

memory, memory in relationship to trauma, and representations of memory, whether in a 

fictional, historical, individual, or collective context. In addition to trauma and gender theory, 

concepts from affect theory are utilized, including Sarah Ahmed’s idea of “sticky objects,” 

which is the idea that emotions or a psychological aspect of an event present in a physical 

manifestation or association with an object or behavior. The combination of these theories 

facilitates the exploration of the relationship between bodies as sites where trauma memories 

manifest or remain in a physical manner. Often, the temptation in analysis of trauma texts is to 

singularly focus on the physical aspect or the psychological aspect of trauma. However, 

Ahmed’s idea of a “sticky object,” a site of physical and psychic association— even conscious 

and subconscious association— allows for a bridge between the psychological and the 

physiological to be made through the analysis. 

Additionally this chapter deals with the more concrete aspects of trauma— how it 

manifests, is portrayed, and how individuals survive and cope with it. This chapter is crucial in 

the foundation for the analysis of texts in this project as they center on various representations of 

individual trauma: First, the initial phase of trauma is examined: surviving the actual trauma, 

coping with trauma, and viewing the trauma and mind / body reactions from a short term 

perspective. Then, the effects of the mind / body representations of how individuals cope with 

trauma long term are examined. And finally, the consequences and perpetuation of unhealed, 

unaddressed, and suppressed trauma are discussed.  These tools for analysis explain the survival 

of a traumatic event and the remembering and/or forgetting of trauma through textual 

representation. Additionally, discussion addresses the role of gender violence in connection with 

both trauma and shame. The argument for resolving issues shame and issues of gender violence 



4 

centers on the need for vulnerability, truth-telling, and empathy that promote focus on individual 

experiences rather than one that focus on a gender focused solution.  

The second chapter, “Memory, Imagination, and Survival,” first address the 

consequences of internalizing trauma, utilizing escapism and self-objectification as a survival 

coping mechanism, and the limits of subversive power that only exists in the imagination. In 

“I’m your horse in the night,” the reader has the privilege of entering Chiquita’s thoughts, 

however, there remains the ambiguity of whether or not the reader is journeying through her 

subconscious in a dream or a conscious memory, or a blend of the two, as she experiences 

violence, leaving the reader to postulate what Chiquita has decided to remember, forget, or 

perhaps imagine. This leads one to consider the dangers of denying one’s own trauma. In Pedro 

Páramo, Susana San Juan’s story is fragmented, reflective of her shattered identity and the 

effects of how repeated trauma or abuse that is not resolved affects an individual and perpetuates 

violence toward the individual and others. For Susana San Juan, I argue that this includes 

suppression, self-objectification, and incest. Susana San Juan’s experiences lead to insanity and 

the only time she appears to have a voice in the text is when she is engaged in some form of 

sexual objectification.  

Included in this chapter is Domingo Martinez’ memoir, The Boy Kings of Texas, which 

outlines his experiences growing up Bordertown of Brownsville, Texas. This text was chosen 

because it addresses not only how gender violence affects men but also the complexity of gender 

violence. The dynamics of violent interactions between genders occurs on many levels, each 

marked by some bias, but these interactions are further complicated by race, social, political, and 

cultural practices and perceptions. This text is evidence that trauma, abuse, and gender violence 

affect men, because gender based violence, whether directed towards a man or a woman, has its 

roots in culturally driven norms perpetuated by both men and women.  

The final portion of this chapter discusses trauma and memory on a more collective level 

than in the previous sections. A brief discussion of historical analyses that considers censorship 

of women, nation-building, and need for truthful national narratives. By examining the ideology 

of the Argentine State, an argument emerges that the State created a hostile socio-political 

environment which marginalized women and led to the stigmatization that women who did not 

conform to state ideology were second-class citizens creating dichotomized gender roles for 

women. Arguably, the continuation of this socio-political ideology, and its metaphor for the 
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collective became a catalyst for the Dirty Wars of Argentina as issues of autonomy and 

censorship burgeoned. Two films that are reflective of the historical analyses of Argentina by 

historians Donna J. Guy and Maria Raquel Zabaleta and theoretical framework concerning 

nation building as defined by Benedict Anderson, Jacques Donzelot, and Nira Yuval-Davis and 

Floya Anthias are Camila and Official Story.  These films highlight the ultimate consequences of 

censorship which does not merely result in the loss of spoken or written words, but attempts to 

erase, forget, or eliminate unwanted persons from society. 

The third chapter, “Putting Together the Pieces” focuses on paradigms of gender violence 

that lead to femicide. The first portion of the chapter discusses the elements of gender violence 

that were integral in Trujillo’s regime.  Julia Alvarez’s How the Garcia Girls Lost their Accents, 

the account of a family who flees the Dominican Republic, which is under the Trujillo 

dictatorship, to raise their daughters the US, and In the Time of the Butterflies, a fictionalized 

account of four Mirabal sisters and their efforts to combat the oppression of the Trujillo, 

demonstrate the power words have, the importance of finding one’s voice, and healthy 

expression of trauma because that is what ultimately overcomes the power that censorship, 

secrecy, and trauma holds over individuals and communities. This is a key point that gives segue 

to discussing the ultimate gender violence, femicide and the film, Backyard, which portrays the 

gut-wrenching dynamics of the events and the constituting circumstances of the missing and 

murdered women of Juarez, Mexico as well as the “censorship” of these murders. The premise of 

the texts discussed in this chapter are a summation of the need for discussing trauma in the 

context of seeking justice, the subaltern voice, as well as the need to remember trauma, the 

importance of truth-telling, mourning, and memorialization to process of healing both 

individually and collectively.  

The second portion of this chapter focuses on the mind-body connection and how trauma 

manifests, or is expressed, physiologically when it is suppressed from conscious expression.  In 

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, the two primary characters I examine are Lola and 

Belicia, whose stories are told by a male narrator. The contrast between these two women is that 

we learn of Lola’s initial sexual trauma— molestation by a neighbor— and her physical and 

psychological response to the event second hand because at some point in time she describes to 

the narrator her decision not to discuss the event because her mother demanded she stop talking 

about the incident. Belicia (Beli), on the other hand, never discusses the traumas she 



6 

experienced. The little bit of knowledge that the reader gains regarding her past is from the 

information that Beli’s aunt reveals to the narrator and the actual physical scars that mark Beli’s 

body.  In How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accent, the various coming of age experiences of the 

girls reflect how gender violence affects a women’s voice—when to talk and when not talk, what 

to say and what not to say especially as it relates to men in the context of gender roles and 

relationships, whether sexual or not— and the identity that she develops in the context of or as 

consequence of gender based violence. This is especially evidenced in the character Yolanda as 

the text follows her into adulthood when she finally finds the “voice” she lost.  

The final chapter of this dissertation, “Breaking the Silence,” focuses on the potential role 

of trauma texts in healing from tragedy and trauma. The discussion of trauma healing in this 

chapter considers the three main stages of healing: safety, acknowledgement, and reconnection, 

which Carolyn Yoder outlines in The Little Book of Trauma Healing: When Violence Strikes and 

Community Security is Threatened and Judith Herman’s discusses in Trauma and Recovery: The 

Aftermath of Violence—From Domestic Abuse to Political Terror. The connection between the 

need for justice and the effects of trauma and loss are portrayed in The Secret in Their Eyes, a 

tale about a husband who seeks justice for his wife that was raped and killed during the 

Argentine Dirty Wars and the detective who investigates the case. This tale not only addresses 

the politics and practices of the Dirty Wars but also opens the discussion to the discussion of 

ethics regarding treating (or not treating) trauma and justice. This concept is considered in both 

the personal and collective contexts.  Finally, the connections between shame, trauma, and 

gender violence are considered since the causes, consequences, and antidotes for these things are 

intertwined.  

The conclusion of this work is that trauma texts function as catalysts for change as they 

address the issues necessary to healing trauma and resolving gender violence. Each of the texts 

analyzed in this project demonstrate that gender violence cannot be resolved until the root causes 

of gender violence, pain and shame, are acknowledged regardless of class or gender 

identification. True equality demands respect and space for each individual’s pain and shame to 

be seen, to be felt, and to be healed and trauma texts provide the fundamental elements of a safe 

space for truth-telling where genuine human connection and empathy can occur.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

VIOLENT WORDS, VIOLENT ACTIONS 

 

 
Gender-based Violence and Symbolic Violence 

 

The concept of gender is so closely related to identity that defining the term can be a 

challenge. Gender, as a vocabulary word, requires further definition or identifiers. Whether it be 

in terms of biological identifiers, self-identification, or a combination of characteristics, gender is 

dependent on identity. Likewise, identity is strongly influenced by one’s gender identification 

and associated social constructs (gender norms).The addition of trauma to the equation of one’s 

life experiences further complicates issues of identity. Trauma may or may not be evidenced 

externally or in a public manner; regardless, it trauma is deeply personal because it affects a 

person’s core significantly as it to identity and identification. For this reason, defining gender-

based violence is complicated because 1) there is variety of experiences and degrees of violence 

that may be included in the definition; and 2) more than one term exists and the definitions of 

those terms vary in nuances and across fields of study. Furthermore, gender-based violence 

theory is closely related to other theories, working in tandem and even encompassing them (Rape 

theory, Trauma theory, Femicide, Feminicide, etc.), while adding a perspective to violent and 

traumatic experiences that allows for more profound discussion of gender-related issues. Gender-

based violence is the chosen point of entry into the discussion of violence and trauma in the 

analysis of several texts because examples of gender-based violence is evident, functioning both 

literally and symbolically, as authors present representations of violence and trauma that have 

occurred in their social, historical, political and cultural experiences. Throughout the majority of 

this project, the term gender-based violence is utilized as it is the most clearly defined term and 

encompasses the types of violence that a person may experience due to gender related issues. At 

times, research is included that expresses the same definitions or facets of gender-based violence 

under the term “gender violence” or “violence against women.” With this in mind, a working 

answer to the question of “what is gender-based violence?” is exposed. 

The European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) states that “Gender-based violence 

(GBV) is violence that is directed against a person on the basis of gender. It constitutes a breach 

of the fundamental right to life, liberty, security, dignity, equality between women and men, non-
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discrimination and physical and mental integrity”  and as a consequence “reflects and reinforces 

inequalities between men and women.” Currently, the terms gender-based violence and violence 

against women (and gender violence) are frequently used interchangeably, generally describing 

the violence inflicted by men on women and girls.  However, although estimates show that high 

percentages of women suffer physical violence, other forms of gender-based violence must be 

included in the definition as not all forms of violence are physical nor do they solely target 

female individuals. The definition put forth by the Council of Europe and the UN Declaration on 

the Elimination of Violence against Women for “Gender-based Violence” defines violence 

against women as: “all acts of gender-based violence that result in, or are likely to result in, 

physical, sexual, psychological or economic harm or suffering to women, including threats of 

such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private 

life.” 

Furthermore, when discussing issues of gender-based violence we must acknowledge that 

women are not the only ones to suffer. For this reason, O'Toole, Schiffman, and Edwards 

propose an expanded definition of gender violence as: “... any interpersonal, organizational or 

politically-oriented violation perpetrated against people due to their gender identity, sexual 

orientation or location in the hierarchy of male-dominated social systems such as families, 

military organizations or the labour force” (xii). For Reshma Sathiparsad, “this definition 

indicates that while gender-based violence is expressed inter-personally, it is frequently 

explained and legitimized by the norms of a society concerning male/female roles and, thereby, 

the attitudes that males and females take into any interaction” (79-80). This is in agreement with 

O'Toole, Schiffman, and Edwards’ understanding that “violence is the extreme application of 

social control;” and, it not only includes the “use of physical force” but psychological forms via 

“direct harassment or implied terroristic threats” (xii).  

Tina Johnson’s description of gender-based violence encompasses each of these previous 

definitions. In an article, “Gender Based Violence,” that is drawn from a background paper for 

the Commonwealth Secretariat’s Human Rights Expert Group Consultation in February of 2004, 

Johnson put forth this definition:  

Gender-based violence is violence that is directed at individuals on the basis of 

their gender, with women and girls making up the vast majority of victims 

(though boys and men can also be the target). It is indiscriminate, cutting across 
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racial, ethnic, class, age, economic, religious and cultural divides. Gender-based 

violence takes place throughout society: in the home, in the community and in 

state institutions (including prisons, police stations and hospitals). 

Although it is difficult to distinguish between different types of violence, since they are not 

mutually exclusive, gender-based violence can be categorized into five specific categories: 

sexual violence, physical violence, emotional and psychological violence, harmful traditional 

practices, and socio-economic violence (European Commission Strategy; The Fourth World 

Conference on Women; Johnson; O'Toole, Schiffman, Edwards; Prevention of Domestic 

Violence).  

Gender-based violence then necessarily includes what is termed as “Violence against 

women” and gender violence, which Johnson emphasizes by including a definition of violence 

against women that is described in the United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of 

Violence against Women as: 

“a manifestation of historically unequal power relations between men and women, 

which have led to domination over and discrimination against women by men and 

to the prevention of the full advancement of women,” and as “one of the crucial 

social mechanisms by which women are forced into a subordinate position 

compared with men”. Women’s lack of social and economic power, accepted 

gender roles and the low value put on women’s work perpetuate and reinforce this 

subordinate position. Early marriage, inheritance of widows and male control of 

property encourage female dependency, particularly in regions with high under- 

and unemployment of women and poor access to social welfare services, and limit 

women’s ability to escape violent situations. (22)   

In “Preface: Feminist Keys for Understanding Feminicide: Theoretical, Political, and Legal 

Construction,” Marcela Lagarde y De Los Ríos explains that “Gender-based violence articulated 

with the violence inherent in classism, racism, and age and ethnic discrimination, as well as and 

sectarianism, is a constant reality for women of all ages, social classes, socioeconomic groups, 

regions, and parts of Mexico” (xx). Later, she succinctly defines gender violence, refining the 

following definition to reflect theory, empirical evidence and legislative possibilities and 

complexity of the determinations “based on domination and sex” (xx): 
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misogynist violence against women for being women situated in relationships 

marked by gender inequality: oppression, exclusion, subordination, 

discrimination, exploitation, and marginalization. Women are victims of threats, 

assaults, mistreatment, injuries, and misogynist harm, the violence maybe 

physical, psychological, sexual, economic, and property-related, and the 

modalities of gender violence may be in the family, workplace, or school; in the 

community; in institutions; and via feminicide. (Lagarde y De Los Ríos xxii) 

Furthermore, The Prevention of Domestic Violence and Trafficking in Human Beings, Training 

Manual includes not only the previously listed categories of gender-based violence but the 

environments in which overt physical abuse occurs,  including  intimate and familial 

relationships, community and social circles, as well as state or political situations.  

O'Toole, Schiffman, and Edwards point out that structural violence include “institutional 

forces such as governments or medical systems impinging on individuals’ rights to bodily 

integrity or contribute to the deprivation of basic human needs” (xii).  Examples that illustrate 

that gender violence is “not only a feature of micro-level interactions among intimates but is 

deeply imbedded at the levels of community and nation-state” (7) can be seen in the lists in 

Appendix A.  These lists show the differences and similarities between the locus and 

manifestations of gender-based violence are evident. However, it is important to note that 

violence carried out by state or state institutions varies as not all political contexts are equal. As 

shown in Appendix A, political violence includes policies and laws that would be enforced or 

practiced by state institutions (examples listed are: illegitimate detention, forced sterilization, 

forced pregnancies, tolerating gender violence by non-state agents) while custodial violence is 

state violence carried out by military or police action in the forms of rape and torture (7).  

Despite cultural, social, and political nuances the “universal and widespread” 

institutionalized forms of violence against women exist (O’Toole et al. 7) and public sites of 

violence often perpetuate existing family structure and power inequalities as groups share 

common social, cultural, religious or ethnic belonging often justifying the male abuser’s 

behavior aimed at establishing control over women and/or control over men through control of 

women (qtd. in “What is Gender Violence?” 2; O’Toole et al.).   In the same way, the State 

functions as another site for violence to burgeon as it “legitimizes power inequalities in family 

and society and perpetuates gender-based violence through enactment of discriminatory laws and 
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policies or through the discriminatory application of the law” (qtd. in “What is Gender 

Violence?” 2).  This is in agreement with what O’Toole et al. outlines in “The Roots of Male 

violence” in addition to concept of  Femicide developed by Caputi and Russel (1990) which 

describes the “systematic and global destruction of women” (7-8). In examining this aspect or 

including this in the process of defining gender based violence, it is important to note that: 

Although males are the primary perpetrators of violence against women, women 

are not only victims but are often collusive in the creation and preservation of 

violent traditions (such as in the case of female genital mutilation, the protection 

of men involved in incestuous relationships, or by the perpetuation of rape myths 

by blaming women for their victimization). Similarly, men can also be victims of 

gender violence… (O’Toole et al. 8) 

Though the primary focus of this discussion of gender-based violence is women and the specifics 

of violence against women, at times it will delve into how gender-based violence affects men in 

traumatic ways as well. Although men tend not to be objectified and sexualized culturally in the 

same way as women, they are still sexualized and many experience trauma due to the 

sexualiztion of their gender roles and the cultural repercussions for those who do not attain or 

perform in accordance to their ascribed gender roles. Damage, harm, and violence towards 

females are often pointed out in the cycles of abuse and patriarchal systems. However, it must 

not be forgotten that in order for the cycle to continue, boys/young men must carry on the legacy 

as well. They may or may not be specifically trained for such roles, it may be a result of cultural 

pressure, example, lack of training, and/or abuse and neglect.  

The nature of gender-based violence lends itself to be considered a prime example of 

symbolic violence and because, as Pierre Bourdieu’s work indicates, symbolic violence is not 

simply a form of violence symbolically operating: “It is ‘the violence which is exercised upon a 

social agent with his or her complicity’” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 2002, 167, italics in original). 

Steph Lawler points out: 

Examples of the exercise of symbolic violence include gender relations in which 

both men and women agree that women are weaker, less intelligent, more 

unreliable, and so forth (and for Bourdieu gender relations are the paradigm case 

of the operation of symbolic violence), or class relations in which both working-
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class and middle-class people agree that the middle classes are more intelligent, 

more capable of running the country, more deserving of higher pay.  

Bordieu’s perspective may not always apply to cases of gender violence, but in many if not most 

cases it does. Furthermore, it does account for cultural and socio-political attitude towards 

women and about women, whether held by men or women, which allow for the perpetuation of 

not only misogynist thinking but also classist and racist attitudes. Any discriminatory pattern of 

thinking is symbolic violence that acts as segue for violent acts that are not considered “soft 

violence.”1 And although, “soft violence” may not be considered as horrific as other forms of 

violence it does not mean that its repercussions are any less violent, damaging, or far reaching. In 

fact, the long term effects of “soft violence” has the potential to be more catastrophic because it 

is far reaching and its weapons and scars are carried throughout generations.  

Gloria Anzaldúa’s work echoes Bordieu’s concepts regarding symbolic violence and 

incorporates connections between race, culture, gender identity, and even gender violence issues. 

Anzaldúa discusses the fact that women are often the ones who pass on traditions that enable 

gender violence, inequality, and other factors that contribute to both identity formation and even 

undoing.  This is one example where the connection between gender-based violence and its 

cultural perpetuation is not only linked to women but through women, a concept that is further 

analyzed in selected texts, such as How the Garcia Girls Lost their Accent, in upcoming 

chapters. Notably, this phenomenon is not solely limited to women. In “Contextualizing Men’s 

Violence” by Michael Kimmel, he explores the factors and dynamics that lead to and perpetuate 

male-to-male violence and male violence against women. Kimmel surmises that in societies 

where masculinity and femininity are extremely differentiated (gender) violence and aggression 

toward both men and women is very common. However, in societies with less gender 

differentiation, there gender violence is less likely to occur (Kimmel 109). This concept is related 

to the discussion in a following chapter that address this dynamic and the relationship between 

gender-based violence, the family, and the broader socio-political contexts represented in the 

texts. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Soft violence is synonymous with symbolic violence. 
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Sexualization and Femicide 

 

Within the discussion of gender-based violence, it is necessary to consider sexualization, 

which is the sexual objectification of another individual, as an element of gender-based violence 

and a discriminatory practice. To further the analysis of chosen texts, the articulation of both 

objectification and sexualization is helpful. Philosopher Martha Nassbaum suggests that at 

minimum the following seven ways of treating another person are aspects of objectification: 

instrumentality, denial of autonomy, inertness, fungibility, violability, ownership, and denial of 

subjectivity (257). It is generally agreed that “[t]hese qualities represent common attitudes 

toward the treatment of objects or things” and the feminist perspective of objectification also 

agrees that “to treat human beings in any of these seven ways is to objectify them” (Cologero et 

al. 5) Therefore, in the context of this analysis “to be objectified means to be manipulated, 

controlled, and known through its physical properties” (Cologero et al. 5). To expand this 

definition, sexualization is distinct from healthy sexuality, which “involves mutual 

responsibility, respect, control, and pleasure within the context of an intimate relationship” 

(Smolak and Murnen 55).  Mutuality, however, does not exist in sexualization and therefore 

infers that “[o]ne person is “using” the other for his or her own gratification without regard for 

the other’s needs, interests, or desires” (Smolak and Murnen 55). The contrast between sexuality 

and sexualization is noted by the fact that “[h]ealthy sexuality is life enhancing” while 

“[s]exualiztion is disempowering, limiting and constraining” (O’Sullivan et al. qtd. in Smolak 

and Murnen 55).  These definitions may be married in a theoretical context as sexual 

objectification “which occurs when a woman’s body or body parts are singled out and separated 

from her as a person and she is viewed primarily as a physical object of male sexual 

desire”(Szymanski et al. 8).  Furthermore, Barbara L. Fredrickson and Tomi-Ann Roberts’ work 

on objectification theory postulates that the internalization of objectification leads to self-

objectification: 

Objectification theory posits that SO [Sexual Objectification] of females is likely 

to contribute to mental health problems the disproportionately affect women (i.e. 

eating disorders, depression, and sexual dysfunction) via two main paths. The first 

path is direct and overt and involves SO experiences. The second path is indirect 

and subtle and involves women’s internalization of SO experiences or self-

objectification. (qtd. in Szymanski et al. 8) 
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The internalization of sexual objectification, or self-objectification, or objectification strongly 

correlates to the experiences and reactions to trauma and violence, especially violence of the 

gender and sexual nature as portrayed within the examined texts.  

It cannot go without mention that the symbolic nature of sexualization, objectification, 

and self-objectification have concrete manifestations that are violent although they may not 

manifest as physical violence. Symbolic violence is psychological, emotional, and verbal, which 

includes the further defined category of sexual harassment. The vocalized manifestations of 

symbolic violence are manipulation to maintain power. Maintenance of power is achieved 

through the devaluation of those who are seen as something to be conquered, controlled, and 

possessed. Besides the obvious inequality inherent to such forms of violence, commodification 

also contributes to the devaluing of individuals. If one is able to treat another as an object, or a 

machine, then there is no reason to place value on personhood and individuals became pawns of 

industry not only selling their labor for subpar wages but also their bodies become a mere 

commodity in sex industries (pornography, prostitution, sex trafficking, etc). 

Diana Russel credits American writer Carol Orlock with coining the term femicide. She 

says, “it resonated powerfully with me as one that might refer to the killing of women by men 

because they were women” (xiv). The importance of “such a term as an alternative to the gender-

neutral homicide” is that by “establishing a word that signifies the killing of females” makes 

“known this ultimate form of violence against women” (xiv). The importance of providing a 

name for a specific injustice is that it brings it to consciousness, an active means of thinking 

about it, which “usually precedes the creation of a movement against it” (xiv). Another element 

that is embedded in this term is misogyny, which “… is rarely recognized as a factor in many 

cases of woman killing” (xiv).  A thorough understanding of these terms showcase that the 

“reality of femicide is implicitly denied by the common view of feminists and non-feminists that 

rape and battery are the most extreme forms of violence against women” (xiv). The term 

femicide, “the misogynist killing of women by men, is a form of sexual violence” (Radford 3). 

Its definition falls into the category of sexual violence and is therefore relevant to conversation 

of sexual violence. Liz Kelly defines sexual violence as “any physical, visual, verbal, or sexual 

act” experienced by a woman or girl, “at the time or later, as a threat, invasion, or assault, that 

has the effect of hurting or degrading her and/or takes away her ability to control intimate 

contact” (1988, 41 qtd. in Radford 3). Examples of this sexual and personal degradation which 
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leads to an inability to maintain and pass on intimate contact are showcased in many texts 

including the narrative of the Brief and Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao by Junot Diaz. 

However, another issue that is central to gender-violence is that in addition to loss of 

control in instances of sexualiztion there is a failure to recognize validity of the victim’s 

perspective— including but not limited to blaming and/ or silencing the victim and negating the 

experience.  This is not just an attitude isolated to gender-based violence but societal paradigms 

at large create another layer of personal trauma. To avoid compounding trauma or sexualization 

and violence, not only recognition of the victim’s voice and the opportunity to express his/her 

voice is essential. It is the victim’s right to name his/her experiences and trauma.  Radford’s 

definition of femicide recognizes this and accounts for the “dissonance between women’s and 

men’s perceptions and experiences of the social world and of sexual violence. It gives women’s 

experiences and understandings priority over men’s intentions and as such is consistent with one 

of the basic tenets of feminism—Women’s right to name our experience” (Radford, 3).  A 

woman’s right to name her experience and recognition of a victim’s voice, or in some cases 

silence, is crucial in the analysis of texts including sexual violence.  

From a feminist viewpoint, it is necessary to include this aspect as “... The term sexual 

violence focuses on the man’s desire for power, dominance, and control. This definition enables 

sexual aggression by men to be seen in the context of the overall oppression of women in a 

patriarchal society” (Radford 3). Furthermore it also “allows feminist analysis to distance itself 

from legal discourse that is based on discrete and narrow definitions of the sexual and the 

violent, definitions that can distort and deny women’s experience. Such distancing is especially 

important given the moralistic, racism heterosexist conservatism that dominated law and order 

debates in the 1980s” (Radford 3). Without reducing the concept of sexual to a single term, it is 

“possible to make connections in its various forms, establishing what Kelly has called “a 

continuum of sexual violence” (1988, 97) qtd Radford 3). These connections are what allow for a 

broader more candid perspective and greater sensitivity in the descriptions and reflections of 

victims of male violence. Radford elaborates: 

Rape, sexual harassment, pornography, and physical abuse of women and 

children are all different expressions of male sexual violence rather than discrete, 

disconnected issues. This reconceptualization is theoretically significant: It 

provides a broader perspective that more sensitively reflects the experiences of 
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male violence as named and defined by women and children. Rather than forcing 

experience of sexual abuse into discrete legal categories, the concept of a 

continuum allows us to identify and address a range of forced or coercive 

heterosexual experiences. The notion of a continuum further facilitates the 

analysis of male sexual violence as a form of control central to the maintenance of 

patriarchy. (3-4) 

De Los Ríos further defines the concept of the term femicide that Caputi and Russel theorize by 

refining the term linguistically in Spanish to create clear differentiation between homicide of 

women and the pathological targeting and violation of human rights up unto death detailed in the 

theory of Femicide. De Los Ríos it explains: 

The translation for femicide is femicidio. However, I translated femicide as 

feminicidio, and this is how it has circulated. In Spanish, femicidio is homologous 

to homicide and solely means the homicide of women. For this reason, I preferred 

feminicidio in order to differentiate from femicidio and to name the ensemble of 

violations of women’s human rights, which contain the crimes against and the 

disappearances of women. I proposed that all these be considered as “crimes 

against humanity.”  Feminicide is genocide against women, and it occurs when 

the historical conditions generate social practices that allow for violent attempts 

against the integrity, health, liberties, and lives of girls and women. (xvi) 

The relationship between gender violence and feminicide is one of escalation and a State’s 

relationship with feminicide is also essential to understanding the perpetuation of violence. In her 

work and creation of a legal definition, De Los Ríos defines feminicide as: “one of the extreme 

forms of gender violence; it is constituted by the whole set of violent misogynist acts against 

women that involve violation of their human rights, represent an attack on their safety, and 

endanger their lives. It culminates in the murder of girls and women” (Largarde y De los Rios 

xxiii). 

As it pertains to socio-political and cultural contexts of the texts examined in future 

chapters, it is with the understanding that the term femicide (inclusive of Feminicide, 

feminicidio) represents the treatment of women and “is no respecter of race, class, or culture and 

acknowledge the compound effects of racism and misogyny on women of color” (Radford and 

Russel xi). Largarde y De los Rios states that: 
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Feminicide is able to occur because the authorities who or omissive, negligent, or 

acting in collusion with the assailants perpetuate institution violence against 

women by blocking their access to justice and thereby contributing to impunity. 

Feminicide entails a partial breakdown of the rule of law because the state is 

incapable of guaranteeing respect for women’s lives or human rights and because 

it is incapable of acting in keeping with the law to uphold the law, to prosecute 

and administer justice, and to prevent and eradicate the violence that causes it. 

Feminicide is a state of crime. (Largarde y De los Rios xxiii) 

Within this framework, examples from the textual analysis allows for the recognition of “the 

power of a patriarchal ideology that seeks to control women, to punish those who resist violence, 

and to then blame women for provoking that violence” (Radford and Russel xii). Furthermore 

the link between “extreme forms of male sexual violence” and “the more routine forms of 

harassment, abuse, and violence around which many women’s lives are structured” is 

foundational to the approach taken in the discussion of the texts (xiii). Firmly rooted in a 

feminist approach, these linkages are not only possible but crucial to understanding the element 

of gender involved in these situations of extreme violence. 

As referenced earlier, the further development of the theory of femicide is closely related 

to the missing and murdered women of the U.S.-Mexican border town of Juarez, Mexico. As 

such, there have been a number of artistic initiatives aimed at processing the trauma and giving 

voice to the victims, in addition to examining the social and political factors that contribute to 

such unspeakable violence.  In her work, Representing Femicide At the U.S. Mexican Border; 

From Globalization to Women’s Rights: Writing Femicide on The U.S.-Mexico Border; 

Protesting Femicide:Where Politcs Meet the Bone in Juarez, Mexico;  and, From Women’s 

Rights to Human Rights: The Juarez Murders on the Eve of Narcoconflict, Jenny Karubian 

examines the multi-faceted aspects of femicide specific to Juarez, Mexico. She argues: "The 

propagation, creation, and appropriation of women’s life histories in Ciudad Juarez are explicitly 

political” and that “the use of personal narratives in this case differs greatly from other genres of 

life-telling.” (Karubian, Representing Femicide).  Karubian attributes the differences in the 

process of life-telling (and truth-telling) to the political climate and agendas that surround the 

stories. She explains that “Biographical information is not given in order to tell triumphant tales 

of survival, highlight the significance of “great men,” or provide points of entry into particular 
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eras;” and “Life stories are used to combat negative sentiments proffered by the Mexican right 

wing, prove the innocence of murder victims, and forge solidarity between Americans and 

Mexicans.”  Therefore, the recognition that “femicide does pose a significant problem to the use 

of life-telling” is essential. The victims of femicide and their families have led lives that are 

marked by a history of trauma that is only compounded by terror/terrorization. Their experiences 

of  “Mistreatment by authorities, circulation of defamatory sentiments, interpellation through 

death and desperation for international support each significantly affect the ways in which life 

stories are told within the discourse on femicide in Ciudad Juarez.” (Karubian,  Representing 

Femicide). Karubian further elaborates that “Many of the murdered women came from families 

who are impoverished and experience continuous disenfranchisement by the Mexican 

government. The families of the disappeared have reported harassment, death threats and 

stalking by local police.”  The result, as anticipated, is people that are so paralyzed with fear and 

terror that all that is left is silence, which filmmaker Lordes Portillo describes: “When I decided 

to make a documentary [Señorita Extraviada] about the girls I went to Juarez and found a 

deafening silence: most people, from leaders of women’s organizations to common citizens, 

were too terrorized to speak out” (Portillo 2003, 229). 

In these brief examples, the convergence of theoretical concepts such as femicide and 

life-telling/truth-telling visa vie personal narrative and the profound affective results of the 

political and social climate of region are found in both the silences and the bodies of women. 

Karubian astutely points out:  “Although these personal histories are used for political means, 

this is underscored by the fact that female bodies and personhood itself are continually 

constituted through [and] by violence” (Karubian, Representing Femicide).This observation 

made by Karubian is one that fits into the matrix of theory that is necessary to achieve a 

comprehensive discourse regarding Latin American texts that portray the dynamics of violence 

against women. The dichotomy of both construction and deconstruction of female bodies is 

hinged on the fact that they are a site of violence. Women’s trauma/violence manifest in spoken 

and unspoken narratives relies heavily on their bodies, portraying not only the use of them as 

political pawns but also demonstrate desperate attempts at erasure of their “bodies.” In The Brief 

and Wondrous life of Oscar Wao, Beli’s intimate relationship with one of Trujillo’s officials 

results in the death of the child that she conceives by him and several attempts to murder her. 

The political regime exploits their relationship, portraying her as a disposable, and uses the 
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negative aftermath of their affair as an example of the consequences of civil disobedience. The 

erasure may not always ultimately result in a murder, but in a more metaphorical “burying” of 

the female body, mind, and voice. This is represented in “I’m your horse in the night” through 

the sexualization and silencing of “Chiquita,”  who is left questioning her own sensibilities after 

incurring abuse.  How the Garcia Girl’s Lost Their Accent also represents sexualization 

experienced verbally and physically, demonstrating both the internal and external burying of 

voice and identity and how gender-violence affects a person’s core sense of identity.  For this 

reason, Femicide is theoretically relevant as it is women’s bodies that are a common space to 

“wage wars” of both patriarchy and politics. However, as Karubian points out, women’s bodies 

are not limited to being the site of violence, the also become weapons: “If women’s bodies are 

the battlegrounds upon which male dominance is waged, then the factual or fictional lives of 

these victims are justifiably appropriated as weapons with which to fight back"(Representing 

Femicide).  

In theorizing femicide in Ciudad Juarez, some authors like Schmidt Camacho and Rosa 

Linda Fregoso subscribe to an Arendtian paradigm,2 describing  “this region as a denationalized 

space in which rights are stripped away from those who were once protected by a sovereign 

power”  due to “an abrupt shift into neoliberal modernity” (Karubian From Women's Rights to 

Human Rights). In this paradigm, individuals, who are viewed as undesirable and therefore 

disposable, experience a stripping away of rights and are then guaranteed to international 

economic actors (Fregoso 2006, 111 qtd in Karubian From Women's Rights to Human Rights). 

Under this socio-political system, Fregoso describes the formal powers as subordinate to 

“organizations of uncivil society” (112). In these situations, 

bureaucratic and judicial structures have little influence and fail to protect the 

citizens of this denationalized region. . . examples of the various parties that 

constitute organization of uncivil society that include the imposing neo-liberal 

presence, a militarized border, drug cartels, corrupt public agents, and human 

traffickers. In the aggregate, these presences create a war zone in which life is 

subjected to the power of death. (Karubian from Women's Rights to Human 

Rights) 

                                                           
2 Reference to the work of Johanna “Hannah” Arendt (eg. The Human Condition, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 
and On Violence). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Human_Condition_%28book%29
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Origins_of_Totalitarianism
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Karubian identifies this as a necropolitical3 order in which one of the “central features …is the 

privatization of sovereignty, a shift from the state to non-state actors” (Fregoso 114 qtd in 

Karubian From Women's Rights to Human Rights). The consequence of this is that “non-state 

actors reify their power within the region through violent acts in which they spectacularize the 

fact that [they are] above the law” (Fregoso 114 qtd in Karubian From Women's Rights to 

Human Rights). 

By identifying this consequence, it is evident that “women’s bodies become the 

battleground upon which struggles for power are fought. These bodies are not protected by 

sovereign powers, as they too, have lost their stronghold to informal orders of power” (Karubian 

From Women's Rights to Human Rights). As Karubian points out, a shift is necessary in 

scholarly discourse and the paradigm of analysis:  “Rather than locating gender at the center” of 

analysis “conditions of sovereignty and citizenship” then become the focus (Karubian From 

Women's Rights to Human Rights). This shift develops further discernment of what “gendered 

citizenship entails within a denationalized context” and departs from attempts to “understand 

how women are rendered disposable” to discussion on the “ramifications of being the subjugated 

sex within a context where death is the order of the day” (Karubian From Women's Rights to 

Human Rights). Karubian boldly states that: “As such, this novel paradigm reflects a larger 

strategy for understanding femicide as a product of the state’s failure to protect its citizens in the 

wake of its own surrendering of power to outside forces. Through framing these murders within 

the context of governability, women’s rights are now understood as human rights" (From 

Women's Rights to Human Rights). Understanding women’s rights as human rights may seem 

elementary. However, this foundational perspective of this work liberates the subaltern by giving 

them a voice through text. As long as there continues to be a division between human rights and 

women’s rights in discussion, permission is granted for discrimination to prevail. 

Femicide, sexualization, and the geopolitical atmosphere as powerful influences are 

exemplified by the haunting narrative Backyard, which portrays the gut-wrenching dynamics of 

the missing and murdered women of Juarez, Mexico. Throughout the film, the term femicide is 

utilized and the causality of the women’s murders is explicitly portrayed as based on their 

gender. The maquiladoras utilize the women for cheap, disposable labor as indicated by the 

requirement of a physical exam in order to be hired/maintain employment, mandatory birth 

                                                           
3 Referring to necropolitics: the relationship between sovereignty and power over life and death 

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/sovereignty
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/life
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/death
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control, and the stipulation that pregnancy results in job loss.  Additionally, this is highlighted 

during a candid portrayal of an international business/political meeting which discusses 

wage/labor costs in terms of the breakdown of how much wages and taxes cost transnational 

companies to hire women. The devaluing of women goes further than a line item on a corporate 

budget sheet. The devaluation of sex crimes and violence against women is highlighted 

throughout the film via the male reactions to the female characters portrayed—for example, the 

perceived incompetence and lack of cooperation with Blanca Bravo the policewoman/detective 

who spearheads an investigation.  Their contributions to society are minimized or viewed as 

threats to their male counterparts. The belief that women only exist for cheap labor, cheap 

entertainment, or prized possessions with no intrinsic value other than that of pleasure or profit is 

explored within the film. It is this demonstrated mentality that leads to femicide—killing women 

because they are women.   

The disheartening devaluation of women coupled with the extreme violence is only 

acerbated by the apathy and fear due to seemingly insurmountable corruption. This weight is felt 

by those who recognize the situation and attempt to combat the violence.  Eventually, some 

characters in the film fall prey to the corruption within politics and cultural stigmas. The 

susceptibility of being coerced, forced, drawn into, or trained in heinous crimes, or becoming 

immune to violence is integral in the discussion of violence against women. It is a deep 

social/political flaw that teaches women are “less than” because they are women and teaches that 

men are “less than” if they do not treat women as “less than.” This aspect elevates the discussion 

to a broader spectrum that includes not only gender, but racial, social, religious, and economic 

status that factor into the perceived value (or devaluation) of another human being.  

Social norms of devaluation are perpetuated by (often extreme) situations and 

environments of human security/insecurity.  These situations are not only dictated by a country’s 

infrastructure, they are also connected to the infrastructure of the person: the mental and 

emotional well-being of an individual. Emotions of fear/insecurity, insignificance, lack of self-

efficacy, depression, shame and/or the counterparts of pride and anger are bound to manifest in a 

physical manner. The internal and intrinsic workings of the human thought-life and values 

manifest in the body, whether through actions or other bodily symptoms. The inverse is also true. 

If a body is treated one way, the implications of those actions will affect the mental and 

emotional aspects of a human. In this regard, affect theory offers a perspective that affords the 
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opportunity to explore both intrinsic and extrinsic motivators and manifestations of concepts 

such as femicide and sexualiztion without limiting the scope of this project to feminist theory. In 

fact, it drives questions such as, how do you cultivate the value of humanity in regions (culturally 

and geographically) when there are hundreds of years of history that dictate the devaluing of 

humanity? How is value restored to people when their devaluation is attached to socio-political, 

socio- economic, political-economic outcomes based on race, gender, and economics? 

 
Defining Trauma and Discussion of Trauma Contexts 

 

Gender-based violence, as with any violence or abuse, whether experienced once or 

compounded over time, potentially creates a traumatic event and impacts the victim in much the 

same way as would other types of trauma (war, etc). Thus, it is necessary to delve into trauma 

theory in order to understand the impact that violence and trauma have on a person and the ways 

in which they “stick” and change or “slip” as the person interacts with others and experiences 

shape him or her. The work of psychologists and trauma theorists, Judith Herman and Bessel A. 

van der Kolk, will provide the framework for much of my analysis. Their work integrates the 

necessary elements of discussion regarding violence and trauma with understanding of personal 

and collective histories.  Five elements of the trauma dialectic discussed are forgotten history, 

terror, disconnection, and captivity.  The importance of Herman’s and van der Kolk’s work to 

this analysis lies in the psychological perspective that their work brings to this project as it 

includes discussion of fragmented memory, psychological responses to both physical and 

symbolic violence, such as censorship and self-censorship, and the process of healing from 

trauma. 

Literature agrees that the need to address trauma and memories often requires the 

excavation of that which has been forgotten. In studying and analyzing trauma texts or texts that 

include trauma, there are three recognizable roles: the victim, the perpetrator, and the witness. 

Each of these roles not only have particular modes of interaction but they come with an innate 

propensity for a remembering or forgetting, depending on the role in the trauma event or whether 

or not it was a trauma originating from natural disaster or one of human design. Herman 

emphasizes that “All the perpetrator asks is that the bystander do nothing. He appeals to the 

universal desire to see, hear, and speak no evil,” however, siding with the victim requires effort 
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as one shares in the victim’s pain and it “demands action, engagement, and remembering” 

(Herman 7-8).  

The action that a victim demands, which may not always be verbalized, is quite a taxing 

process because it demands “active” engagement and “active” remembering (Herman 7-8, 

Eitinger). As human nature is tempted to avoid confrontation and cover up guilt, it avoids 

engaging with difficult subject matter, such as trauma and atrocities. The historical process of the 

study of trauma has even had various phases of being “forgotten.” In fact, the importance of the 

study of trauma it has as some points in history been disregarded, especially after a period of 

intense study. Briquet, a French psychiatrist (1859), first made a connection between childhood 

trauma and “hysteria” (including somatization) (van der Kolk, Weisaeth, and van der Hart 49). 

Freud’s work on hysteria followed in 1896, the acknowledgement of combat neurosis in 1906, 

and the more recent recognition in the 1980s with the recognition of the combat neurosis of the 

sex war. Recognition of the relationship between combat trauma and sexual abuse did not occur 

until the late 20th century when the post-traumatic stress became recognized as a legitimate 

disorder and the same psychological syndrome was recognized in survivors of rape, domestic 

battery, and incest (Herman 32). Even Pierre Janet’s “extensive work on trauma, memory, and 

the treatment of dissociative states was not integrated with contemporary knowledge of PTSD” 

until the 1980s (van der Kolk, Weisaeth, and van der Hart 53). 

At this current juncture in history, pieces of past research are finally being put together in 

a way that encompasses and recognizes the facets of trauma and how trauma is related to gender 

violence, and within that relationship some specific elements are recognized: terror, 

disconnection, captivity, and child abuse. In taking a closer look at what trauma inspires, 

literature shows that traumatic events are “extraordinary, not because they occur rarely but 

because they overwhelm the ordinary human adaptations to life” (Herman 33). It was in fact the 

development of the post-traumatic stress disorder diagnosis that “created a framework for 

understanding how biology, personality, and conceptions of the world are intertwined and shaped 

by experiences (van der Kolk and McFarlane 4). Traumatic events, in contrast to other common 

misfortunes, are likely involving threats to one’s life or bodily integrity, or a witnessing of 

violence and/ or death. These events confront human beings with extreme emotions of 

helplessness and terror, evoking a response of catastrophe (Herman 33, Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders). In defining terror and its relationship to psychological trauma, the 
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emotional factor is essential. In fact, feelings of intense fear, helplessness, loss of control, and 

threat of annihilation are common descriptors of psychological trauma (Comprehensive Textbook 

of Psychiatry, 918-24).  

A danger at this point in the discussion may be to make an effort to quantify trauma 

which would “ultimately lead to meaningless comparisons of horror” or for the effect of pleasure 

through the consumption of trauma (Herman 34; Yager).  Or, as Robert Hughes (1993) argues in 

his work The Culture of Complaint, trauma and victimization can become generalized 

explanations that restrict uncomfortable self-examination, which McFarlene and van der Kolk 

also point out that this is true for both individuals and societies (29). However, these concerns 

should not discount the fact that “certain identifiable experiences increase the likelihood of 

harm,” including “being taken by surprise, trapped, or exposed to the point of exhaustion” 

(Herman 34).  Also, events that include physical invasion or injury, graphic violence, or witness 

of horrific death have the common characteristics of inspiring helplessness and terror (Herman 

34). So, while one may experience terror/horror in the midst of a traumatic event, it is also 

present in the moments after the event. 

Living in a state of terror can be described as a state of hyper-arousal, which is a human 

system of self-preservation— which is permanent alertness or scanning for dangers that may return 

at any moment. It is also the “first cardinal symptom of post-traumatic stress disorder” with 

symptoms including that the “person startles easily, reacts irritably to small provocations, sleeps 

poorly (Herman 35, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) and indicates that the 

person has “disorganized fragments of “fight or flight” response to overwhelming danger” (36; 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders). Intrusion is also an element of terror that 

occurs in the aftermath of trauma. The event essentially invades the present as the victim relives the 

event as though it was continually reoccurring in the present (Caruth 11 and Heman). According to 

van der Kolk and McFarlene, post-traumatic stress disorder affects information processing through 

intrusions, compulsive exposure, avoiding and numbing, inability to modulate arousal, 

attention/distractibility and stimulus discrimination, and alterations to defense mechanisms and 

personal identity (9-15). 

In many respects it is as though time stops at the moment of trauma for the victim. The 

distinguishing factor between those who suffer from a temporary stress response and a post-

traumatic stress disorder response to trauma is that one suffering from post-traumatic stress 
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disorder organizes his or her life around the trauma (van der Kolk and McFarlane 6). This 

organization impacts the processing of memory within trauma victims. The memory systems 

include narrative (or explicit) memory which “refers to conscious awareness of facts or events 

that have happened to the individual” (van der Kolk, “Trauma and Memory” 280). Secondly, 

“Non-declarative, implicit, and procedural memory refers to memories of skills and habits, 

emotional responses, reflexive actions and classically conditioned responses” (van der Kolk, 

“Trauma and Memory” 281). However, when one experiences trauma, a change occurs in one’s 

memory processes. Janet explains that “traumatic memory consists of images, sensations, 

affective states, and behaviors that are invariable and do not change over time…[and suggests] 

that these memories are highly state-dependent [,]cannot be evoked at will [,and they] also are 

not condensed in order to fit social expectations” (van der Kolk, “Trauma and Memory”  296).  

Narrative memory on the other hand contrasts traumatic memory because it “is semantic 

and symbolic; it is social and adapted to the needs of both the narrator and the listener; it can be 

expanded or contracted, according to social demands” (van der Kolk, “Trauma and Memory” 

296).  Normal memory is often organized in a verbal, liner narrative that is then becomes part of 

one’s personal history or life story (Herman; Caruth Trauma and Experience 4).  Traumatic 

memories, on the other hand, have a “frozen and wordless quality and lack verbal narrative and 

context; rather they are encoded in the form of vivid sensations and images” (Herman 37-38). 

Felman describes this phenomena, especially in relationship to testimony, as the a fragmented 

product of a mind  that is “overwhelmed by occurrences that have not yet settled into 

understanding or remembrance…events in excess of our frames of reference” (5).  Sometimes, 

the frozen and wordless quality of the images and sensations create a not only a sense of 

fragmentation but a heightened reality and intrude even the victim’s sleep, and perhaps in efforts 

to piece memories together the victims often engage in some type of reenacting of the trauma, 

which may or may not be considered dangerous as some of these reenactments are adaptive 

(Herman 38-40) and recent theorists conceptualize these reenactments and “intrusion phenomena 

as attempts to integrate the traumatic event” by essentially  replacing the shattered “inner 

schemata” with a new mental schema for understanding  and resolving their trauma (Herman 

41).   

Psychoanalyst Paul Russell posits that it is the emotional rather than the cognitive 

experience of trauma that drives the compulsive repetition because the victim is seeking to 
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reproduce what he or she “needs to feel in order to repair the injury” (qtd. in Herman 41-

42).  While Russell explains the victims need for reproduction of the event on an individual 

level, Rothburg also points out that in the context of historical renderings or on a more collective 

level “The traumatic realist project is not an attempt to reflect the traumatic event mimetically, 

but to produce it as an object of knowledge, and to transform its readers so that they are forced to 

acknowledge their relationship to post-traumatic culture (Rothburg 67). Although reliving 

trauma may provide an opportunity of the survivor to gain some control, or mastery, of their 

past, most do not readily welcome the opportunity and in fact dread or fear it due to the 

emotional intensity of the original event (Herman 42). Although trauma survivors put much 

effort into avoiding the reliving of a traumatic experience, because it provokes such intense 

emotional distress, “The effort to ward off intrusive symptoms, though self-protective in intent, 

further aggravates the post-traumatic syndrome” because “the attempt to avoid reliving the 

trauma too often results in narrowing of consciousness, a withdrawal from engagement with 

others, and an impoverished life” (42).  

Constriction is a state of surrender that a person enters when they are powerless and 

resistance is futile. In this state, the system of self-defense shuts down entirely in order to 

survive. In this situation, the person escapes his or her situation by altering the state of 

consciousness. In fact, constriction is often described as a state of fear induced paralysis, which 

is also a known symptom of post-traumatic stress disorder, and although the victim is aware of 

events they are disconnected from ordinary meaning and react outside of the context of the event 

(Herman 42-43, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders). After an experience of 

overwhelming danger, a victim may experience the two contradictory responses of intrusion and 

constriction a varying intervals.  This “dialectic of opposing psychological states is perhaps the 

most characteristic feature of the post-traumatic syndromes” and “neither the intrusive nor the 

numbing symptoms allow for integration of the traumatic event” (43). The alteration or 

fluctuation between the two extreme states might be perceived as an attempt to find balance 

between the two.  He or she is caught between the two extremes of reliving the trauma or 

amnesia, between states of overwhelming emotion or a state of no feelings at all, and even 

between the irritated impulsive actions to inhibition of action. This produces instability and 

exacerbates the victim’s sense of helplessness and unpredictability and thus the “dialectic of 

trauma is potentially self-perpetuating” (43). 
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An understanding of memory and the process of working through trauma create a bridge 

between psychological theory, literature, and art. The aforementioned concepts regarding 

memory and trauma are represented in texts, both working in and through the creation and 

analysis of a text. Trauma texts are intended to represent and/or reflect traumatic experiences. 

Therefore, understanding how traumatic memories are processed and remembered is essential to 

a trauma text.  In fact, the representation of traumatic memory is dependent on literary devices, 

such as flashbacks and plot structure, to represent its fragmented nature.  Furthermore, the 

creation of a text, whether testimonial or fictional, is where individuals participate in trauma 

enactment.  This is to say that much like analysis, enactment or creation of the text, is where the 

events are processed and organized for the purpose of making sense and achieving understanding 

of an isolated, repeating or chaotic sequence of events.  

As discussed above, trauma disrupts the manner in which memories are organized, with 

two extremes being of constantly reliving the trauma or having no recollection of the event(s). In 

some types of therapy, the process of telling trauma (trauma enactment) and the repetition of 

telling trauma helps the victim to reorganize the memory and to add it to a sequence of life 

events, integrating it into normal memory organization. By enacting the traumatic event within a 

textual space, working through trauma can happen. The person working through trauma has the 

opportunity to process his/her trauma in a safe, predictable space as a text is a place with defined 

borders and organization. Although the organization of the text may have varying patterns in the 

chronology of the narrative, there still is a sense that a beginning, middle, and end exist.   An 

understanding of traumatic memory organization is an essential part of the process of giving 

voice to trauma.  Working through trauma is not only working through experiences but 

individual memories and perceptions of experiences. Therefore, by expressing memories and 

understanding how they function in the context of trauma, they are able to be organized both 

within the context of the event and an individual’s overall experiences and textually represented, 

giving voice to individuals affected by trauma. 

 
Trauma in Circumstances of Captivity 

 

One of the side effects of trauma is the disconnection that is experienced by victims as 

“Traumatic events call into question basic human relationships” (Herman 51).  This breach in 

human relationships is experienced in the attachments of family, friendship, love, and 
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community. The breach shatters self-identity and creates an existential crisis. The damage 

experienced by the victims is “not a secondary effect of trauma…[t]raumatic events have 

primary effort not only on the psychological structures of the self but also on the systems of 

attachment and meaning that link individual and community” (51). Mardi Horowitz explains 

“traumatic life events as those that cannot be assimilated with the victim’s “inner schemata” of 

self in relation to the world. Traumatic events destroy the victim’s fundamental assumptions 

about safety of the world, the positive value of the self, and the meaningful order of creation.  In 

a trauma event the self becomes damaged.  This is due to the reopening of developmental 

conflicts of childhood and adolescence as the survivor is essentially forced to relive former 

“struggles over autonomy, initiative, competence, identity, and intimacy” because  “Traumatic 

events violate the autonomy of the person at the level of basic bodily integrity” ( Herman 52-

53).  It is important to note for the purposes of this project that for both young men and women 

the “period of greatest psychological vulnerability is also in reality the period of greatest 

traumatic exposure” (Herman 61). Many of the texts analyzed fall in to the genre of a coming of 

age text and contain the elements of buildingsroman in conjunction with references to gender 

based violence, sexual trauma, and war trauma.  

A single traumatic event is just that; it happens once and can occur almost anywhere. 

However, “prolonged, repeated trauma, by contrast, occurs only in circumstances of captivity” 

(Herman 74). Political captivity is often recognized more readily than the contrasting domestic 

captivity which is often invisible to the public eye. Domestic captivity often has powerful 

invisible barriers instead of bars and chains. Children, first of all, naturally have a condition of 

dependency and women are held captive by economic, social, psychological, and legal 

subordination as well as physical force. Essentially, captivity creates a relationship of coercive 

control. This is relationship holds true regardless of whether the victim is taken by force, or a 

combination of manipulative tactics such as intimidation and enticement in combination with 

force: “The psychological impact of subordination to coercive control may have many common 

features, whether that subordination occurs within the public sphere of politics or within the 

private fear of sexual and domestic violence” (74-5). 
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No matter what “type” of captivity the victim is in the perpetrator4 is the most powerful 

person in the victim’s life because the victim's psychology is shaped by the actions and beliefs of 

the perpetrator. In many cases the perpetrator appears to be very normal—which is disturbing to 

most.  The perpetrator may be “authoritarian, secretive, sometimes grandiose, and even paranoid, 

the perpetrator is nevertheless exquisitely sensitive to the realities of power and to social norms. 

Only rarely does he get into difficulties with the law, rather he seeks out situations where his 

tyrannical behavior will be tolerated, condoned, or admired” (Herman 75).  However, the 

perpetrator’s first goal is the enslavement of his victim which is accomplished by “exercising 

despotic control over every aspect of the victim’s life” (75).  He appears to have the 

psychological need to justify his crimes, which requires the victim’s affirmation and therefore he 

demands professions of respect, gratitude, or even love. The ultimate goal seems to be the 

creation of a willing victim for which psychological domination is employed and from whom 

total surrender demanded. These victims develop the syndrome of chronic trauma as with post-

traumatic stress disorder as their personhood is continuously eroded and they are reduced to 

simply living moment to moment in “survival mode.”  

 
Ahmed, Affect Theory, and Sticky Objects 

 

Sticky: it is a word that conjures up images of the sickeningly sweet to the horrific, 

obscene, and perhaps just plain dirty and gross. When one imagines a rape victim, one cannot 

help but to see debris or other evidence clinging to the smeared mixture of tears, blood, semen 

and other body fluids on the victim’s body. Although every trauma does not leave visible marks, 

it does not mean that there are no signs or evidence that remains or “sticks with the victim.” The 

image of a rape victim represents Sara Ahmed’s definition of a sticky object.  Just as a victim’s 

contact with a perpetrator or with tragedy creates a wound or site that attracts evidence of the 

assault, a sticky object or sign represents relationships of contact and experience: “to use a sticky 

sign is to evoke other words, which have become intrinsic to the sign through past form of 

association” (Ahmed 92). These relationships are not however limited to the victim and the 

perpetrator, but because the trauma has intrinsically affected the victim it necessarily affects the 

victim’s other relationships, those with whom they connect and have contact. Another 

                                                           
4 For the intents and purposes of this project, the term perpetrator and aggressor are used interchangeably. However, 
in other contexts or States, there may be certain legal implications associated with the specific word choice. 
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association with the word sticky comes with the phrase “It’s a sticky situation.” One may 

immediately visualizes an insect trapped by some sticky solution and the only way to escape 

alive (possibly) is to rip off some appendage.  This leads one to question: “what happens when 

the sticky object is also the sticky situation?” Ahmed suggests that “The ‘doing’ of emotions [. . 

.] is bound up with the sticky relation between signs and bodies: emotions work by working 

through signs and on bodies to materialize the surfaces and boundaries that are lived as worlds” 

(Ahmed “just emotions” 191). Since the concept of “sticky objects” and “sticky signs” implies 

some sort of contact relationship, one in which the external and internal worlds collide, it 

therefore implies sociality especially where pain and bodily surfaces are concerned:  “Pain 

involves the sociality of bodily surfaces (including the surfaces of objects) that ‘surface’ in 

relationship to each other. Some of these encounters involve moments of collision. Here, the 

surface comes to be felt as an intense ‘impression’ of objects and others” (Ahmed “contingency 

of pain” 31). However, not all pain is a result of a physical wound; psychic pain is an internal 

injury that also surfaces bodily. Ahmed explains that “pain ‘surfaces’ in relationship to others, 

who bear witness to pain, and authenticate its existence. (Ahmed “Contingency of pain” 31). In 

the broader scope of this project, the authentication of the bodies and where and how pain 

surfaces is crucial because to authenticate pain is to acknowledge the existence of both the pain 

and the body experiencing pain. 

In the case of contemporary Latin American and Latino texts, the body, and very often 

the female body, is used as a “sticky object” that is in a “sticky situation.” At times, the female 

body is both the sticky object and the sticky situation.  In these texts the female body is used as a 

site of conflict, where time, memory, and censorship are synthesized to recount trauma, violence, 

and abuse— especially the sexual violence and gender-based violence— and these are metaphors 

or representations of actual experiences, historical events, and political oppression. The body is a 

powerful metaphor for the expression of histories that have been censored, desire for freedom 

from both objectivity and subjectivity, and the modes of survival that are employed in the midst 

of traumatic, horrifying, and/or abusive situations because it holds the ability to speak and 

remember without words, and at the same time words hold just as much importance as the senses 

of a body. These experiences “stick” with a person and are evidenced—whether they are ever 

“spoken about or not.” In the works examined, bodies are considered as “sticky “objects/signs, 

which are saturated with affect and sites of emotional and ethical conflict. Ahmed presents “an 
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alternative view of emotions as operation precisely where we do not register their effects, in the 

determination of the relation between the signs, a relation that is often concealed by the form of 

the relation: the metonymic proximity between the signs” and calls “this determination 

‘stickiness’, examining how ‘signs’ become sticky or saturated with affect” (Ahmed “just 

emotions” 194-5). She further states that “this model of ‘sticky signs’ shows how language 

works as a form of power in which emotions align some bodies with others, as well as stick 

different figures together, by the way they move us” (Ahmed “just emotions” 194-5). In the 

analysis of various texts this model is useful as it allows exploration of the interplay between 

power, emotions, and “signs” which may or may not be verbal language. In exploring the 

connection between bodies, emotions, and language in the context of trauma, “body language” 

must be included in the analysis of how language utilized in the situation; “body language” is a 

non-verbal form of input and output that a body releases and absorbs and that is intimately 

connected to the psychic processes of a body. The dichotomy of both reading a body as a sign 

and the signs of a body, whether verbal or not, affords the opportunity for an in depth and 

multifaceted perspective that may otherwise be lost if analysis is limited to the verbal/linguistic 

communications of a body.  

In order to explore the binary between physical and psychological pain, it requires a 

separate understanding of each type of pain and how the different aspects of pain affect, interact, 

and manifest. Elaine Scarry explored the subject of the body in pain and divided the subject into 

three subareas: “first, the difficulty of expressing physical pain; second, the political and 

perceptual complications that arise as a result of that difficulty; and third, the nature of both 

material and verbal expressability, or more simply, the nature of human creation (3).” Scarry’s 

work focuses more on the physical types of pain that one suffers, whether it is induced by some 

physical malady or another human (eg. Torture, etc.). However, since the topic discussed at large 

throughout this paper involves sexual violence, there is an overlap in the types of pain that are 

portrayed victim’s experience.  

One result of experienced pain that Scarry outlines is the fact that “Physical pain does not 

simply resist language but actively destroys it, bringing about an immediate reversion to a state 

of anterior language, to the sounds and cries a human being makes before language is learned 

(4).” The visceral reaction to pain described by Scarry is also represented by a proverbial silence 

as Virginia Wolfe writes that the poets have words to describe love and tragedy, but “let a 
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sufferer try to describe a pain in his head to a doctor and language at once runs dry (qtd in Scarry 

4).” This silence is what Scarry describes as unsharability. She states, “Whatever pain achieves, 

it achieves in part through its unsharability, and it ensures this unsharability through its 

resistance to language” (4). It is difficult to express pain verbally, to find words that describe 

pain, because pain is most adequately expressed in non-verbal cries and tears. There are also 

instances of “bottling up pain” or “silencing” due to inexpressibly or extreme pain— which 

particularly applies to mental and emotional pain.  

The “inexpressibility of pain” however does not negate the fact that verbal expression of 

pain is necessary. Amnesty International’s work, just like medical research, contends that “The 

act of verbally expressing pain is a necessary prelude to the collective task of diminishing pain” 

(9). In fact, the conundrum of the unshareability of pain and the necessity to verbally share pain 

is reflective of the process of pain and healing: 

Medicine, verbal documents such as Amnesty international publications, 

transcripts of personal injury trials, and poems and narratives of individual 

artists— these are records of the passage of pain to speech, allowing pain to enter 

into a realm of shared discourse that is inherently social and moves beyond the 

clinical private/intimate conversations between a physician and patient (9).  

In the realm of literature and other texts, there is an element of giving voice to that which is 

voiceless, especially trauma texts. In cases where “the language for pain” is “brought into being 

by those who are not themselves in pain but who speak on behalf of those who are,” as the 

person in pain “is ordinarily bereft of the resources of speech,” allows authenticity, motives, and 

the impediment of expressing another’s feeling, pain, or distress to be questioned. However, 

despite these challenges, often the reasons for taking on the task outweigh the challenge, and 

“thus there come to be avenues by which this most radically private of experiences begins to 

enter the realm of public discourse” (Scarry 6). 

When pain and private experiences enter the realm of public discourse, the expectation 

that individual experience will override common expression and create incomparable variance 

may dissuade some from comparative analysis of painful experiences. Similarly, this project 

compiles a variety of genres of texts from various cultural contexts and one may expect there to 

be a wide margin of variation in the expressions, or lack of expression, of pain. However, as 

Scarry contends, the nature of pain actually presents similarly across cultures: 
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Cultural differences, taken collectively, would themselves constitute one a very 

narrow margin of variation and would thus in the end work to expose and confirm 

the universal sameness of the central problem that originates much less in the 

inflexibility of any one language or in the shyness of any one culture than in the 

utter rigidity of pain itself: its resistance to language is not simply one of 

incidental or accidental attributes but is essential to what it is. (5) 

These characteristics of pain allow for an analysis that draws from seemingly diverse examples 

and texts because it is within the visceral aspects humanity that a point of commonplace remains 

and further connections can be made. Based on the premise that the body in pain and its 

resistance to language is characteristic cross-culturally, it is possible to examine how resistance 

to language is overcome, both physically and psychologically. The particular junctures and 

spaces of interactions and reactions to the distress and pain experienced by those within the 

chosen texts of analysis are the focal points of this project.  

For this reason, the connection between physical and psychological pain is crucial since 

they almost nearly coexist or have some type of correlative relationship. Scarry argues that 

physical pain is far less represented in literature in comparison to other forms of distress. Her 

reasoning behind this is that “Psychological suffering, though often difficult for any one person 

to express, does I have referential content, is susceptible to verbal objectification, and is so 

habitually depicted in art that, as Thomas Mann’s Settembrini reminds us, there is virtually no 

piece of literature that is not about suffering, no piece of literature that does not stand by ready to 

assist us” (11). While this may be true, it does not account for cases in which physical pain 

instigated the psychological pain or vice versa, which is often where a piece of literature or a text 

finds itself at the crux of the two types of pain: 

What may instead be the case is that “pain” and “imagining” constitute extreme 

conditions of, on the one hand, intentionality as a state and, on the other, 

intentionality as self-objectification; and that between these two boundary 

conditions all the other more familiar, binary acts-and-objects are located. That is, 

pain and imagining are the “framing events” within whose boundaries all other 

perceptual, somatic, and emotional events occur; thus, between the two extremes 

can be mapped the whole terrain of the human psyche. (164-5) 
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While the issue of possible cultural differences of pain and the commonality of a lack of verbal 

expression has been addressed, the pain which affords politics, with its many variations, to be 

included in verbal representations must also be recognized. Scarry points out: “. . .  ordinarily 

there is no language for pain, that it (more than any other phenomenon) resists verbal 

objectifican. But the relative ease or difficulty with which any given phenomenon can be 

verbally represented also influences the ease or difficulty with which that phenomenon comes to 

be politically represented (12).” 

Furthermore, Teresa Brennan’s theory on transmission of affect and Antonio Damasio’s 

concept of the emotionally competent object or event to demonstrate not only the relationship 

between bodies, images, and sites associated with trauma, violence, and abuse, but the 

relationship between the affect expressed and silence performed. This creates a sliding effect of 

emotion between bodies in the wake of trauma as well as afterwards. As sticky objects are points 

of conflict, the dichotomy and interconnectivity of affects represented and attached female 

bodies render them as sites or spaces of conflict, whether emotional or ethical. In addition, issues 

of identity as they are connected to one’s experiences, shaping or transforming the inner psyche. 

Unfortunately, violence and trauma are part of a cruel reality that many face, not just at the time 

of the event(s) but also through remembering and strangely enough forgetting. The violence and 

traumas experienced stick with a person, in their minds and to bodies, and creates a sticky object 

that then has the ability to transfer emotion, and therefore the residue of experiences such as 

trauma to others.  

In the selected examples of violence and trauma, verbal abuse and harassment are 

explored because it is a type of psychological violence that can be and often is used by 

perpetrators of violence, especially as a means of control, and can be experienced in conjunction 

with physical trauma or as trauma. Related to verbal abuse and harassment is the hyper-

sexualizing of both males and females. There are differences between the sexualization of male 

and females that are closely tied to culture. Much of female sexualization focus on the 

sexualization of her body while male sexualization is often complex as it involves the process of 

“learning” to sexualize women and developing a sexualized mentality not only towards women 

but a male perception of relationship with women and as perpetrators of sexualization. In some 

examples included in my analysis, this is correlated to “machismo.” The sexualization of males 

can be experienced in traumatic ways, such as “hyper sexualization” which may include the 
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premature exposure to pornographic material and “dirty jokes” and even attempts to reinforce 

heterosexual behavior by utilizing demeaning homosexual jests.  These examples demonstrate 

that male sexualization can be experienced as trauma just as female sexualization may be 

experienced a trauma. These aforementioned examples are of course in addition to the obvious 

examples of incest, molestation, and rape that include both the physical and psychological 

trauma experienced by individuals. 

In light of the previous discussion of Herman, Ahmed, and Renn’s work, special attention 

is focused not only on the physical or corporeal markers of violence and trauma, such as scars or 

physical reactions (hyper reactions of physical violence or fear such as punching, nausea, body 

language in general, etc.), but also to the psychological connections, which may or may not have 

a physical manifestation. Some of these have been previously mentioned. Other connections such 

as a mind/body disconnect, the fragmentation of self-perception, memory blanks/fragments, 

identity issues, escapism, post-traumatic stress disorder will be explored at depth in the analysis 

of the chosen texts. Also, the relationship between gender(ed) violence and/or trauma or gender-

based violence experienced as trauma is a key to analysis. It is for this reason that many of the 

characters focused on experience gender-based violence either as trauma or their specific 

traumas are categorized as gender-based violence.  

 
Trauma and Violence in the Context of Culture and History 

 

According to Neil Whitehead “Violent actions, no less than any other kind of behavioral 

expression, are deeply infused with cultural meaning and are the moment for individual agency 

within historically embedded patterns of behavior” (9). This speaks to the fact that trauma texts 

demand both historical and cultural contextualization in analysis. However, representations of 

trauma and violence, and therefore analysis of the representations, raise questions of ethics. 

Whitehead points out, despite the fear of tastelessness and possible pornographic nature of 

representing violence, it is also dangerous not to critically engage the details of violent acts in 

their context (cultural and otherwise) that has made them meaningful. Therefore, it is important 

to avoid decontextualizing events that vary in context and history as this is when the 

interpretations of violence entertain the possibility of being voyeuristic (11). Keeping these 

dangers in mind, there is however a type of curative effect to the power that violence and terror 

have over their victims. Whitehead elaborates that the function of anticipation of torture is an 
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integral part of state terror and that is the uncertainty of anticipated violence not reinforced by 

the actual act or site of torture, but “by the routine alienation from one’s body that torture 

produces” (13). 

Yet, when thinking about violence, the power of narration is what may help the victim 

reoccupy the body, so to speak, or “any other landscapes to which notions of self and identity 

adhere (13), a concept that critics across disciplines agree upon. This leads one to consider what 

Dominik LaCapra expresses in his work on history and working through trauma. He explains, 

“Working through is an articulatory practice: to the extent one works through trauma… one is 

able to distinguish between past and present and to recall in memory that something happened to 

one back then while realizing that one is living here and now with openings to the future” 

(LaCapra 22).The value in articulation of one’s past and working through trauma is that one is 

able to move beyond the past that he or she may be frozen in, as Herman discussed, and move 

toward living in the present. This of course does not mean that one forgets the past. LaCapra 

explains: 

In acting out, one relives the past as if one were the other, including oneself as 

another in the past—one is fully possessed by the other or the other’s ghost; and 

in working through, one tries to acquire some critical distance that allows one to 

engage in life in the present, to assume responsibility—but that doesn’t mean that 

you utterly transcend the past. It means that you come to terms with it in a 

different way related to what you judge to be desirable possibilities that may now 

be created … (LaCapra 148) 

Regarding trauma narratives, LaCapra further clarifies that readers may also participate in a type 

of “working through” process that manifests in “empathy and empathic unsettlement,” which  

involves a kind of virtual experience through which one puts oneself in the other’s 

position while recognizing the difference of that position and hence not taking the 

other’s place. Opening oneself up to empathic unsettlement is … a desirable 

affective dimension of inquiry which complements and supplements empirical 

research and analysis … Empathy is important in attempting to understand 

traumatic events and victims …” (78).  

LaCapra is careful to distinguish readers from the survivor and reminds us that it is important for 

readers to maintain a distance between themselves and individuals in the text because of the 
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danger of identifying with the victim and making oneself a surrogate victim who believes he or 

she has a right to the victim’s representation, perspective, and voice on the subject.  

While there are warnings on such things as analyzing violence outside of its cultural and 

historical context (Whitehead), or the danger of overstepping a boundary and taking a victim’s 

voice though over identification or interpolation (LaCapra), or the questions of whether or not 

trauma texts have become a fetish and a commodity to be merely consumed for pleasure (Yager), 

this should not cause one to shy away from discussion or the positive aspects of working through 

trauma utilizing a text. However, it should be acknowledged that pain is a problematic 

foundation for politics as well as identity. Using the framework of Nietzsche’s model of 

resentment, Wendy Brown contends that a fetishization of the wound in subaltern politics has led 

to subaltern subjects becoming invested in the wound (Brown 1995:55, see Nietzsche 1969), and 

therefore “the wound comes to stand for identity itself” and “political claims become claims of 

injury against something or somebody (society, the state, the middle classes, men, white people, 

and so on) as a reaction or negation” (Brown 1995:73 qtd in Ahmed 31).  

In agreement with Nietzsche, Brown posits that reactions to injury are insufficient as 

catalysts of political change as action is crippled by reaction: “Revenge as a “reaction”, a 

substitute for the capacity to act produces identity as both bound to the history that produced it 

and as a reproach to the present which embodies that history” (Brown 1995:73). Ahemd points 

out that “Brown’s reworking of Nietzsche shows how over-investment in the wound, ‘come[s] 

into conflict with the need to give up these investments’ (Brown 1995:73 qtd in Ahmed 

“contingency of pain” 32). This over-investment in the wound is problematic because it 

transforms the wound into identity. Ahmed elaborates that it is problematic and creates a 

fetishization of the wound: 

the transformation of the wound into an identity cuts the wound off from a history 

of ‘getting hurt’ or injured. It turns the wound into something that simply ‘is’ 

rather than something that has happened in time and space. The fetishism of the 

wound as a sign of identity is crucial to ‘testimonial culture’ (Ahmed and Stacy 

2001), in which narratives of pain and injury have proliferated” ” (Ahmed 

“contingency of pain” 32). 

In attempts to avoid fetishism of pain/wounds and acknowledging the role that forgetting has had 

in the damaging fetishization of suffering, Ahmed and Butler point out that “some forms of 
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suffering more than others will be repeated, as they can more easily be appropriated as ‘our 

loss’” (Ahmed “Contingency of Pain” 32).  

In the schema of politics, the picking and choosing between which forms of pain and 

suffering are told and those that are not “is a crucial mechanism for the distribution of power” 

(Ahmed “Contingency of pain” 32). To avoid the fetishization of suffering, the importance of 

neither forgetting the wound or the fact that the past is the scene of wounding is crucial. Brown, 

in departing from Nietzsche’s model, suggests that “‘the counsel of forgetting . . . seems 

inappropriate if not cruel’ for subjugated peoples who have yet to have their pain recognized 

(Brown 1995:73). Ahmed agrees and reiterates Brown’s point more strongly: 

Forgetting would be a repetition of the violence or injury. To forget would be to 

repeat the forgetting that is already implicated in the fetishism of the wound. Our 

task might instead be to remember how the surfaces of bodies (including the 

bodies of communities [. . .]) came to be wounded in the first place. Reading 

testimonies of injury involves rethinking the relationship between the present and 

the past: an emphasis on the past does not necessarily mean a conservation or 

entrenchment of the past…(Ahmed “Contingency of pain” 33) 

Both bell hooks and Ahmed agree that forgetting about the past will not break the hold of the 

pain, but to break that hold there must be a moving away from painful attachments and which 

must be dealt with in the “realm of political action.” Ahmed elaborates that “Bringing pain into 

politics requires we give up the fetish of the wound through different kinds of remembrance. The 

past is living rather than dead; the past lives in the very wounds that remain open in the present” 

(Ahmed “Contingency of pain” 33).  

In light of the historical damage done, by forgetting and not discussing trauma and 

traumatic events and the danger of commodification of these experiences (pain, trauma, violence, 

and injustice), the need for representation of those who experience or have experienced trauma 

exists.  In fact, the premise of Rape and Representation, articulates that in situations of trauma 

there exists an anger that must be expressed. McFarlene and van der Kolk state that “If memories 

of child abuse, domestic violence, wars, and torture are not worked through, they tend to be 

expressed in irrational symptoms— behaviors that represent derivativations of unresolved 

aspects of trauma” (32).  Furthermore, “society can only make a commitment to victims if it 

accepts these two ideas: 1) that victims are not responsible for the fact that they were 
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traumatized; and 2) that if victims are not helped with the memories of their trauma, they will 

become violent and anxious people, unreliable and easily distracted workers, inattentive parents, 

and/or people who use drugs and alcohol to help them cope with unbearable feelings” (35).  

This is to say that what is problematic in various cultures cannot be acknowledged 

without representation, for without acknowledgement, a point of resolution or restitution and 

solutions will not emerge. Under normal circumstances, culture buffers its members from the 

profound impact of stressful experiences by furnishing social support, providing identity, and 

supplying a shared vision of the future (DeVries 400). However, as it is bound to happen, “when 

cultural protection and security fail, the individual’s problems are proportional to the cultural 

disintegration” (DeVries 408). When a culture finds itself in disintegration, or crisis, “a historical 

regression to idealized familiar conditions, to a better and seemingly simpler time” often takes 

hold (DeVries 409-410). This “regression holds out the temptation of an identity and the denial 

of pain and complexity,” leading to state of complacency and resignation (DeVries 409-410). 

With this perspective, one of the most practical roles for trauma texts is their potential to 

be the mechanism for catharsis and psychological processing of personal (private) trauma as well 

as national (or public) traumatic experiences; therefore, they become a tool of awareness for 

action. Furthermore, that awareness must necessarily include examination of the symbolic 

violence that pertains to the experience and the thinking that caused, disregarded and/or 

perpetuated the environment of trauma (gender-based violence), if it is to be resolved or survived 

with success.  In many cases, the mode of survival, whether conscious or subconscious, is what 

plagues one who suffers pain, trauma, violence, and injustice and often leads to more violence 

whether physical or symbolic. This is because fundamental reason and justice belief(s) are often 

damaged in trauma survivors (Aarts and Velde 369).   The first step in resolving, preventing, and 

initiating change and/or healing in situations where gender-based violence (or any other trauma 

or violence) has been experienced is actively pursuing a conscious awareness of gender-based 

violence and practicing a healing process that will alleviate violent cycles. Indeed, as Zezeik 

expresses, “Sometimes doing nothing is the most violent thing to do” (227-230).  

Although there is undeniable importance in acknowledging historical trauma and working 

through what may be termed as narratives of recovery, caution should be exercised so that the 

narrative does not become an avenue to dismiss what is disturbing. Sarah Ahmed warns that 

“…expressions of shame about histories of violence work not only as narratives of ‘recovery’, 
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but also as a form of ‘covering over.’” The danger of using “shame” as motivation for addressing 

the past is that shame is focused on momentary discomfort and is quite often egocentric: “Shame 

becomes an expression of ‘bad feeling’, which can be ‘about’ feeling better in the present” (“Just 

emotions” 197). In regards to both personal and historical/collective shame, it is essential that a 

person’s relationship with the pain changes— not necessarily that it is conquered. Notably, Susie 

Orbach posits that psychotherapy’s purpose is not the ‘overcoming’ of bad feeling. However, 

psychotherapy is about entering into a new understanding of bad feeling. She explains: 

“psychotherapy is not so much about turning bad feelings into good ones as about staying with 

and accepting the bad feelings long enough to make a personal sense of them” (Orbach 1999:52 

qtd in Ahmed “Just emotions” 197).  

Ahemd agrees with Orbach’s suggestion that “overcoming bad feeling is not a measure of 

healing,” especially concerning matters of justice (Ahmed “Just emotions” 197).When it comes 

to injustice, one must consider that its effect is “bad feeling.” By recognizing the connection 

between injustice and bad feelings, the treatment and politics of the two can be forged. As with 

bad feelings, injustice is not merely overcome, but it calls for a process of working through those 

changes how pain is recognized and treated.  Ahmed argues that “if ‘bad feeling’ is also an effect 

of injustice, then to overcome bad feeling can also be to erase the signs of injustice” (Ahmed 

“Just emotions” 197). By only acknowledging pain and “overcoming” bad feeling, injustice is 

wrongly reduced to sensation and emotion, which as Lauren Berlant states “injustice cannot be 

reduced to pain, or feeling bad” (Berlant 2000: 35 qtd in Ahmed “Just emotions” 193-4). 

 Although we cannot reduce pain or injustice, it is imperative to recognize that they are 

also inseparable: “the fact of suffering, for example, has something to do with what is ‘wrong’ 

about systematic forms of violence, as relations of force and harm…The effects of violence are 

something to do with why violence can be judged as ‘bad’” (Ahmed “Just emotions” 193-4). 

Suffering is not what makes violence bad and to argue so would be problematic because it would 

reduce the judgement of bad and/or wrong dependent upon the existence of emotions and/or hurt, 

pain or suffering. To make such a claim “would allow violence to be sustained in the event that 

the other claimed not to suffer, or that I claimed the other did not suffer.” Ahmed reminds that 

We must remember some forms of violence remain concealed as violence, as 

effects of social norms that are hidden from view. Given this, violence itself could 

be justified on the grounds of the absence of consciously-felt suffering. The 



41 

reduction of injustice to emotions also ‘justifies’ claims of access to the interiority 

of the feelings of others. We have probably all heard arguments that justify power 

relations through the claim that this other is in fact ‘not hurting’, or might even be 

‘content’, or ‘happy’. Indeed, I could make this claim about myself: ‘I do not hurt, 

I am happy, therefore it is not wrong.’ But emotions are not transparent, and they 

are not simply about a relation of the subject to itself, or even the relation of the 

subject to its own history. (Ahmed “Just emotions” 193-4) 

While one cannot say that emotions have nothing to do with injustice; neither can emotions be 

instilled as the “truth” of injustice. Yet, the role of emotions is a critical element in the process of 

justice and healing. With this in mind, the perspective of restorative justice is based on the 

premise of making offenders feel the cost of their crime. By reintegrating the offender into 

community he/she are forced “face the emotional consequence of their crime” (Johnson in 

Ahmed 197).  If emotions are not included in the restorative/healing process, it depersonalizes 

the crime, which is dangerous because “…the depersonalizing of justice can make injuries 

disappear, and protect those who harm others” (Ahmed “Just emotions” 198). Braithwaite says: 

“‘because we are hurt, there is a need to heal; there is a need for others to listen to the stories of 

our hurts before we can all move on to solve the problem’” (Braithwaite 2002: x qtd in Ahmed 

“Just emotions199; see also Kiss 2000:72; Sullivan and Tifft 2001; Rotberg 2000:7; Minow 

1998). This is to say that more than the victim and the perpetrator are involved in the justice 

process and that narrative do have an essential role. However, as previously argued, in order for 

a text to play a role in healing, “the act of narrating an experience of trauma needs to move 

beyond the plain statement of facts to include also the survivor’s emotional and bodily responses 

and reactions of others who mattered to the individual” (Minow:2000:245 qtd in Ahmed “Just 

emotions” 200). 

In the following chapters of this project, the chosen texts represent the multifaceted 

effects that trauma have on individuals and communities for generations. Some representations 

offer hope and resolution while others leave the reader/viewer in a moment of pain, but they all 

represent the multifaceted and far reaching effects of trauma and questions on how to achieve 

restoration. Each of the questions is tied to the deep-seated elements of individual and cultural 

identity that are affected by both individual and collective trauma that is centered on the 

devaluation of others: How do you cultivate the value of humanity in regions (culturally and 
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geographically) when there is both current and hundreds of years of history that dictate the 

devaluing of humanity? How is value restored to people when their devaluation is attached to 

socio-political, socio- economic, political-economic outcomes based on race, gender, and 

economics? These questions are further explored utilizing the multifaceted theoretical framework 

laid out in this chapter that includes role of gender violence in trauma, the role of traumatic 

memories in creating trauma narratives, and the restorative properties of trauma texts. Each of 

the analyzed texts explores brokenness, and sometimes hopelessness, that is trauma related. 

However, the contention of every text is that restoration/healing from trauma is possible because 

just as they represent a cry for all that is wrong, painful, and damning about humanity, they also 

represent the possibility of what could be right, what could be resolved, because the texts 

represent working through pain to achieve an understanding of pain that adds value to humanity 

rather than abusing pain to detract value from individuals. 

 
Surviving and Coping Initial Trauma 

 

In the initial moments of trauma, there is only one thing that matters—that is to survive—

and all the faculties of the trauma victim focus on that goal, whether they become hypersensitive 

or numbed. The various texts in this project afford the opportunity to examine how different 

characters/individuals employ various modes of survival and coping both during the event of 

trauma or violence and after the event. One particular aspect to explore is the phenomena of the 

“unspeakable” as intentional blanks in personal and collective histories/memories and how they 

become just as detailed as if the space was filled with words. The “unspeakable” is then 

contrasted with the forgotten which leaves unintentional blanks in personal/collective 

memory/history. The unspeakable and forgotten give segue to discussion of how the texts treat 

fragmented memories, histories, and even persons as identities are shattered in the wake of 

trauma or varied perspectives. In these texts, various characters experience what the 

psychologists Green and McNally (Remembering Trauma, 2003, 78) distinguish as psychic 

trauma— which has three defining characteristics: the event, its subjective perception, and the 

psychological reaction to that event. When Green discusses events that are prone to be traumatic, 

he includes those that are highly stressful yet generic and range from threats made to one’s life, 

loss of a loved one, to the infliction of harm on others. After the event, then memory influences 

how the individual’s interpretation of and reaction to the traumatic or intrusive event is formed. 
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This begs the question of whether or not repression is a constant or necessary element of post-

traumatic memory construction. Robben cites two explanatory models within psychoanalytic 

theory that discuss relationships between trauma, memory, and repression: The first model 

considers recurrent thoughts and continuous recreation of trauma through nightmares and 

psychoses as an effort to be familiarized with the trauma, creating a heightened awareness of the 

unknown and recreates the barrier of protection that was penetrated by the trauma. The second 

model, on the other hand, emphasizes a progressive withdrawal in to a private world in efforts to 

escape traumatic memories and block them from consciousness. Both repression and repetition 

are crucial aspects of both models; however, the first model relies on selective remembering 

while the second model on selective forgetting (Robben 124; Brett 67; Freud 1920). 

Understanding the process of memory construction, remembering and forgetting, is key 

to understanding the representation of memories and trauma. However, the psychoanalytic idea 

of repression has been criticized by Richard McNally (190, 275). Robben points out that 

“Clinical studies have shown that people may temporarily forget but do not repress traumatic 

memories” (Robben 124). Yet, this is not to say that they “suffer from amnesia, i.e., the inability 

to remember, but may have either forgotten certain aspects of a traumatic event or simply not 

encoded them in memory” (124). This is what McNally argues against the psychoanalytic 

concept of repression stating that it confuses an encoding failure with a retrieval failure.  Robben 

argues that McNally's dismissal of repression as a necessary psychological coping mechanism 

does not dismiss the fact that “the dynamic of selective forgetting and selective remembering is 

sufficient to explain the compulsive nature of trauma” which may manifest as compulsive acting 

out which “prevents people from disengaging from their painful experiences and obstructs 

mourning the losses” (124). This disengagement from the trauma experience leads to a type of 

mastery that the victim utilizes as a long term coping mechanism. 

 
Mastery of the Mind, Emotions, and Body 

 

When reading a memoir that involves trauma or even the creation of a believable and 

authentic representation of a trauma victim or experience in fiction, understanding that there are 

two ways in which a victim's memory functions in both searching for meaning and making the 

experience manageable is crucial to analysis.  Robben points out that, first of all “For those that 

were unable to remember every detail, recurrent re-experience helps trauma sufferers in their 
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search for meaning” and secondly, for others “deliberately shutting out the most inexplicable 

memories makes the traumatic event more manageable” (124-5). These strategies give the 

sufferer a sense of mastery, directing their focus away from the past and towards the future and 

allowing them to function better in the present and in society. Taking into consideration these 

strategies for managing trauma helps to explain and understand the literary strategies that are 

used to convey the experience, recovery, and memory of person who suffered trauma (Robben 

124-5). 

Brené Brown, a social scientist/researcher and LMSW, has focused much of her work on 

shame, shame recovery, and related topics. In Rising Strong: The Reckoning. The Rumble. The 

Revolution, Brown outlines the process and usefulness of storytelling in recovering from 

shame/failure type experiences. The premise of why “storytelling” is an effective method in 

aiding recovery is that humans are “wired for story.” Brown cites neuroscientist Paul Zak’s 

findings that hearing a narrative that contains a beginning, a middle, and an end “causes the brain 

to release cortisol and oxytocin” (Brown 6).  The release of these chemicals/hormones “trigger 

the uniquely human ability to connect, empathize, and make meaning” (Brown 6). In the process 

of recovering from trauma and making meaning, emotion is crucial. It cannot be reduced to a 

rational process because, as Brown summarizes neuroscientist Antonio Damsio, “Humans are 

not either thinking machines or feeling machines, but rather feeling machines that think” (7-8).  

Storytelling is itself a process that integrates the thinking and feeling aspects of humanity. 

These three sentences hang on the wall of Pixar’s Story corner at Pixar Studios provide a 

definition of story that is applicable to this project: “Story is the big picture./Story is 

process./Story is research” (Brown 28).  Brown’s “Rising Strong” theory uses this description as 

point of departure in defining the three stages of the “rising strong” theory that she recognizes as 

a process of integration that utilizes “storytelling.” She builds the theory of the stages using an 

explanation that Darla Anderson, producer at Pixar, gives of the three acts of storytelling: 

Act 1: The protagonist is called to adventure and accepts the adventure. 

The rules of the world are established, and the end of Act 1 is the “inciting 

incident.” 

Act 2: The protagonist looks for every comfortable way to solve the 

problem. By the climax, he learns what it’s really going to take to solve 

the problem. This act includes the lowest of the low. 
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Act 3: The protagonist needs to prove she’s learned the lesson, usually 

showing a willingness to prove this at all costs. This is all about 

redemption—an enlightened character knowing what to do to resolve 

conflict. (Brown 30) 

Brown renames these acts to reflect the process of “rising strong” after a “fall, overcoming 

mistakes, and fac[ing] hurt in a way that brings more wisdom and wholeheartedness” (40). She 

names them: The Reckoning, The Rumble, and the Revolution.   

In the Reckoning, men and women “reckon” with their emotions, engaging in the process 

or getting connected and curious about emotions. The Rumble is the stage where men and 

women honestly revisit the narratives that they have lived concerning topics such as “shame, 

blame, resentment, heartbreak, generosity, and forgiveness” (40). It is in this stage that deeper 

understandings and key learnings of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors regarding how engaging 

with others occur and change begins. The Revolution is the integration of key learnings and 

“unlike evolutionary change, which is incremental, revolutionary change fundamentally 

transforms thoughts and beliefs” (41). It is taking ownership of the truth, a transformation of the 

person and how he engages with the world (41). Integration is key to the entire process of the 

Reckoning, the Rumble, and the Revolution. Brown describes integration as the engine. The 

Latin root of the word integrate, integrare, means “to make whole.” The goal of each individual 

step, of the entire process, is to make the self “whole.” 

Brown’s theory is useful and agrees with the research that is previously cited. It aligns 

with the idea and process of how people manage trauma and use a form of storytelling, 

organizing, and editing the script that plays in their memory. However, it is crucial to recognize 

that Brown’s theory applies more specifically to people that have already come to a conscious 

decision to not just cope (which may be conscious or subconscious) with trauma, but to work 

through their trauma and candidly “tell their story.”  One of the defining features of the first step 

in the process, the reckoning, is curiosity. Brown emphasizes that “we have to have some level 

of knowledge or awareness before we can get curious” (55). Knowledge and curiosity is not 

going to be present when one is living in a state of coping with trauma. I include Brown’s 

perspective in this chapter though because it is crucial to noticing the development of characters 

that engage or do not engage in this process. Furthermore, it provides a framework that lends 

insight in to the process of memoir (especially ones that include trauma), such as The Boy Kings 
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of Texas. This does not however negate that the management of trauma in many ways is similar 

to the organization of a text.  In order to function, whether as a person in society or a “coherent” 

text, there is a process of editing, choosing, keeping, and throwing away what a trauma victim, 

whether subconsciously or not, goes through that mirrors the construction of a text. This process 

reaches a point of finality in a text due to logistics, but for the individual it is a continual process 

of mastery due to the fluid nature of the psyche, memory, and triggers (sticky objects) that 

influence how the individual “masters” the trauma in the moment, especially when strategies 

such as suppression and forgetting have been utilized in the individual’s coping. This leads to the 

next point of discussion which is that trauma is not limited to one moment on a time continuum, 

and how the individual addresses trauma in their life affects the future dynamics between the 

individual, their trauma, and others.  

 
Consequences of Unhealed, Unaddressed, and Suppressed Trauma 

 

Trauma is also not limited to one person at one moment in time. In many of the texts 

analyzed in this project, traces of trauma or the after effects are present in subsequent 

generations, especially in cases where the victim was unable to reach a point of resolution with 

their trauma. In some cases, the perpetuation of trauma and the cycles of violence are tied to 

issues of class, especially lower/poorer classes, as poverty can be an environment that easily 

lends itself to situations and sites where violence commonly occurs.  Race/Racism is also an 

issue that that can complicate the explanations for violence and trauma. These are situational 

elements that contributed to the genealogy, so to speak, and/or the cultural trauma that is 

experienced by groups of people in a generational manner.  Therefore, it is necessary to address 

the legacies of mothers and fathers and the possible perpetuation of trauma/violence in addition 

to their reactions to their children’s traumas.  

Behavioral health professionals use genograms, a system of complex symbols and lines, 

as a tool to visually map out a client’s relationships and history, specifically as a representation 

of health histories and the social-emotional relationships between family members (Brown 240). 

Within the creative process of writing, especially when stories encompass generational histories 

and traumas are included, a type of verbal genogram is created. The concept of the genogram can 

translate to and lend understanding to the multifaceted connections that familial relationships 

create and how they affect societal norms. If we consider family units to be the building block of 
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society, then it makes sense to explore first the possibility that if trauma is not dealt with at the 

familial level, then it cannot and will not be dealt with at the community or state level, in 

addition to the fact that social-emotional connections have the possibility of becoming 

“hereditary.”  

There are instances where the cycle of violence may occur within the family, or the 

violence may be caused by perpetrators outside the family to multiple individuals, a past national 

event, such as the dirty wars in Argentina could have affected a parent directly and then the child 

is living with a parent that is a sufferer of violence and trauma. All of these examples and others 

of course, can occur in any combination but affect and disrupt familial ties and relationships. 

How a family then manages the reactions to the crisis has a trickle down affect. If the parent has 

chosen that his or her course of action is to ignore or not speak of particular events, then they 

inevitably teach that course of (dis)action to their children. It then creates a sense of acceptance 

or defeat when it comes to violence, in addition to it becoming a taboo to address the issues and 

consequences of violence and trauma, and only adds an additional layer of silence, secrecy, and 

shame. 

One consequence that results as result of sequestering trauma and violence is that an 

identity crisis is created. Often, this identity crisis leads to some type of reaction or acting out 

that is often counter culture or does not coincide with the family value system of the individual, 

often times leading to other types of violence and self-harming habits. However, when compared 

and contrasted, the characters/individuals that are able to recover and recognize their traumas—

after their silence— achieve self-expression in a conscious way that affirms their identity and 

self-worth. They also create a counter culture reaction due to the fact that the individual is 

stepping outside of a culture or situation that is steeped in the acceptance of various forms of 

violence. As a note on the acceptance of violence—and I mean this as a generally passive 

acceptance that says “that is just the way things are, always have been, always will be”— it is not 

always overt. It does not always sound “dirty”, “dangerous,” or “harmful.” I propose that it often 

masquerades as nostalgia.  

In taking a more nuanced look at nostalgia, Brown points to the danger of romanticizing 

the past because it breeds denial and secrecy regarding of pain, harm, violence, and trauma: 

Nostalgia sounds relatively harmless, even like something to indulge in with a 

modicum of comfort, until we examine the two Greek root words that form 
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nostalgia: nostos, meaning “returning home,” and  algos, meaning “pain.” 

Romanticizing our history to relieve pain is seductive. But it’s also dangerous. In 

fact, in the case of my own family, the seduction of nostalgia bordered on lethal. 

(239) 

While creating and analyzing her own family genogram, she explains: 

I realized that much of what had been dressed up as hard living was really 

addiction and mental health issues. Yes, there were wonderful folkloric stories of 

struggle, triumph, and rebellion, but there was also story after story of trauma and 

loss…When I wiped the nostalgia off my history to uncover the real trauma 

behind many of those stories, I began to understand why we didn’t talk about 

emotions growing up. (241) 

The romanticized version of nostalgia has to be “wiped away,” as Brown express, when one 

examines the past. Accordingly, in the “returning home” or “getting back one's roots,” pain 

cannot and should not, be divorced from the return if it is to be authentic. The reason for this is 

that authenticity requires vulnerability, and vulnerability is opening oneself up, giving oneself 

permission to experience pain at the cost of being candid and honest to experience authenticity. 

Brown observes that “Of all the things trauma takes away from us, the worst is our willingness, 

or even our ability, to be vulnerable. There is a reclaiming that has to happen” (241).  

Interestingly, the idea of “reclaiming” conjures an image of returning, even traveling, to a 

specific place: a person returns (travels) to a certain point in time or to a place to “reclaim” what 

was lost, stolen, or forgotten.  These observations on nostalgia are crucial for several reasons: 

besides the connection with memory, the texts in this chapter demonstrate the organization of 

nostalgia—a returning home (which can be defined in a number of ways based on experience 

and perceptions: time, place, people) that includes pain. Someone (narrator, author, character, 

reader) involved in the texts are doing the “dirty work” of “dusting” the nostalgia off family 

history by making a candid, comprehensive, and painful examination of the past and present. 

The connection between race, culture, and gender identity and even gender violence 

issues are discussed at length in Gloria Alzendua’s work,  Borderlands / La frontera. She 

discusses the fact that women are often the ones who pass on traditions that enable gender 

violence, inequality, and other factors that contribute to both identity formation and even 

undoing.  This is one example where the connection between gender-based violence and its 
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cultural perpetuation is not only linked to women but through women, a concept that Brown also 

discusses:  

I don’t think that there’s any question the while also serving to keep existing 

power structures in place, the rules punish both men and women. And it’s not just 

men who discourage integration and enforce rules; it’s women, too. While there 

are many women fighting for a different life, there is still a powerful group of 

sisters who have pledged their allegiance to a system where tender and tough are 

so driven apart from there natural coexistence that each one metastasizes into a 

dangerous version of itself. Tender turns into ass kissing and people pleasing. 

Tough turns into neck wringing and bad mouthing. (238) 

Anzaldúa’s discussion derives from Mexican mythology and border land experiences, focusing 

heavily on the perpetuation of patriarchal cultural norms, and the struggle to find voice as a 

women and subaltern. The heart of much of her discussion is rooted in the negative effect of 

shame and shaming cultural practices. She says: 

Culture forms our beliefs. We perceive a version of reality that it communicates. 

Dominant paradigms, predefined concepts that exist as unquestionable, 

unchangeable, are transmitted to us through culture. Culture is made by those in 

power— men. Males make the rules and laws; women transmit them. How many 

times have I heard mothers and mothers-in-law tell their sons to beat their wives 

for not obeying them, for being hociconas (big mouths), for being callejeros 

(going to visit and gossip with neighbors), for expecting their husbands to help 

with the rearing of the children and the housework, for wanting to be something 

other than housewives?  (38) 

Brown discusses the progressive nature of consequences of not conforming to gender 

expectations. For girls, “behavior not becoming of a lady”— like being too assertive or 

independent— result in shame, ridicule, blame and judgement.  She recognizes that the 

consequences of gender norms and expectations reach a defining point in adolescence; boys and 

girls learn about the penalties of crossing invisible lines with non-gender appropriate behavior: 

It happens the day girls start spitting farther, shooting better, completing more 

passes than boys. When that day comes, we start to get the message—in subtle 

and not-so subtle ways— that it’s best that we start focusing on staying thin, 
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minding our manners, and not being so smart or speaking our so much in class 

that we call attention to our intellect. (238) 

Boys have this pivotal day as well.  

This is the moment when they are introduced to the white horse. Emotional 

stoicism and self-control are rewarded, and displays of emotion are punished. 

Vulnerability is now a weakness. Anger becomes an acceptable substitute for fear, 

which is forbidden. (238) 

The phenomenon of violence and violent reactions to not conforming to gender 

expectations is not solely limited to women. This fact should not be surprising since it is 

prevalent in the lived experiences of many. However, the gender violence that men experience, 

by both males and females, for not conforming to socio-cultural expectations is often 

overlooked. An important perspective that Brown brings to the discussion is the gender violence 

that women practice towards men. Brown tells of the first time she came to this realization. She 

was at a book signing for Women and Shame: Reaching out, Speaking Truths, And Building 

Connection. A gentleman inquired as to why men were not included in her book. She recalls:  

I said, "I don't study men." And he looked up at me and he said, “That's 

convenient…because when we reach out, when we tell our stories, when we share 

our shame experiences, we get the emotional shit beat out of us." And I was just 

getting ready to reply and he said, "But before you say anything about those dads 

and those coaches and those bosses and those mean bully friends, let me explain 

this to you. My wife and my three daughters, the ones who you just signed the 

books for, they’d rather see me die on top of my white horse than watch me fall 

off." And with that, he just turned and walked away. (Men, Women and 

Worthiness: Audible. Chapter 4 2:00- 3:04) 

After that conversation, she realized one of the key ways women are facilitating patriarchy and it 

is not divorced from how men facilitate patriarchy. The trajectory of Brown’s research changed 

and she included men in her shame research. What she repeatedly found was that the perception 

of weakness and/or fear in men is responded to with disgust by women.  Although women claim 

they want men to be vulnerable—to be open and share emotions difficult emotions like fear—, if 

a man is truly vulnerable, the frequent response of women is that they really do not want to hear 

the man’s emotion: “it’s too much too handle.” These responses are shaming and clearly send the 
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message that “your emotions do not matter” and “stop talking and stop feeling. Be strong.” It is a 

form of gender violence that men experience. It is no different consequentially than the message 

that women receive when they “speak up.” They are told: “What you have to say doesn’t matter. 

Stop talking and stop thinking. Look pretty.” Shame and silence are at the core of gender 

violence and practiced by males and females alike.  

As I move forward into analyzing the texts selected for this portion of the project, a large 

portion of the analysis examines unhealed and suppressed trauma.  Part of my analysis takes 

issue with the fact that gender violence is not limited to women, and previous research on gender 

violence has been heavily focused on women and the male-female directed violence. This 

emphasis leaves gaps in research and calls for male experiences of gender violence to be 

included. I also contend that the bias towards female experiences of gender violence have led to 

a distorted understanding of gender violence. In “Contextualizing Men’s Violence,” Michael 

Kimmel explores factors and dynamics that lead to and perpetuate male-to-male violence and 

male violence against women. Kimmel surmises that in societies where masculinity and 

femininity are extremely differentiated (gender) violence and aggression toward both men and 

women is very common. However, he finds that in societies with less gender differentiation, 

gender violence is less likely to occur (Kimmel 109). This speaks strongly not only to the issue 

of cultural expectations associated with profound gender differentiation and the bias of gender 

differentiation found in research, but also to an often over looked need to consider the points of 

intersection within human experiences, especially concerning trauma, violence, shame, and 

silence. This perspective includes examining how the aforementioned experiences affect men 

and women as individuals, within their own gender identities, as human beings, family groups, 

larger socio-cultural groups, and beyond. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

MEMORY, IMAGINATION, AND SURVIVAL 

 

 
A Comparison of the Memories and Imaginings of Susana San Juan in Pedro Páramo and 

Chiquita in “I’m your horse in the night” 

 

Often when recounting the history of a war, included in the tale are dates, names of 

places, and other tidbits of factual information. However, when these facts are stripped away, 

what is left—what survives war and its trauma? It is difficult to say what actually survives since 

so many changes occur during war, not just landscapes and political structures, but human 

physical-scapes and psyche structures are also affected. The history of Latin America is scattered 

with political instability, wars, revolutions, and uprisings that seem nearly constant. The 

oppression experienced by individuals as well as groups have left deep scars not only on the 

individuals, but on the national psyche and has greatly influenced Latin America authors to 

explore the violent and chaotic histories of their nations through metaphors in an attempt to find 

a voice for the oppressed and disenfranchised.  The attention given to individual imaginations, 

memories, and experiences of characters is highlighted in Juan Rulfo’s Pedro Páramo, which is 

set during the Mexican Revolution, and Luisa Valensuela’s “I’m Your Horse in the Night,” 

which treats an experience during Argentina’s Dirty Wars, by the fact that although the stories 

are set and reference specific junctures in history there is no inclusion of factual information. 

Also, the comparative aspects of the representation of the oppressed as female characters in Juan 

Rulfo’s Pedro Páramo and Luisa Valensuela’s “I’m Your Horse in the Night,”   are evident. 

Both authors use gender violence, sexual experience, imagination, and memory as metaphor for 

the experiences of the oppressed. The correlation between Rulfo’s Susana San Juan and 

Valenzuela’s Chiquita is uncanny, considering that the authors are writing from two different 

perspectives. The narrative of both characters is not only a discourse about the objectification of 

the oppressed and the violence they experienced, but both examples demonstrate the extremely 

limited agency that is perceived as possible. For both characters, their agency only exists in the 

control of their memories or their imaginations, and then recounting and reliving those 

experiences. Although the power of recounting memories and imagination revives the memory 

of the trauma and objectification experienced by the oppressed, when no free voice is found, the 
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characters strive to sustain their viability through their internalized discourse which becomes 

their method of survival. These memories and internal discourse create gossamer thread of 

fragmented images that the oppressed experience during eras of war in Latin America.  

Although some may argue that the sexual memories and imaginings of Susana San Juan 

and Chiquita are examples of the liberated woman; I, however, argue they are mere strategies of 

survival. To argue this point, it is necessary to account for the element of gender-based violence 

found within both stories. With these stories, I draw attention to the internalization of sexual 

objectification experiences or self-objectification as a form of sexual objectification. These 

concepts strongly correlate to the portrayal of both Susana San Juan and Chiquita. This argument 

is grounded in Martha Naussbaum’s definition of objectification and discussion regarding sexual 

objectification by Cologero et al.; Barbara L. Fredrickson and Tomi-Ann Roberts; O’Sullivan; 

Smolak and Murnen; and, Szymanski et al. (See Chapter 1, 11-13). 

 
Susana San Juan 

 

 In Pedro Páramo, Susana San Juan is the daughter of a miner, Bartolomé San Juan who 

takes her to live in a remote area outside of Comala, a fictional ghost town that one may liken to 

Dante’s Inferno. While living in isolation with her father, Susana San Juan is forced to become 

his sexual partner. Eventually, she escapes from her father through marriage to Florencio. After 

his death, the author conveys that due to her recent widowhood, Susana San Juan has no chance 

for survival but to return the traumatic objectification of incest under her father. Pedro Páramo, a 

childhood acquaintance, is reintroduced into her life as a potential liberator from her father. 

Páramo, a womanizing casique, forces her father to allow him to marry Susana San Juan and 

plots his death, proving him to be yet another oppressor. While living in Pedro Páramo’s house, 

Susanna San Juan succumbs to a state of insanity in which she internalizes and relives her sexual 

experiences of the past in an auto-erotic state, essentially a captive in her own house until the 

time of her death. Her life is one of complete imbalance and unhealthy patterns suffered due to 

various traumas— incest, grief, and loss— and she employs an escapist mental state to survive 

and cope.  

As the story of Susanna San Juan’s character is pieced together through the various 

accounts from her character and others it becomes quite clear that she has been sexualized in 

every stage of her life. First, as a child she is sexualized by her father in their incestuous 
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relationship that occurs after her mother dies, which is not only insinuated by the fact that 

Bartolomé has taken her to live in a remote place, as social outcasts and recluses, but she is also 

a victim of is instrumentality, for both sexual and monetary gratification. The scene in which her 

father lowers her into the mine shaft symbolizes not only the physical harm and terror she 

experiences and her loss of innocence, but marks the consequences of sexual objectification and 

of her journey inward, or the internalization of objectification to which Fredrickson and Roberts 

work refers. This is evident due to her realization that she is being cut off from the “outside 

world” and quite likely other healthy relationships.  Susana remembers being suspended from the 

rope and that: “It hurt her waist and made her hands bleed, but she didn’t want to get loose 

because it was the only thread that joined her with the world outside” (Rulfo 89). As she 

struggles to orient herself in the darkness and find footing, her fear is marked by trembling as her 

father shouts at her to continue dredging up pieces of a skeleton while looking for medallions. 

What is particularly noticeable about this recollection of Susana’s is that it is triggered by a 

midnight visit: “She felt that strange heaviness again, weighing down her feet, moving around 

the edges of her body, trying to find her face” (Rulfo 87-88). Susanna calls out, “Is that you, 

Bartolomé ?” (Rulfo 88). When her nursemaid, Justina explains that it here father is dead, she 

responds “So it was my father”… “He came to say good-bye to me” (Rulfo 88). Accordingly, 

after she remembers the aforementioned experience in the mine shaft, solidifying not only her 

but the reader’s association of the mine in La Andrómeda with incest, she confirms to herself, “I 

was sure it was you, Bartolomé” (Rulfo 90). It is also notable that the unnatural intimacy 

between father and daughter is exemplified by Susana referring to her father by his first name 

and his protest to this form of intimacy; especially when he understands her to be interested in 

Pedro Páramo’s proposal for her to be his wife:   

 “You mean you want to sleep with him?” 

“Yes, Bartolomé.”  

“Don’t you know that he’s married? Don’t you know that he’s had hundreds of 

women?”  

“Yes, Bartolomé.”  

“Don’t call me Bartolomé! I’m your father!” (Rulfo 82) 

His jealousy at her agreeableness to living with Pedro is an obvious depiction of a “break-up” or 

“divorce” with a lover. At that moment, Bartolomé forshadows his own death by thinking to 
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himself: “Susana San Juan, the daughter of a miner dead in the mines of La Andrómeda. He saw 

it clearly: ‘I’ll have to go there to die’” (Rulfo 82). He then taunts her dependence on him: 

“You’re a widow, but I told him that you’re still living with your husband, or at least you act that 

way” (Rulfo 82). The reader can clearly make an association of his reference to her being 

Florencio’s widow, but there is also the double meaning that she will also, for all intents and 

purposes, be his widow as well considering that he just prophesied his death.  

In addition to the strong theme of “widowhood” in Susana’s life, her character also holds 

the role of orphan. Susana initially loses her mother, but before her father ever dies she denies 

that that is his role in her life by addressing with his given name rather than his “title.” This can 

be seen as subversive since he treats her as his wife but refuses to recognize her as such and 

continues to assert his patriarchal ownership over her (Rulfo 80). For example, Susana asks him: 

“Who am I?”  

 “You’re my daughter. Mine. The daughter of Bartolome San Juan”  

(Rulfo 82) 

It response to her statements that this is not true, he asks: 

 “Why do you say I am not your father? Are you insane?” 

“Didn’t you know? 

“Of course I am, Bartolome. Didn’t you know” (83) 

Susana’s connotation with the societal misfortune of being a widow and orphan, roles that are 

traditionally associated with the poor and marginalized, is reiterated as a necessity by Pedro 

Páramo when he explains to Fulgor both his desire to possess Susana and his plot for her father’s 

death: “She has to be left and orphan. And it’s our obligation to take care of orphans right and 

such. Right?”( Rulfo 83). At this juncture in Susana’s life, we see that both Bartolomé and Pedro 

Páramo exercise ownership over Susana and to a certain extent deny her autonomy. First, 

because both men treat her as an object of exchange, although forced; and, secondly, both men 

justify their possession of her by citing her marginalized and dependent position in society. 

Susana San Juan is continuously dependent upon the male characters. The fact that she is unable 

to live on her own and is always living with or in the house of a man does not only speak to the 

cultural setting, but we also see that in each of these situations she functions in a sexualized role.  

Even in her own memories, dreams, and fantasies in which Susana relives her 

experiences with Florencio, she is entirely dependent on the element and presence of maleness, 
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in a sexual context. It may be more obvious that she is sexualized by her father and Pedro 

Páramo and that she seemingly discovers her own sexuality in her marriage, or post-marriage as 

the case maybe when her memories are accompanied by auto-erotic experiences. However, I 

venture that even in her relationship with Florencio sexualization is present. The sexual memory 

that Juan Preciado narrates may focus on Susana’s sensations, withholding any indication of 

Florencio’s perspective of the experience, but what is narrated is pain and even lack of intimacy:  

She says she used to feel lost in the dark nothingness when she felt her flesh being 

broken open by a burning spike… She felt she was sinking, was being swallowed 

up…( Rulfo 98). 

And, although the narration insinuates a less than ideal experiences, Susana says that “his death 

hurt her worse (98).  Since this is the event that drives her back into the objectifying arms of 

Bartolomé and eventually Pedro Páramo, there is no doubt that it also correlates to the fact that 

she is further driven into herself and eventually lives in constant state of not just insanity but a 

state in which she constantly sexualizes herself in order to escape her reality and cope with her 

circumstances. Her own dreams are over taken with sexual desire for Florencio, her first 

husband:  

And what I want is his body. Naked…hot with love…boiling with desire. Pressed 

against my trembling bosom and arms. My transparent body suspended from his, 

sustained by his strength. And what will I do with my lips not, without a mouth to 

kiss? What will I do with my poor lips? (Rulfo 99) 

This perfectly exemplifies what Bartky says concerning sexual objectification: 

A person is sexually objectified when he sexual parts or sexual functions are 

separated out from the rest of her personality and reduced to the status of mere 

instruments or else regarded as if they were capable of representing her. (26) 

We see that not only do Susanna’s oppressors see her in a very limited and sexualized capacity. 

She has internalized this perspective and sees herself only in a sexual context, which is expressed 

through her memories and dreams.   Her own autonomy is perceived as limited, not only by 

Pedro Páramo and Bartolome, but she also views herself as dependent on Florencio. She even 

expresses herself as transparent, which infers that there is not any substance to her other than her 

skin, her body.  
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At this juncture, we are forced to consider then whether or not Susana’s sexuality is 

indeed a metaphor of freedom or just another form of oppression and objectification. Bertky 

ventures that “[t]he identification of a person with her sexuality becomes oppressive, one when it 

that “identification becomes habitually extended into every area of her life” (26). She further 

argues that “sexualiztion is one way of fixing disadvantaged persons in their disadvantage, to 

their clear detriment within a narrow and repressive eros (Bertky 27). It is clear that as a result of 

being sexualized in every stage of her life, Susana’s sexuality has become oppressive due to the 

fact that she is fixed, immobilized within her own form of escapism that is lived out through 

sexualized dreams and memories. 

 

Chiquita 

 

In “De noche soy tu caballo,” Chiquita is an independent woman, engaged in a modern 

romance that does not appear to have traditional moral trappings. Living alone in her apartment, 

Chiquita waits for visits from her lover, Beto, a revolutionary. One night, after Beto’s arrival 

announced by a secret knock, they spend an amorous night together. The next morning, Chiquita 

awakens to the sound of her phone ringing and the absence of her lover. The phone call is a trap 

set by the government to see if Beto indeed spent the night with her. Chiquita is then brought in 

for questioning and tortured for information about her missing lover.  Yet, even under the most 

intense torture, Chiquita maintains that it was all a dream, a nightmare.  

Throughout this short story, despite the fact that she is a modern woman, Chiquita 

submits to sexualization.  In addition to the fact that Chiquita chooses to wait for Beto, ready at a 

moment’s notice to answer to his beck and call, Beto’s treatment of her demonstrates his 

sexualizaiton of Chiquita.  This is first exemplified by his nick-name, Chiquita, for her. The 

significance of him simply calling her “little girl” shows that he is exercising a symbol of 

patriarchal power over her by using a diminutive.  Beto’s lack of intimacy and personal 

connection with Chiquita  not only demonstrates his refusal to view her as an individual, it 

highlights the fungibility of the role she plays as his lover; he does not remember her name 

because this allows him to replace her with another “Chiquita.” This is a strong contrast to the 

fact that Chiquita calls him “Beto,” a nick-name that is derived from an actual name, which 

shows that she has assigned meaning and importance to him as an individual.   
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In addition to refraining from personal or emotional intimacy, Beto refrains from 

intellectual intimacy. He first cuts of Chiquita’s expression of curiosity and worry for where he 

has been and what he has been doing: 

“Quiet, Chiquita. You’re much better off not knowing what I’ve been up to.” 

(Valenzuela 98) 

Later, when Gal Costa’s song, “A noite eu sou teu cavallo” begins to plays on Chiquita’s record 

player, she begins to translate the lines and meaning of the song, assigning it spiritual meaning, 

but Beto quickly dismiss her thoughts: 

Chiquita, you're always getting carried away with esoteric meanings and 

witchcraft. You know perfectly well that she isn't talking about spirits. If you are 

my horse at night, it is because I ride you, like this, see? . . . Like this. . . . That's 

all. (Valenzuela 99) 

By censoring Chiquita’s interpretation of  Costa’s song, Beto not only insults her as unable to 

comprehend the meaning song but he denies her intellectual autonomy so that  the only 

acceptable thoughts that maybe expressed are sexual ones, thus further reducing  both the song 

and Chiquita to sexual objects. 

Furthermore, the manner in which Beto positions himself during their sexual encounter, 

demonstrates not only his lack of personal engagement from an intellectual and emotional 

standpoint, denying any possibility of mutability, he is demonstrating that “[Chiquita] is the 

possessed object” (Marting 702).  However, Chiquita continues her encounter with Beto with 

acting out her acceptance of his “posture of the master” (Marting 702) and control of her through 

his censorship. This simply says that he is manipulating her for his own gratification. Chiquita is 

just his mount, and I would venture to say, her willing subjugation to this sexualization makes 

her a participant in her own sexualization and, therefore, objectification.  During the police 

interrogation, experiences another type of censorship. Unlike he experience with Beto 

demanding her to be silent when she wants to express herself: “The police, on the other hand, try 

to force her to talk, telling her to speak when she wants to remain silent” (Marting 703). In an 

effort to survive the ordeal, Chiquita deepens her objectification and sexualization by denying 

her own experiences and censoring them by reconstructing them to be a dream or nightmare.  

When making a comparison of these women, we see that their characters use the function 

of memory and imagination in two different manners. Susana San Juan has her memories peeled 
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back one by one, at different junctures within the narrative. First, Juan Preciado hears the 

whispers of her ghost and narrates her memories to the reader; then finally, Susana San Juan 

recounts her own memories to the reader. We can understand this to be a metaphor for the voices 

of the oppressed finally being liberated.  But, particularly fascinating is the manner in which is 

Susana San Juan preserves her memories of oppression and sexualization, reveling in the minute 

details and actually idealizing certain aspects, despite the fact that none of her experiences are 

ideal, and strives to relive those moments through her imagination. In contrast to this, we see that 

in Chiquita’s treatment of memory she must censor and even suppress the details that would 

indicate the experience with Beto was ever real. Yet, in order to reconstruct her memories, she 

must also revel in the details and give them the same attention and emphasis that details receive 

in Susana San Juan’s continued vivid reconstruction of her past.  

The contrast and comparison of these stories brings forward the conundrum of liberation 

and how it is experienced in Latin America.  Even in the most “liberated” entities we find they 

are essentially still objectified and lacking in true autonomy.  In explaining key components of 

Argentine history, Donna Guy points out that an element of the “N.N.”(Ningun Nombre/No 

name) “story relates to a long-standing Argentine refusal to accept modern notions of 

adolescence, particularly those that acknowledged the inevitability of youthful sexuality and 

independence” (17).  In De noche soy tu caballo, we see that Chiquita represents a younger 

generation in Argentina that is exercising her sexuality, however, the element of independence is 

questionable due to the fact that she is referred to with the non-descript identifier of Chiquita, 

which is essentially no name at all and only indications her subordinate position and role as a 

female. Referring specifically to literature that treats the Argentine “Dirty Wars,” Carolyn Pinet 

explains that: 

In some of these works the oppressed have been represented as women because 

within the patriarchal structure of a military state it is women who are excluded 

from power and voice (91). 

In the example of Chiquita, we see that she is both objectified and censored by the dictatorial 

revolutionary soldier that is supposedly fighting in the “dirty war” against the oppressive regime 

that has imposed extreme censorship amongst other forms of abuse and violence. There is only 

slight contrast between her experience with Beto and her experience with the dictatorial 
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government interrogation and torture that she experiences when she is forced to speak rather than 

remain silent. 

 In the case of Susana San Juan, we see that no matter who the “dictator” in her life is, 

she is still forced to act within a sexualized role that is the metaphor for abusive oppression.  By 

writing Susana San Juan’s character to be one that is perpetually sexualized, Rulfo portrays the 

experience of those who have been objectified throughout the various stages of Mexican 

history— from colonization to various dictatorships. Although the governmental regimes treat in 

both stories treat derive from different geographic regions and are constantly changing, both 

have continually objectified their citizenry and heap more oppression upon them under the guise 

of liberation and promises for better life represented.  The realities of what it takes to actually 

achieve that better life and stable social and political environment  are constantly ignored for 

someone else’s instant gratification, no matter from which side of the political fence one 

originates. We see this deferment expressed in “De Noche soy tu caballo” when Beto says: 

“We’ll make it someday, Chiquita. [B]ut let’s not talk of that now” (Valenzuela 99).  Chiquita, 

like many others, decide that it’s better not to talk about “someday and ruin the wonder of… 

right now” (Valenzuela 99), submitting to the desires of whoever is the master of the moment. 

 

Sexualization, Memory, and Imagination 

 

In both stories, it is problematic that both women are submissive to sexualization, 

because it reinforces “the subordinate status of women in relation to men” (Calogero et al 6). 

And as “sexualization plays out most often in…interpersonal or social encounters” we can see 

how this translates into the intimacy of politics (Calogero et al 6), especially if objectification 

morphs into self-objectification. For example, “Women are encouraged to… feel pleasure 

through their own bodily objectification, especially being looked at and identified as objects of 

male desire” (Lee qtd. in Calogero et al 7). However, when these experiences are encountered in 

“day-to-day environments,” it leads to an internalization of the objectification and converts into 

self-objectification. Just as the sexual objectification of women is often dismissed due to is 

pervasiveness, other types of objectification pervasive in hegemonic or patriarchal relationships 

are often dismissed as a norm. However, the problem of how to survive the constraints and 

trauma of objectification remains.   
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The solution, for both Susana and Chiquita, is to relive their objectification. We see this 

represents both women as inert and without autonomy, frozen both in space and time— Susana 

San Juan remains in her bed reliving her memories and Chiquita first confines herself to waiting 

in her apartment and then relives the experiences with Beto her jail cell. Both women choose to 

live within some moment of the past because there has never been uncontaminated knowledge, 

examples, or hope that true or full liberation is possible for them in their circumstances. The true 

strategy of survival that these women represent is subversion through memory and the challenge 

to “not to lose the memories” of themselves in spite of a “narrative of an oppressive sate or the 

collective denial of a traumatized society” (Partonoy qtd. in Pinet 100).  Thus, they survive their 

trauma through control and choice of which benign moment they feel safe to exist— a moment 

that represents life due to strong sensations of pain and/or pleasure. However, the fact that their 

memories focuses on sensual pleasure and are void of intellectual substance reinforces the image 

that a woman has no intellectual value and is dependent on a man to experience anything: pain or 

pleasure. 

Although the “power of an active imagination, or the word itself, is the saving grace” of 

the stories and the women they represent, it is understood to be a  subversive power because it 

undermines oppression through asserting the freedom of the imagination, of the spirit” (Pinet 

103). However, this subversive power should not be mistaken as a form of liberty. The women in 

these stories project their sexual persona, which we have been conditioned to view as liberated, 

and ironically, as an acceptable form of rebellion for their oppressors; but, an “acceptable” 

rebellion to an oppressor is not rebellion. The oppressor has essentially chosen what both 

liberation and rebellion are and present a diluted rebellion that is non-threatening to their agenda 

and gratification. Therefore, the liberation is not liberation but rather more oppressive abuse and 

objectification.  People may have been deluded into thinking they are exercising autonomy from 

religious and governmental constructs, but in reality they are being allowed to rebel within 

parameters constructed to give the appearance of rebellion and liberation, which is limited to the 

confines of their imaginations and memories; and, as long as the person keeps his or her 

liberation within the parameters of escapism, they survive for a while longer. 
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The Boy Kings of Texas: Exploring Issues of Identity, Language, and Cycles of 

Violence in the Context of a Borderland 

 

The connection between gender-based violence and its cultural perpetuation is not only 

linked to women but through women. However, this phenomenon is not solely limited to women 

in its perpetuation and most definitely evident the experiences of boys and men.  As previously 

stated, Kimmel contends that in societies where masculinity and femininity are extremely 

differentiated (gender) violence and aggression toward both men and women is very common. 

Issues of gender violence can be or may further be compounded by other issues of identity 

especially in multi-cultural areas such as borderlands or other transitory, migratory, areas where 

class, race, and culture become hyper-sensitive in the flux of social, economic, and geographic 

upheaval and resettlement. The results of often stressful circumstances are further imbedded in 

the generational experiences because (constant) change and stress becomes the “genetic” marker 

that continues through the generations; and, with those changes comes friction that is more often 

than not initiated and then constantly acerbated by trauma and trauma related experiences.5  

Up to this point this project focuses on several female characters and primarily treats the 

presence of gender violence in their personal and coming of age experiences. Although gender 

violence tends to be more easily identified in patriarchal paradigms and female experiences (or 

even in GLBT experiences), one would be remiss to not acknowledge gender violence in male 

experiences, even males who identify as heterosexual. The propensity to ignore gender-based 

violence towards males, especially those raised in traditional patriarchal type social/cultural 

environments, is great because they tend to be viewed as perpetrators not victims of gender based 

violence— even more so if they identify as a heterosexual male. By expanding the limits of what 

research typically focuses on and examining machismo practiced not only as gender-based 

violence towards women but as gender-based violence practiced on and towards other men, we 

see that it creates not only conditions for men to practice gender-based violence (towards both 

                                                           
5 Besides the fact that change can be synonymous with an environmental stress, a parent’s pain or stress often 
inspires the “genetics” of pain: “If a parent is stressed, harbours unresolved anxiety or is agitated by unmet 
emotional needs, the child is likely to find herself in situations of  Proximate abandonment regardless of the parents 
intentions” (Maté 212). Previous discussion also referenced the qualifier of anxiety present in rage; therefore, it is 
also important to note that research shows “anxious mothers are likely to rear anxious offspring, down through the 
generations (Maté 213).  
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women and men) but also to experience it as trauma, especially in the formative years of 

development and personal identity.  

Dominguez Martinez writes his memoir, The Boy Kings of Texas, as a narrative, 

describing his coming of age experiences growing up in the border-town of Brownsville, Texas. 

His memoir appears to be a cathartic work and the result of one who has worked through trauma 

to reach a point of expressability, organizing his narrative of chaotic and traumatic memories to 

reflect both personal and generational history. The discussion of his work follows similar 

analysis patterns of the other included fictional works because, as genres, memoir and fiction are 

not totally divorced. This is credited to both content, style, and expressed experiences. At times 

there will be a comparative aspect as references are made to the works previously discussed— 

this is, of course, for continuity but also to demonstrate the relatability and commonality that is 

evident cross-culturally and across gender boundaries when it comes to experiences of gender 

violence and trauma. 

Interestingly, in the prologue of his book, Martinez describes the lyrics of Vicente 

Fernandez’s “El Rey,”6 originally written by José Alfredo Jiménez, as “the paean of machismo, 

the topographical map of the rural Mexican male’s emotional procession” (x). This both 

highlights and foreshadows what is at the crux of Martinez’s musings and memories. He 

elaborates that “José Alfredo Jiménez had mapped the emotional DNA of the border male, had 

illustrated clearly what had so viciously plagued my father, and, well, his mother, who was as 

butch as they come”— pointing to the emotional genealogy that manifests in the psyche of each 

generation (x). Martinez’ analysis of the song reads like a revelation of his life, “Here was the 

source code for everything I was trying to escape: The generational compulsions and impulses of 

alienation, narcissism, self-destruction, emotional blackmail, and a profound conviction that 

everything else in the world was wrong—wrong!—wrapped in a deep all-consuming appeal to be 

accepted, protected, by an ever-ready defensive, fighting posture, perfectly captured in song” (x). 

What is so poignantly expressed in this song and what Martinez identifies is also reflected in 

Mahalik’s research on masculine norms. Mahalik’s research asks “What does it mean to be 

masculine? What do we have to do to meet those expectations?”   He found that… “Emotional 

stoicism…primacy of work, violence, control over women, and… outward distain for 

homosexuality, meaning you don’t just have to be straight to conform with masculine norms you 

                                                           
6 See Appendix B for lyrics and translation. 
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have to show and outward hatred for homosexuality” (qtd in Brown Men, women, and 

worthiness Chapter 7 4:15-5:04). Much of Martinez’ memoir reflects the “rumble” of his own 

life with these types of masculine expectations, both from Latino and American culture.  

Remembering and reflecting on life events do not typically take on a liner form. There 

are details that need to be added as the retelling of the story develops. However, for the sake of 

literary purposes, some type of organization usually develops in a novel and the reader uses these 

as points of reference in navigating a text. Boy Kings, however, emulates the conversational style 

of storytelling— chronological information is organized with many insertions regarding the past 

or present interrupting the story. This flip-flopping between time periods and attempts to piece a 

coherent history together mimic trauma riddled memory, whether personal or collective, and 

flashbacks. Finding a point of origin to begin telling a history of trauma proves challenging when 

the memories are fragmented, and even more so when trying to meld together what is both a 

personal and collective experience. Martinez opens chapter one with the not so subtle allusion to 

his mother’s trauma and his father’s fears. He explains that his father proposed to his mother in 

order to avoid the Vietnam War draft: “Mom had eagerly agreed in order to escape something 

even worse” (1). These opening lines foreshadow the cyclical, historical aspect of abuse and 

trauma that drive his memoir while alluding to the toxic family environment that exists and is the 

first point of reference for his traumatic childhood.  

 
Names, Language, Identity, and Education: Taming the Wild Tongue 

 

As his narrative unfolds, issues precipitated by the displacement experienced by various 

family members, abuse, extreme poverty, in addition to a deep desire for feelings of safety and 

belonging as well as a sense of personhood are ingrained in each memory. Even the seemingly 

most basic aspect of identity, one’s name, is touched by the unsettling consequences of a family 

trying to carve out a place of belonging and survival (of both trauma and poverty) in the wake of 

learning a second language and being educated in a second language. Martinez recounts the 

event of naming a small, black puppy that was brought home to be a family pet and the process 

of naming it: 

…As we had only recently been introduced to English when the oldest kids 

entered kindergarten, we were limited on possibilities when it came time to name 
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it. The name “Blakie” caught on quickly, and we were immensely satisfied with 

our creativity at giving the dog a name in English. (2) 

The common child-like fascination with names, especially exotic sounding names, and 

experimentation with alter-egos and identities, was not untouched by the introduction of English 

and the perception that English is a language of power. Owning an “English” name conveyed the 

perception, in their minds, of belonging. However, speaking of his siblings names and nick 

names, Martinez recounts  “I was, as Domingo Martinez, Jr., called Yuñior, eventually to be 

called “June” when we made the switch to English. I was a boy named “‘June’” (2). This small 

“faux pas” sets the tone for more of Martinez’s memories and reflections on his struggles with 

the perceived “feminization” and gender violence he experiences in the machismo culture of his 

childhood.7  

In the chapter titled “Vulgaria,” Matinez describes his experience in kindergarten at a 

school called “El Jardin,” highlighting the fact that his developing linguistic skills presented him 

with a conflict of both shame and pride: “It was like Sesame Street there. We coexisted happily, 

and every three days there was something called “bilingual education” and the kids who had 

trouble with English would be taken into a different class and helped along while the rest of us—

all the white kids and me—would work on different projects, usually a book we’d all read 

together or a fun word problem” (29). The association of pride with having English language 

skills and the affirmation achieved from it demanded a forgetting of Spanish: “It was blissful 

learning like that. Every few months, the Mexican kids would take a reading test from a 

counselor to determine their ability in English comprehension and whether they could be 

relieved from the “bilingual” status, as it had an air of dishonor to it. I was never ‘bilingual.’ I 

did my best to forget Spanish from the start” (29). The positivity of already possessing English 

skills when entering kindergarten was not gained without its counterpart of shame. Because 

“June” had four older siblings that had already “made the conversion to speaking English” and 

he was “bringing up the rear,” he was often humiliated because he couldn’t distinguish the “ch” 

sound from the “Sh” sound (29). He explains, “it became very competitive in our house, learning 

as much of Our Master’s language as we could. English in that area was the language of money, 

domination… English was power. (29)” This is not unlike the experience that Anzaldúa 

                                                           
7 It is interesting to note the affect that an anglicized nickname has on identity and how it can be a source of shame 
as well.  Just like “June” is perceived as a feminine sounding name in US culture, Yolanda’s masculine sounding 
nickname(s) of “Yo”, “Jo” and “Joe” similarly reflects the cultural clash of gender paradigms. 
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describes when her mother expressed that she wanted her daughter to speak English and that all 

would be lost— a good job, her education— if she spoke with an accent. The pressure of the 

prevailing attitude to “fit in”— “If you want to be American, speak American”— creates a 

dichotomy that Anzaldúa further describes and points to the heart of Martinez’s struggle. She 

says, “Ethnic identity is twin skin to linguistic identity— I am my language. Until I can take 

pride in my language, I cannot take pride in myself” (81). Martinez, identifying more with the 

“white, American” part of his heritage, always feels the struggle— the push and pull between 

both languages. By the time he is ready to enter the third grade, unfortunately, the combination 

of a new school being built and the fact that his parents were intimidated by form letters written 

in English, Martinez is redistricted to the city’s new school that was built for poor, immigrant 

families. For him,   

The first day of school at Vermillion is confusing, like an internment camp for 

foreigners. I had been redistricted into the city’s new school for poor, immigrant 

families…Hardly anyone here speaks English except for the principal. The 

teacher can hardly carry on the day’s curriculum without lapsing into pidgin 

Spanish spoken in Bordertown so that the kids can understand…It’s like starting 

all over again. I don’t know anyone and my Spanish is really, really bad now 

because I was told that it was wrong to speak it in America, and we are in Texas. 

(30-31) 

The young boy’s reaction is one of sniffling tears as he lays his head down and succumbs to the 

fear that after all his efforts to advance in English he will simply regress back into speaking 

Spanish, be humiliated, and “left behind by his family” (31). 

Like so many other times, in the wake of trauma, disruption, and displacement, violence 

is instigated by the emotions of anger, sadness, and confusion that that are affiliated with those 

types of situations. They are further acerbated if the environment feels unsafe or violent. 

Martinez repeatedly describes the “bullying” and “playground fistfights” that kept him on edge, 

in fear, throughout his formative years. Interestingly, even in his youth he was making decisions 

that involved speaking or not speaking, using language as a weapon and a defense mechanism. 

This is not to say that he refrained from physical violence, but he most certainly relied on his 

affinity for language to manipulate situations in his favor ranging from inciting someone to riot 
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with insults or having competitive cursing competitions— which he championed. His mastery of 

vulgar language became an art form in both languages:  

Cursing in English, I’ve come to find, is fairly unimaginative and usually 

indicates a loss for a retort, a failure of description or command of language, so 

instead the curser resorts to the general and unspecific to the emptiness of 

phrases…In Spanish, however, the art form, when it is done well, comes from 

painting the rudest word picture using anything but vulgar words…and I got very 

good at it— especially in Spanish, but also in English. This is what these kids 

understood at this new school, this is what I was good at among them, and I had 

developed a reputation as the “put-down” champion, so much so that I could 

make kids cry or attack in just a few seconds. (32-33).  

Martinez learns to navigate his new academic and social environment with his dual personality, 

turning on his “vulgarian side” as soon as he gets on the school bus and then turning back into a 

“clean-mouthed, pissed off and quiet” boy when he arrives home. He points out that although he 

manages to be successful in academics, sports, and maintain good rapport with his teacher, he 

was “ also well-respected by the farm kids, who didn’t buy into this American “upward 

mobility” thing, this “education,” who might have otherwise picked on me, thought me soft. I 

spoke their language after all”(34-5). However, it creates internal conflict, a duality that leaves 

him “feeling soiled and conflicted” (35). 

 As he explains his conflict, his description reflects how gender-norms have not only 

marked his behaviors but his language with derogatory speech: 

For the record, I wasn’t comfortable being a hoodloom in training. I preferred to 

be the Nancy-boy academic, but the suction of appealing to the neglected element, 

of having their respect and keeping them quieted, keeping them from looking at 

me like a target, like someone they’d like to have a go at, and that sense of… 

well, survival… that was more powerful, and I felt I could walk the line like 

Johnny Cash. This was a question of survival: I was a soft kid, thin for my age, 

and fairer and smarter than the rest of them. They felt I was not one of them, not 

one of the Mexican kids, nor was I one of the others, the white kids, and so I 

adapted. This was the adaption for the border town.” (36-37). 
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Throughout the recounting of his memories, although it is meant as self-deprecating humor, 

possibly, even in processing and retelling his grade-school memories, Martinez demonstrates that 

he at a very young age internalized the machismo vocabulary and sexist way of thinking and 

acting— towards men—based on appearance and gender stereotypes that included never 

showing signs of fear or weakness.  He experienced it as emotional abuse and physical abuse, 

along with a fear of experiencing more abuse. His fears were further compounded by traditions 

of silence that that were engrained in his family both regarding trauma and continued abuse. So, 

he embroiled himself in the perception that no one would understand his feelings and 

experiences— because talking about trauma, pain, emotions, and abuse is taboo— and 

suppressed it his emotions: “But I didn’t think anyone was capable of understanding, so instead I 

parceled it out, compartmentalized, and I dreaded the day my family would find out” (37).  

When Martinez’s siblings, who attend the same school, discover that he is a “gutter-

mouth vulgarian” and tattle to their mother, she severely beats him. It was unexpected and 

happened on a day that he felt like he had reached a point of safety and control at school, like “he 

had arrived.” He reflects that he received the beating at home that he thought he had escaped at 

school. He was often spanked by his dad but rarely to the point where he received a bruise. 

Interestingly, he also states that “Mom’s beating I don’t think I ever recovered from. I felt that if 

she only could hear about it, if she knew what that school was like, I was certain she would have 

understood—Mom was the only bastion of reason and safety and to an extent, love, in that 

household. Mom was supposed to be the opposite of Dad, but then: this. It was betrayal from a 

place I had never expected…I couldn’t look at her again for ten years” (39). What is striking 

about this example is it clearly points to a moment when Martinez fully disconnects emotionally 

from someone whom he felt like he should be able to connect and be vulnerable. But, another 

trauma, the unexpected beating from someone who was perceived as “safe” ability,  chipped 

away at the last of his willingness to be vulnerable an further acerbates the feelings of 

displacement  and lack of belonging. 

Another aspect to consider is the close relationship between displacement and gender 

violence. In the family history of Martinez, both are tied up in the cultural views of women with 

the duality and conflict of the virgin/whore dichotomy and women’s perceived social roles being 

limited to nun, mother, or prostitute. The identity of mother being almost essential (or not being 

a mother depending on the circumstance) and poverty made common practice  biological 
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“regifting” common on the border— usually as a means of barter with a childless couple who 

will trade goods/services. Martinez describes, “Children here are a commodity slightly more 

precious than livestock…This is an admittedly cynical posture to take, sure, but growing up 

among this displaced strata of people, this is what I felt or felt eventually when I was able to 

describe it”(40). These practices, wrapped up in both feminine and masculine identities, create a 

space for shame to thrive. 

The reason cultural practices and expectations create such strongholds of shame is 

because they are often organized by gender. Brown articulates the connection between gender 

and shame: 

The most important thing to understand about gender is this: if shame washes 

over me and washes over a guy standing next to me, it feels exactly the same. It’s 

the warm wash. We feel small. We feel less than. We feel inadequate. Shame is a 

universal experience. Men and women experience it the same. The messages and 

expectations that fuel shame, that drive the sense that we are unworthy of love 

and belonging, that we are unworthy of connection, those expectations and 

messages are absolutely fueled by gender. (Ch 7 5:44-6:30)  

Gender expectations that fuel shame are particularly damaging not only to self but to 

relationships because of the paradigm of expectations created. Brown contends that “You cannot 

cultivate shame resilience unless you understand how everything that is driving it is organized by 

gender—these huge expectations about who and what and how we are supposed to be (Men, 

women, and worthiness” (Ch 7 6:30-6:45). Furthermore, the connection between the mind and 

body is intensely evident in experiences of shame because of its role and dependence on both 

outward and inward senses of connection and belonging— things that are inseparable from 

identity formation. In fact, Brown’s definition of shame includes the need for belonging: “Shame 

is the intensely painful feeling or experience of believing that we are flawed and therefore 

unworthy of love and belonging” (Ch 7 7:28). She elaborates:  

We are hard wired physically, emotionally, cognitively, neurobiologically…for 

connection. It’s what gives purpose and meaning to our lives. Shame is the belief 

that we are unworthy of connection or the fear of disconnection. You don’t have 

to do something or engage in something shamming to feel shame. Just the fear 

that someone will find out what we’ve been through, what we’ve experienced, 
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what we’ve survived, where we come from... and the fear is ultimately that we’re 

unworthy of love and belonging. Love and belonging— irreducible needs of men, 

women, and children. Where there is an absence of love and belonging, there is 

always suffering. (Men, women, and worthiness Ch 7 7:43-8:45) 

This holds true and is reflected in Martinez’s personal and family history as the element of fear 

in connection with desire for connection and belonging is present.  

As Martinez recounts his family history the fear and shame of experiencing disconnection 

is particularly explicit. Martinez’s paternal grandmother experienced this “familial redistribution 

firsthand in the late 1930s during the Depression, and then more than once” (41). By the time she 

was ten she was the “nanny” to her cousins for the exchange of a half a tortilla per day. For 

punishment she and her brother would be tied to a pole buried in the ground and would be 

whipped as they walked around it with their hands bound together: “I couldn’t feel pity for her 

after having experienced a similar childhood at her hand” (41). Although Martinez expresses that 

he withheld pity and attributes a portion of his own childhood abuse to his grandmother, it is not 

without understanding and empathy that he expresses those feelings. Martinez says: “Gramma 

had grown up tough and mean as a result of her circumstances. She had to become tougher than 

her environment, or she would have starved. Her metric for wealth, as a result, became food, at a 

very early age, like you see in survivors of POW camps, who horde secret caches of food in 

otherwise suburban existence” (42).  

At this juncture, there are similarities in the frequency and the quantity that Belicia (in 

Oscar Wao) and Maritinez’s grandmother allow themselves to dialogue about their trauma. 

While Belicia limits herself mainly to silence or outbursts of minced words and anger to discount 

her abusive habits or her daughter’s molestation, Martinez’ grandmother’s stories are much more 

vivid and contain the element of “if you think you’ve got it bad, wait until you hear what 

happened to me.” His grandmother describes, in detail, how she was sent in her early 

adolescence to live as the unwanted cousin with “ a mean, wild-boy tribe of haranguer, these five 

cousins of hers, who would torture and assault her every chance they had, would keep her 

subjugated, inferior, reduced, and reminded of why she was there. She had to watch her cousins 

during the day, while everyone who was capable (boys over age twelve, girls over age fifteen) 

would work the land” (42). She rescues her older fourteen-year-old cousin from a rape: 

“Gramma was regaled, heralded at home as the guardian of her cousins, but it was short of the 
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mark. Gramma was not going to let some wiry fieldhand’s unchecked libido get between her and 

the one-a-day tortilla that was keeping her and her little brother alive” (43). When his Gramma is 

sixteen, a coyote by the name of Daniel, “the area’s Robinhood, the bandit-hero” becomes 

interested in her, proposes suddenly, and marries his then pregnant fiancée. Within a year, his 

gramma is “rendered infertile by a number of Venusian troubles” and a widow after her husband 

is shot to death, all before her eighteenth birthday. 

 However, her deepest hurt and grief, her greatest trauma remains in that place of 

unspoken pain— a point of disconnection.  Martinez does not even hear this story until he is 32 

years old when his dad tells it to him for the first time in great detail: “Daniels father, my great-

grandfather…the only person who could step in and rear the ten-month old child as family—

rushes to the hospital after being told that his son is shot, but not told he was eviscerated, and so 

when he gets to the morgue and sees and emptied, exploded carcass, the old man has a heart 

attack and dies in the same room. Here the Martinez family becomes unmoored” (49). The image 

of being lost at sea iterates the loss of connection, a lack of belonging, that Martinez’ gramma 

desired and further engrains in her shame and fear of disconnection. Those fears of disconnection 

and trauma that are experienced contribute to “blanks” in narratives as well. Those blanks are not 

just details or facts about the event. It is the moments that contain profound, unbearable emotion. 

Martinez knew about his grandfather’s death, but the ghost of unspoken emotions still lingered in 

the spoken version: 

That’s the story that’s been told, but never in detail. It existed around us, growing 

up, and we knew never to ask the sort of questions other people would, of our 

origins, because we would get this grim fairytale told broadly, quickly, to shut us 

children up, so it hung around our family like a grotesque bedtime mist, or a 

nightmarish nursery rhyme hummed by our mother to fell us asleep. It permeated 

everything I knew, answered any questions I could have about our past and our 

future, yet I never fully understood the horror of it, until that afternoon. (49) 

As a child, all Martinez has is a collage of “snapshot” facts, like a series of headlines in a 

newspaper: “The horror of my grandfather’s death. A twenty-year-old kid with no future. His 

chest opened up like a clumsy autopsy in a Mexican bar. The death of his father upon witnessing. 

These images were poured into our cereal bowls and left on our pillows” (49). However, when  

Martinez  breaks the silence about the event, and asks his father to tell him the story, the 
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emotional component of the story and the horror not only fill in the blanks but it creates a 

connection which Martinez describes: “the barbarity of it…nestled itself in my heart” (49). 

Martinez’s grandmother remained a widow for three years, picking cotton and tomatoes 

in Matamoras. Martinez says, “this was a tough time for Gramma. She was the very definition of 

butch, but they didn’t have time for fancy things like “definitions” in the tomato fields. She felt 

tougher than the young men, and far superior to the women who were expected to pick less and 

carry smaller bundles. She was competitive and mean, and would proudly get into fist fights with 

the young bucks who’d be surprised that she could hit and hit like a man” while her four-year-

old son watched” (51). When Gramma had a chance to “belong” again, she took it: “When Pablo 

Rubio Junior asked her to marry him, Gramma had immediately consented: An opportunity like 

this comes only twice in a young widow’s lifetime. Plus, he was another sort of royalty in the 

area: He was an American; he could give her citizenship. Gramma was lucky that way” (52). 

Rubio’s family was horrified and “they made Gramma feel accordingly when she moved in, the 

gold digger and her son by another man,” immediately subjecting her to the same shame and 

maltreatment that she had experienced at the hand of her cousins. She was no longer in control of 

her life the same way that she had been when she was working the fields and could pick a fight 

with anyone who made her feel less than “… but her she was expected to be a fucking lady, be 

all classy-like and shit, but she had this damned kid from the previous marriage, and that dead 

bastard Daniel— God rest and bless his soul— had frenchified her and good so that she knew 

damn well she couldn’t bear  Weeto a son…And that’s what these barrio bitches respected, 

Gramma knew: Childbearing and shit. She was in trouble, she felt” (53). Here, the cultural 

expectations for her gender once again are a source of shame and her story comes “full circle” 

and she barters for a second child: “ In her intimidation and infertility, Gramma turned to her 

first cousin Lydia, and begged for her son Ricardo, freshly minted from her prodigious and 

overflowing womb. “Please,” Gramma begged. “I will help you become Americans.” “And what 

else?” (53). The question that shame always asks is “What else?” It is another form of those 

messages the shame gremlins, as Brown describes, whisper: “Who do you think you are?” and 

“I’m not enough.” And, then those messages leech onto whatever aspect of one’s identity it can. 

Interestingly, the dynamics of belonging and searching for belonging affect every part of 

Martinez’s story and identity. These dynamics of cultural/national identity and gender identity 
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not only affected the language and gender identity, but racial and social status perceptions. He 

speaks to identifying strongly as “white American”: 

I was really confused growing up in Brownsville; I didn’t identify with the 

Mexican culture. We were Americans, we were light skinned, and we spoke 

English: I thought we were white. I was sure of this. So much so that, when I am 

around ten years old and Dan and I were watching Eddie Murphy doing stand-up, 

and Murphy lapses into the tired-but-true “black people dance like this/white 

people dance like this” schtick, I laugh loudly and say to Dan, “he’s right! He’s so 

funny! We really do dance like that! Meaning us white people. Dan doesn’t miss a 

beat, says, You stupid mother fucker; we’re not white.” Here my world collapses. 

We’re…not?” (30) 

There are not many things that are more unsettling than discovering something you believed as 

truth and built your identity around is false. Anytime core identities are deconstructed, it causes 

one to question other areas of identity, sometimes inducing hyper-reactions or a pendulum swing 

in behaviors that are associated with a particular identity— the identity that is desired so one can 

“fit in.”8  

Martinez, with a tone of resentment, reflects that the families clothing budget was 

primarily spent on the girls, their clothes, and props for the lifestyle that they were emulating—to 

the point that he and his brothers were wearing hand-me-down girl’s clothing. The two fold 

experience of the parents’ focus on the girls of the family, “relying” on them to attract wealthy 

husbands of better socio-economic status clearly affected the male gender children as well. The 

investments his parents made in Martinez’s sisters follow the paradigm of objectification and 

norms for femininity in U.S. culture, cultivating them to be thin, nice, modest, and using all 

available resources in the pursuit of their appearance. While the parents were investing resources 

into the “image” of their daughters, it had the inadvertent effect of not only objectifying their 

daughters but also their sons to feel worthless and devalued. The hyper-focus on attention to 

girls’ appearances and behavior and lack of attention to boys in these areas leads to an 

                                                           
8 Brené Brown’s The Gifts of Imperfection examines the differences of “fitting in” versus “belonging.” “Fitting in” 
requires one to achieve certain merits in order to be accepted. The merit-based aspects of “fitting in” are damaging 
and promote shame. “Belonging” however is based on transparency and authenticity—the acceptance of the self and 
individual despite imperfection. 
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imbalance, devaluation, and objectification of both genders. Women become objectified for their 

appearances and sexual value while men are objectified for their status (which includes money, 

and all things related to primacy).  

Understanding the dependence of gender violence on shame and devaluation of both men 

and women is crucial, because we cannot combat half the problem and solve the issue.  Gender 

violence experienced by men is greatly co-dependent on gender violence experienced by 

women— not always, but looking at the interdependence of violence based on gender requires 

this consideration. Sexually harassing and degrading men because they possesses “effeminate” 

mannerisms, stereotypical feminine traits or preferences, or any number of things depends on the 

paradigm that a woman is “less than” a man. No age limit is put on this gender bias or violence 

as Martinez clearly points out in recounting that the show of emotion his brother expresses for 

his puppy was merit for this type of teasing: “As [Dan] walked by with the dog in the basket, the 

oily Mexican mechanics and drivers who worked for Grampa would look up from their greasy 

business and snicker at Dan, because they saw him as a developing pansy. A young man showing 

affection—any sort of affection, even to a puppy— was not macho, even at six. His tight shorts 

didn’t help either. Buy hey: It was hot, and the kid grew fast” (5). The early training, or more 

accurately shaming, of boys not to show emotion is training them to disconnect, not only from 

themselves but every individual they encounter. This is particularly detrimental to societies for 

several reasons: 1) as previously stated, humans are hardwired for connection on every level and 

2) If one is disconnected from emotion, he/she is disconnected from crucial elements that create 

check and balance system in relational behaviors (in particular, empathy and guilt which drive 

healthy relational behavior). Without the emotional and behavioral check in place, practices of 

objectification and violence increase. 

The power of gender violence increases when the person is not just subjected to it but 

also trained to practice it. In patriarchal cultures this seems to be especially true for several 

reasons. First, over sexualization and premature sexualization occurs by means of exposure to 

images (including but not limited to pornography), concepts, and vocabulary (most likely 

vulgar). Secondly, these cultures teach sexualization and objectification of both men and 

women—women are (de)valued because they are seen as objects to have sex with and men are 

(de)valued based their virility and associated practices. This is clearly pointed out in Martinez’s 
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relationship with his father and his boyhood conversations: “In those rare moments when my 

father was gripped by paternal obligation, he would attempt to bridge the gap the widening gap 

that was developing between us with an awkward father/son exchange, more often than not by 

asking whether I’d had my cock sucked yet or had bedded a cousin. I was fourteen, and that gap 

was widening daily” (10). Sadly, it is evident that his father placed his own personal pride/value 

in acquiring sexual experiences and as he reduces himself to satisfying his sexual urges, he 

reduces his relationships with his sons to the same, taking away their humanity, and viewing 

them as sexual urges that need to be satisfied: “My father wasn’t a complicated man, you can be 

sure. I think at this time he actually took pride in his courser urges. Or, more accurately, in his 

ability to get them satisfied. And he would teach his boys this quality, so help him Jesus” (10). 

Martinez elaborates on his disgust with his father who would start conversations by asking 

generic and benign questions only to twist them into vulgar conversations with unsavory 

comebacks to genuine responses (11). Maritinez’s response is to wish for the opposite of all that 

machismo represents: “I think I might try to turn gay to get as far away from my Dad as possible. 

It’s the only plausible solution. Oh dear God, please, I pray silently, turn me gay. Please turn me 

gay” (12). 

 

Gender Violence Begets Gender Violence 

 

Gender-based violence occurs in a plethora of situations. However, its connection to 

sexual abuse seems to be especially damning for the victims because not only do they experience 

physical sexual violation and trauma, it is compounded with the verbal and emotional trauma 

that victims of sexual abuse often face. Clearly everyone’s experience is individual and for this 

reason sexual abuse in and of itself is complex topic to discuss, but when it is compounded with 

the details of the victim being underage and the parental responses (or lack-there-of) of rage and 

shame, issues of gender identity never fail to be expressed either as observations, fear, or 

violence. This explains Martinez’s father’s hyper-focus in later years on whether or not his son 

was acquiring heterosexual experiences due to the fact that his homophobia was acerbated by 

knowing that his sons were molested. 

Martinez describes the abuse he experiences as a seven year-old  from a neighbor— 

“Martin…a pederast, something he very likely learned at the knee of his father, if the soft 

sciences are correct”— who lures him and martin’s three-year old brother into a “laundry shack, 
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a rickety, mold-ridden and musty one-room storage shed”  with “ a purloined skin magazine” 

(107). As he flips through the magazine, Martin forces “June” manually stimulate him and the 

little three-year-old is cursing as he observes. Martinez’s reflection of the events is that “As far 

as I knew, we were doing nothing wrong besides being in possession of the magazine” (108). 

Yet, his instinct— acerbated by impending “wrath of severe, hypocritical Catholic piety” for 

previous position of such magazines— was that what was occurring was very wrong, something 

not to be provoked incurring more violence, something to be escape : 

I was about to tell him that I could just wall out and own up to telling dad that Joe 

and were playing in the laundry shack, and it would be over, but Martin was 

insistent, bordering on violent. Even at this age, I had learned how to talk people 

down from escalation, learned when not to press. It would come in handy later, 

too. So I didn’t press. I let him feel he was in control by keeping still, keeping 

quiet, and watched as, through the crack of the loosely hinged plank door, we saw 

Dad retreat inside the back door to our house. I saw my chance and yanked myself 

free when Martin stopped to sip up his trousers…” (108). 

It is fascinating that even when the mind of a child has not be exposed or taught how to 

recognize inappropriate behavior, what violation of privacy and personhood is, the body—the 

instincts of a person— still knows when boundaries are crossed.  The shame of sexual violation 

is often wrapped up in the victim’s shame that they are guilty or to blame for their abuse, even if 

they do not know why, and the silence that is bred in shame and demands “cover up” takes over: 

“I walked into our house through the same door dad had just backed into, through our own 

laundry room— also personally plumbed—and pretended nothing was wrong” (109). Disgust is 

closely related to shame and often directed towards a victim. This was the case with Martinez: 

My father immediately seized upon me in a most surprising way. It was as if he 

knew exactly what had happened, and wat Martin had done to me, had had me do, 

just a minute ago. I wailed horribly, like a stricken thing, collapsed at his feet and 

struggled against his pulling arms, he lifted me like I a shifting sack of flour and 

he struck me, demanding me to tell him where I had been, already disgusted at my 

victimhood. He pulled me by the arm across the gravel drive to gramma’s house, 

banged open the door and demanded of her to determine right there, on her 

bedroom floor, whether I’d been buggered within the last hour. (109) 
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Like many other accounts of trauma, there are blanks and “fuzzy” places exist in retroactively 

remembering the event— perhaps tinged with wishful thinking: “I don’t remember what Mom 

was like then, but I think she tried to comfort me. I don’t know what she felt” (110). Coming to 

terms with trauma and abuse truly becomes a process of excavation, attempting to uncover what 

has been locked away in the recess of the mind, with each small revelation only eking out over 

time when silence is broken:   

“Years later, while talking with Dan, I finally got around to admitting what 

happened. I started to tell him the whole story and he stopped me. “He tried the 

same thing with me,” Dan said, and then there was a dark, low silence between 

us. That part frightened me. 

Years after even that, I when this finally came up in therapy and I told both 

elements to Sally, my therapist, she asked, “do you think that’s why your father 

knew what happened so quickly?” 

“Hunh,” was my response. 

That’s why she’s the therapist. (110-111). 

The technique of using stilted, scripted, mimicking cinematic representation, or snapshots, 

reflects not only the frozen, fragmented quality of traumatic memory, but also the process of 

excavating those memories.  

Back to Dad: Sometime later, I remember being back in that alley. 

Martin is shirtless, walking by their house, visibly pretending nothing is wrong, a 

pink towel hanging on his shoulder, leading Joe by the hand to their back yard.  

Dad yelling at them. 

Them stopping. Martin turning around, frightened. 

Lupe coming to see what was wrong. 

Dad yelling some more at both Martin and Lupe. 

Lupe and Martin responded, looking back defiantly. 

Lupe scoffing. 

Prove my son fucked your son. 

Another exchange. (110-111) 

It is at the end of this exchange that a pivotal moment occurs and Martinez describes how his 

father’s “gaze” towards him changes after he is sexually abused. His father is rightfully angered 
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that someone would take advantage of his son— but his reason is misguided, and seems to be 

driven by the homophobia inherent in machismo. He seems far more concerned with his son 

becoming feminized than the fact he was molested. Martinez describes the end of the explosive 

exchange with the neighbors: “Me now sitting at dad’s feet, and him gesturing down at me, at his 

youngest boy, his despoiled, feminized boy” (111). It is a moment where fear takes over 

Martinez’ father as he literally views the cycle of abuse, staring at the image of Joe’s father 

draped in pink, knowing that the molester is the molested as well. He fears that not only will his 

son be susceptible to recreating this pattern of abuse, but that he will become the antithesis of 

“masculinity,” tainted with homosexuality and pedophilia. In this moment when more than 

innocence dies, more than a parent’s poor reaction to a sad and inexcusable action taken towards 

his child, a complete and utter rejection of a person for an event that happened to them, rejection 

of a person due to circumstance and experience take place: 

Dad standing there for a second longer, then turning to go back inside, leaving me 

to cry on the back porch step. I sit there sniffling, waiting for someone to come 

get me, waiting until it’s safe to go back inside, but no one comes out, except the 

mosquitos”(110-111). 

It is the rejection and emotional disconnect in the wake of trauma that stings— far worse than the 

metaphorical mosquitos.  

 The concept that sexual abuse somehow converts ones sexuality is not limited to 

homosexual/homoerotic/pedophiliac situations. The fact that Martinez refers to his “paternal 

grandmother as “butch” and recounts her sexual traumas (including rape, a cheating husband 

rendered her infertile due to an STD infection) demonstrates that there is the phenomena that the 

victim of sexual trauma and gender violence becomes susceptible to being subjected to other 

forms of gender violence. It seems that boys are particularly susceptible. Martinez relates his 

thoughts regarding experiences and perceptions regarding homosexuality in Mexican culture: 

This was something that I always thought strange about Mexicans and machismo: 

They don’t immediately leap to a conclusion of homosexuality, or get hostile with 

true, honest homosexuals. It’s a holdover from preconquest times, before the 

Catholic Church began its native programming. Mexican innately considers 

homosexuals to be a third sex, leave them to exist on their own: Go on, do your 

thing; have fun. Where they get weird and violent is when there is a question of a 
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straight man who might be gay…I saw this happen many times, growing up in 

Brownsville. Totally gay men were left entirely unharmed and unto 

themselves…But svelte boys that didn’t fit any particular macho prototype were 

subjected to horrible things, punishment, for not being a model of macho 

masculinity” (Martinez 210-211).  

What Martinez’s experience highlights is the social reactions to non-conformity of gender roles 

(in this case whether gay masculinity or heterosexual masculinity), results in violence—physical 

violence as well as other types related to gender violence. Experiencing traumatic gender 

violence results in acting out behaviors in both males and females. Martinez engaged in violence, 

substance abuse, and what can be termed as a risky, and even deviant, sexual behavior9 trying to 

achieve the merit of masculinity belonging through disengagement from his emotions and body.  

 

The Big Picture: Letting the Demons Escape 

 

Throughout the length of this chapter, examples from the selected texts have 

demonstrated the complex relationship between the mind and body when traumatic gender 

violence is experienced. These experiences often affect how memories are formed and whether 

or not experiences are discussed. Depending on the level of trauma, the victims may or may not 

make a conscious decision to maintain silence regarding their trauma. One thing of great 

importance that emerges in the research is the relationship between shame, gender violence, 

trauma and its relationship with silence.  This relationship is due to the disconnection that shame 

and trauma creates in the affective (emotional) consciousness of a person, not only disconnecting 

them from their body and self-awareness but also relationally with other humans. The harmful 

effects of gender violence are not limited to one gender or the other, but as discussed the 

paradigm of gender norms and therefore gender violence is built around shame.  

In another chapter, I theorize that the female body is more commonly used as a space for 

portrayal of violence and shame due to patriarchal paradigms found within gender violence. 

However, although it is a valid representation there is arguably a void in the discussion of gender 

violence when it comes to heterosexual males— often portrayed as the perpetrators of violence. 

This begs for consideration of male-to-male gender violence and even female-to-male gender 

                                                           
9 Martinez describes with disgust his first sexual encounter. He and his friend sequentially have relations with a 
prostitute, while her “husband” watches. 
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violence that is perpetrated through cultural norms and not sexual objectification and violation of 

females. Consideration of the cultural cycles and a balanced approach when considering issues of 

gender within narratives is a must. To examine narratives with a unilateral, patriarchal paradigm 

skews the reality of the damage gender violence does to individuals of both genders. The 

importance of narratives like the one examined in this chapter is that they fulfill an obligation to 

retell in some capacity the atrocities that people suffer and the long lasting effects of their trauma 

due to specific and common histories. This provides an opportunity for people to both practice 

and receive empathy, which has been described as the antidote to shame (Brown).  

Furthermore, the texts in this project present the reality that sometimes there are no words 

to describe events that are violent and traumatic, even beyond imagination. Yet, there is a 

cathartic need to express traumatic history and its effects which Yolanda’s story portrays: she 

needed to “purge her demons though story telling” (Sirias 26).  These demons are the 

unexpressed stories, emotions, experiences or memories that the people harbor. The same 

demons that drive Yolanda to write are the same ones that drive the telling of the experiences of 

Susana San Juan, Chiquita, Lola, Belicia, and Martinez. The work of psychoanalyst Renn 

supports Sirias’ concept that storytelling “purges the demons.” He says “the traces of the 

traumatic memory cannot be expunged until they have been translated into personal narrative” 

(Renn 27). In this manner one brings to existence not only the memory of the past but also the 

fragments of memory that exist, as Huyssen explains:  “The past is not simply there in memory, 

but it must be articulated to become memory” and let the demons escape. (2-3) 

 

After the Silence, Remembering and Recovering 

 

The work of collective memory not only entails remembering and paying homage to 

common experiences but also memorializes individual experiences. Texts that integrate the 

stories of individuals and communities are often created to encourage collective memory, 

mourning, and/or memorializing of historical events as they seek to not only recognizes the 

trauma but also the injustices suffered. As the political contexts  of these texts vary with respect 

to the wars, regimes, and dictatorships in which they are situated, carrying their own political and 

historical nuances, in addition to socio-economic status and other aspects that do not and should 
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not imply that all violence carried out by state or state institutions are equal. However, there are 

points of discussion that allow for these texts to enter into a comparative discourse. 

The analyzed texts integrate the stories of individuals and communities as they were 

created for the purpose of encouraging collective memory and mourning or historical events that 

took place in the context of Argentina’s Dirty Wars and Trujillo’s dictatorship in the Dominican 

Republic, and the murders in Juarez, Mexico. It is in this portion of the project that I draw 

particularly strong correlations between the sexual traumas that women experience, war trauma, 

and the use of the female body that experiences gender-based violence as a site of expression and 

metaphor for collective trauma that happens to the collective or at a national level. This is in 

effort to answer the question of why the female body is so often a site used to express political 

dissatisfaction or used as a metaphor for national and political traumas and crisis.  

This chapter builds off the previous chapter’s explorations of how individuals process 

and come to terms with trauma experienced on an individual level and moves into discussion of 

the expression of more collective experiences and the interaction that occurs between individual 

trauma and collective trauma as it relates to gender-based violence. The chosen texts for this 

section are Camila, a representation of the 19th century socialite who suffered the death penalty 

under Rosas regime for her non-conformist actions and The Official Story, details a mother’s 

journey of realizing and investigating the adoption of her daughter, who is one of the disappeared 

during the Argentine dirty wars  

Considering the institution of the family—which I will define as a group consisting of 

one or more adults teaching and training youths in skills to survive as adults as well as instilling 

ethics, morals, and values— makes up one of the strongest components of any society. It is no 

surprise a country’s State may perceive the institution of family as both vital and potentially 

threatening and thus takes measures to intervene and control how families functions within the 

State. In fact, if taken into consideration both the ideological nature of the family and the 

ideological nature of national identity, a strong link between the two is found. Donna J. Guy 

makes reference to the critical role the family has in national identity and nation building, stating 

that “Argentine politics confirms Benedict Anderson’s assertion that family forms a critical link 

to a national identity in most modern nations” (Guy 2). Guy further points out that Anderson 

“believes that the very definition of citizenship results from the conflation of family and nation 

into a form of “political love” that creates an imagined community” (Guy 2).  Anderson’s own 
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definition of “political love” follows: “something of this political love can be deciphered from 

the ways in which language describe its object: either in the vocabulary of kinship… or that of 

the home… both idioms denote something to which one is naturally tied… the family has 

traditionally be conceived as the domain of disinterested love and solidarity” (Anderson 16, 

131). 

One issue that Guy also points out in Anderson’s Imagined Communities is that although 

“Anderson is explicit about the role of the family in creating the imagined community” he only 

“ascribes specific roles in this process only to men” (Guy 2). However, Nira Yuval-Davies and 

Flora Anthias included women in their assessment of processes; they found that family and 

women within and outside the family are key in nation building.  Their assessment both agrees 

with and expands upon what Alzendúa express about women’s role in society: “Women 

reproduce collectivities and ethnic groups, they engage in ideological reproduction as 

transmitters of culture; they participate in national, economic, political and military struggles” 

(Yuval-Davis and Anthias qtd. in Guy 2). A number of theorists agree that the institutionalization 

of the subordination of women and the idea that a gender dichotomy guides all social (and 

political) interaction which leads to gender-based violence is the result of masculinist ideology 

(male dominance over women). The idea that these ideologies are “methodically disseminated” 

in “popular culture, the academy, and in legal and health institutions” and are internalized 

through gender-role socialization is also largely agreed upon (Kent 172-3; Bart 1989; Kelly 

1988; MacKinnon 1979; Rich 1993, Sheffield 1984).  Taking this into consideration, women 

become a threat to the nation when they act outside of traditional family structures because 

“women’s social and economic roles [are] linked [to] family and nation” (Guy 2). 

Furthermore, Carole Sheffield points out that when considering gender-based violence 

and sexual violence in these contexts, one of the primary aspects of this violence is the male 

supremacy complex that identifies females as flawed due to their inferior status which is 

connected to female sexuality— which is viewed as “tempting and seductive and therefore 

disruptive, capable of reproducing itself and therefore powerful” (127). This speaks to answering 

why representing women as bearers of truth, and primarily focusing on their untold stories of 

sexual violence, is such a powerful medium in the chosen texts. Sheffield explains, “Through 

sexual terrorism men seek to bring this force under control. The site of the struggle is the female 

body and female sexuality”(127). Sheffield’s assessment of the sexually violent perception of the 
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female body not only pinpoints a driving force in gender-based violence but gives segue to 

answering why the female body is such a powerful and precise metaphor in representing the 

political power dynamics in patriarchal systems of state and wars. Each of the texts noted above 

carry examples of these of counter culture representations, moving from perpetuation of harmful 

traditions of gender roles that include gender-based violence and victimization of the self, 

family, and community/nation to stating an explicit need for a society that is based on truth 

telling, breaking the cycles of violence and silence, and necessarily includes strong individuals, 

family units, and community, that are the building blocks for healthy nation-states and balance in 

systems of power. These concepts are connected to issues of identity in the present and include 

connections to memory and historical influence in the present.  

One issue that over arches both the differences and similarities in the various political and 

cultural contexts of the texts discussed in this section is the limited context that women are 

perceived “valuable” and the devaluation, gender violence that is born out of that has political 

implications both metaphorically and literally. The capacity for “value” placed on these women 

is often settled in the polarized cultural notions of “benevolent mother” that caters to the 

traditional and patriarchal ideals of motherhood and the “sexpot” that is only useful for sexual 

gratification. Going forward, these concepts shape the discussion regarding the women who 

seemingly function in these roles as well as those who do not- essentially the violence that all 

women experience. Additionally, transitions into modernization and political upheaval have a 

great effect on women. This is primarily because their roles are constantly being redefined and 

yet at the same time they are not, leaving a constant conflict within the individual and collective 

shaping of feminine identity.  Furthermore, just as women find that many taboos and other forms 

of censorship are placed on them as women, their roles in society, and their words—leading to 

vast amounts of secrets that quite often relate to trauma of some sort— mirror the struggles that 

occur on a national level as nations and states evolve and subaltern communities strive to no 

longer remain in the hushed, trauma laden periphery.  

As part of the process of moving out of subaltern and periphery spaces, the excavation of 

memory and trauma is central to the process as the paradigms are often deeply rooted in 

(perceived) secrecy and censorship of history that directly affects the present. The reason for 

excavation of the buried past and trauma is that no change occurs without recognition and 

responsibility taken for wrong and harmful actions. Responsibility is essential to creating healthy 
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boundaries, which are necessary for a society to function well—this includes the individual’s 

responsibility for his or her mental and emotional well-being but also translates to the collective 

sense where mourning and remembering are necessary to a collective’s mental and emotional 

health. This concept is further explored later on; however, it is necessary to mention it at this 

juncture due to the contexts and purposes the texts in this section were created. Though these 

texts are rooted in historical events and personal experiences, they are fictional accounts and 

imaginative interpretations of events and experiences. The collapsing of facts and characters 

facilitate the purpose of trauma texts and truth telling. As Julia Alvarez explains, “...fiction tells a 

different kind of truth; the truth according to feelings rather than just the facts; that there is 

nothing shameful about being a complex human being; that a writer has to try to capture the 

fullness and variety of a family, a culture, a country, a situation, without picking out the 

problematic parts and touching up and beautifying that family, culture, country, situation” 

(Garcia Girls 296). 

 
Argentina: The Remembered and the Forgotten 

 

Throughout Argentine history there have been socio-economic conflicts that centered on 

not only class status but gender, age (youth), sexual mores, social, and political ideology. These 

patterns of violence and discrimination have been present throughout Argentine history and have 

arguably greatly affected individuals and the social institution of family, created structural and 

cultural instability based primarily on issues of gender violence. Various political regimes have 

recognized the instability of the nation and attempted to “stabilize” the family; however, these 

attempts were driven by the state’s fear of a loss or lack of control over citizens and their 

personal morals and ideology. The State continually attempted to reinforce its power through 

control of the institution of family and State sanctioned violence and discrimination against 

persons who did not conform to social, political, and even religious expectations of the State. 

The historical reasons why women and their social roles became so heavily feared and 

stigmatized in Argentina translated into both the reality and representation of censoring of 

women as represented in Argentine films. These women, who were perceived to not only be 

acting out but acting outside of their prescribed political and social roles, were targeted as the 

“weak links” of the nation. In addition to the national censoring of political and historical 

information— a case can be made that women were censored from political involvement— the 
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consequences for acting outside sociopolitical roles had violent repercussions which included the 

actual “censoring” of the person through kidnaping, physical and mental abuse, rape, and 

murder. It was not just women who suffered the consequences, but their children and families as 

well. Furthermore, the explanation for such heinous acts is that delinquency was seen as a 

disease to society to be controlled through institutions (social or otherwise), violence, or the 

ultimate consequence of death. These measures were viewed as necessary to protect and support 

the state sanctioned ideals of what it meant to be “Argentine,” a model citizen, and/or family— 

ideals that existed to protect and reinforce patriarchal political structures.  

Two films that represent stories of women who suffered these types of censorship and are 

reflective of the historical analyses of Argentina by historians Donna J. Guy and Maria Raquel 

Zabaleta and theoretical framework concerning nation building as defined by Benedict 

Anderson, Jacques Donzelot, and Nira Yuval-Davis and Floya Anthias are Official Story and 

Camila.  By examining the ideology of the Argentine state regarding family—more specifically, 

youth/adolescents, orphans, unwed mothers and their children, and others perceived as social 

misfits— it becomes clear that state  ideology concerning family, women, and children created a 

hostile social and political environment. The hostile socio-political environment of Argentina 

marginalized women and led to the stigmatization that women who did not conform to state 

ideology were no better than "dirty whores,” creating dichotomized stigmatizations and gender 

roles for women. Arguably, the continuation of this social-political ideology became a catalyst 

for the Dirty Wars of Argentina. 

 
Historical context of Gender- Based Violence in Colonial and Modern Argentina 

 

In the historical context of Argentina, women who acted outside of the traditional family 

structures were perceived as a threat to the nation since their roles were directly linked to the 

family both socially and economically. The state’s view of female gender roles propagated the 

view that women outside of accepted social roles were second-class citizens, further perpetuating 

the stereotype that these women were sexually promiscuous due to their socio-economic status— 

a perception linked to the history of prostitution in colonial Argentina. The stigma increased 

when civil rights were revoked, the linking of cash wages with “inappropriate female labor” took 

place, and politicians declared that any work outside of the home done by women was dangerous 

(Guy 3).This, of course, further reinforced the connotation that lower-class women who worked 
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outside of the home, even if it was not prostitution, were just as dangerous to society as 

prostitutes, who were a major social and political concern, especially during the colonial period. 

For example, “according to the 1871 civil code, the role of good women was to marry and bear 

future generations” (Guy 3). This is to say that women and children followed the father, or a 

patriarchal order, and thereby maintaining their civil status and link to the nation. The socio-

political responsibilities of women were also heavily emphasized in Peronism during the early to 

mid-twentieth century. The primary responsibility of women outlined in Peronism was to be 

good mothers and wives—just like Eva Peron— and this idea was not just communicated to 

adults, but to young school children and included as part of their education.10  

Argentina’s politics of social control were specifically related to gender and class issues 

and that nonconformity to state ideals resulted in marginalization that eventually led to 

extermination.11 The significance of marginalization, especially women, is critical because the 

gender issues and marginalization that occurred in Argentina originated from sources of power 

and authority. Michael Foucault points out the importance as well and the necessity of studying 

the power of normalization which is structured to dominate marginal. In Policing of the Family, 

Jacques Donzelod further elaborates on Foucault’s concepts of marginality by arguing that the 

family functions as mechanism of the state (rather than an institution) that enables “…the social 

body to deal with marginality through near-total-disposition of private rights, and to encourage 

positive integration, and the renunciation of the question of political right, through the private 

pursuit of well-being” (94). And, therefore, the marginal individual is deprived of civil rights. 

Examples of marginalization are rooted in early efforts to control prostitution which preceded 

clearly defined ideals of the desired exemplary middle class with bourgeois values (Guy 3). 

By the late nineteenth century, Buenos Aires had the unfortunate international reputation 

of being the “port of missing women,” where allegedly kidnapped European women were forced, 

by captors or circumstances, into selling their bodies as prostitutes in bordellos or as tango 

dancers.  Eventually, the bordello12 business became of great concern to Argentine nationalist 

                                                           
10 The following phrases were weekly written on the chalkboard: Mi mama me ama./Mi mama es ama de casa./ Las 
islas Malvinas son argentinas.[My mother loves me./My mother is the mistress of the house. / The Falkland Islands 
are Argentine. (Alternate translation of the second phrase: My mother is a housewife)] In 1952, after the death of 
Eva Peron, the national gendered slogan changed: Mi mama me ama./Eva amó a mi madre.[My mother loves 
me./Eva loved my mother.](Zabaleta 21) 

11 This concept is related to femicide. 
12 Brothel 
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especially as “fears of uncontrollable, unemployed women continued to haunt urban officials” 

and attempts to regulate employment of urban women became a larger part of civil law (Guy 39). 

Prior to 1875 strict policy regulating working urban women working especially prostitutes 

existed. If a woman was suspected of prostitution she could be arrested and sentenced to 

providing sexual services for military troops on the frontier.13 However, even after a policy 

change 1875, there was little reprieve for an unacceptably employed woman as she “could be 

accused of solicitation or fined and arrested, but she could not be forced to register as a 

prostitute;” however, if she declared her occupation, “she was as closely monitored by police and 

health authorities as gauchos were by justices of the peace” (Guy 39-40).  

In addition to social danger of poor men and women perceived by the Argentine State, 

there was no room for poor families to thrive in Argentina as “according to traditional Hispanic 

custom, family heads, particularly husbands of fathers, were responsible for the needs of 

women” and therefore marriage among the poor was rare and “children were often abandoned by 

one or both parents” (Guy 43). In fact, statistics from 1887-1909 show that the issue of orphaned 

children had become obvious.14 The problems of illegitimacy and child abandonment continued 

to grow as “native born lower-class males were often conscripted into the army as anti-vagrancy 

laws” and both nationally born widowed women and foreign born women, who often migrated 

alone, were faced with lives that would only consist of extreme poverty. As women from both 

groups attempted to survive, prostitution becomes not only more prevalent but “a metaphor for 

upper and middle class fears about the lower class and the future of the Argentine nation.  (Guy 

43). Guy explains that together gender and class discrimination was perpetuated by desire to 

create a bourgeois female gender model “to define women’s work as reproduction and nurturing” 

(44). The disregard of economic factors and flagrant practices of male sexual desires 

demonstrates that “female prostitution was seen as the origin of urban disorder instead of its 

                                                           
13Prior to 1875 policy dictated that “urban women who were accused of licentious or suspicious behavior were 
treated like gauchos (cowboys), who were arrested for being unemployed” (Guy 39).  In this case, class more than 
gender, concerned the state as they implemented social codes to penalize both gauchos and prostitutes. Gauchos 
were arrested and either forced into military service or to become ranch hands. 
14 By 1887 there were 6,564 children under fourteen in Buenos Aires who had only one parent or were orphaned, 
and 8,635 widows were responsible for 20,792 children. The number of widows was equal to 15.6 percent of the 
married women in the city at the time; in 1910 Roberto Levillier characterized the streets of Buenos Aires as filled 
with unsupervised hooligan children who were poorly instructed and “morally abandoned” by parents. Throughout 
this period the proportion of illegitimate births had increased from 13.89 percent in 1890-99 to 14.15 percent in 
1900-1909, and this too was seen as a factor that encouraged unstable families” (Guy 43).  
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economic and social consequence” (44). This same manner of thinking, considering the 

consequence to be the cause, continued to be part of the Argentine nationalist political thinking, 

even as ideologies shifted and changed.  

This trend towards gender violence and political control of familial expectations and 

actions is demonstrated throughout Argentina’s history. Argentine society, which was partially 

formed by the military and for a long time refused to accept the idea of adolescence as a phase of 

maturation, further rejected all in forms of inappropriate behavior and consequences of said 

behavior from 1919 forward (Shifting Meanings 15). This situation was not only caused by the 

efforts of families to rid themselves of unwanted children but also the state’s desire to control 

families. As time progressed and communism became a concern, further heightening the 

sensitivity of military dictatorships to maintaining power and control, and once again marginal 

individuals, especially youth and young families, were targeted. The unified master narrative of 

the military dictatorships during the 1970s-80s stated the mission was to keep their countries safe 

from communism and “The resulting Dirty Wars brought about a state of disorder intruded on by 

other conflicting information or versions of reality which questioned the official pronouncements 

and repression that accompanied them” (Pinet 90-1). 

It is also essential to take into account that in the years leading up to the Dirty Wars, 

President Juan Domingo Perón agreed with the “commonset notion” that the Argentine family 

was in fact in “in crisis” and could not take care of itself (Zabaleta 215). Thus in 1946, one of his 

priorities was to ensure that families functioned “normally” and put it under state control, which 

included a system of social welfare that targeted support for male heads of household (Zabaleta 

215). However, even at this point, the authoritarian power and involvement of the state in 

Argentine family affairs and perception by the state that the family was in crisis can be traced 

back not only to the nineteenth century but we see its impact on future history. In the previously 

constructed historical context, it is argued that the continued political limiting of women to a 

strictly functional role as a wife and mother created space for oppression, marginalization, and 

censoring of women in Argentina who did follow prescribed social roles. The textual 

representation of censorship women experienced as depicted in several Argentine films, Camila 

and the Official Story, demonstrate that women, who were seen as functioning outside of their 

prescribed political and social roles, especially as it pertained to the state’s national ideals, were 

perceived as problematic to the nation from the mid to late nineteenth century and on through the 
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late twentieth century. Although, both films have different historical settings, both treat afore 

mentioned issues and treat the depravity of the Argentine State at throughout various regimes. 

 

Censorship of Women as Metaphor for the Collective 

 

The film Camila tells the fictionalized story of a young upper-class woman, Camila 

O’Gorman from Buenos Aires, who comes of age during the height of Juan Manuel Rosas’ 

regime. Camila meets and falls in love with a young priest, Father Ladislao Gutiérrez, when he is 

assigned to the parish at Socorro where Camila and her family attend. After making the difficult 

decision to leave the parish and elope with Camila, Father Ladislao and Camila escape to the 

countryside and assume the pseudonyms Maximo and Valentina, respectively. There they start a 

school for the poor children and begin their new life as a family. However, neither Camila’s 

father, the Catholic Church, nor Rosas are pleased with Camila and Father Ladislao’s decision to 

elope, denounce their privileged positions in society, and go against the patriarchal systems. 

Consequently, a warrant for the arrest of Camila and Father Ladislao is written.  Only a few short 

months later the young couple is discovered and they are charged and sentenced to death without 

trial. Both Father Ladislao and Camila are shot by a firing squad, despite the fact that Camila is 

pregnant.  

Camila’s story is tragic indeed, especially considering that the only “crime” that was 

committed by her and Father Ladislao was that they fell in love. However, it is necessary to 

consider why this “crime” caused them to suffer such grave consequences, especially since 

neither Camila nor Father Ladislao came from impoverished backgrounds neither were they 

engaging in the unaccepted forms of employment, which are outlined at the beginning of this 

section, and they did in fact have a legitimate marriage. The true reason that both were 

condemned to death was that they circumvented the patriarchal system that consisted of the 

Church, Family, and State and the current head of that system, Juan Manuel Rosas.  

Rosas, who was wealthy landowner, seized absolute power of Argentina in 1835; and, “in 

common with other South American dictators, maintained his control of the country with a 

savage ruthlessness, indiscriminate torture and killing, along with an extensive network of secret 

agents and spies” (McLennan 27). He was also well known for “ his horsemanship, his cunning, 

his attractiveness to women and his penchant for displaying the severed heads of his enemies on 

pikes around the main square of Buenos Aires” (McLennan 27). Needless to say, the elopement 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Ladislao_Guti%C3%A9rrez&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Ladislao_Guti%C3%A9rrez&action=edit&redlink=1
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of Camila and Father Ladislao infuriated Rosas, not because he had an issue with the couple’s 

actual feelings for each other and their elopement, which occurred on December 11, 1847— as 

he was not known for having a been a moral man himself when it came to affairs with women— 

“but this running off together was a flagrant defiance of his public role as the moral guardian of 

society” (McLennan 28). Possibly, if the couple had come to Rosas and been able to appease his 

desire for control and avoid causing him such grave embarrassment with a quiet arrangement, 

things would have gone differently. However,  the moral and political scandal caused 

embarrassment not only for  Rosas, but Camila’s father, Adolfo O'Gorman,  who was “a strict 

disciplinarian obsessed with religion and morals”— which is not a surprising reaction due to his 

own mother's liaisons with the French viceroy (McLennen 28). In fact, O’Gorman described his 

daughter’s elopement as “the most atrocious and unheard-of event in our country” (qtd. in 

McLennen 28). Others agreed that the scandal was a grave atrocity, including one of Rosas’ 

friends and allies, Father Anthony Fahy from Loughrea, Co. Galway, the chaplain to Irish 

Catholics in Argentina. Father Fahy advised that “exemplary punishment to be meted out to the 

young woman who had brought such scandal upon her community” (McLennen 28). The 

consequences of Rosas’, O’Gorman’s,  and Father Fahy’s ire over their wounded pride, social 

and supposed moral embarrassment were set into motion when  Father Miguel Gannon, a distant 

cousin of Camila's and a nephew of Admiral Brown, recognized the couple where they were 

living in Goya, in the province of Corrientes. Camila and Father Ladislao were then arrested and 

brought to Santo Lugares, a prison town in North West Buenos Aires.  

Although Camila begged her friend, Mauelita, daughter of Rosas, to intervene on her 

behalf, any plea fell on deaf ears as Rosas had already firmly decided the fate of Camila and her 

husband and he would not change his mind as “the lovers showed no signs of contrition, 

claiming that their actions were no crime but in fact had been blessed by the sanctity of love” 

(McLennen 28). Furthermore, Dalmacio Velez Sarsfield “who would eventually provide 

Argentina with its first civic code, provided the legal justification for the illegal act of shooting a 

pregnant woman” (McLennen 28).  The one inkling of religious mercy that was demonstrated in 

the tragic event was that “Camila was made to drink holy water before being shot, so that her 

baby should be baptized and rise to heaven” (McLennen 28).  In his account of Camila 

O'Gorman’s story, Oscar McLennen points out the irony of the role that Camila O’Gorman 

played in Rosas downfall. He explains that the execution of Camila and her unborn child “turned 
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out to be an act of political suicide by Rosas” as it was viewed as “barbaric savagery caused a 

wave of popular revulsion” and the actions of Camila and Father Ladislao “whose actions had 

previously been denigrated as scandalous and disgraceful metamorphosed into 'doomed lovers' 

(McLennen 28).  Consequently, Rosas lived out his life in poverty and exile after being defeated 

in 1852 at the battle of Caesars. 

Unlike Camila, the film The Official Story is not based on a historical figure’s own life 

story, but rather it is a fictional composite of experiences based on reality. The film features a 

bourgeois family: Roberto, a wealthy business man with military connections, Alicia, a high 

school history teacher, and their adopted daughter Gaby, who is just five years old. The film is 

set just after the fall of the junta militar and Dirty Wars. The plot follows Alicia’s discovery or 

new found awareness of what actually happened during the Dirty Wars especially concerning the 

amount of suffering and number of killings. Her awakening begins when her students complain 

that that “government approved” history books do not tell the whole truth and were “written by 

assassins.”  The return of Alicia’s friend, Ana, from exile and her description of torture for living 

with a subversive prior to leaving for Europe further awaken Alicia to the political past and 

situation of Argentina. Eventually, all these experiences bring Alicia to question the 

circumstances of her daughter’s birth and she begins to diligently research Gaby’s origins, 

despite the fact that her husband forbids her and tells her that information about Gaby’s adoption 

is to remain a secret as it was one of the conditions of the adoption. In the course of her research, 

Alicia meets Gaby’s (possible) grandmother, Sara, who tells her the story of her daughter and 

son-in-law, who were considered poor subversives. As the story further unfolds, Alicia discovers 

more about her husband’s ties with the repressive Argentine military and questionable 

international business dealings. In the final scenes of the film, Alicia confronts her husband once 

again about Gaby’s past. Then, when he goes to kiss Gaby goodnight, and she is not there, Alicia 

tells him Gaby is not home and posits the question: "How does it feel not knowing where your 

child is?" He becomes enraged and physically abuses Alicia, then calls his mother’s house where 

Alicia has told him Gaby is spending the night. The movie closes with Alicia quietly leaving her 
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house and Gaby singing to herself while sitting in a rocking chair — the same nursery rhyme15 to 

that she sang in one an opening scene: “En el país del no me acuerdo.16”  

The parallels between the two movies exist and demonstrate that despite the fact that one 

hundred plus years separates the historical setting of the films and the outcome of the children of 

the subversive parents differs; the political ideology that inspired such violence remained present 

throughout those years. First, we see that both films reflect the trend that “films produced in the 

1980's, after the social and ideological transformations prompted by the "dirty war" of previous 

years, continue to a great extent the tradition of rendering historical reality through art” (Reati 

27) . The title The Official Story demonstrates that there is a need to communicate or 

acknowledge the past with unabashed honesty as “the problem of the constant writing and re-

writing of history in a country where the past still echoes,” but is never acknowledged creates the 

proverbial “skeleton in the closet” which continues to impact the present (Reati 27).  In this 

manner, we immediately see that the title suggests that the role of art is to express and make 

known the real stories that are kept hidden” (Reati 27).  It is no coincidence that later in the film, 

Alicia’s colleague, a literature teacher and former political activist, who makes her aware of the 

actual events that happened in the 1970's that are conveniently edited out of the government 

sanctioned text books that she has previously relied on. The ability for art, or texts, to 

communicate truth that is censored occurs when Alicia’s colleague says to her "Don't worry, 

literature and history always run into each other..." after an accidental collision in the hall.  The 

fact that this statement is made after a collision also implies that the necessary, yet often 

uncomfortable, reality that occurs at the juxtaposition of the two. Camila, as representation of 

historical figure, also demonstrates the relationship between history and art when recounting the 

narrative of historical figures. For example, in “Argentine historians have traditionally been 

divided over the role of the Unitarian and Federal parties in post-independence Argentina,” 

however, in Camila “the filmmaker decides to throw a new light on the past by presenting the 

protagonist as a victim of both parties,” while also portraying Camila as a head-strong, 

determined young woman to portray feminine strength (28). Another aspect of using art to 

                                                           
15 See Appendix C for complete lyrics by María Elena Walsh.  
16 “In the country of I don’t remember.” 
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portray history is that it the artist uses it to discuss recent history while avoiding directly 

referring to recent historical events.  

Throughout the film, Camila exemplifies relationship between historical events and how 

the treatment of one historical event or time period can be used to simultaneously create a 

dialogue about current historical events or political situations.  The strategy allows simultaneous 

referencing through cultural codes that translate into symbols for a contemporary political 

situation. Several examples of this relating to the then contemporary political situation in 

Argentina are found in Camila. One of the most prominent aspects of the film is that Camila 

faces death by a firing squad while pregnant which causes on to reference the political 

assassination of pregnant women during the 1970s as referenced in the official investigation on 

human rights abuses, demands for fair trials, in addition to the cruelty towards animals, a 

recurring metaphor for political violence in Argentine texts (Reati 28-9). The animal cruelty 

depicted in Camila when Camila's father has her kittens drowned in the sea. This is an obvious 

reference for the Argentine viewer of how the thousands were assassinated by the military, 

thrown alive from helicopters into the sea, and becoming “the disappeared” (Reati 28-9). 

An additional symbol that is prevalent in Camila and The Official Story are blindfolds. 

The blindness caused by the blindfold serves to indicate both lack of vision and lack of freedom 

of many Argentineans.  In the Official Story, Ana, Alicia’s friend, recounts her memories of 

being tortured and being blindfolded, or hooded, and only being able to hear the voice of the 

torture. Ana’s expression of her fears of one day hearing that voice again serves as a moment of 

enlightenment for Alicia as she becomes aware of the political reality that happened and is 

happening around her.  Camila also has her own experiences with blindfolds. The first of which 

is when she is wearing a white blindfold at her birthday party, playing "Blind Man's Bluff" and 

she meets Father Ladislao for the first time. The white blindfold could represent her naïve 

blindness to the political situation surrounding her, much like Alicia’s naïve blindness to her 

political reality. And finally, both Camila and Father Ladislao wear black blindfolds when they 

are executed before the firing squad, clearly representing their end that was brought on by their 

lack of freedom.  

Besides the parallel experiences of social and political enlightenment, we see that both 

characters Camila and Alicia experience a political fear about women in general that is 

communicated in several scenes in both movies. This is made most obvious by Roberto’s choice 
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to shield Alicia from information and political discussions, always telling her not to worry about 

such things. He also becomes clearly agitated when Ana returns to Argentina from exile and 

renews her friendship with Alicia. He is suspicious of Ana’s motives, especially when Alicia 

begins interrogating him for more information about Gaby’s birth.  Given Roberto’s knowledge 

of Ana’s previous romantic involvement with a political subversive and the role he played in 

betraying information about Ana and her lover to the junta, it is obvious that he is very aware of 

the role women play in national politics, especially when family and relationships are concerned, 

and makes every effort to keep women and family not only marginalized but in the margins of 

his life.  

Roberto’s avoidance of social situations with his family is clearly obvious as both his 

mother and his wife plead for him to join family events. However, the one instance in the film 

where Roberto is present at a family dinner at his parents’ house, a heated argument with his 

father and brother concerning political views— both his brother and father subscribe to anarchist 

politics and socialism—demonstrates Roberto’s desire to distance himself from his family, as 

least politically, and those perceived as marginal. This is also evidenced by the economic tension 

between Roberto and his family as his parents and brother are poor and living in one house 

together—Roberto’s brother lost his carpentry business— and Roberto has become rich in his 

business dealings and lives the “ urban bourgeois dream.”   

The idea of political and economic conflict is what brings attention to the parallel 

between the two sets of parents, Camila and Ladislao and Gaby’s biological parents. Both sets of 

parents were viewed as subversives, kidnapped from their houses, suffered for political reasons, 

and in their early stages of parenthood were poor. In Camila, one of the first subversive acts of 

that Father Ladislao commits is giving a sermon that condemns the amount of violence and 

murder that is occurring in Buenos Aires, which is a direct commentary on the manner in which 

Rosas runs his regime. Father Ladislao is, of course, reprimanded for his sermon and told to be 

more careful and then punished. Later, when Camila is having Sunday dinner with her family 

and expresses agreement with Father Ladislao’s sermon, she is also reprimanded and banished to 

her room for speaking against her father’s views. The second obvious offensive act that Camila 

and Ladislao commit is their elopement, rejecting both social and economic status. In the case of 

Gaby’s possible parents, Sara does not name specific reasons as to why her daughter and son-in-

law were kidnaped and killed, but they were a poor, young couple. Sara also alludes to the 
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confrontational, fighter spirit of her son-in-law, especially regarding protecting those who were 

vulnerable or perceived as underdogs.  In both cases, the parents were seen as unfit citizens and 

therefore unfit parents, so they were not allowed to live. Furthermore, in some cases, such as 

demonstrated in Camila, the child was not allowed to survive either. However, in some cases 

during the Dirty Wars, the child was allowed to be adopted by an approved family that was 

willing to pay and not speak. These families often had military connections, as demonstrated in 

The Official Story, strong nationalist beliefs and economic stability that coincided with the 

State’s ideal for both family and citizens.  

The final parallel that is most pertinent to this project is the attitudes toward the female 

character’s by patriarchal characters which exhibit a heightened sense that women are dangerous, 

even more so than men. This is due to the perception that women have the potential to exercise 

more subversive power as they are, in traditional roles, responsible for raising the future citizens 

and reinforcing the patriarchal ideology of the church, nation, and/ or state, or as Nira Yuval-

Davies and Flora Anthias point out that women bear the majority of the responsibility for 

maintaining civil institutions, including family. The threat of subversive action is present in each 

female character in both Camila and  The Official Story: Camila’s conspiracy to elope with 

Father Ladislao; Camila’s grandmother’s banishment to a tower for having been the mistress of a 

political foe of the “new revolutionary government” (Reati 32); Alicia’s desire and insistence to 

find the political truth in addition to the truth about Gaby’s family; Ana’s relationship with a 

subversive, desire for justice and refusal to be silent about her experiences regarding torture and 

exile; and finally, the grandmothers who march at the Plaza de Mayo,  keeping alive the memory 

and seeking justice for those that the junta military tried to erase from the not only the nation but 

national memory. 

By exploring the political ideology and environment of Argentina concerning 

marginalized women and the stigmatization that women delinquent in there state prescribe social 

roles in both the context of textual representation and historical fact, the concept of socio-

political and economic cleansing becomes quite evident in the violence of Argentina’s history all 

the way from Rosas regime to the Dirty Wars. Even more prominent is the perceived need of the 

state not only to control but to cleanse society of women who were not following appropriate 

socio-political roles, despite the fact that those in power were practicing ethics and morals that 

were incongruent with the religious and moral reasoning utilized to prescribe violent 
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consequences. In fact, the equation of women who did not act within prescribed social roles with 

the social stigma of a prostitute becomes quite clear in how they were treated, not just through 

labor laws, but also in the areas of family and religion. Camilla’s decision to step out of her 

social role in high-class argentine society put her into the sexualized role of the Argentine social 

outcast (prostitute) and earned her cruel death. Alicia also suffered physical abuse and 

punishment for stepping outside of her prescribed role as a wife, disregarding Roberto’s orders 

for her not to investigate Gaby’s origins. At some level, Camila, Alicia, and Gaby’s biological 

mother all stepped outside of  their roles and did what the patriarchal powers deemed 

inappropriate, and were thus not see as mothers but criminalized and marginalized, just as 

prostitutes would have been, and only deemed worthy of humiliation, degradation, and 

extermination.   

These issues concerning women and their families span over the three-hundred year 

history of Argentina, rooted in colonialism and gender violence, are still relevant to the social 

dynamics that are played out in Argentina today as it has been torn apart by “irresponsible 

governments, political chaos, economic instability, social dissolution”( Herscovici162). During 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the Argentine regimes portrayed themselves as models of 

virtue, protectors of the family and the virtue of womanhood, when in reality their core 

philosophy, which was one of depravity, seeped in gender violence, manifested itself in heinous 

actions and policy. Both Camilla and The Official Story convey the importance of remembering 

history and the treatment of people, especially women and children, throughout various historical 

eras. This point is explicit in the final scene of the Official Story, when Gaby— a young girl— is 

singing all the lyrics to “En el país del no me acuerdo” that she has finally completely 

memorized. The scene highlights the danger, fear, and even disorientation that come from 

forgetting and even the fear of disappearing or being “cleaned out” of society, opening dialogue 

about the deeper issues that surrounded the Dirty Wars that were not resolved when they ended: 

Despite the burgeoning of violence by military regimes that resulted in the Dirty wars, who is to 

say that such scales of mass violence will not happen again?  When the lives of any marginalized 

or disenfranchised group are perceived only worthy of death, what is there to stop a State from 

fighting dirty?  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

PUTTING TOGETHER THE PIECES: AFTER TRUAMA AND 

GENDERVIOLENCE 

 

 
 

El Tigre: A Dictator’s History of Gender Violence 

 

In the previous section, the discussion was structured around the role women have in 

society as women and the patriarchal paradigm that they are/were expected to partake in. The 

consequences of being a young mother who had a different ideological view point than the 

political powers that be created more of a reason for these women to become targets of state 

violence in addition to any political stances they may have vocalized, protested, or adopted. The 

contrast to this paradigm in the Trujillo regime is that the patriarchal paradigm the dictator uses 

and does not rely on nor attack the role of the mother. It is, I would argue, a purely sexualized 

and objectified, concept of women that is adopted to support his power plays.  Lauren Derby 

discusses this at length in “The Dictator’s Seduction: Gender and State Spectacle during the 

Trujillo Regime.” She initially addresses the important issue that the formation of one gender 

identity (ies) is quite interdependent with the perception of the opposite gender.   Derby posits: 

Feminine imagery functioned as a foil for the dictator’s multiple masculine 

identities; each female relationship revealed a different facet of his power. One 

could say that the display of women, particularly those of high social status, was a 

means of accumulation in Trujillo’s drive for symbolic capital, although one that 

had to be constantly renewed. Trujillo drew upon a traditional genre of 

masculinity in which his self-aggrandizement was based on the sheer number of 

women he could lay claim to—women who highlighted his prowess as lover, 

father, husband, as well as defender of his female liaisons and extended family. 

His macho stature grew especially through the acquisition of women of superior 

social status. (Derby 1113) 

In the realm of Latin American male identity, Trujillo’s persona was the epitome of “the 

quintessential Latin American big man whose authority was based on dramatic acts that drew 

loyal followers” (Sahlins qtd in Derby 1113). Derby further elaborates that characteristics of “the 
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good macho” rely on the expression of the “values of activity, dominance and violence, 

penetrating and metaphorically consuming through possessing both clients and women (Parker 

43 in Derby 1113).  

The paradigms of machismo allowed Trujillo’s power to be “based as much on the 

consumption of women through sexual conquest as it was on the domination of enemies of state. 

His charisma was founded as much on the concrete numbers of women he acquired (and their 

class status) as it was on violence and the near mythological fear he inspired by eliminating men” 

(Derby 1113). Most interestingly, Trujillo’s exploits created a dichotomy as “his insatiable 

sexual cupidity incited ignominy” but “also brought him respect” (Derby 1113). As Derby points 

out, this “was a key element in his legitimacy as a caudillo-turned-statesman” and in turn, “these 

narratives of sexual conquest, gender served as an allegory of class and race” (Derby 1113).The 

anomaly of gender representation and politics is that it focuses on women in political positions 

and identities of first ladies, female regents, and queens. When examining gender violence that 

these women experienced, scholars have argued that these women have borne the brunt of 

popular disaffection for their husbands.17 Historians have further argued that “the transfer of 

political life out of regal households and courts, and the growing divergence of public and 

private domains, banished women from politics.” The result of this is that “Women then became 

the focus of loathing and resentment when they ventured onto terrain that was no longer their 

own” (Maza, Landes, and Ryan qtd in Derby 1113).   

A contrasting view, as presented by J. M. Taylor employs an alternative culturalist 

approach that “seeks to explain the cross-cultural bifurcation of power whereby men inhabit the 

controlled, ordered and hierarchical domain, while their female counterparts embody the 

uncontained, dangerously spiritual power of the feminine. This paradigm model stresses the 

complementarity of feminine and masculine powers, and is in line with other theories that 

explain dualistic gender ideologies in terms of constructions of nature and culture, or power and 

                                                           
17 Derby elaborates:  “Scholars exploring the issue of gender representation and politics have focused on the identity 
of first ladies, female regents, and queens, and particularly on how they often become magnets for negative 
commentary and abuse. In an apparently transnational and transhistorical paradigm, public women in countries as 
diverse as Argentina (Eva Perón) and Nigeria (Maryam Babangida), and from periods ranging from ancient regime 
France (Marie Antoinette) to the post-Cold War United States (Nancy Reagan) have borne the brunt of popular 
disaffection for their husbands. Scholars have explained this recurrent negative imagery surrounding women in the 
public sphere in several ways” (1113). 
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authority.” (Ortner qtd in Derby1113-4)18 Derby argues that Trujillo’s regime does not follow 

either of these paradigms, but instead employed a hyper focus on sexual exploits integrated into 

the political paradigm:   

The prevalence of feminine iconography did not engender popular loathing of the 

women in the public sphere or an obsessive concern with the sexual exploits of 

las Trujillo. Rather, stories of hyperactive sexual antics were a stock feature of 

popular mythmaking concerning all of the Trujillo family, primarily the men but 

also the women. … Stories also abound of Trujillo’s abduction of virginal girls 

during his provincial travels, and of his beautiful victims spied and romanced 

during official balls and functions. (1114)19  

In this way, the Trujillo regime gained legitimacy through the romantic exploits of its members. 

Although the “the passions of heterosexual courtship… became an important idiom of legitimacy 

for the regime, this romance of state was based not on the binomial couple, but rather on several 

family triangles.”  This political imagery and practice derives from the “the complex and 

contradictory structure of the Dominican family, which is characterized by concubinage, serial 

unions, female-headed households, de facto polygyny, and a rigid set of unattainable gender-role 

expectations.” (Derby 1114)20 This paradigm does not follow Sommer’s work on national 

romance (which is previously outlined in the discussion regarding Argentina) as “this was a form 

of legitimation based on lust, not love, since adulation of the daughter and lover did not invoke 

the promise of “natural” child bearing” (Derby 1116). However, this does not mean that gender 

violence is not engrained in the paradigm and that the power structure of the Trujillo regime was 

                                                           
18 Taylor demonstrates how this imagery developed into the middle-class myth of Evita as malevolent witch, as 
harboring a deep and secret communion with the irrational masses. 
19 Quote continued: “Indeed, to have been chosen as an object of Trujillo’s desire elicited a certain forbidden pride, 
even among the highly sheltered but rebellious adolescent daughters of the elite who snuck off to official functions. 
As a result, parents went to great lengths to prevent their daughters from being noticed by the dictator, since refusing 
his attentions carried a high price and could even cost a girl’s father his job” (Derby1114). 
 
20 Quote continued: “For the majority of rural and urban poor, a family headed by a stable male wage-earner is an 
ideal but unreachable goal. For example, although women ideally should not work, most find they have to: either 
they are the sole wage-earners in their family, or their husband’s income is insufficient. Indeed, some have argued 
that the economic emasculation of the lower-class urban and rural male has taken its toll on gender roles and driven 
men to exhibit their masculine prowess, machismo, in alternative arenas of daily life (Tancer 215 and Ferrán 163-
65). The Dominican male is expected to be an honorable father to his public family which shares his apellido 
(surname), as well as to secretly maintain his unofficial wives and offspring, his casa chica (small house). The 
Dominican family, then, provides several “triangles of dramatizations” through which “unconscious images of a 
familial order” are defined, an obvious example being the husband-wife-mistress triangle (Damatta 204-6, 207-9, 
and Hunt, Family xiii)” ( Derby 1115-6). 
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not built on the commodification of women, the use and abuse of them to gain power and 

prestige. Derby describes the cultural paradigm that not only gave segue to Trujillo’s acquisition 

of power but a masculinity that is contingent upon sexual exploitation: 

the parading of Trujillo’s women involved a performance of masculinity that 

drew on the figure of the popular antihero from the barrio (marginal 

neighborhood) who achieves status, money, women and position from nothing but 

the result of his own efforts. Trujillo embodied the tigre (tiger; pron. tíguere), the 

quintessential Dominican underdog who gains power, prestige and social 

ascendance through a combination of extra-institutional wits, force of will, 

sartorial style, and cojones (balls). The tigre seduces through impeccable attire, 

implacable charm, irresistible sexuality and a touch of violence. His defining 

feature is his daring, audacious willingness to go after whatever he wants—

money, commodities, or women, particularly beyond his social reach. Trujillo was 

a tigre until he became president, from which time he ruled less through his wits 

than through the state—the national army and treasury. (Derby 1116)21 

An understanding of the tigre is foundational to understanding the cultural dynamics of the 

regime. The texts discussed throughout this project that interact with the Trujillo regime reflect 

this practice among male characters, especially those that wished to advance in Trujillo’s regime 

and emulate him.  

 

Trauma and Healing in Julia Alverez’s How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents and In the 

Time of the Butterflies 

 

In the Garcia Girls, The time line of the story is retroactive, with each section continuing 

the story sharing perspective from each girl’s life experiences. The final chapter of the book 

culminates in their recollections about Trujillo’s dictatorship and the events surrounding their 

flight to the United States to seek asylum. In the following chapter I discuss the repercussions of 
                                                           
21 “When he became jefe, he transferred his role as regime tigre to Porfirio Rubirosa, since neither dynastic first son 
Rafael (Ramfis) or second son Leonidas Rhadamés had the personal charisma for the part. Indeed, Rubirosa, who 
became an affinal “son” of Trujillo’s through his marriage to daughter Flor and his close friendship with Trujillo’s 
son Ramfis, became a surrogate for Trujillo, reaching even greater heights of tigueraje than Trujillo himself, for 
which he was rewarded handsomely in diplomatic positions for his unrivaled success in marital conquests. The 
charming and winsome Rubirosa thus served as Trujillista gigolo and conduit for the symbolic accumulation and 
display of women— ever more rich, famous and beautiful—to the regime” (Derby 1116). 
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the mind/body connection and Yolanda’s personal journey to finding voice. Her journey parallels 

the concept of opening history up to conversation. It explores the damage done by not discussing 

the issues that created the initial damage and the further damage caused by not having 

discussions and how ignoring gender violence leaves women vulnerable through a lack of 

fortification and perpetuates the very thing that was struggled against.  

In this section, I want to draw attention to the fact that the structure of  Garcia Girls 

mimics the process that one does in recovering memories, one little step back at a time. This is 

important in this section because the girls in the story have physical and psychological 

manifestations of trauma that they face in the events surrounding their immigration to the U.S 

and with the Trujillo regime. While much of the trauma the girls experience is attached to fear 

and loss—hence grief— there is also the element of the sexually charged language, abuse, and 

violence that they all experienced. Interestingly, all of them return to the pivotal day in their lives 

right before they flee to New York and the gender violence that they remember and struggled 

against in that moment becomes the space in which the female body is the metaphor for the 

politics of gender and “war,” not just gender as part of “war.” In addition to the direct political 

implications of the gender dynamics, the structuring of feminine identity—in both the personal 

and public with the complication of race and status— is correlated in this text with the political 

aspects and both are highly dependent on the structuring/restructuring of trauma and memory.  

The particular portion of Garcia Girls that I want to highlight in this chapter is the 

recollections of the family regarding the day(s) just before they flee the Dominican Republic. As 

noted previously, the sexual exploits of the members of the Trujillo regime were common place. 

What makes them more striking and to some degree more traumatic for the Garcia Girls, is first 

they were quit young, not even teenagers yet, and secondly, early association of predatory power 

and survival are made due to the circumstances. The young girls, however, are not the only ones 

to experience the traumatic associative powers of sex with abuse of power and even sex as a 

method of survival/escape.  

The events of the last day are described in flashback style from the perspective of the 

various family members with distinct aspects of Trujillo’s regime being highlighted in their 

memories. Yoyo’s description Trujillo’s men who are searching for her father begins with a 

detailed description of their skin color and uniforms. When the “two creepy-looking men” that 

are “coffee-with-milk color” wearing khaki “the same color as their skin,” mirrored shades, and 
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holster belts with “the shiny black bulge of their guns poking through arrive,” Yolanda tries to 

decipher if they are criminals or secret police because she now knows that guns are illegal, 

unlike when she was five years old: 

“… This must be serious like the time Yoyo told their neighbor, the old general, a 

made-up story about Papi having a gun, a story which turned out to be true 

because Papi did really have a hidden gun for some reason. The nursemaid 

Milagros told on Yoyo telling the general that story, and her parents hit her very 

hard with a belt in the bathroom, with the shower on so no one could hear her 

screams. Then Mami had to meet Tio Vic in the middle of the night with the gun 

hidden under her rain coat so it wouldn’t be on the premise in case the police 

came. That was very serious. That was the time Mami still talks about when “you 

almost got your father killed, Yoyo.” (Garcia girls 198) 

For Yoyo, and others, this memory is pivotal because it marks the secrets that the family was 

keeping and had to keep in order to survive in the midst of the regime. Beyond secrecy, shame is 

also attached to the memory as blame is placed on Yoyo for the close call on her father’s life and 

the slip of dangerous information.  Beyond that, the experiences with the guards ladle more 

shame on the girls first of all for being girls and secondly for sexually objectifying them while 

they are in utter a defenseless position as children. The guards are of course interrogating and 

antagonizing the children while they wait for their parents to appear: 

“So which of you girls live here?” the tall one asks. Carla raises her hand as if she 

were in school. Sandi also raises her hand like a copycat and tells Yoyo and Fifi 

to raise their hands too. 

“Four girls,” the fat one says, rolling his eyes. “No boys?” they shake their heads. 

“Your father better get good locks on the door.” 

… “Why locks?” [Fifi] asks, her bottom lip quivering. “Why?!” The chubby one 

laughs. The roll of fat around his waist jiggles. “Why?!” he keeps repeating and 

breaking out in fresh chuckles. “Come here, celito lindo, and let me show why 

your Papi has to put locks on the door.” (Garcis Girls 199) 

Later on the same few minutes are recounted by Fifi, the youngest. Her rendition of the incident 

has blanks that are filled with other’s memories since she was too young to remember much. But, 

this exchange allows us to consider the element of victim blaming that is present when one is 
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subjected to any form of violence and the connection between fear and shame in retrospect. 

Sometimes the fear of one horror – Papi being captured and killed— shifts the perspective away 

from something that is another type of horror— molestation of young children: 

“I’m the one who doesn’t remember anything from that last day on the Island 

because I’m the youngest and so the three are always telling me what happened 

that last day. They say I almost got Papi killed on account of I was so mean to one 

of the secret police who came looking for him. Some weirdo who was going to sit 

me on his hard-on and pretend we were playing Ride the Cock Horse to Banbury 

Cross. But the whenever we start talking last-day-on-the-Island memories, and 

someone always says, “Fifi, you almost got Papi killed for being so rude to that 

gestapo guy,” Yoyo starts in on how it was her who almost got Papi killed when 

she told the about the gun years before our last day on the Island. Like we are all 

competing , right? For the most haunted past.” ( Garcia Girls 217) 

Within the patriarchal structure, gender violence allows for blame to be placed and/or taken on, 

when in fact, the individual claiming blame and shame are innocent. This passage reflects two 

women who spend their lives carrying the shame and guilt ofYoyo’s innocent mistakes and Fifi’s 

lack of cooperation with the guard’s lascivious actions.  

The text also opens the discussion to the fact that women’s bodies are viewed as a 

defensive mechanism in patriarchal exchanges and not just as a space to be penetrated by the 

offenders.   We see this mentality first with the blame placed on Fifi for not acquiescing to the 

guard’s sexual prompts but in their mother’s default way of thinking in the moment of panic: sex 

and sexual pleasure is a weapon of protection, both and offensive and defensive strategy. Laura’s 

thoughts are detailed: “But you lose your head in a crazy hell hole, you do, and different rules 

apply. Now, for instance, she is thinking of doing something wild and mad, sinking down in a 

swoon the way women used to in old movies when they wanted to distract attention from some 

trouble spot, unbuttoning her blouse and offering the men pleasure if they’ll let her husband and 

babies escape” (Garcia Girls 202-3). Laura’s instinctual thoughts of protecting her family by any 

means of course cannot be blamed. However, one must recognize that she was a woman of 

affluence— the “right” color of skin, economic security, and social status— yet the threats and 

fears attached to the female body regarding sexuality did not escape her or her daughters. It 

unfortunately reflects the common place fear that is inherently attached to patriarchal culture, 
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which being a woman means to always be in need of protection, and therefore viewing the self as 

prey. The only way for a woman to presumably redeem this structure to her advantage is to 

“offer” her and make tradeoffs to her advantage. 

The problematic cultural acceptance of taking advantage of (young!) women is not 

limited to the Dominican Island practices and Trujillo’s regime either. The commodification of 

women (by both women and men) is reflected in the passage that recounts “Tio” Vic’s role in the 

Garcia’s escape from the Dominican.  When the guards arrive at the Garcia’s compound and 

Tacita is sent to fetch him with the secret code message “zapatos tenis” to alert him and summon 

him to intervene with the guards, he is in the midst of his favorite island pastime: 

“A goddamn bang comes at the goddamn door. “telfono, urgente, señor 

Hubbard.”  Vic does not lose a beat, but calls out “un minuto,”  and finishes first. 

He shakes his head at the sweet giggling thing and says, “Excusez, por favor.” 

Half the time he doesn’t know whether he’s using his CIA crash course in Spanish 

or his prep school Latin or his college French. But dicks and dollars are what talk 

in El Paradiso anyway. (Garcia Girls 205) 

At this juncture Vic reflects on the reason he is in the Dominican, creating the association of the 

US tampering with foreign affairs and somehow always arranging events to cater to the 

gluttonous appetite of “dicks” and “dollars:”  

When he first got to this little hot spot, Vic didn’t know how hot it would be. 

Immediately, he looked up his old buddy Mundo, who comes from one of those 

old wealthy families who send their kids to the states to prep school, and the boys 

on to college. Old buddy introduced him around till he knew every fire brand 

around the upper-class fellas the State Department wanted him to groom for 

revolution. Fellas got him fixed up with Tatica, who has kept him in the little girls 

he likes, hot little numbers, dark and sweet like little cups of cafecito so full of 

goddamn caffeine and Island sugar you’re shaking half the day. (Garcia Girls 

205-6) 

Vic’s voracious sexual appetite for young girls speaks as a political metaphor for the US 

involvement in the regime and perhaps even a subtle commentary on foreign relations in general: 

the “dicks and dollars” do all the talking— figuratively and literally- relying on advantageous 

coercion and reprimands both sexually and monetary as long as it benefits their interests. Then, 
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when “finished”, they “pull out” with a patronizing and arrogant reprimand to “behave:”Vic 

dresses quickly, and as soon as his clothes are on, he is all business.  Hasta luego,” he says, 

waving to the little girl sitting up and pouting prettily. “Behave yourself,” he jokes. Naughtily, 

she lifts her little chin. Really, they are so cute.” (Garcia Girls 205-6) 

The strong connections between sex, politics, and violence continue. Moments later in 

the narrative the more mature perspective of Laura reflects the correlation and speaks to the idea 

that so often women’s bodies are forced into submission to the men’s bodies that are being used 

as weapons, a means of practicing violence. When the guards see Uncle Vic arriving, “the two 

men turn, and almost reflexively, their hands travel to their holsters. Their gesture reminds her of 

a man fondling his genitals. It might be this vague sexuality behind the violence around her that 

has turned Laura off lovemaking all these months” (210-11).  

The relationship between a woman’s body as space and metaphor where politics are acted 

out continue as a theme in Alvarez’s  book,  In the time of the Butterflies, as well.  Much like the 

shifting perspective of the members of the Garcia household as they recall their last days on the 

Island, “Dede’s meoroy is playing dolls with the past” (9) as she recalls the events surround their 

awakening to the dangers of the Trujillo regime. Her sister recounts this enlightenment as she 

reflects on leaving the family’s farm and her experiences at boarding school: “And that’s how I 

got free. I don’t mean just going to sleep away school on a train with a trunkful of new things. I 

mean in my head after I got to Immaculada and met Sinita and saw what happened to Lina and 

realized that I’d just left a small cage to go into a bigger one, the size of our whole country” (13).  

Being at a school during this time of “coming of age,” discussion of a woman’s 

maturation was inevitable and necessary. However, the perspective presented is that being a 

woman, making the transition from being a girl to a woman, transforms one into a complication, 

a liability.  This is of course connected to perceptions that 1) fertility makes a woman vulnerable 

and therefore a liability— virginity must be guarded as that is where patriarchal norms place 

value, 2) a woman’s menses or pregnancy was treated  and viewed as an illness. These 

perspectives are often treated as “secrets,” although “everyone” knows about their existence, and 

to verbalize and normalize the natural, normal processes of being a healthy woman is often 

tainted with the shame and confusion of the viewpoint of disgust with the association of a disease 

and being a “complication,” is normally abnormal.  
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Minerva recalls the nun’s speech regarding menses: “She went through the most tangled 

up explanation about the how and why, and finished by saying if we should start our 

complications, we should come see her. This time she didn’t ask if there were any questions. I 

felt like setting her straight, explaining things simply the way Patria had explained them to me” 

(Butterflies 17). Minerva’s friend, Sinta, however, did not have the privilege of an older sister 

who was an informant nor the practical experience from farm life: “When she left, Sinta asked 

me if I understood what on earth Sor Milagros had been talking about. I looked at her surprised, 

here she’d been dressed in black like a grownup young lady, and she didn’t know the first thing. 

Right then, I told Sinta everything I knew about bleeding and having babies between your legs. 

She was pretty shocked, and beholden. She offered to trade me the secret of Trujillo”(17-18). 

Consequently, the secrets of womanhood were considered of equal informational value to Sinta 

and she offers the “...story of how Trujillo knocked off people and became the dictator and killed 

people who stood up to him (17-18).  

Interestingly, the unknown political secrets and the unknown information regarding 

sexuality-- fertility, menstruation, procreation (pregnancy and birth)-- are mirrored coming of 

age experiences, the awareness of what exists, the potential, and the experiences to come if they 

have not occurred already. Trujillo always acted like a dictator. He was covert at first-- but 

changed everyone’s lives with a “bloody” takeover. Just like the secrets of female maturation-- if 

you don’t know about it, it is a bloody surprise. Yet, even if you do know about, you are still 

subject to the bloody experience. Likewise, the very physical symptoms that a woman 

experiences during menses are mirrored in the nausea of knowing about and experiencing trauma 

which also induces physical reactions:“My tummy ache had started up again. Or maybe it was 

always there, but I’d forgotten about it while trying to make Sinta feel better. “Stop, please,” I 

begged her. “I think I’m going to throw up.” “I can’t,” she said. Sinta’s story spilled out like 

blood from a cut” (18).Minerva’s physical symptoms escalate as she begins to grasp the weight 

of Sinta’s secret: “The aching in my belly was like wash being wrung so tightly, there wasn’t a 

drop of water left in the clothes. “I’ll pray for your brother,” I promised her. “But Sinta, one 

thing. How is this Trujillo’s secret?” “You still don’t get it? Minerva, don’t you see? Trujillo is 

having everyone killed!” (18). 

When Minerva wakes in the morning, it is if the nauseating secret that poured out of 

Sinta the night before like blood from a cut has collapsed into her first menses— her initial 
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awakening to womanhood, politics, and violence— the complicated life of a woman: “As I came 

fully wake, I felt the damp sheet under me. Oh no, I thought I’ve wet my bed! After I’d told Sor 

Milagors that I wouldn’t need an extra canvass sheet on my mattress. I lifted the covers, and for a 

moment, I couldn’t take sense of the dark stains on the bottom sheet. Then I brought up my hand 

from checking myself. Sure enough, my complications had started” (18). The implications of 

such complications weigh heavy on Minerva. Later in the narrative, the details of what happened 

to Lina are revealed— the liking that Trujillo took to her after he spotted her, the gifts he 

showered on Lina and the convent/school, his visits to the school to parlor where “visits usually 

started with Trujillo reciting some poetry to her, then say he had some surprise on his person for 

her to find. Sometimes he’d ask for her to sing or dance. Most especially, he loved for her to play 

with the medals on his chest, taking them off and pinning them back on” (20-22).  

When Lina Lovaton goes away for a weekend and never returns to school, it is another 

“secret” that everyone knows but no one talks about until Minerva’s Papa tells her one day: 

“Look, Minerva, one of Trujillo’s girlfriends lives there, your old schoolmate Lina Lovaton” 

(23).  Minerva’s shocked response elicited more truth from her father: “‘But Trujillo is 

married…How can he have Lina as a girlfriend?’ Papa looked at me a long time before he said, 

‘He’s got many of them, all over the island, set up in big, fancy houses…” and he took the 

opportunity to give a lecture as to “why the hens shouldn’t wander away from the barnyard” 

(23). The rest of the story is revealed when Minerva returns to school that Fall: “…during one of 

our nightly sessions, the rest of the story came out. Lina Lovaton had gotten pregnant in the big 

house. Trujillo’s wife Dona Maria had found out and came after with a knife. So Trujillo shipped 

Lina off to a mansion he’d bought for her in Miami where he knew she’d be safe” (23). Minerva 

experiences another physical reaction in response to the fearful stories about Trujillo— the 

tightening in her chest.  

At first she believes it is cause by her attempts to stunt the growth of her breasts: “At first 

I thought it was caused by the cotton bandages I had started tying around my chest so my breasts 

wouldn’t grow. I wanted to be sure what had happened to Lina Lovaton would never happen to 

me. But every time I’d hear one more secret about Trujillo’s I could feel the tightening in my 

chest even when I wasn’t wearing bandages” (23).  This moment in the narrative points to the 

fact that the restriction, the literal censoring of her body, and other examples of objectification 

were not limited to the sexual, the female body was merely one space where  it was acted out.  
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This sexualization occurred regardless of race, social, or economic status— harken back to the 

experiences of Belicia (Oscar Wao) who had an affair with one of Trujillo’s officials was darker 

skin colored, from a lower socio-economic status than Lina Lovaton, experienced brutal physical 

violence, and her illegitimate child was murdered — the variable seemingly being the amount of 

physical violence and manner the “disposability” of the woman and her offspring were handle by 

the objectifier, depending on his personal preferences and affluence.  

These are just a few examples of how the female body is often used as a space to not only 

practice politics but act as a metaphor for the large political schema. What Alvarez accomplishes 

in the narratives of  How the Garcia Girls Lost their Accents and In the Time of the Butterflies is 

the power of secrecy and all the spaces that it affects, how it creates space not just for censorship, 

but for trauma and extensions and practices of violence. In the midst of these cultural practices, 

the desire for freedom and change emerges and calls for the acquisition of both individual and 

collective voice. Finding words and expressing trauma overcomes the power that censorship— 

secrecy and memory loss— and trauma holds over individuals and even communities. 

In patriarchal paradigms, women are often portrayed and idealized to be the “secret 

keepers”— for whatever topic but especially regarding sexuality even to the point of nativity— 

and the ones who pass on tradition. The historical precedence of regimes is to practice extreme 

violence on women acting outside of their prescribed political and social roles— particularly if 

they talked about or questioned what was happening in the current political/military arena.  

Profound courage to openly discuss, disassociate, and combat the malpractices of 

military/political regimes and coups are often portrayed as occurring in the wake of realization, 

enlightenment,  or putting the pieces together— at type of coming of age experience. These 

events usually rely on women who are key “truth tellers” both in fictional texts and historical 

events. In the following chapter, I will discuss how these texts give pause for consideration of 

how secrecy/censorship and pain left undealt with causes more pain, harm, death and injustice 

and the necessity of truth telling to continue in the paradigm of both men and women’s roles in 

society.  

 

The Ultimate Gender Violence: Femicide in the Backyard 

 

The previous texts in this chapter have focused on women’s experiences with violence in 

the context of specific regimes and dictatorships, now I shift to another context in which extreme 



109 

gender violence has/does occur. The relationship between this text and the previously discussed 

texts is the visible nuances of how gender violence escalates and manifests depending on the 

infrastructure of the country.  Context accounts for some disparities, but one of the key elements 

that every context has is the element of censoring, blanking out, covering up, or some other type 

of “secrecy”— secrecy referring to the taboo of acknowledging  and addressing violence rather 

than a complete unawareness regarding the violence. The film, Backyard, portrays the gut-

wrenching dynamics of the events, constituting circumstances, and dynamics of the missing and 

murdered women of Juarez, Mexico. The term femicide, “the misogynist killing of women by 

men, is a form of sexual violence” (Radford, 3), which I discuss at length in chapter one, is 

utilized and presented to be the primary cause of the women’s death. It is explicitly demonstrated 

that they are killed merely because they are women, viewed as disposable entertainment and 

labor.   

An interesting aspect to consider with the making of documentaries and films that seek to 

bring awareness and protest the (mis)handling of the murders of these women in Juarez, Mexico. 

Opposition to the filmmakers, actors, and anyone else involved in the film projects or 

investigative work was/is a serious issue. The opposition ranges from discouragement, 

harassment, to violent threats to their lives and families requiring security measures to be taken 

and other adaptations made to maintain the safety of individuals involved in the project. The 

sources of such opposition present the supposition that the entities that the films are critical of 

want to maintain a sanitized image and/or that the parties responsible for the murderers, 

obviously, do not want to be discovered. One of the challenges that investigations have 

encountered is the various sources that are likely responsible for the murders— if one perpetrator 

manages to be caught or connected, resurgence occurs, and the issues persist in the face of the 

token incidents of justice. These are similar issues that are present in regimes. Images of those in 

power are “sanitized” with the blood and murders of those who dare to speak against them. If a 

justice occurs, it is merely a token action that allows the violence to persist.   

One of the common characteristics of the women who are raped, violently abused, and 

either murdered or left for dead, tossed in the dessert, is that many are young women of 

indigenous descent who have moved to Juarez for employment opportunities at the 

maquiladoras. The maquiladoras utilize the women for cheap, disposable labor which is 

indicated by the need for a physical to be hired/maintain employment, mandatory birth control, 
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and the stipulation that pregnancy results in job loss. The desire for cheap labor is explicitly 

discussed during an international business/political meeting which is candidly portrayed in 

(source). In this meeting, an analysis of how much wage and tax it costs transnational companies 

to hire women is presented—in terms of pennies.  However, the devaluation of women goes 

much further than a line item on a corporate budget sheet.  

The insignificant value placed on sex crimes and violence against women is highlighted 

throughout the film as male interaction with female characters portrayed. For example, the 

incompetence, incorrect handling and gathering of evidence regarding sex crimes, and lack of 

cooperation by (primarily male) detectives who are supposed to assist Blanca Bravo; the 

detective who spearheads an investigation of the deaths of the missing girls of Juarez, is a key 

critique of the justice system not to mention the perceived threat that women represent. The 

underlying rational for this behavior pattern is the belief that a women’s value is derived from 

her potential as an asset whether it be service, labor, entertainment, or even as a prized 

possession. Her value is based on the commodity of pleasure or profit potential and not intrinsic 

value. These themes are explored within the film Backyard and demonstrate the mentality that 

leads to femicide—killing women because they are women.   

In the film, several factors point to the acerbation of the violence surfacing throughout 

the film beyond the continued devaluation that affronts women. It cannot be denied that the 

greatest perpetuators of violence are apathy and fear due to seemingly insurmountable 

corruption. As one would suspect, in any instance of violence, there are those who feel its 

weight, recognize the situation, and attempt to combat the violence. Yet, the disheartening reality 

portrayed in the film is that many fall prey to the corruption within politics and cultural stigmas. 

There is a high level of susceptibility to being coerced, forced, drawn into, or trained in heinous 

crimes or becoming immune to violence that is integral in the discussion of violence against 

women. There is a deep social/political flaw that teaches humans to base their value as humans 

on the subordination of other human beings through the criteria of gender, race, money, social 

status, religion, and etcetera. In many instances, we see this flaw manifested in texts that 

demonstrate a patriarchal perspective that dictates women are “less than” because they are 

women and men are “less than” if they do not treat women as “less than.” This aspect elevates 

the discussion to a broader spectrum that calls for examination of how we value (or devalue) of 

other human beings. With this mind, discussion regarding gender violence is able to encompass a 
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more complete perspective rather than solely relying on the premise of “stop being violent to 

women” and opens the discussion to how gender violence plays out in both female and male 

lives. 

 Backyard is a fictionalized account of the murder epidemic of women in the border town 

of Juarez, Mexico. The story follows Blanca Bravo (Ana de la Reguera), a police detective 

transferring from Veracruz, in her investigations of the murders of these young women. She 

begins with one case: the cadaver of young woman found in the desert with her nipple bitten off. 

She has a gold tooth with the letter “K” stamped in it.  The body is positively identified by two 

women who work for a women’s aid organization as belonging to Karen, a domestic-abuse 

victim. Karen’s boyfriend, an Egyptian nicknamed the Sultan (Sayed Badreya), has an extensive 

record for rape in the United States and Bravo suspects that he is a serial killer. She brings him in 

for investigation; however, while he is in custody eight more dead women are found in the 

desert. She makes a case linking him to the Cheros gang that runs a nightclub in town. However, 

everything still does not add up as Bravo has been presented with hundreds of photos and stories 

of missing and murdered women in addition to stories of women’s screams on nights when there 

is a full moon. 

 The dynamics surrounding, impeding, Bravo’s investigation are the corrupt dealings of 

the police commander (Alejandro Calva), who is striving to obtain a desk job in Mexico City, 

and the governor of Chihuahua (Enoc Leaño), who takes measure of force to keep a story about 

the murders from being published in the New York Times. The somewhat farcical task force 

convenes with Texan and Japanese industrialists, with factories in Ciudad Juárez, to brainstorm 

ways to make the city safer for women. Although safety measures are suggested, the business 

men refuse to offer financial assistance, to install better lighting or hire more police officers, and 

threaten to move their manufacturing plants elsewhere, where labor is cheaper than the hourly 

rate of $1.08 Mexican workers earn. The narrative is not devoid of the issue of sex tourism, 

highlighted by the character of Mickey Santos (Jimmy Smits), a rich Mexican who lives with his 

family in El Paso, Texas but crosses the border into Ciudad Juárez every full moon to indulge his 

fetish for school girls. 

 The secondary plot in Backyard follows Juana, an 18-year-old who leaves her rural farm 

in Chiapas to pursue other opportunities in Juarez. After moving in with her cousin Márgara, she 

starts working at the same factory Margara does— after she passes the physical, including a 
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pregnancy test and administration of mandatory birth control. Initially, she meets a young man, 

Cutberto, from near her hometown in Chiapas and they quickly form a romantic relationship. 

However, as Juana becomes more accustomed to the “modern” city life— drinking, dancing, 

clubs, having a little money to spend— she wants to explore the new found freedoms.  One 

night, Cutberto goes to the nightclub (the same one the Cheros gang runs and consequently that 

Mickey Santos frequents) to meet her and is overcome with jealousy, heartbreak, and humiliation 

when he sees her dancing with someone else. Several men provoke him to retaliate against Juana 

to teach her a lesson and assuage his pain. With their help, Cutberto drugs her and kidnaps her. 

The men take her to an abandoned outbuilding, where, much to the Cutberto’s horror he is forced 

to rape and then watch as Juana is raped by the other men. The other men take Juana and 

Cutberto in their van for a drive in the dessert and at gunpoint force Cutberto to suffocate Juana 

by putting a plastic bag over her head. She is thrown from the van as it drives through the 

dessert, and Cutberto shortly follows. Bravo’s and Juana’s narrative merge when Bravo 

investigates Juana’s murder and Cutberto’s suicide.  

This text highlights women suffering the consequences of ineffective and unresolved 

political, economic, and criminal issues. Previously, I alluded to the element of “secrecy” and the 

power that it gives to sexual violence and its perpetuation. Some of these crimes against women 

were literally uncovered in the desert— it seems that the vast majority of the crimes were 

committed not only in areas where a voice could not be heard or against girls who have a 

socioeconomic status in the periphery— however, even though the crime is uncovered the victim 

is still voiceless, only her body is left to tell the tale of violence that she experienced. In 

conjunction with the actual victims not being able to seek/obtain justice, attempts made by 

family members to seek justice for themselves, on behalf of the victims, and for the safety of 

other women are only met with disregard and the persistence of crime.  

A missing or horrifically murdered member of a family or community is a painful, even 

traumatic situation, but the trauma is compounded with the repetition of the event and when 

opportunities for closure, justice, and empathetic mourning are not granted to family or a 

community. It adds another layer of silence to the already voiceless victim and forces the living 

who choose to speak out on their behalf to combat attempts to keep them voiceless, or worse yet 

the fear of speaking out and finding missing loved ones paralyzes and prevents them  from 

receiving the closure that they rightfully deserve. Various sources do show women— mothers, 
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sisters, grandmothers, aunts, cousins, and friends— as the ones who hold vigils and memorial 

gatherings at sites where the missing girls are found. Sometimes a father has the courage to look 

for his daughter, but primarily any display of desire for justice or grief is seen by women. This is 

not dissimilar from the events of Plaza del Mayo where the mothers marched as they waited to 

find their own missing and murdered children. There are of other dynamics that may dictate why 

men are less visible at these scenes of mourning but one source does indicate that it is abnormal 

for men to come forward in the cases of their missing daughters as they fear loss of jobs and 

threats to their and other family member’s lives. And, where gender bias is dependent upon who 

is speaking, the man becomes voiceless not because who is speaking but who or what he is 

speaking out about. In the end the metaphor of these young women’s bodies reflects the deadly 

politics of silence carried out by the policing of bodies (mandatory sterilization, etc. as exhibited 

in the highly regulated employment at factories) and speech. In addition, these crimes also 

represent not only the fact that the commodification of women has rendered them disposable but 

that they are, as women, viewed and disregarded as complications. The view of women as 

complication is largely connected to their fertility and the natural biological process of their 

bodies and childbearing (not to mention the perceived predisposition they have to be more 

“emotional and social” beings).  

Each of the regions the texts that have been discussed in this chapter have been plagued 

with social norms of devaluation (of women and others), perpetuated by (often extreme) 

situations and environments of human security/insecurity.  These situations were not only 

dictated by a country’s infrastructure, they are also connected to the infrastructure of the person: 

the mental and emotional well-being of an individual. Emotions of fear/insecurity, 

insignificance, lack of self-efficacy, depression, shame and/or the counterparts of pride and anger 

are bound to manifest in a physical manner. The internal and intrinsic workings of the human 

thought-life and values manifest in the body, whether through actions or other bodily symptoms. 

The inverse is also true. If a body is treated one way, the implications of those actions will affect 

the mental and emotional aspects of a human.  

A major point of examination in this chapter has been to explore why women’s bodies 

are so often used as a metaphor for political dissatisfaction and discussion of issues related to 

freedoms and human security/insecurity. Regarding this, affect theory affords the opportunity to 

explore both intrinsic and extrinsic motivators and manifestations of concepts such as femicide 
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and sexualiztion without limiting the scope of discussion to feminist theory. The common 

dynamic found in each example is the profound presence of shame both as it relates to men and 

women, but that the space that shame is practiced most often is the female body. This was 

discussed previously in the context of femicide in chapter one, where I first highlight that in the 

socio-political and cultural contexts of the texts examined the term femicide (inclusive of 

Feminicide, feminicidio) represents that the treatment of women is not dependent on elements of 

race, class, or culture but its affects are most assuredly compound by racism and misogyny on 

women of color” (Radford and Russel xi). Furthermore, as Largarde y De los Rios states, 

femicide occurs due to failures to uphold the law, in situations of “law-less-ness,” it is to be in a 

state of crime.22  

As also referenced in chapter one, the further development of the theory of femicide is 

inspired by the missing and murdered women of the U.S.-Mexican border town of Juarez, 

Mexico. A result of this is the explicitly political artistic initiatives that aim to be works of truth-

telling, not just life-telling, attempting to present the voices of the victims and afford 

communities an opportunity for processing and examining trauma and the social and political 

factors that contribute to such unspeakable violence.  An interesting point that Karubian makes 

in her work, Representing Femicide At the U.S. Mexican Border, is  that "The propagation, 

creation, and appropriation of women’s life histories in Ciudad Juarez are explicitly political” 

and that “the use of personal narratives in this case differs greatly from other genres of life-

telling.” (Karubian, Representing Femicide).   

Karubian attributes the differences in the process of life-telling (and truth-telling) to the 

political climate and agendas that surround the stories. She explains that “Biographical 

information is not given in order to tell triumphant tales of survival, highlight the significance of 

“great men,” or provide points of entry into particular eras;” and “Life stories are used to combat 

negative sentiments proffered by the Mexican right wing, prove the innocence of murder victims, 

and forge solidarity between Americans and Mexicans.” Therefore, the recognition that 

“femicide does pose a significant problem to the use of life-telling” is essential. In these brief 

                                                           
22 Largarde y De los Rios explains: “Feminicide is able to occur because the authorities who or omissive, negligent, 
or acting in collusion with the assailants perpetuate institution violence against women by blocking their access to 
justice and thereby contributing to impunity. Feminicide entails a partial breakdown of the rule of law because the 
state is incapable of guaranteeing respect for women’s lives or human rights and because it is incapable of acting in 
keeping with the law to uphold the law, to prosecute and administer justice, and to prevent and eradicate the 
violence that causes it. Feminicide is a state of crime” (xxiii). 
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examples, the convergence of theoretical concepts such as femicide and life-telling/truth-telling 

visa vie personal narrative and the profound affective results of the political and social climate of 

region are found in both the silences and the bodies of women. Karubian astutely points 

out:  “Although these personal histories are used for political means, this is underscored by the 

fact that female bodies and personhood itself are continually constituted through by violence” 

(Karubian, Representing Femicide).  

This observation made by Karubian is one that fits into the matrix of theory that is 

necessary to achieve a comprehensive discourse regarding Latin American texts that portray the 

dynamics of violence against women. The dichotomy of both construction and deconstruction of 

female bodies is hinged on the fact that they are a site of violence. Women’s trauma/violence 

manifest in spoken and unspoken narratives relies heavily on their bodies, portraying not only 

the use of them as political pawns but also demonstrate desperate attempts at erasure of their 

“bodies.” As various texts portray, women’s bodies that are a common space to “wage wars” of 

both patriarchy and politics. However, as Karubian points out, women’s bodies are not limited to 

being the site of violence, they also become weapons: “If women’s bodies are the battlegrounds 

upon which male dominance is waged, then the factual or fictional lives of these victims are 

justifiably appropriated as weapons with which to fight back"(Representing Femicide).  

As Karubian posits, a shift is necessary in scholarly discourse and the paradigm of 

analysis:  “Rather than locating gender at the center” of analysis “conditions of sovereignty and 

citizenship” then become the focus (Karubian From Women's Rights to Human Rights). This 

shift develops further discernment of what “gendered citizenship entails within a denationalized 

context” and departs from attempts to “understand how women are rendered disposable” to 

discussion on the “ramifications of being the subjugated sex within a context where death is the 

order of the day” (Karubian From Women's Rights to Human Rights). Karubian boldly states 

that: As such, this novel paradigm reflects a larger strategy for understanding femicide as a 

product of the state’s failure to protect its citizens in the wake of its own surrendering of power 

to outside forces. Through framing these murders within the context of governability, women’s 

rights are now understood as human rights." (From Women's Rights to Human Rights) 

Understanding women’s rights as human rights may seem elementary. However, this 

foundational perspective within this work liberates the subaltern by giving them a voice through 

text. As long as there continues to be a division between human rights and women’s rights in 
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discussion, permission is granted for discrimination to prevail. I posit that none of these issues 

can or will be resolved unless individuals work to resolve the deep roots of shame, the affective 

aspects of violence, that are present in many, if not all, cultures.23 The escalation of gender 

violence the women of Juarez experienced cannot be fully explored without giving thought to 

men who are experiencing deep shame related to the violence trauma in their community. The 

nature of gender violence is to create shame for both men and women, largely based on gender 

role expectations and norms. And not to be ignored, but the nature of shame begets more shame, 

more violence, more anger, and a number of other emotional and relational consequences per 

Brene Brown’s research.  

The effect of emotions in gender violence is not ignored in Backyard. The viewer gathers 

that Cutberto would not have gone to the extreme level of violence that he carried out against 

Juana had he not been shamed by the gang of men into participating in their violent plot—he 

most likely would have done nothing after having a fight in the bar with the man who was 

dancing with Juana. This is implied by the fact that he was distressed and forced to participate in 

a plan with horrific details he was not fully aware. This does not excuse the fact that he initially 

thought he could “teach her a lesson” by scaring her into his “submission and possession” with 

kidnapping and force. But the deep grief and guilt he experienced in regards to his transgressions 

is evident in his suicide. Much of the violence that Cutberto is coerced into is initiated while he 

and the others are high on illicit drugs and alcohol. While this opens another discussion on the 

role of substance abuse and misuse in cases of violence, which is not within the scope of this 

project, it does point to the fact that men are not exempt from manipulation and being taken 

advantage of (in any manner) with or without the use of mind altering substances. In this case, 

Cuberto isviewed as a weak, emotional man who needed to “man up” suffers gender violence 

both directed towards him as heterosexual male and as a pawn to accomplish femicide.  

                                                           
23 Relevant to this portion of the project is that many cultures, especially in the religious aspect, have a story of 
origin. Careful consideration brings to light the element of shame that is intrinsic in these stories. In the case of 
cultural collisions, sometimes these stories are collapsed or evolve, reflecting the influence of culture. This would be 
particularly true in the case of Mexico when the Spanish conquistadors imposed Catholicism, which contains two 
key (hi)stories of origin, the origin of humans (Adam and Eve) and the “origin” of the Son of God (Born of a 
virgin)— at least in his human form. Within the story of Adam and Eve, we can detect guilt, shame, and blame, but 
what sticks to both genders is shame. Although the shaming is often directed and focused on the woman as in the 
narratives she is the one who was deceived and suffered more consequences than the man, including pain in child 
birth. In the collapsing of history and myth, we see that the images of Virgin, Mother, and Whore have shame 
attached to them, and so firmly so that that it is nearly perceived as intrinsic. 
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Furthermore, the gender paradigm of “el caballero,” the knight in shining armor, is also 

present in Latin cultures just as others that have placed on a man the necessity of being the 

epitome of a gentleman that rescues and protects women. As it relates to this situation, men 

experience the shame of not acting within the paradigm of heterosexual male gender norms, the 

“knight in shining armor” complex and machismo (which can be construed as a similar conflict 

that women experience in the virgin/mother/whore conflict). This shame is associated not only 

with unattainable gender norm standards but also if they chose to either act counter culturally or 

there is a fear factor that jeopardizes them maintaining a male gender role (eg. Family provider).  

The shame attached to fear and emasculation by those that are committing horrific crimes or 

perpetuating a political and legal (criminal) environment does not afford men (much less 

women) the space to grieve or protest openly or publicly because that would mean 

acknowledging the horrific violence that is out of their control. The fear and shame of not being 

able to do anything about the violence or the risk of acknowledgement of such violence put on 

their livelihoods and the lives of other family members is very recognizable regarding the events 

in Juarez. 

To add perspective to the need for  moving beyond viewing gender violence as strictly a 

gender specific issue, one must examine the effect of trauma on family units—a group of humans 

where genders are united and perceived as one group—and the context in which they live out 

life.  The victims of femicide from Juarez and their families have led lives that are marked by a 

history of trauma that is only compounded by terror/terrorization. Their experiences 

of  “Mistreatment by authorities, circulation of defamatory sentiments, interpellation through 

death and desperation for international support each significantly affect the ways in which life 

stories are told within the discourse on femicide in Ciudad Juarez.” (Karubian, Representing 

Femicide). For these families, the trauma does not end with the murder of their relative; 

Karubian elaborates “Many of the murdered women came from families who are impoverished 

and experience continuous disenfranchisement by the Mexican government. The families of the 

disappeared have reported harassment, death threats and stalking by local police.”  The result, as 

anticipated, is people that are so paralyzed with fear and terror that all that is left is silence, 

which filmmaker Lordes Portillo describes: “When I decided to make a documentary [Señorita 

Extraviada] about the girls I went to Juarez and found a deafening silence: most people, from 

leaders of women’s organizations to common citizens, were too terrorized to speak out” (Portillo 
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2003, 229). Breaking this silence, presented by fear and shame, becomes imperative to justice 

and healing from trauma because without secrecy, silence, fear, and share are elements  that bot 

propagate violence are  propagated by violence. 

Throughout this chapter, I have explored how gender violence, practiced in the space of 

the female body, represents political and even criminal struggles as the context of the texts are 

presented in the era of military regimes, dictatorships, and other situations where “dirty” politics 

took precedence over human rights and truth-telling, although the regimes were seeking to instill 

stability within particular ideological structures. Remembering these traumas and injustices are a 

conversation not only in life-telling experiences but also an exercise in truth-telling. As with any 

instance of trauma that involves humans acting in violence towards other humans, the causes and 

effects are a complex combination of both intrinsic and extrinsic factors. I have specifically 

focused on the role gender violence towards both women and men that are evident, specifically 

when shame is recognized as a major proponent of violence. In the previous chapter and this 

chapter, I have structured an argument for the important work that is necessary in recovering 

traumatic memories and the need to recover from them.  

The premise of the texts discussed were created with elements of this idea if not 

explicitly for the purpose of discussing trauma in the context of seeking justice, voice for the 

subaltern, or remembering trauma for the sake of healing vis a vie processing trauma, truth-

telling, and mourning/memorialization. The space of these texts arguably provided a space for 

recovering from both personal and collective trauma as Family-Community. These texts afford a 

space that is relational, even conversational (e.g. various perspectives presented of same event in 

Garcia Girls). Throughout the texts, one of greatest damages that trauma does to a person is 

attack the relational abilities of the individual which has longer lasting and generational effects. 

This, I would posit, is because the primary space humans learn to relate is the family setting and 

is thus imperative to the healing of trauma. In the following chapter, I will expand on the concept 

that these texts afford a safe space for trauma to become a conversation, a therapeutic place of 

listening, understanding, and speaking to what is spoken through silences and what is recovered 

from those silences. Ultimately, the only way to heal trauma, covered in pain, shame, and silence 

is to speak— to be a truth-teller while doing life-telling.  
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Putting Together the Pieces: Trauma and Gender Violence in How the Garcia Girls Lost 
their Accents and The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao 

 

One of the greatest difficulties after surviving an experience that is defined by trauma, 

violence, shame, sadness and pain is that the process of remembering and speaking about the 

event. Often, the task is too difficult and only blank or fragmented memories exist. However, this 

does not mean that those experiences cannot be represented despite the disjointed nature of 

recounting the experiences. Both, How the Garcia Girls Lost their Accents by Julia Alvarez and 

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao by Junot Diaz represent how time, memory, and 

censorship function together to tell the story of gender violence that the characters in the novels 

experience. This portion of analysis focuses on female characters’ experiences of sexual violence 

and gender violence—both  physical and psychological violence that affects the inner person and 

acts as a mechanism to fragment and erase memory—with special attention to the mind-body 

connection and its relationship with the side effects caused by violent acts and trauma.  

In her article “The Narration of Trauma: The Guerra Sucia in the Argentinian Novel and 

Film,” Lucia Buttaro describes how violent acts affect the mind-body connection: “The raping or 

violation of the body causes the mind to fragment itself. The whole thus becomes an 

accumulation of ‘parts’, the body separated from the mind.”  Also, Buttaro explains that: 

“Oblivion or the loss of memory is linked to exile – both inner and outer, to (self)-censorship, 

[and] also to denunciation, torture, terror, and violence. It is driven by trauma as well as by 

aspirations for freedom.”  Within the framework of the concept that the violation of the body 

leads to fragmentation of the mind, arguably the female body, as a site where power and 

oppression are practiced, functions as a common and acceptable metaphor to tell and record 

violence and trauma in the greater socio-historical context that is too horrific to retell. The literal 

and symbolic value of this argument is supported by post-modern concepts of fragmentation 

represented by/through time, human subjects and the society that is utilized and synthesized in 

both novels (Sarup147).  

In conjunction with this, the element of shame and its role in both trauma and violence, 

both as a cause and effect, are key in examining why the female body emerges as a common and 

acceptable site of recording and retelling histories of violence and trauma. When thinking about 

shame and its impact on societies on the personal and national levels, there is no doubt that it 

leaves a mark on every culture.  Shame begs for secrecy and creates environments studded with 
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taboos. However, the work of many scholars, such as Ahmed, Brown, Bouson, point out that 

working through shame is essential to stopping various cycles of violence. Gender violence does 

not escape the integral part that that shame plays in its perpetuations. When examining 

patriarchal norms, we see that perceived weakness is the greatest source of shame for men. This 

includes any form of vulnerability, which is often mistaken for and perceived as weakness 

instead of transparent honesty which requires boldness. Patriarchal gender bias and cultural 

norms however lead to the perception that the females (bodies) are more “vulnerable” or 

“weaker” and more accepting of becoming a vulnerable space. Therefore, it becomes 

commonplace to portray trauma, violence, and shame through women, children (male and 

female) and LBGTQ persons because it shows—in the extreme contexts— what is not 

masculine. Furthermore, it is a long tradition for men, their life mission, to unveil and conquer 

the female body; however, shame consistently accompanies the revelation and conquest 

demonstrating that to be made vulnerable is to be perceived as weak, to been seen as weak is to 

be less than, to be less than is shame and therefore “bad.” This concept rings true despite cultural 

differences and gender role expectations/ definitions. Shame then filters in through expectations 

and actions, promoting secrecy, blame, violence, and trauma as gender, race, and class interact. 

The human experience, despite geographical or cultural origins, contains topics of trauma 

that exist in personal histories and not just histories about trauma. Junot Díaz’s novel, The Brief 

Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, treats the topic of national trauma in conjunction with personal 

violent and traumatic experiences. The focus of this analysis is the characters of Lola, Oscar’s 

sister, and Belicia, Oscar’s mother and the dissociative aspects of their coping with trauma. 

Specifically, the manner in which these characters exhibit remembering or forgetting and talking 

or not talking about their traumatic experiences as well as the process of disassociating oneself 

from the body. These consequences of trauma can be described as a fragmentation applying the 

ideas of Lucia Buttaro concerning the fragmentation of memory caused by acts of violence. This 

concept applies to the characters of Belicia and Lola because both experience violence, practice 

the censorship of their memories, exemplify disconnects with their bodies, and aspire to 

experience freedom in their lives (through their bodies/ by distancing themselves from their 

bodies, and the shame they experience). In the case of How the Garcia Girls Lost their Accents, 

Julia Álvarez also treats the topic of personal and national trauma. However, each part and 

principle character has some type of a traumatic history, the topic of censorship and trauma is 
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most evident in Yolanda’s character, who is the third daughter of Mami and Papi Garcia. 

Moreover, the novel opens and closes with a story that focuses on Yolanda’s experiences and the 

violation that she experiences. 

 

Lola and Belicia: The Body Speaks in the Forgetting and Silence 

 

While Reading How the García Girls Lost Their Accents and The Brief Wondrous Life of 

Oscar Wao one will notice an emphasis on fragmentation— how fragmentation affects the 

narration within the novel and its intimate connection with the body and memory. This 

connection is part of each experience and denotes the nuances of gender, class, race, and other 

aspects that contribute not only personal identity but also public identity and personal violation. 

In many examples, the violation is represented though censorship, whether self-censorship or 

another form of experienced censorship, and blanks in memory. The first example where we see 

a blank in the story of the Garcia Girls and their family is in the structure of the novel. It is 

divided into three parts and each part covers a space of time that is “regressing” or “turning back 

time:” part one covers the years 1989 to 1972, part two covers  years 1970 to 1960, and part 

three covers years 1960-1956. The years 1970 to 1972 are missing; there is not a single word 

about 1971. Also, in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, the novel is structured around 

family history that is riddled with blanks as well. The novel is divided into Part I and Part II, 

both have introductions that are not dated; moreover, there are eight chapters but only seven of 

the eight are dated and they are not placed in a chronological order. If one orders the chapters 

chronologically, it reveals that the novel covers the years 1944 to 1995 but the years 1946 to 

1955 (nine years) and 1962 to 1974 (twelve years) are missing from the family history. 

In the first chapter of The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, the narrator introduces us 

to Lola, who is already an adult at this point in the story. But, just after explaining how Lola is a 

“typical,” very independent, Domincana from New Jersey, he mentions that she suffered sexual 

abuse when she was young:  

Oscar’s sister, Lola was a lot more practical. Now that her crazy years were 

over— what Dominican girl doesn’t have those?— she’d turned into one of those 

tough Jersey dominicanas, a long-distance runner who drove her own car, own 

checkbook, called men bitches, and would eat a fat cat in front of you without a 
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speck of vergüenza. When she was in fourth grade she’d been attacked by an 

older acquaintance… ( Díaz 24-5) 

Although many people in her community knew what happened to her, the narrator indicates that 

she suffered because so many people knew about her traumatic experience: 

… and this was common knowledge throughout the family (and by extension a 

sizeable section of Paterson, Union city, and Teaneck), and surviving that urikán 

of pain, judgment, and bochinche had made her tougher than  adamantine. (Díaz 

24-5) 

The suffering caused due to the fact that so many knew about her trauma became problematic 

because it became what Brown terms a whispered label which naturally evoke images of 

powerlessness and disconnection: “Whispering an identity or using it as a disclaimer turns and 

accurate descriptor into a shaming label” and squelches opportunity of empathy and connection, 

the antidotes to shame (Women and Shame189).  

 In the following chapter, Lola speaks directly about her experience and the reaction that 

her mother had to not only knowing about Lola’s experiences but her reaction to Lola:  

When that thing happened to me when I was eight and I finally told her what he 

had done, she told me to shut my mouth and stop crying, and I did exactly that, I 

shut my mouth and clenched my legs and my mind, and within a year I couldn’t 

have told you what that neighbor looked like, or even his name. You have no idea 

what life really is. Sí, Señora. (Díaz 56-7) 

This example is the first explicit reference that shows the manner in which Lola and her mother 

cope with their traumatic experiences. Belicia’s way of surviving after trauma is to forget and not 

talk about the experience and she attempts to teach this strategy to Lola. Also, in the moment it is 

notable that Lola begins to disconnect her mind and body with the same action of closing her 

mouth and clenching her legs and mind. She locks herself up—consciously. Lola explains that 

she forgot what the neighbor looked like, his name, everything— but she does not forget what 

happened. In this way, she fragments her memory—not only that but the lack of an empathetic 

response to vulnerability and emotion cements shame and silence as both Lola’s identity and her 

coping mechanism. This example demonstrates, through both Lola and Belicia’s actions, the 

previously quoted observation from Brown that trauma takes away ones’ willingness and ability 

to be vulnerable (Rising Strong 241). After experiencing a traumatic shaming by her mother for 
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sharing her trauma, Lola loses her willingness to be vulnerable—she “shuts down.” As the story 

unfolds and Belicia’s own traumatic life experiences are unveiled, one realizes that Belicia’s 

flippant and callous reaction, contradicting any notion of a motherly or nurturing parental 

instinct, demonstrates one who has not just lost willingness but the ability to be vulnerable and 

empathic.  

Furthermore, the “sticky objects” of memories of sexual abuse trigger emotions in 

Belicia— emotions that she does not want to experience. The only way to control those feelings, 

in a superficial way, is silence. For Lola, the concept of a “sticky object” is reflected both in her 

memories (as objects) and her hair. The narrator’s he offers this example of the way in which 

Lola continues her efforts to erase bad memories: 

Recently she’d cut her hair short— flipping out her mother once again— partially 

I think because when she’d been little her family had let it grow down past her 

ass, a source of pride, something I’m sure her attacker noticed and admired. (Díaz 

25) 

This references the feeling of shame that occurs after a traumatic event, especially one of sexual 

abuse. Lola’s hair was a site of pride. After the neighbor abused her not only was her hair 

associated with a traumatic memory but her hair also changed to a site of shame for her. As a site 

of shame, Lola demonstrates that she feels the need to cut, or hide, her hair because she has to 

hide the memory from herself. I argue this because the emotion of shame has been associated 

with women and it induces a response of secrecy and hiding (Bouson 5). The way in which Lola 

disassociates herself from the memory of her abuse and “hides” her beautiful hair is to cut it in a 

Goth or Punk style. By doing this, she hides a symbol of beauty that her mother and family take 

pride in. Furthermore, Ahmed explains that “emotion is the feeling of bodily change” and that 

memory and triggers feelings whether the feelings are attached to the object or the memory 

(“Feel your way” 5-7). The memories and emotions attached to the image (object) Lola’s long, 

flowing locks are the ones that she wishes to blank out and silence because they are too painful. 

In another example, Lola speaks of when Belicia sends her to the Dominican Republic to 

live with La Inca, her grandmother.24 For a while, Lola enjoys her time there but when La Inca 

tells her that she needs to return to the United States, Lola goes a little crazy. Again her way of 

coping with her feelings is to control them and the memories of her final weeks via “bodily 

                                                           
24 La Inca is her great-aunt because Belicia was actually adopted. 
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methods.” It is as if she turns off a part of her mind, separates it from her body, so that she can 

live, or survive in her body: 

I ended up being really stupid those last weeks. I guess I wanted to disappear 

more than anything and so I was trying to make it so. I fooled around with 

someone else, that’s how messed up I was. He was the father of one of my 

classmates. Always after me, even when his daughter was around, so I called him. 

(Díaz 209) 

She speaks of her actions by explaining what is constant about her location and also constant in 

her memory: “One thing you can count on in Santo Domingo. Not the lights, not the law. Sex. 

That never goes away” (Díaz 206). This indicates that the fragmentation of her mind functions to 

create more separation not just in her mind but also in her body. Lola’s process of thinking and 

reactions to her trauma and sexual objectification are similar to Susanna San Juan’s reactions to 

sexual objectifican. In the first example, Lola’s violation of her body occurred at the hands of 

another person. In this example, it occurs because she because she accepts sexual objectification, 

even initiating it, and engages in self-objectifying because she has internalized her self-

objectification and shame associated with it.  

Belicia’s life also shows patterns of creating fragmentation, censorship of memory, and 

feelings of incile and exile in tandem with sexual objectification and self-objectification. Like 

Lola, Belicia was also sexually promiscuous during her adolescence. Belicia had two affairs, one 

with Jack Pujols, an upper-class teenage boy, and the other with the Gangster, Trujillo’s brother-

in-law. In her first affair, Belicia is caught having relations with Jack and this has grave 

consequences: 

Expelled from school she represents shame to her family’s reputation and no hope 

for a better future. A woman’s purity and virginity are intertwined and associated 

with sexual excess of the body and therefore, must be disciplined and punished to 

protect family honor. Infuriated and embarrassed by her niece’s promiscuity, La 

Inca decides to place Belicia in a nun’s school… (Heredia 214) 

These consequences are not to be considered lightly because they are an example of how closely 

shame is intertwined with a woman’s sexuality, in both actions and appearances.  

Brown describes shame for women as “being held up against the ideal that somehow we 

can live lives and edit them as we are living them so that what the world only sees is what is 
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perfect about us.” (Men, Women and Worthiness Audible Ch 3 4:05-4:18).  Brown cites Jim 

Mahalik’s research in examining the roots of shame for women. Mahalik and his research team 

examined beliefs regarding the roles and norms for femininity in U.S. culture. The survey asked 

“what norms do women have to conform to be considered feminine?” The top responses were: 

thin, nice, modest, and using all of one’s available resources in the pursuit of appearance. (Men, 

Women and Worthiness Audible Ch 3 4:20-5:18; Mahalik et al 2005). Anzaldúa describes the 

same type of experiences from a mexicana/chicana perspective. “If a women rebels [against 

culture and the Church] she is a mujer mala… If a woman remains a virgin until she marries, she 

is a good woman. For a woman of my culture there used to be only three directions she could 

turn: To the Church as a nun, the streets as a prostitute, or to the home as a mother” (39). 

Education is a fourth option for “modern” women but she describes “the onus is still on women 

to be wife/mother” (39).These three examples of feminine stereotypes are rooted in and 

correlated to Mexican cultural mythology, but they also emerge in three arch types of mothers, 

mediators, within chicana tradition: “Guadalupe, the virgin who has not abandoned us, la 

Chingada (Malinche) the raped mother whom we have abandoned, and la Llorona, the mother 

who seeks her lost children and is a combination of two” (52). “In part, the true identity of all 

three has been subverted—Guadalupe to make us docile and enduring, Chingada to make us 

ashamed of our indian side, and la Llorna to make us long suffering people. This obscuring has 

encouraged the virgin/puta (whore) dichotomy” (53). This dichotomy is not limited to 

mexican/chicana culture.  

As both myth and metaphor, the amalgam various races, religions, and languages that la 

Virgen de Guadalupe and her counter parts represent functions as a framework for understanding 

how the dynamics of cultural shame dictate roles and norms of femininity.  When Belicia’s aunt 

finds her acting in a “whorish” manner, there is a desperate attempt recover her through religious 

discipline, in an environment that is the very definition of virginity, or at the very least, celibacy.  

However, Belicia does not conform to the ideals of la virgin, and engages in a second, more 

dangerous affair, with a horrific outcome. It results in being kidnapped by Trujillo’s men, her 

baby is murdered, and she is beaten almost to the point of death. Belicia’s beating at the hands of 

Trujillo’s men not only represents the breaking of her body—“about 167 points of damage in 

total and it was only sheer accident that these motherfuckers didn’t eggshell her cranium”— it 

also marks one of the most violent episodes of her life that promotes the fragmentation of her 
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memory: “How she survived I’ll never know. They beat her like she was a slave. Like she was a 

dog…All that can be said is that it was the end of language, the end of hope. It was the sort of 

beating that breaks people, breaks them utterly” (Díaz 147).  

The contrast between Lola and Belicia is that both treat their experiences differently by 

how they live, relive, or do not relive their traumatic experiences and how they censor 

themselves. In the novel, Lola can talk and consciously think through her experiences— she 

selects what she wants to remember. However, Belicia never talks about her experiences in a 

specific, detailed manner in the novel. The narrator indicates that Belicia’s memories are too 

strong and traumatic like toxic waste.25 They would kill her to remember them.26 He explains: 

Of those nine years (and of the Burning) Beli did not speak. It seems that as soon 

as her days in Outer Azua were over, as soon as she reached Baní, that entire 

chapter of her life got slopped into those containers in which the governments 

store nuclear waste, triple-sealed by industrial lasers and deposited in the dark, 

uncharted trenches of her soul. It says a lot about Beli that for forty years she 

never leaked word on about that period of her life: Not to her madre, not to her 

friends, not to her lovers, not to the Gangster, not to her husband. And certainly 

not to her beloved children, Lola and Oscar. Fourty years. (Díaz 258) 

We only discover what we know of Belicia’s past due to the little bit that La Inca knows: 

“What little anyone knows about Beli’s Azua days comes exclusively from what La Inca hears 

the day she rescued Beli from her so-called parents. Even today La Inca rarely says anything 

more than Casi la acabaron” (Díaz 258). However, Belicia, continues to pursue life after the 

“nine years” despite the experiences that she has—after suffering the abuse of the beating and 

the murder of her baby. In fact, concerning her life before living with La Inca, the narrator says: 

                                                           
25 Belicia does get cancer (53). It is important to consider the implications of not remembering and emotional 
repression as well. Gabor Maté contenteds that emotional repression is one of the three variables that pre-disposes 
someone to cancer as it is interpreted as stress. When this type of stress is multiplied and compounded over the 
years, it has “the potential of harming homeostasis and the immune system,” undermining “ a body’s physiological 
balance and immune defenses, predisposing to disease or reducing the resistance to it” (127). It is worth considering 
that perhaps the not remembering is just as deadly as remembering as repressing emotional pain is like “toxic waste” 
to the body—destroying one from the inside out. 
26 Although I focus specifically of the aspect of fragmentation as it is relevant to the textual analysis, fragmentation 
is an aspect of repression. Belica’s and Lola’s coping style is controlling behavior and emotional repression. Gabor 
Maté explains an interesting link between cancer and repression that found in his patient interviews: “ Not one of the 
many adults interviewed for this book could answer affirmative when asked the following: When, as a child, you felt 
sad, upset or angry, was there anyone you could talk to— even when he or she was the one who triggered your 
negative emotions?” In twenty-five years of clinical practice, “including a decade of palliative work, I have never 
heard anyone with cancer or with any chronic illness or condition sys yes to that question” (128). 
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 … I believe that, barring a couple of key moments, Beli never thought about that 

life again. Embraced the amnesia that was so common throughout the Islands, five 

parts denial, and five parts negative hallucination. Embraced the power of the 

Untilles. And from it forged herself anew. (Díaz 258-9) 

It is possible that one story Belicia tells the narrator explains how Belicia uses fragmentation, 

and her imagination, to revive/sustain herself and forget the past. In Belicia’s story a mongoose 

appears to help her escape Trujillo’s men. Right after she escapes and the murder of her baby, 

the mongoose27 talks to her: 

You have to rise. 

My baby. Beli wept. Mi hijo precioso. 

Hypatía, your baby is dead. 

No, no, no, no, no. 

It pulled at her unbroken arm. You have to rise now or you’ll never have 

the son or daughter. 

What son? She wailed? What daughter? 

The ones who await. 

It was dark and her legs trembled beneath her like smoke. 

You have to follow. (Díaz 149)28 

In this story, we see that in the traumatic experience  the mind takes over, interrupting the  

natural instincts  of “fight or flight,” resulting in separating one from what happened in reality 

and creating a distortion and dream like quality— or in this case a nightmare (Renn 27). Belicia 

escapes the Dominican Republic and goes to New York. She meets her future spouse on the 

flight, but after that there is another blank in the story—twelve years. If it were not for Lola and 

Oscar, Belicia’s children, we would not know any more about Belicia because once again there 

is a period of time of which she does not speak.  

                                                           
27 See footnote 18 on page 151 of Oscar Wao. 
28 Joshua Mark, Professor of Philosophy describes the legend of Hypatia: “In 415 CE, on her way home from 
delivering her daily lectures at the university, Hypatia was attacked by a mob of Christian monks, dragged from her 
chariot down the street into a church, and was there stripped naked, beaten to death, and burned. In the aftermath of 
Hypatia's death the University of Alexandria was sacked and burned on orders from Cyril, pagan temples were torn 
down, and there was a mass exodus of intellectuals and artists from the newly-Christianized city of Alexandria. 
Cyril was later declared a saint by the church for his efforts in suppressing paganism and fighting for the true faith. 
Hypatia's death has long been recognized as a watershed mark in history delineating the classical age of paganism 
from the age of Christianity.” 

http://www.ancient.eu/chariot/
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With these two different reactions to traumatic events we see that the mother, Belicia, and 

the daughter, Lola find ways to cope with the fragmentation that occurs in their minds, although 

how much of their amnesia is voluntary and how much is involuntary cannot be determined. 

Both derive a type of strength from within despite their experiences and gain a certain level of 

freedom their pasts— a freedom that is dependent on the external factors of environmental 

(location) changes. Lola becomes an independent woman and Belicia has the son and daughter 

that she wanted. Yet, the effects of shame and trauma still exist and affect their personal 

interactions, especially familial and intimate relationships. This is most evident in the shame that 

both experience as Goldburg explains:  

Feeling a heightened sense of self-consciousness, shame sufferers may feel 

inhibited, inferior, incompetent, dirty, defective, scorned, and ridiculed by others. 

Shame, and its related feeling states—chagrin, embarrassment, mortification, 

lowered self-esteem, disgrace, and humiliation—can lead to withdrawal or 

avoidant behaviors…Feeling weak may be ‘repaired’ by arrogance, self-

glorification, aggressiveness,” and the “powerful, surging” feeling of anger may 

work to temporarily overcome the “helpless feelings of being disregarded and 

insignificant” that often accompany shame. (qtd in Bouson 6) 

These feelings in the interactions between Belicia and Lola are reflected in both their manner of 

conversing with each other and their silence with each other. Lola describes the conversations 

with her mother as: “Those one-sided dressing-downs (Díaz 52).  Lola remembers the times 

when she decides not to talk with her mother as a way to be passive and avoidant, much like her 

mother after her own tragedies. However, both change into people that are aggressive, which is 

exemplified in their methods of communication: Belicia with her insults towards her children 

and Lola in her way of talking to her mother which she describes: “But God, how we fought!” 

(Díaz 59). In the personal battle to feel significant and in control of their lives, they fight with 

each other and everyone else. These are simple examples of struggling with shame and its 

associated emotions, like anger, fear, and grief. Belicia could not protect her daughter from 

sexual abuse and because of that she chooses to respond to Lola with aggression, commands her 

not to speak of the event again, and continues to speak to Lola aggressively the rest of her life. 

Similarly, when Lola finds out that her mother has breast cancer, it initiates a reaction that 
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includes ire, aggression, and rebellion, due to the overwhelming emotions of fear, anger, and 

helplessness.   

In his study of the connection between disease and emotion, When the Body Says No: The 

Stress Disease Connection, Dr. Gabor Maté discusses repression, anger, and anxiety. This is 

particularly pertinent to how Lola and Belicia manage the pain they experience in their lives and 

how it manifests.   He describes that “The repression of anger and the unregulated acting-out of it 

are both examples of the abnormal release of emotions that is as the root of disease.  If in 

repression the problem is a lack of release, acting out consists of an equally abnormal 

suppression of release alternating with unregulated and exaggerated venting” (270). The 

previously supplied examples concerning Belicia and Lola clearly demonstrate this pendulum of 

repression and unregulated release of emotion. However, what these women experience is more 

than just repressed anger. Mate points out that what is perceived as anger when one experiences 

rage actually anxiety. Allen Kaplin, a physician and psychotherapist, “points out that both 

repression and rage represent a fear of the genuine experience of anger”  (ctd in Mate). 

Surprisingly, heathy anger, as described by Kalpin, “is an empowerment and a relaxation” in 

which the “The experience is one of a surge of power going through the system, along with 

mobilization to attack” and a simultaneous “complete disappearance of all anxiety” (ctd in Mate 

270-1)29.   

In contrast to the relaxation of healthy anger, when people experience rage what they 

describe is actually anxiety: “tightening of the voice, shallow breathing, muscle tension are the 

sign of anxiety, not of anger” (Mate 271). This means, Kalpin explains, that “their anger is not 

physiologically experienced, it is only being acted out” (ctd in Mate 271). In all actuality, rage is 

a defense mechanism against anxiety that often accompanies anger: “Anger triggers anxiety 

because it coexists with positive feelings, with love and desire for contact. But since anger leads 

to and attacking energy, it threatens attachment. Thus there is something basically anxiety-

provoking about the anger experience” (Mate 271).  Furthermore, if the experience of anger is 

forbidden or discouraged,  the experience of anger will be anxiety-producing: “In all cases where 

anger is completely repressed or where chronic repression alternates with explosive eruptions of 

rage, the early childhood history was one in which parents were unable to accept the child’s 

                                                           
29 When healthy anger is experienced, it is perceived as relaxation. There is a visible decrease of muscle tension: the 
mouth opens wider because the jaw relaxes, the voice lowers in pitch because the vocal cords relax, and the 
shoulders drop (Kalpin ctd in Maté 271). 
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natural anger” (Maté 272). This is precisely true of Belicia’s and Lola’s repressed anger as they 

both display patterns of acting out that are driven by the fear of their anger : “the acting out, the 

yelling, the screaming and even the hitting, all that a person does, serves as a defence [sic] 

against the experience of the anger. It’s a defence [sic] against keeping the anger inside where it 

can be deeply felt. Discharge defends against anger being actually experienced” (Kalpin ctd in 

Maté 272). 

What this discussion brings to light is the culmination of shame compounded with trauma 

and the anger associated with these experiences. Both women, Lola and Belicia, experienced 

sexual trauma early in their lives and it robbed them of their innocence and the ideals, or the 

opportunity to achieve the ideals, that society and culture presents. Aside from the fact that 

trauma affects a person’s physical and psychological process on a biological level, as previously 

discussed, it also provides the opportunity for additional violence to occur, especially related to 

the aspect of shame in gender violence.  Brown points out that shame for women is conflicting 

ideals. This explains why the virgin/whore or Virgin/mother dichotomy that dictates “if you are 

not one you are the other” is so detrimental to the female psyche. Shame says to a person, “you 

are bad because x event happened” or “You are bad because you did x.” Shame then is also what 

makes gender violence so powerful because it reduces the definition of a person to one of 

objectified quality: good vs. bad, virgin vs. whore, pretty vs ugly, etcetera. And, it likes to keep 

people in a place of scarcity:30 “It’s that gremlin that says, ‘I’m not enough.’ Or, if you’re feeling 

pretty confidant,… ‘Ooh, who do you think you are?’ Shame always has a seat.” (Brown). There 

is no recuperating from shame and pain’s ill effects, the anger and helplessness, until the script is 

changed. 

In Oscar Wao the reader does not have the opportunity to see Lola or Belicia change the 

shame script that was handed to them through trauma and violence. However, the narrator, the 

one who is reckoning and rumbling with the pain of these women’s lives that has affected him is 

hopeful for a resolution.  

One day, though, the Circle will fail. 

 As Circles always do.  

And for the first time she will hear the word fukú. 

  And she will dream of the No Face Man. 

                                                           
30 Reference to Brené Brown’s concept of Scarcity versus Wholeheartedness 



131 

 Not now, but soon.  

If she’s her family’s daughter— as I suspect she is— one day she will stop 

being afraid and she will come looking for answers. 

Not now, but soon. (330) 

He is hopeful that the cycle will end, that instead of a circle of pain it will become linear with a 

beginning, a middle, and end: That is what he hopes and dreams on his best days (331).  

 

Yolanda’s Violation 

 

The affect that gender violence has on personal identity is profound and even if it is not 

coupled with another type of trauma it can still be experienced as trauma. In How the Garcia 

Girls Lost their Accents Yolanda’s development of personal identity is riddled with examples of 

choices whether to speak or not to speak. The conflict that these issues present leads to the 

fragmentation of her mind. One of Yolanda’s struggles, the family’s poet, is not only finding the 

pieces of herself but also the acceptance of her own words. The shared commonality between her 

experiences of fragmentation is that no one listens to what she is saying, feeling, or wanting. 

What she says, what she feels, what she thinks, and what it is that Yolanda desires is discounted, 

discredited, and disregarded.  

One example that persists at length in the novel is how Yolanda desires for people to use 

her full name when they address her— Yolanda—and not to use nicknames like Yoyo, Yo, or 

Joe. It is very important to her because her full name is connected to the idea of being a complete 

person, but for so many years people call her by different names that she cannot distinguish 

which defines “me” to herself. This example is most evident when her divorce occurs and she 

does not feel herself. First, she feels divided: “…No, no, no she didn’t want to divide herself 

anymore, three persons in one Yo” (Alvarez 78). And while she is writing the good-bye note, she 

identifies that she feels disconnected from her name. 

She wrote him a short memo, Gone— then added— to my folks. She thought of 

signing it, Yolanda, but her real name no longer sounded like her own, so instead 

she scribbled his name for her, Joe. (Alvarez 79) 

A short time after her divorce, she still has a reaction to her name that physical quite strong: 

 “Yolanda”, she murmurs to herself. “Yo,” she shouts down at him… 

“Oh, Joe!” He laughs, waving his racket. 
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Her lips prickle and pucker. Oh, no she thinks, recognizing the first signs 

of her allergy— Not my own name! (Alvarez 84) 

Concerning her experiences with Rudy Elmenhurst, her name is also an important detail 

in the story. When Yolanda meets him the first day of class and Rudy asks for one of her pens, 

she only finds a pencil:  

…a box of pencils “my color” red, and inscribed with my so-called name in gold 

letters:  Jolinda. (My mother had tried for my own name, Yolanda, but the 

company had substituted the Americanized, southernized Jolinda.  (Alvarez 90) 

In these examples, it is notable that Yolanda associates her name with experiences of coming of 

age, self-knowledge, and self -discovery. In the story of her divorce with John, she remembers 

some episodes with John when she felt disrespected in the way he behaved towards her, 

especially in the way he spoke with her: “‘What you need is a Goddam shrink!’ John’s words 

threw themselves of the tip of his tongue like suicides” (Alvarez 73). Also, John made another 

“violation” when he nick-named her Violet: “He had named her Violet after shrinking Violet 

when she started seeing Dr. Payne” (Alvarez 74).  Later in their conversation, Yolanda says: 

“Stop violeting me! I hate it when you do that” (Alvarez 74). Here, the phrase “Stop violeting 

me!” sounds quite similar to the phrase “Stop violating me!”—there is only one letter different— 

and she reveals her true feelings. The following day, Yolanda recognizes that she and John do 

not speak the same language:  

…she spoke precisely as if she were speaking to a foreigner or a willful child. 

“John, can you understand me?” She nodded her head to let him know that he 

should answer her by nodding if words failed him. He shook his head, no. 

(Alvarez 77). 

And from that moment, she only hears his words as “babble” and wonders if “Maybe now they 

could start over, in silence” (Alvarez 78). A little further on we see that her “babble” and the 

silence have an intimate relationship with her body. While she is in therapy, Yolanda develops 

and allergy to certain words: “She does not know to which ones, until they are on the tip of her 

tongue and it is too late, her lips swell, her skin itches, her eyes swell, her skin itches, her eyes 

water with allergic reaction tears” (Alvarez 82).   She discovers that it is difficult for her to say 

certain words: “Alive, Love¸ words she can use now only at a cost” (Alvarez 82).  
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The feeling of being fragmented, misunderstood, sensitive to the way feelings and ideas 

are expressed, and to have ideas, thoughts and feelings disconnected also is present in Yolanda’s 

other experiences, especially intimate experiences that include certain vocabulary. During her 

interactions with Rudy, he always pushes his ideas and desires, discounting all of Yolanda’s 

preferences—her feelings, way of thinking, and her fears—specifically with respect to physical 

relations and vocabulary to express these relations: 

…that’s what Rudy called my refusals, hang-ups. Mostly I was afraid I’d get 

pregnant. “From getting felt up?” Rudy said with sarcasm. “Ay,Rudy,” I’d plead, 

“don’t say it that way.”  

“What do you mean, don’t say it that way?  A spade’s a spade. This isn’t a 

goddamn poetry class.” (Alvarez 96). 

In this way, Rudy mocks what is intimate and the connection that Yolanda has with language and 

her body. It matters to Yolanda how words sound and what they mean: 

If Rudy had said,  Sweet Lady, lay across my big, soft bed and let me touch your 

dear, exquisite body,  I might have felt up to being felt up. But I didn’t want to 

just be in the sack, screwed, balled, laid, and fucked my first time around with a 

man. (Alvarez 97)   

Throughout the majority of her experiences with Rudy, we see he only wants to fulfill his desires 

selfishly and views her in a stereotypical and sexualized way: “You know,” he said, “thought 

you’d be hot-blooded, being Spanish and all…” (Alvarez 99).  Unfortunately, Yolanda learns 

that Rudy never changed and continues view her as a sexual object to conquer when he visits her 

five years later:  

Finally, he cut me off, said, Hey, Jesus Christ, I’ve waited five years, and you 

look like you’ve gotten past all your hang-ups. Let’s just fuck. I threw him out. It 

still offended me that he didn’t want to do anything but screw me, get that over 

with. (Alvarez 103)   

In her experience with Rudy, Yolanda shows evidence of emotional abuse that is 

connected with a disrespectful attitude towards a woman’s body. For Yolanda, her body and 

mind are so connected that the words Rudy says make her feel as if it was physical abuse. But, in 

all truth it was also mental/emotional abuse because her thoughts and feelings were not respected 

and treated as valid.  To invalidate someone is to shame them. For this reason, even after five 
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years since her first relationship with Rudy she still does not want to be “fucked;” it does not 

matter if it is her first time or not. But, at the end of this episode with Rudy, Yolanda still does 

not have the ability to express what she desires with words and she can only express her feeling 

with actions, although in manner much calmer than that of Lola  and Belicia but with the same 

frustration:  

I put the [wine] bottle between my legs and pulled so hard that not only did I jerk 

the crumbled cork out but I sprayed myself with expensive Bordeaux. “Shit,” I 

thought, “This is not going to wash out.” I held the bottle to my mouth and drew a 

long messy swallow, as if I were some decadent wild woman who had just 

dismissed an unsatisfactory lover (Alvarez 103).   

 Yolanda’s experiences and the violation of her expression are not limited to the 

experiences she has with boyfriends and husbands. One event that significantly impacted her is 

when she had to write a speech for school. When she finally found the words that had she had 

been looking for, she wrote a speech that was five pages long and read it to her parents. Her 

father became angry with her and destroyed her speech because it did not follow the traditional 

and patriarchal format. In fact, the solution for a new speech for Yolanda is that her mamí helps 

her write another that is very similar to one that Yolanda’s father gave. The incident is one of 

many that tell Yolanda not to say anything or what she says does not mean anything if she does 

not follow the formula of society, culture, or politics (based on the gendered stereotype of doing 

things in a masculine style).  For Yolanda, her fragmentation, both of her mind and body, has to 

do with her language. The events that are emotionally traumatic create an inability to express 

herself completely and verbally, regardless of whether she is speaking Spanish or English— 

although she “relies on English to express herself” (Luis 271).  

The structure of the novel and Yolanda’s return to the Dominican Republic is an effort to 

reconnect herself not only with Spanish language and her childhood, but also with something lost 

in her core being that she cannot identify. Throughout the entire novel, we see Yolanda is 

making a journey back in time. For Yolanda, the journey reveals that when someone experiences 

repeated violation, they lose themselves—they are fragmented. It is not impossible to find the 

pieces; however, one cannot erase the violation. Similarly, when Yolanda describes her 

experience with the kitten, it is a ghost that chases her and sometimes she wakes up “wailing 

over some violation that lies at the center of [her] art”—her thoughts and words, her poetry 
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(Alvarez 290). Unlike Lola’ and Belicia’s narratives where the narrator recognizes the cycles of 

trauma and violence in their lives and is the one doing the “work” of reckoning and rumbling 

with its after effects to achieve resolution, Yolanda becomes self-aware of her violations and 

emotions. We can trace her journey of rewriting the “shame script” as she goes back in time, 

back to the point of origin where it all started. The narrative organization of Garcia Girls reflects   

her return with and end, middle, beginning pattern by inversing the chronological order of 

events, but still holding true to the narrative structure that contains the reckoning, the rumble, 

and the resolution.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

BREAKING THE SILENCE 

 

 
 

The Potential Role of Trauma Texts in Healing From Tragedy and Trauma 

 

Healing from trauma is a process— a journey— one that has stages and comes in waves, 

or layers, as an individual journeys through the pain. For most, the process will never truly be 

complete but instead reflects the steady pace of integrating trauma into one’s life story, into 

history, and making peace with pain. The potential of trauma texts in the process of healing from 

trauma is multifaceted as they offer both introspective space and a space for external processing 

for both the reader and the author reflecting on trauma. For so many, this is a process that entails 

putting a collection of fragments together, sometimes even after much searching for missing 

pieces, not dissimilar to the process of putting the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle together without the 

master picture. Within the process of finding the fragmented pieces of one’s self and history, and 

then discovering how the pieces connect, there is a constant flux the presentation, representation, 

and even re-presentation of self-identity. 

The main discussion of trauma healing within this chapter relies on the concepts Carolyn 

Yoder outlines in The Little Book of Trauma Healing: When Violence Strikes and Community 

Security is Threatened and Judith Herman’s description of the recovery process of trauma in  

Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence—From Domestic Abuse to Political Terror. 

Both authors agree that the three main stages of healing are: safety, acknowledgement, and 

reconnection. Both Herman and Yoder categorize stages into a more nuanced process, especially 

in the reconnection phase, based on an individual’s psychological needs concerning traumatic 

syndromes and experiences and both clearly define the primary and secondary importance of 

safety and remembrance and mourning. In addition, Yoder’s chart depicts  the danger and 

problematic issues of not completing the mourning phase and becoming stuck in a cycle that 

never allows one to reach the first phase of healing or constantly brings one back to the first 

phase of healing—a need for safety (Yoder 47). While trauma healing is a process that retains 

the possibility of never being “complete,” Herman explains that within a “successful recovery” 

the gradual shift from “unpredictable danger to reliable safety, from dissociated trauma to 
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acknowledged memory, and from stigmatized isolation to restored social connection” should be 

recognizable (155). 

The potential for the authors’ and readers’ relationship with a text to be a healing 

relationship exists because it offers one type of social connection— it also offers the duality of 

both a private and public space that could be considered both safe and cathartic in the healing 

process. In a sense, written text becomes a controlled space. The importance of safety post 

trauma is critical because “Trauma robs the victim of a sense of power and control; the guiding 

principle of recovery is to restore power and control to the survivor” (Herman 160). Establishing 

safety is not limited escaping physical danger; it also entails reaching a mental space of safety: 

“Survivors feel unsafe in their bodies. Their emotion and their thinking feel out of control. They 

also feel unsafe in relation to other people” (Herman 160). In previous chapters, the mind-body 

connection has been discussed in the context of trauma— how trauma manifests not only the in 

one’s mind but the physical manifestations of physical and emotional pain. The discussed 

descriptive instances include suppression of memory and evidence that a character has reached a 

place of safety, mentally or physically, where he or she openly discusses the experienced trauma. 

The converse to these depictions is the evidence of trauma healing process that characters or 

authors of the texts demonstrate.  The ability to create, read, or view a trauma text are indicative 

of one who has established safety to some extent and reached out and given or received some 

type of social support, two very crucial elements: “Establishing safety begins by focusing on 

control of the body and gradually moves outward to control of the environment…Because no one 

can establish a safe environment alone, the task of developing an adequate safety plan always 

includes a component of social support” (Herman 160). 

The use of texts in the remembrance and mourning stage of trauma healing are integral, 

both for individual survivors and communities. We must recognize that “traumatic events 

ultimately refuse to be put away. At some point the memory of the trauma is bound to return, 

demanding attention…” precipitated by a triggering reminder or life circumstance, bringing the 

survivor to the necessary and unfinished task of integrating (Herman 174). One of the key 

elements that Herman and Yoder point out is the importance of reconstructing the story— the 

“work of reconstruction actually transforms traumatic memory, so that it can be integrated into 

the survivor’s life story” (175). The process of normal memory is described by Janet as 

storytelling in contrast to the wordless and static nature of traumatic memory. Trauma essentially 
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breaks the storytelling process of memory resulting in what may be described as a “pre-

narrative” –accounts of traumatic events from the survivors perspective may even be 

“repetitious, stereotyped, and emotionless” ( Herman 175). 

Interestingly, “Testimony is a method for treating survivors of political torture” (182). 

The objective of a therapy treatment that uses testimony is to “create a detailed, extensive record 

of the patient’s traumatic experiences” (182). The process includes an initial recording and 

verbatim transcript of the patient’s narrative, the testimony is revised by both the therapist and 

patient. The objective of this exercise is to restructure the patient’s fragmented narrative into a 

coherent testimony (182). One important component of the process is the paradox that “the 

testimony is the very confession that had been sought by the tortures…but through testimony, 

confession becomes the denunciation rather than betrayal” (182).31 In this type of narrative 

therapy, formality and solemnity “foster an intense reliving experience within the context of a 

safe relationship” (183). 

Ultimately, this process of reconstructing the story— the history— is what each text I 

have selected for this dissertation represents. The necessity of utilizing the storytelling process is 

key in breaking the cycle of silence that is connected to trauma, tragedy, and violence. The facets 

of motivation behind telling have different nuances of motivation, but all are driven by the 

common need for the story to be integrated into one’s history— personal or collective—and 

one’s identity. The innate need to know what that past holds and come to terms with it the 

present is evident in each of the texts examined in this dissertation. These texts cannot be 

classified as “testimonial,” however the majority of the texts reflect the struggle of creating 

coherent narrative by employing various techniques, such as blanks, flashbacks, reverse 

chronological order and other methods of revealing and pondering the past, the forgotten, and the 

unknown in the safe space of a written narrative.  

Furthermore, each of the texts examined in this dissertation—Backyard, The Boy Kings of 

Texas, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, Camila, How the Garcia Girls Lost Their 

Accents, In the Time of the Butterflies, “I’m your horse in the night,” Pedro Páramo, The 

Official Story, The Secret in Their Eyes— also demonstrate that it is impossible for trauma to 

                                                           
31 Denmark, Agger and Jensen refined this technique. Their method includes the reading aloud of a final version and 
concluding therapy with a formal delivery ritual. The ritual includes the signing of the document by the patient as 
plaintiff and the therapist a witness. The average time needed complete a testimony is 12-20 weeks of weekly 
sessions. (Herman 182) 
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exist without loss. And, whenever loss is present, grief and mourning must occur prior to 

healing. Even if a physical loss has not been experienced during trauma there are losses in “the 

internal psychological structures of a self securely attached to others” and those who experience 

physical harm lose bodily integrity in addition to the psychological harm the experience (Herman 

188). It may be considered more difficult to mourn traumatic loss due to the rupture it creates in 

ordinary social conventions of bereavement. Recounting trauma will inevitably push the survivor 

into profound grief. The unfortunate aspect of trauma grief is that many losses are invisible or 

unrecognized and customary mourning rituals do not provide much, if any, consolation for a 

survivor (Herman 188).  Mourning is a very necessary and yet a most dreaded task in the 

recovery process and where many trauma victims often stall in their recovery process.  

Resistance to mourning often manifests as “a fantasy of magical resolution through 

revenge, forgiveness, or compensation” (Herman 189). There are many example of how these 

types of resistance to mourning manifest in the texts, but I will only point out a few at this 

juncture. Susanna San Juan in Pedro Páramo compensates the mourning of her losses, including 

loss of innocence, with sexual behavior and imagination. Domingo Martinez prays to that God 

would render him a homosexual as fantasy of revenge on his father and a way to resolve their 

relationship with something that would further distance and disassociate himself from his father 

(Boy Kings 12).  Yolanda is hopeful that a romantic encounter with Rudy—five years after their 

initial relationship ended— will compensate for her previous less-than-ideal sexual experiences 

with him. It does not and she takes her emotion out on the bottle of wine she had present to 

facilitate her fantasy (Alvarez, Garcia Girls 103). Throughout “I’m your horse in the night,” 

Chiquita’s inability to reconcile that her experiences with Beto were more than just a nightmare 

prevails. In Time of the Butterflies, Sintia unsuccessfully plots revenge against Trujillo for 

having her father and uncles killed, planning to shoot him with an arrow while performing in a 

school play given in his horror (Alvarez, 17-28).  

In its entirety, Oscar Wao, is also reflective of the need to process grief and trauma, 

primarily demonstrating the interactions of those who do not process their grief and the 

consequences that result.   We do not have access to Belicia’s thought in the narrative, only her 

actions and angry words that clearly indicate she has not made peace with her trauma. Lola is 

also processes her grief and trauma with angry acting out. The manner in which mother and 

daughter processed, or for that matter did not process their trauma, is discussed in chapter three.   
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However, of all the texts discussed, it is through the narrator of Oscar Wao, Yunior, who is 

connected through various relationships— as Oscar’s buddy and Lola’s ex-boyfriend— to each 

character’s trauma in the story that he is relating. It is Yunior who is in the midst of processing 

the grief of the relationships he’s lost and the pain that he has witnessed of those who did not or 

were not able to grieve their loss and trauma. Although we see the perceived flaws of 

Dominican, Dominican-American, and American masculinity in his voice as a narrator and his 

tone is often misogynistic and riddled with machismo arrogance, his character’s motive provides 

the valuable insight that grieving and knowing the past is an important part of maintaining hope 

for a positive future. He tells the story of Oscar, Lola, and Belicia so Lola’s daughter will have 

that opportunity: 

One day when I’m least expecting it, there will be a knock at my door. 

Soy Isis. Hija de Dolores de León…I’ll take her down to my basement… 

A light, a desk, a cot— I’ve prepared it all. 

How many nights will she stay with us? 

As many as it takes. 

And maybe, just maybe, if she is as smart and as brave as I’m expecting she’ll be, 

she’ll take all we’ve done and all we’ve learned and add her own insights and 

she’ll put an end to it. (Diaz 331). 

This particular quote also demonstrates one of the most powerful desires and healing actions that 

can be taken in the healing process: reconnection. 

As previously discussed, memory is greatly affected by trauma and the forgetting that 

often coincides with trauma damages not only the mourning and grieving process, which may be 

necessary for psychological health, it also creates a barrier to justice and recognition that a 

person was violated. Thus, as Dominik LaCapra points out in his work, there is an undeniable 

value and healing that comes through writing and narration of pain and opens the door to righting 

wrong.  However, some critics, such as Sandra M. Gilbert, argue that writing wrong, is wrong or 

at the very least problematic because writing something down alone will not heal the pain and 

brings to surface the feelings of fear, pain, and rage (263). Research shows that trauma texts do 

offer the opportunity for reconnection, first in the private sense or in the internal space of a 

person where their identity lies and secondly with the things that contribute to that person’s 



141 

identity: their culture, history, community, and other individuals—but it is a process that must be 

critically and consciously addressed. And finally, commonality also offers the opportunity for 

(re)connection and redefinition, but it holds with it a public aspect as the victim has reached a 

point of healing that they are able to go outside of themselves and (re)connect with others. 

During the stage of reconnection, there is a potential for both the author’s and reader’s 

relationship with the text to act as a catalyst for healing relationships as it possesses the qualities 

of a safe space. Additionally, texts also often demonstrate the process of healing from trauma by 

offering images and words that demonstrate the process of survival and therefore triumph. Julia 

Alvarez describes : “I have immortal longings in me,” says Shakespeare’s Cleopatra, and each 

culture responds to these longings with one or another sacred or art form evolved through 

tradition, taught through craft, depended upon, vitally, by its members in order to survive and 

triumph” (Alvarez Something 34). And to survive is in many ways to immortalize the triumph 

over tragedy, even if the triumph comes through mourning deep losses and finding reconnection 

afterwards. Coming out of the isolation that is created by traumatic experiences is true triumph. 

Alvarez relates the importance and therapeutic necessity of storytelling to being a trauma 

survivor: “The telling of the story decreases our sense of isolation. My sister, a therapist, whose 

clientele is primarily Latino, has worked with refuges who have survived incredible trauma— 

villages burnt, relatives tortured or shot before their eyes. They are numb and silent with grief. 

My sister always says she knows they are going to make it when they can tell her the story of 

exactly what happened to them” (Alvarez Something 278). The need to break silence is related in 

Alvarez’s fiction and supported in Herman’s research whether the trauma has been short term or 

long term and whether the abuse occurred in the context of family or political dictatorship where 

the rule of silence for the sake of preservation or preservation of a family secret.  This creates a 

guilt burden that does not belong to the survivor. When he/she chooses to break the rule of 

silence irrevocably by telling their story, “they renounce the burden of shame, guilt, and 

responsibility, and place this burden of shame, guilt, and responsibility, and place this burden on 

the perpetrator, where it properly belongs” (Herman 200).   

One aspect of understanding the construction of a survivor’s narrative is that of the 

represented psychological symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder. Trauma texts often reflect 

the seven tenants that Herman outlines of a journey to healing from trauma: 
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First, the physiological symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder have been 

brought with in manageable limits. Second, the person is able to bear the feelings 

associated with traumatic memories. Third, the person had authority over her 

memories: she can elect to both remember the trauma and to put memory aside. 

Fourth, the memory of the traumatic event is a coherent narrative, linked with 

feeling. Fifth, the person’s damaged self-esteem has been restored. Sixth, the 

person’s important relationships have been reestablished. Seventh and finally, the 

person has reconstructed a coherent system of meaning and belief that 

encompasses the story of trauma. (Herman 213). 

The interconnectedness of these tenants are addressed in every stage of recovery, as well as 

represented in narrative devices within texts. As I mentioned previously, Yolanda’s character in 

Garcia Girls best reflects the complete process of one working through their personal trauma and 

coming to a point of resolution where control is gained over the memories, can order them, and 

most marked in Yolanda’s narrative she recovers from the physical ailments—allergic reactions 

to particular words and names— and regains the sense of self, her self-esteem, that had eroded 

away over the years.   

One aspect that is crucial to this topic is the interconnectedness of trauma and storytelling 

and the important role that narratives hold in the process of remembrance and mourning; and, 

while the struggle and desire for justice is not necessarily part of this process, although 

advocated and desired, it is represented. Throughout the length of this project, I have explored 

the various experiences of trauma in both variety and context. The purpose of presenting a 

diverse panoramic of trauma experiences is to examine the common threads of experience and 

recovery. The correlations between both political and personal contexts are evident within the 

texts and represented experiences. Through these correlations, conclusions regarding the healing 

process of survivors of both political and personal trauma emerge. Correlations and connections 

between personal and public/political trauma must be acknowledged if there is ever to be a 

remedy for the damage done and perpetuated within the structures and institutions of society. 

For headway to be made in healing national trauma, the acknowledgement of the very 

personal nature of all types of trauma is crucial. This truly calls for a shift perspective of how 

politics interact and interfere with citizens. It calls for a perspective that is deeply personal and 

embraces the mental, emotional, and physical aspects of trauma. Unless individuals are 
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considered for their intrinsic value as a person, the necessary shift in political decisions will not 

and cannot occur because to negate the value of the individual is to negate the value of the 

community on all levels. This concept is fundamental to the divisive characteristics politics, 

especially concerning gender, race, and socio-economic status. Therefore, it is crucial to 

recovery process of national trauma to also consider and include the perspective of the 

individual. An open and honest acknowledgement of both historical and current trauma goes 

beyond listing of facts or a simple regurgitation of gory details. The process must include 

acknowledging and giving credence to the full account of traumatic events (emotions included), 

and holding space for the unspeakable.  

Telling the story of trauma, grieving, and memorializing what is lost through traumatic 

experiences are the catalyst that moves an individual or community into the next phase of 

recovery. If these steps are not accomplished, one remains in a cycle of grief and trauma that 

constantly requires the person/community to seek a space of safety— physically, mentally, and 

emotionally. This negative cycle occurs when individuals and communities do not move out of 

the mourning and grieving step of the healing process and into the “accepting the reality of the 

loss” and “Reflecting, understanding root causes, acknowledging the enemy’s story, facing own 

short comings.”  Carolyn Yoder’s diagram of “Breaking the Cycles: The Journey to Healing and 

Security” includes a negative type of memorializing cycle that promotes the perpetuation of 

trauma and does not lead to healing. The attributes of this cycle are: psychological changes, 

realization of loss-panic, suppression of grief, fears, anger and spiritual questions, and a need for 

justice and revenge. The cycle may also include good vs. evil narrative and act of justified 

aggression in the name of self-defense (Yoder 47).Yoder’s diagram is particularly useful in 

analyzing and considering the traumatic aftermath of the Argentine Dirty wars.  

 
Justice and the Forgotten 

 

The years following the Argentine Dirty Wars have been plagued with conflicts 

concerning issues of finding the disappeared and serving justice to those who participated in their 

disappearances passively or actively. For many, the perception has been that subsequent 

governments have played to the emotions of their people in giving minimal investigation and 

justice to the atrocities that were perpetrated, choosing to keep the past in a haze of fading 

memories.  This seemingly minimal acknowledgment only leads to further questions: Has the 
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Argentina really done a thorough search of the inner core of the Argentine psyche? And, from 

the “soul searching” after their dirty wars has Argentina admitted their culpability as a 

nation?  Have they honestly come “clean”?  When and how will justice be served?  

The preferred tactic of the Argentine military in combating the revolutionary movement 

of the 1970-80s was disappearance. This repressive tactic escalated from a method to confuse 

and instill terror in guerrilla forces to one that terrorized civil society.  As a tactic that was 

motivated by the “express wish to annihilate the enemy by breaking his will to fight,” it quickly 

evolved into the desire to obliterate the opponents of Argentine military, “not only by killing 

them but by destroying their remains. The annihilation of the dead became the most concrete 

measure of success”(71). The military strategy was not only tactical but extremely political in its 

motivations, as historian Robben describes:  

The physical annihilation of the corpses served to avoid the dead being turned 

into martyrs. Their remains could become relics and their graves the object of 

political pilgrimages. The disappearance of the corpses was motivated by two 

strategic concerns about the future of the political armed forces. Eventually the 

military would have to hand power over to a democratic government, and they 

knew that criminal prosecution would be impossible without any corpora delicti. 

Corpses were therefore cremated, abandoned by roadsides, thrown into rivers, or 

interred in cemeteries as unidentified bodies. The navy even had the practice of 

flinging heavily drugged detainees from planes at sea. Finally, the military leaders 

believed the historical judgment could be decisively influenced in their political 

direction if there were no bodies to mourn, deaths to commemorate, or epitaphs to 

read” (83). 

This objective and the means used to achieve it are rooted in the historical practices of Argentine 

political culture. To deny an enemy the proper burial of their dead was a symbol of extreme 

humiliation and an emphasis on total subjugation (83-84).32 Although the corps served as 

markers of transition from war to victory with the intent to paralyze political opposition with 

“anguished search of their relatives,” the military grossly underestimated the “the human need 

for mourning and the moral obligation to care for the dead” (71).  Driven by the most powerful 

                                                           
32 During the war for independence from Spain, bodies of civilians, royalist and rebel troops were quartered and the 
remains of important commanders were displayed as trophies in regional capitals (Robben 83-84). 
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need of parents to lay their dead children to rest, the protests of the grieving mothers and human 

rights organizations for information regarding the location of the disappeared had the paradoxical 

opposite effect that the military anticipated and eventually led to the demise of the regime.  

The ever present search for some degree of closure has resulted in the continued 

production of texts that treat the topic of the disappeared of the Dirty Wars, such as Secret in 

Their Eyes (2009) and The Disappeared (2008).  These texts further beg the full disclosure and 

transparency that is perceived necessary to fully cleanse the damage of the past can only come 

through an honest and fearless inventory of the past – both good and bad.  If Argentina, both the 

state and individuals, employs integrity concerning the past, then there is hope for the changes, 

or continued change that will provide a more optimistic future for Argentina, especially 

Argentinean women and children. It also speaks to the deep, imbedded element of shame and 

humiliation towards those who have suffered loss and trauma. As a nation, this shame has greatly 

impeded the healing process not only of individuals but the relationship between the State and 

citizens. Robben speaks to the issue of a traumatic past that is not properly mourned impairing a 

society as it undermines the essential element of trust required for a society to function well: 

“The traumatic past threatens to become indigestible as the mourning continues impaired 

because a society that does not assume responsibility for its dead can never entirely trust the 

living” (96).33   

What has been problematic in reality is that the desperation of those who have waited so 

long for closure concerning the disappearance of their loved ones— desire to know where the 

remains of their dead lie or if the children of the disappeared were spared death and adopted. 

Coupled with the desire for closure, and arguably the result of lack of closure and incomplete 

mourning process, the pursuit of justice for the disappeared and their family’s is highly present. 

The necessity of finding a loved one’s remains or even the children who were adopted out as 

infants in some cases reflects Robben’s summation of the desperation that drives relatives to 

persist in their endeavors to recover information. In the case of disappearance, “The search is not 

an echo of the lost relationship but an urge to recover it” (88). The urge to “recover” the 

                                                           
33 Full quote: “The long term psychological consequences of the dirty war are impossible to fathom, but the 
continued uncertainty about thousands of uncovered dead and the impunity of their executions cannon but gnaw at 
the heart of the nation. The massive trauma of the dirty war had undermined people’s trust in State authorities, their 
fellow human beings, and maybe even themselves. The traumatic past threatens to become indigestible as the 
mourning continues impaired because a society that does not assume responsibility for its dead can never entirely 
trust the living” (96). 
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“relationship” is perhaps the symptom of one striving to seek acceptance of the tragedy. Klass 

explains in his work that when a parent experiences a child’s death,  one manner that come to 

accept the death is acquiring full knowledge of the details of the child’s death: ‘Autopsy reports, 

medical examiner’s reports, and where they exist, police reports are read over and over’(Klass 

qtd in Robben 88). 

 This process is clearly evident in the persistence of Las Madres in their endeavors to 

recover information regarding their children and grandchildren. The search for the body of a 

loved one lost in the war is not so much a search for a body as it is a search for peace that is 

reflected in the traditions tied with a body. Robert Hertz, a French anthropologist, poignantly 

describes three purposes of burial: “to give burial to the remains of deceased, to ensure the soul 

peace and access to the land of the dead, and finally free the living from the obligations of 

mourning” (qtd in  Robben 95). The peace of laying a loved one to rest is granting oneself the 

freedom from the perpetual obligations of mourning. The mothers have consciously and 

purposefully taken persistent mourning and fought for exhumation on not only in the name of 

justice but for the sake of society and relationship: “Reburial reconciles the bereaved with their 

loss, restores the public honour of the victims, reincorporates them into society as deceased 

members, and politicizes the recovered skeletal remains. They are able to project their feelings 

on the bones and end their search” (94).34   

 In recent years legislation that has been advocated, proposed, and passed by some of the 

survivors of the disappeared and the Las Madres Del Plaza De Mayo is the mandatory genetic 

testing of all who are considered to be possible offspring of the disappeared. This mandatory 

testing has led to police/military involvement. The conflict with such legislation is that all the 

children who were adopted during the area are forced (as adults) to 1) disrupt their perception of 

who has been considered family their entire lives and 2) to be party to ousting their parents as 

criminals. Additionally, not all children knew they were adopted making the logistics of the 

endeavor difficult. The level of cooperation with the legislation has been dictated by the 

adoptees’ familial experience. Those who did not suffer abusive family environments have been 

                                                           
34 Full quote: “Exhumation has become a recourse for many relatives, as much for their emotional peace as for the 
political significance of a funeral during the transition from dictatorship to democracy. Reburial reconciles the 
bereaved with their loss, restores the public honour of the victims, reincorporates them into society as deceased 
members, and politicizes the recovered skeletal remains. They are able to project their feelings on the bones and end 
their search” (94). 
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less willing participants (some to the point of evasion) than those who had generally happy 

family experiences (The Disappeared 2008).  

One of the problematic aspects of the legislation of mandatory genetic testing is that it 

creates the same type of injustice that was intrinsic to the dirty wars. By taking away one 

person’s autonomy and choice to serve perceived justice to another, if it is not the guilty party, 

injustice prevails. The balance between seeking and providing justice, especially for the purposes 

of healing from traumatic events and loss is especially important. The undoing of any justice or 

healing for one is if it costs more injustice to occur. In the case of the Argentine Dirty Wars, 

injustice done to the war victims and their families was compounded by the secrecy and withheld 

information concerning loved ones and their offspring created. The consequence of measures 

taken to grant of justice and healing to the victims of the Dirty wars created the opportunity for 

perpetuation of pain, trauma, and injustice in subsequent generations because previous 

generations continue to seek justice and closure to assuage their grief.  

 In this context, ethical questions arise: “are subsequent generations responsible for 

achieving justice for previous generations?”  If a justice system does not provide timely justice, 

equally problematic, is the question of whether or not to pursue justice. This again presents an 

ethical question: “Where is the line between getting revenge and getting justice?” Furthermore, it 

begs us to explore the roles of shame and subjugation in the denial of justice or 

acknowledgement of human suffering, especially in situations of trauma. For healing and change 

to occur in trauma instances that are particularly related to patriarchal forms of violence or that 

follows patterns of gender-based violence there must be a change. Julia Alverez likens the 

importance of ritual in not only day to day life but to healing from the tragedy and trauma life 

holds:  “The function of ritual is not to control this baffling universe but to render homage to it, 

to bow to the mystery” (Alvarez Something 280). This is perspective echoes the previous 

reference to the necessity of burial rituals. If we can recognize that such rituals are necessary for 

grief, we must also recognize the necessity of ritual in healing from trauma especially since it is 

surrounded by loss and grief. 

In the discussion of the Argentine Dirty wars, more is left to be discussed than how to 

resolve and refute the top down paradigms of government and military state. There is the matter 

of how justice can be obtained for those who are left to be forgotten— whether buried in the 

mass graves, the cover-up protocols and procedures of a regime, or simply ignoring an instance 
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where a perpetrator clearly violated a human. The connection between the need for justice and 

the effects of trauma and loss are portrayed in The Secret in Their Eyes, a tale about a husband 

who seeks justice for his wife that was raped and killed during the Argentine Dirty Wars and the 

detective who investigates the case.  

Although it is set in 1999, Benjamín Espósito’s story is presented as a flashback. In June 

1974, as a federal justice agent, Espósito is involved in the investigation of a young woman who 

was brutally raped and murdered inside her house in a Buenos Aires neighborhood. Her husband 

Ricardo Morales, a bank employee, is devastated by the traumatic and horrific loss of his wife. 

Espósito takes personal interest in the case and vows to bring the killer to justice. Unfortunately, 

Esposito is aided by Pablo Sandoval, his alcoholic assistant. His work is further complicated by 

the tension created by unrequited love between him and his new superior, Irene Menéndez-

Hastings, an upper class lawyer who takes over as department chief. Romano, another 

investigator, who shows no concern for justice, frames two immigrant workers for the crime in 

attempt to close the case. Esposito is outraged and attacks Romano in a fury. However, he 

persists with his investigation. 

 While examining old photographs provided by Morales, Espósito finds a lead. A man, 

identified as Isidoro Gómez, is suspiciously gazing at the victim in a number of the photographs. 

Upon further investigation, Espósito determines that Gómez is living and working in Buenos 

Aires, but he cannot immediately apprehend him. In desperation, Espósito and Sandoval break 

into Gómez family residence, which is consequently in the city of Chivilcoy, the hometown not 

only of Gómez but also of Morales's wife. During the illegal search, they steal a set of letters 

written by the suspect to his mother. There are legal consequences for Esposito and Sandoval’s 

rash search of the Gomez residence, the letters do not initially prove helpful, and Gómez eludes 

the law once again due to a careless phone call made earlier by Morales in his desperation to 

apprehend his wife’s killer. 

Eventually, the letters do prove useful when Sandoval comes across a new lead. One of 

Sandoval’s drinking pals identifies the puzzling names Gomez mentions in the letters as 

belonging to various soccer players of Racing Club. Once they realize Gomez is a Racing Club 

fan, Espósito and Sandoval seize the opportunity to attend a soccer match where Racing Club 

plays against Huracán, hoping to finally capture Gómez. Despite having the assistance of police 

officer Molinari and his men and spotting Gomez in the crowd, Gomez disappears briefly when a 
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goal creates a disturbance. A pursuit ensues and although Gómez nearly vanishes, he's ultimately 

captured. Gomez is brought back to the office where Espósito and Irene Hastings stage a largely 

illegal interrogation. By taunting and demeaning his masculinity, the successfully force him to 

confess to the murder. 

While it seems that Gomez is finally served justice, he serves less than a year of his 

sentence. The disgruntled Romano, who has transferred to a government agency, spitefully 

assists in Gomez’s release as he believes that Gomez’s sentence is neither adequate nor just. 

Subsequently, as the political violence in Argentina increases, Gomez finds work as a hitman for 

the far-right wing of the Peronist party. One night, Espósito finds Sandoval murdered-- shot 

dead-- upon arriving home. Sandoval often spent the night at Espósito’s home when he argued 

with his wife about his obvious alcoholism. Espósito imagines that Sandoval was killed by a 

hitmen sent after him, possibly commissioned by Romano, and that Sandoval posed as Espósito, 

sacrificing his life on behalf of his friend. Following this event, Esposito decides to sequester 

himself away in the countryside until 1985 and then returns to his career in Buenos Aires. Upon 

retirement, Esposito determines to write a novel about the case that has haunted him for decades.  

 Espósito travels to Chivilcoy to interview Morales, the widower, who now lives quietly 

in the countryside and seems to have let his obsession with the murder case subside. During his 

visit, Espósito promises Morales that he will not rest until Gomez is once again in jail. Morales 

hesitantly confesses to killing Gómez many years ago, telling Esposito that he kidnapped and 

then shot Gomez while he was the trunk of the car. Espósito leaves but he is quit disturbed and 

the facts continue to gnaw at his thoughts. Later, he secretly returns to Morales's house. Sneaking 

inside, he shockingly finds that Morales has a makeshift cell in his home. Morales has held 

Gómez prisoner, chained inside for over twenty-four years to administer what he felt was just 

punishment for his wife's death. Morales kept Gomez alive by feeding him and tending to him. 

However, he never speaks to Gomez or him out of the cell. Morales repeats to Esposito what he 

maintains to be true justice: instead of a death sentence Morales believes true justice for such 

heinous crimes is the boredom of a meaningless life spent in solitary confinement. Espósito 

leaves Morales’ home and visits Sandoval's grave, reflecting on the fact that Gómez will never 

be a free man again, and he finally comes to terms with his life.  

In the context of The Secret in Their Eyes the aforementioned questions preside in the 

overall tone of the movie. And, in the context of Argentine fiction and film, the tale not only 
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brings the politics and practices of the Dirty Wars into conversation but also the ethics of treating 

(or not treating) trauma and justice. One reason that these questions are both so delicate and 

powerful is because they affect the core of identity and hold strong ties with a person’s affect and 

their emotional/mental responses to experience that shapes them. After first seeing the brutality 

his wife experienced and then not receiving the closure from knowing that the perpetrator had 

received the appropriate consequences, Morales is devastated. His life objective becomes serving 

his perceived notion of justice to his wife’s perpetrator. The tortured becomes the torturer. 

Furthermore, as demonstrated by Espósito’s life long quest to solve the mystery, the uncanny 

void created by unresolved trauma and underserved justice leads to an unsettling instability that 

leave more than just the direct victims of a crime affected. There is a deep seated need for those 

affected both directly and indirectly to grieve trauma and experience resolution. For this reason, 

it is crucial to recognize how trauma affects both individual and community identity because in 

addition to an individual’s need to grieve trauma and all its ramifications, we must remember 

that identity is constructed through a complex shared history.  

An additional brief example regarding traumatic experiences and identity construction to 

draw upon is Mexican and Mexican-American identity which includes extensive history of 

“dispossession, discrimination, exploited labor and current disappearances at the border” 

(Caminero- Santangelo 323). These experiences create an opportunity for a collective identity to 

be constructed in the context of shared traumatic history (which may additionally include the 

common themes of diaspora and other experiences that migrants and immigrants share regardless 

of ethnicity).  Representations of ethnic identity emerge in these contexts that are constructed on 

a solidarity found in common experiences that include trauma, creating a representation of “an 

ethnic “family,” collectively healing cultural rifts caused by impoverishment, dislocation and 

migration” (Caminero- Santangelo 323).  Additionally, the concept of constructed solidarity that 

emerges from these experiences also begs deeper exploration of the ethics of witnessing.   

Caminero-Santangelo refers to Susan Straight’s  Highwire Moon  which explores the concept of 

constructed solidarity and “imaginatively [engages] with the trauma suffered by families of the 

migrant disappeared”  as an example of what we may term as the ethics of witnessing (Kaplan 

qtd in Caminero-Santangelo): “Such witnessing goes beyond merely empathetic trauma; rather, 

predicted on a certain distance from the victims trauma witnessing as Kaplan defines it ‘has to do 

with an art work producing a deliberate ethical consciousness;’ while empathy may be limited to 
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a single individual feeling (vicariously) the pain of another, ‘witnessing implies a larger ethical 

framework that has to do with public recognition of atrocities’  and with the acknowledgment of 

shared responsibility  for them” ( Kaplan 122 qtd in Caminero-Santangelo 323). The starting 

point for national and public ethics, according to Kaplan, is to bear witness which primarily 

requires acknowledging the Other’s subjectivity and it is not a point that can be ignored or 

denied (Kaplan qtd in Caminero-Santangelo 323). Therefore, how we recognize trauma must 

include the perspective that trauma is paradoxically both destructive and constructive, a threat to 

community identity and a symbolic element of communal identity that makes powerful social 

justice claims, underscoring yet again the ways in which the stories we tell about ourselves 

continue to define—and in the process to construct—who we are (Caminero-Santangelo 323).  

Shame, Trauma, and Gender Violence 

One of the pivotal and necessary changes of how we recognize trauma hinges on the 

intrinsic relationship between shame, trauma, and gender violence and the need for such 

recognition has become painfully evident throughout the length of this project. Until we examine 

and dismember the politics of shame, achieving widespread and authentic healing for 

traumatized communities and individuals is a battle without end. Until the role of shame that is 

imbedded in gender violence is acknowledged and actively combated, gender violence will exist. 

Shame both covers and perpetuates trauma and violence. If shame is the cornerstone of identity 

(individual or cultural), the difficulty of living one’s healthiest and most fulfilled life and passing 

that potential on to future generations is dramatically reduced. For gender violence to be 

successfully reduced issues of human security absolutely must be addressed and emotional health 

must be embraced and implemented as a necessary element of the solution.   

The potential for the authors’ and readers’ relationship with a text is for it to be a healing 

relationship—in some respects it could be considered one of catharsis and an open door to a safe 

space. Second, trauma victims are unable to process and heal from trauma until they have 

reached a place of safety, and in the context of this project I explored the space of literature and 

other texts as spaces of safety. Third, in the process of healing from a trauma is remembrance 

and mourning. And finally, for healing and change to occur in trauma instances that are 

particularly related to gender-based violence or violence that follows patterns of Gender-based 

violence, there must be a change— in how we recognize trauma, how we remember trauma, how 

we recover from trauma, and how we define human interaction in our societies. 
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The political implications reflected in trauma literature are not unfounded and when it 

comes to dictatorships and other unilateral political relationships they clearly mimic the 

dynamics of a battering relationship.  Herman carefully outlines the problematic dynamics of 

abusers and victims who seek reconciliation:  

Though both partners may wish for reconciliation, their unspoken goals are often 

sharply in conflict. The abuser usually wishes to reestablish his pattern of 

coercive control, while the victim wishes to resist it. Though the abuser is often 

sincere in his promise to give up the use of force, his promise is hedged with 

implicit conditions; in return for his pledge of non-violence, he expects his victim 

to give up her autonomy. As long as the abuser has not relinquished his wish for 

dominance, the threat of violence is still present. (Herman 168) 

To take this one step further and draw another correlation, the dynamic between an abuser and an 

victim has long lasting effects and changes the core identity of an individual, even more 

dramatically so the earlier in the individual’s history that the trauma and abuse occurs. Herman 

points out that the task of gaining control of the body (this may pertain to perspective, emotions 

or other bodily faculties) maybe more complicated in case of chronic (childhood) abuse “because 

of the degree to which the survivor has come to view her body as belonging to others.” (Herman 

166). This relationship—the abuser clinging to the desire for control and the victim’s difficulty is 

detaching their physical identity from the abuser—quite accurately reflects a political dynamic 

that occurs in the unilaterally structured politics of patriarchy that includes the U.S.-Latin 

American socio-political and economic relationships. For so long, the U.S. has been a key player 

and control in Latin American foreign affairs and if we consider that the U.S. played such key 

roles in the infancy of the independence of many of the Latin American states, the consequences 

of the said political and economic relationship mimics and propagates many of the social issues 

that are typical of “abusive” or relationships of power inequality. These issues are referenced in 

Garcia Girls through the character of “Uncle Vic,” the CIA agent who acts not only as U.S. 

consul, maintaining good will those that benefit U.S. politics and economics, simultaneously 

acting as protector and predator. Vic is clearly more predator than protector as he recites his 

“dicks and dollars are what talk” mantra when he is fetched mid sexual encounter to fulfill his 

role in coordinating the Garcia’s escape from the Dominican Republic, taking his time to finish 

indulging in his own pleasure with one of the young girls he compares to sugar and coffee (205-
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6). His thoughts continue and reflect the perception that the women, who serve as a metaphor for 

the rest of that nation, are there to serve his needs and the desires, likewise the needs and desire 

of the U.S.: “These Latin women, even when the bullets are flying and the bombs are falling, 

they want to make sure you have a full stomach, your shirt is ironed, your handkerchief is fresh. 

It’s what makes the nice girls from polite society great hostesses, and the girls at Tatica’s such 

obliging lovers” (207).This is of course not to over simplify the dynamics of trauma and abuse 

neither the politics of U.S.- Latin American Relations. There are indeed many layers and 

perspectives to consider, but the metaphor of taking sexual and economic advantage of these 

areas is not to be ignored or taken lightly as it creates circumstances of trauma and shame, not 

only in politics but beyond politics. 

In Not Quite Healed, Cecil Murphy challenges the image of an onion and its many layers 

that many refer to when going through the process of dealing with issues of trauma, one by one, 

layer by layer. However, he contends that the metaphor breaks down because after all the layers 

of an onion are removed, nothing remains. Unlike the onion, Murphy posits that the artichoke 

better reflects the healing process, especially as it pertains to male sexual abuse: “The artichoke 

has tiny thorns as the tip of each leaf. Think of that as a danger signal— a warning of pain if we 

proceed. The best way to handle the thorny problem is to snip off the thorns and keep going. We 

peel off the leaves and eat them one at a time. When all the leaves are gone, we are left with only 

the heart— the most delicious part” (Murphy and Roe 35).The perspective that this analogy 

offers is that when a person initially faces sexual abuse, “it’s thorny, threatening, and painful” 

(35). After the initial encounter with the “thorns,” if one is willing to proceed with the healing 

process, the “leaves” or “issues” created by the abuse are able to be plucked off, digested, and 

dealt with.  Furthermore, it challenges us to think of the process of healing in a different 

manner— a process of discovery that does not necessarily end because of the great concerted 

effort and time that the process requires: 

Healing from abuse means that we are always digging, digging, digging deeper. 

We continue to move from one level to the next— Down into the nonconscious 

parts of ourselves. If we probe below the surface, we discover things about 

ourselves that might come as great shocks. Our deeper selves want to save us 

from great pain, so they go to great lengths to hide dangerous truths. It takes a 
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great deal of concerted effort, honesty, and time to move into the lower levels of 

our subterranean territory. (36) 

Here we see that essential element of the healing process is acceptance. This acceptance is not 

approval. It is acknowledgement of pain and hurtful, shameful things. It is addressing those 

hurts. Sometimes the temptation is to say that the first step of healing is acceptance, but as 

Murphy’s aphorism indicates: “No matter how many times I hear something, I will deny what I 

am not prepared to accept” (43). This is where the first true step in the process of healing from 

trauma begins: Preparedness to acknowledge, examine, and engage with pain. If one is not 

willing to engage with pain— of whatever genre or origin— there can be no healing process. 

The unwillingness of individuals, communities, and governments to engage with pain has 

had devastating and detrimental effects on many Latin American cultures. This is true but most 

certainly not limited to the case of Juarez, Mexico. The connections between the machine of 

politics, femicide, and abuse in all forms— but especially sexual abuse— are at the core not only 

of how they function but also in their relationships to each other. These machines construct 

realities that do not necessarily allow the individual to perceive reality in its totality. Murphy 

likens this alternate perception of reality to the experiences depicted in The Matrix.  In this 

movie, the character Morpheus’ role is that of the truth teller, one who brings revelation and 

transformation. When he encounters Neo, who lives in the Matrix which is unbeknownst to him 

is a computer generated reality; Morpheus offers Neo the opportunity to experience reality. Neo 

accepts and Morpheus introduces him to the “dessert of the real:" 

The truth is shocking, and Neo begins to freak out. He finds that he has been 

captive all his life, his mind controlled by machines as he lived in the computer-

generated, untrue world of the Matrix. Reality is that he is now at war against the 

machines and their agenda to keep him trapped in the matrix. He doesn’t like this 

new world. It terrifies him. But he has no choice but to engage in this battle. It’s 

reality. Before he can do that however, Neo has to allow others to help him heal 

from the effects of living his life inside the Matrix. It takes time. As Neo heals, he 

enters into training, learning about how to live in the desert of the real. His mind 

becomes more his own, and he triumphs as the hero of the story. He becomes the 

warrior against the evil that trapped him and holds most people captive. As he 

lives more in reality, the Matrix has less and less hold on him. Finally, he is able 
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to reenter the Matrix but he doesn’t operate according to its rules. His life mission 

is to expose the Matrix and bring it down. (33) 

The connection between femicide, sexual abuse, and trauma within politics lie in the machine-

like-nature of the paradigms that are imbedded in the thought processes and the cycles 

perpetuated by the traumas. The machine like nature of the trauma cycle often catches its victim 

in a paradigm of thinking that allows him or her to function temporarily, surviving the initial 

instances of pain. The danger of living in that survival mode is that it creates a “matrix” of 

decision making processes that are limited in scope and further perpetuate trauma related issues 

because the struggle with pain is occurring in a reality that is limited to a single individual’s 

experience.  

The prolific inclusions of sexual abuse in various genres of Latin American literature 

speak to the accuracy of the literal and metaphorical aspects of sexual types of abuse in relation 

to the machine of politics. Sergio Gonzalaz Rodriguez, author of  The Femicide Machine  draws 

a clear connection between politics, industry, and femicide all being machines— we could also 

claim they are facets of the same machine that drives societies to devastating demise. In the 

scheme of recovery and healing processes, it is necessary to examine how we execute human 

interactions in our societies—how we define appropriate human interaction in our societies. 

Throughout this project, one common thread that continually emerges is the necessity for human 

connection and support throughout the healing process and recognizing behaviors and attitudes 

that condone and perpetuate violence, abuse and like behaviors. An interesting corollary between 

trauma recovery and addiction recovery and emerging perspective among addiction specialists is 

the profound need for connection. Dr. Gabor Maté’s research and experience indicates that the 

core of addiction issues stem from emotional loss and trauma. A detrimental side effect of loss 

and trauma is the breaking or lack of bonds, which often becomes a long term problem— hence 

various addictions and patterns of violence. This should be a strong motivation for us to 

recognize that human connection and creation of human bonds should not only be the initial but 

the ultimate task when clearing trauma. In order for one to be with his or her pain when they 

decide to face and feel the pain, even if it has been avoided for a substantial amount of time, 

support is essential. It is simply not a journey where the first step can be taken alone. Recreating 

bonds is essential in the long term, but human connection is crucial in in the immediate task of 

clearing trauma. When a person decides to finally face and feel the pain that they may have been 
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avoiding for years or decades, the first steps cannot be done alone: one needs compassion and 

support. (Maté  What is Addiction? and Hungry Ghosts)  

Tragically, the consequences of trauma are closely tied to patterns of shame, isolation, 

and consequently addiction. Journalist Johann Harri asserts that “The opposite of addiction is not 

sobriety. The opposite of addiction is connection.” Interestingly, the same solutions for healing 

addicts are closely linked to healing trauma and abuse. In order to cultivate healing from trauma, 

addiction, and violence— not only for individuals but also for communities and societies— there 

must be a cultural response that communicates individuals are valued by their society even if 

they have experiences or circumstances that have robbed them of the bonds of love and support. 

The challenge to those that are not directly affected by trauma is to “be” with others in their 

healing journey. Similarly the Tibetan adage challenges the individual to be present with their 

pain rather than perpetuate a cycle of pain by trying to escape of deny its existence: “Whatever 

you do, don’t try and escape from your pain, but be with it. Because the attempt to escape from 

pain creates more pain” (qtd in Maté What is Addiction?). 

Concerning the role of being supportive to healing from addictions, Maté offers the 

insight: “The question is never “Why the addiction? But Why the pain?” (Hungry Ghosts 36)  

The same question is helpful in deciphering roots of violence. In sorting through trauma and 

abuse relative to violence, the same process of investigation proves helpful: “Ask not why the 

violence, but why the pain.” To be clear, this is not to excuse violence in anyway as violence in 

unacceptable. However, to ask the question “why the pain?” or “why the shame?” begs the 

deeper human connection necessary for survivors and victims’ to reconnect with their 

communities. Furthermore, as research has demonstrated, perpetrators of violence were often 

victims of trauma and abuse first. It there is ever a hope to end cycles of violence and abuse it is 

to consider the perpetrator’s motivation in their own cycle of pain and violence. As Brené Brown 

references in agreement with Maté, the only way to recover from shame is to bravely confront 

the root—the pain that drives shame, the pain that drives addiction, the pain that drives violence. 

The old-age wisdom reflected in the previously quoted Tibetan adage, “the attempt to escape 

from pain creates more pain” is consistently supported in research. Anytime humans try to fill 

the void caused by pain (any type of pain—grief, trauma, violence, abuse) with anything other 

than vulnerable, positive human connection, only more pain will seep into the void, expanding 

the reaches of pain from one to another.  
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With regards to the devastating economic and institutional turmoil in Juarez, Mexico, 

Rodriguez critiques the government’s response the degradation of the city, citing government 

plan to only pursue minimal improvements (schools, sports fields, family support, etc.) without 

regard for the central issue of public safety: 

The government’s response ignores the central concern: the reconstruction of the 

political and economic fabric of a city, devastated by symbiosis between local 

power, drug traffickers, and US interests. “Listen look and shut up/or you’ll die 

from the bullets of my ma-ma-machine gun,” MC Crimen sings. The citizens of 

ciudad Juarez demand more culture and less violence” (25).  

Interestingly, he references the lyrics of MC Crimen and posits that they are a cry for more 

culture and less violence. There can never be more culture without human connection. Lack of 

value for and in human connection is what has led to the downward spiral of Juarez. Likewise, 

the political perspective necessarily calls for the seeking truth and justice for the victims of such 

heinous male barbarity and “a confrontation between the present and the past: an insistence on 

memory, in light of official distain and oblivion” (Rodriguez 81).    

When we examine modern-day Latin American cultures, there are a number of unique 

elements in each one that point to the remnants of both pre- and post-Colombian influences. 

Culture is made up of human experiences and practices and therefore fluid in the ebb and flow of 

history and those living it out. Strikingly, Latin American cultures harbor the intrinsic element of 

trauma that has been proliferated since the Spanish inquisition. What is reflected in the texts 

examined in this project is the common element of the effects of trauma on culture and how 

individuals critique and process those effects. Ultimately, if a culture is violated and traumatized, 

and the trauma is not rectified, it becomes a culture of trauma and violation. 

When the Spanish inquisition occurred, not only was land and territory violated and 

penetrated, cultures—humans—were also violated with enslavement and murder, rape and 

subjugation. It is easy to correlate gender violence directed towards females in both historical 

and modern contexts. But what is overlooked is the fact that to concentrate solely on the remedy 

of gender violence for women is to ignore the context and roots of gender violence. Violence is 

often rooted in pain and shame. Much of the pain in Latin America is consequently rooted in a 

history of loss—loss of loved ones, loss of identity, loss of possessions, loss of freedom. When a 

culture experiences such a massive loss that is then followed by centuries of ongoing oppression 
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and suppression at the hand of government/political interests and economic interests (highly 

controlled by outside sources), there is absolutely no space for pain and its void to be addressed 

and acknowledged at the deep level required. The consequence of a continual void created by 

violence is the perpetual attempt to fill that void. Unfortunately, when one seeks to fill a void 

caused by pain that is the result of experiencing perpetually broken human connection, the 

pattern all too often is attempts to fill that void and cope with pain via more pain-causing 

behaviors— primarily with various forms of violence and addictions35— unhealthy patterns that 

lead to unmitigated violence.36  

If nothing else, each of the texts that I have selected and analyzed in this dissertation 

presents the reader or viewer with the profound question of “what will we do with the pain?” 

Each texts represents various responses and consequences of responses to deep pain, trauma, and 

abuse— but they all implore that pain be felt and not ignored that a remedy might be found— a 

connection made.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
35The connection between circumstances of childhood pain and trauma and outcomes of addictions, violence, even 
gangs is strong. Research on addictions from the medical, psychological, and social perspectives are helpful and 
relevant.  
36 For more examples and discussion see: Femicide Machine by Sergio Gonzalaz Rodriguez, Working Hard, 
Drinking Hard  by Adrianne Pine, Bolivia's Case of the Mennonite Rapes, 
<http://content.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,2087711,00.html> ;and,  Lucia Perez’s Murder in Argentina, 
<http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-37731501>. 

http://content.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,2087711,00.html
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CONCLUSION 

 

 
 

Throughout this project trauma and gender violence have been consistently examined in 

the chosen texts. Several of texts are built around the coming of age struggles that accompany 

one’s search for identity as one sifts through culture and trauma experiences. This is reflective of 

the search for healing from trauma, a process in which it is necessary to identify what is culture 

positive and what is negative. In identifying the culture positive and culture negative aspects of a 

culture that has experienced trauma and been entrenched in various forms of trauma cycles for 

generations, a cycle of the coming of age processes emerges, which includes the process of 

sorting out the elements of trauma and identity. Often victims of violence and abuse struggle 

with facing the pain and shame that is harbored in their soul. It affects their very core—esteem 

and identity. If one is surrounded by a culture of shame and pain—a culture that is struggling 

with identity—there will only be a perpetuation of shame and pain.  The evidence prevails that 

violated and traumatized cultures create more trauma. Gender violence cannot and will not be 

solved if the prevalent strategy is to address it from a strictly feminist viewpoint. It cannot be 

resolved until the root causes of gender violence, pain and shame, are addressed and 

acknowledged for all regardless of class or gender identification. I posit that solutions require the 

foundational element of space for genuine human connection and space for the questions to be 

asked of both men and women that lead to connection: “Why pain? Why Shame?”  

If we continue to argue for solutions based on binary gender paradigms, we will not make 

adequate progress because to address half a problem, or only the consequences, symptoms, and 

side effects of that which is problematic in the fabric of society, is to allow the divide to grow, 

the rip to tear a bit further, the pain to cut a bit deeper. True equality demands respect and space 

for each individual’s pain and shame to be seen, to be felt, and to be healed. The problem with 

patriarchal paradigms and why they persist is the intrinsic nature of shame in the paradigm: “less 

than is not allowed.” It fosters violence in all forms of domination: pride, power, greed, and 

control to name a few. The cultural message of “you are not enough” plagues all genders and 

touches every aspect of one’s life, especially sexuality and identity, which are attached to 

cultural norms.  This message is communicated on the macro (society) and micro (family) levels 

of culture and cultural interactions within Latin American cultures. Women receive the message 
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“you are not woman enough”37 and men receive the message: “you are not man enough.”38 

Everyone receives the messages of “you are too dark, too white, too rich, too poor,” and so on at 

some point or context. These messages of inadequacy do complicate issues of gender violence, 

but at the same time it simplifies it as the commonality of experience and consequence is rooted 

in shame.39  

Each of the texts explored in this project, Backyard, The Boy Kings of Texas, The Brief 

Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, Camila, How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents, In the Time of 

the Butterflies, “I’m your horse in the night”, Pedro Páramo, The Official Story, The Secret in 

Their Eyes are situated in various contexts of trauma that carry the side effects of pain and shame 

and are connected to gender violence.  A common thread that is evident in each text is the 

element of secrecy and suppressed emotion. The rift in emotional connectedness only continues 

to grow and morph, affecting all relationships with those who are suppressing their emotions, 

practicing the taboos of speaking about their personal trauma, or simply stuck in the fear, anger, 

and pain of their trauma. The texts and the research consistently show that non-discussion of pain 

and trauma prohibits healing from trauma. The aim of trauma texts is to create a space of truth 

not taboo where trauma can be spoken and then felt in a subtle communal manner. Trauma texts 

afford the opportunity for the myths of isolation—“This only happens to me” or “I am the only 

one who feels this way”— “I’m not allowed to talk about it”—to be debunked. It offers a 

perspective for a non-trauma-victim to have a point of reference of understanding for survivors 

of trauma who are unable to share their own story at a particular time. The practice of empathy in 

the internal world, whether we see a correlation between a text and personal experience or not, 

does not imply that one will not connect with a text. It is the emotional aspects of a text that 

allows for the human connection to occur-- or reoccur as the case may be. A text is a way to see 

the cycles, or a line, a place where there could be an end of trauma.  

                                                           
37 These may include such messages as: You are not a virgin; you are not a mother; you are too whorish; you are too 
emotional; you are too weak; you are too powerful and too smart; and therefore, you are a threat but at the same time 
you are not important.  
38 These may include such messages as: You are not macho enough; you are not strong enough; you are not violent 
enough; and you are too emotional. 
39 The connection between perpetuated violence and men and boys who live in circumstances such as abject poverty, 
traumatized (especially by war-torn or poverty) societies, and other depressed or abusive/violent environments has 
been researched. One posited reason for this connection is the hormonal component that drives the male psyche to 
find purpose or a “life quest.” When boys and young men grow up in the aforementioned characteristic 
environments where basic human needs are often unmet, much less emotional and psychological needs, the vacuum 
is filled with ever increasing violence. There is a need for the connection between issues of male shame and 
perpetuated violence in all forms to be more thoroughly examined from the male perspective. 
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The space that literature and other texts create is one where the questions of shame and 

pain can be explored and empathy can be exercised. While no single text alone can do the 

necessary work of healing required for one who is on that journey, it could be helpful in some 

contexts. If it is an author who is writing their text as way to work through and process their 

pain, he or she is will most likely receive the greatest healing benefit because writing one’s story, 

sharing one’s pain, is a proven therapeutic method that is utilized both in a private and public 

manner. As for the benefits of trauma texts to a reader in a process of healing from trauma, or 

even post trauma, that is truly dependent upon where the reader is in his or her own journey to 

healing. For some, employing trauma texts could be beneficial to re-processing their trauma, 

seeing new perspectives. For others, it could be re-traumatizing and triggering. What is healing 

about a trauma text, whether literary or another type of text, is the fact that the story exists. There 

is a space where the trauma has been told, where it can be read, where it can exist without being 

confined to the secret corners of the heart or mind. Domingo Martinez40, Julia Alverez, and Junot 

Diaz all recognize the importance of giving space and place to the existence of trauma in one’s 

history. In the final pages of Oscar Wao Diaz captures the hope that one desires to share by 

writing a text that depicts the greatest heartaches, pains, and traumas life holds. The hope that the 

answers will be there when the person who needs them searches for them and that it will end a 

cycle of pain: and take “all we’ve done and all we’ve learned and add her own insights and she’ll 

put an end to it” (Diaz 331). 

Gender violence was a point of entrance for discussion of unexpressed trauma and pain in 

this dissertation. Throughout the length of this work the gaps of unexpressed pain in memory and 

the effects of the suppression of pain and trauma have been of particular interest. One aspect that 

has been evident is the importance of telling of trauma, the danger of secrecy and taboos to the 

process of healing from trauma and tragedy. One of the conclusions that have emerged in this 

dissertation is the fact that gender violence experienced by males is just as damaging and as 

integral in the vicious cycle of violence as gender violence that targets women. The value that 

women’s studies has brought to shedding light on gender violence towards women and strides to 

give voice in defense of women who have be subject to all sorts of violence is invaluable. 
                                                           
40

  Although, a story is written, it may not be read. Case in point, Martinez’s family was supportive of his 
book, however, “he said it had been too painful for his parents to read” (Tilman).  
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However, the gender violence and abuse that males suffer along similar veins cannot be over 

looked, ignored, or marginalized because overlooking any facet of gender violence experienced 

or practiced by any gender perpetuates the cycle’s violence and abuse. In this work I perceive 

attempted to include the perspective of gender violence experienced by males, however, it is a 

vein of research that I would like to explore further. 

Throughout this dissertation the relationship between shame and gender violence 

continually surfaced as a cause and effect of gender violence, an integral part of every traumatic 

experience.  One topic that emerged as I was working with the texts in this project is the 

assignment or assumption of a particular sexuality to symptomatic victims of trauma. The 

individual may or may not have suffered sexual abuse directly, but if they do not conform to 

traditional gender norms then they are assumed to be “other” than heterosexual. This is often 

manifests in situations of harassment and compounds the issues of identity with which one who 

has suffered abuse and trauma struggles, in addition to stigmas of homosexuality inaccurately 

attached to heterosexual men. In terms of masculinity, gender stereotypes impede the creation of 

space for men, in particular, to discuss and work out their pain, hurts, trauma, and emotions 

without the risk of being labeled, bullied, and ridiculed. This aspect of gender violence and its 

connection with trauma requires more attention and depth of research. I would like to do further 

analysis of Oscar Wao and other texts where this aspect of struggles with masculine identities is 

evident.  

Furthermore, I am interested in the connection between shame and gender violence and 

perpetuated violence by men and boys who live in traumatized societies (especially those that are 

war-torn or have a high percentage of abject poverty) and other depressed or abusive/violent 

environments. One posited reason for this connection is the hormonal component that drives the 

male psyche to find purpose or a “life quest.” When boys and young men grow up in the 

aforementioned characteristic environments where basic human needs are often unmet, much 

less emotional and psychological needs, the vacuum is filled with ever increasing violence. 

There is a need for the connection between issues of male shame and perpetuated violence in all 

forms to be more thoroughly examined from the male perspective. An additional context that 

these connections would be useful for is examining the experiences told in border-fiction as the 
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clash of culture, class, and race further complicate the development of male identities like other 

contexts that could be considered “unstable” due to poverty and other constituting circumstances.  

Additional areas of research that I wish to explore are also deeply connected to the 

psychology of trauma texts, both those examined in this dissertation and other texts as well. Of 

interest to me is the “hereditary” nature of trauma in the context of Latin American texts. I 

perceive similar patterns and ear marks expressed in subsequent generations of trauma survivors 

as those that are expressed in subsequent generations of addicts. There is of course a high 

correlation between addicts and the traumatic experiences they suffer, but trauma and addiction 

is not necessarily a cause-effect relationship. However, what I am particularly interested in 

exploring relates to the research concerning the markers of “addiction” or other symptoms that 

children of alcoholics carry even if they are not alcoholics themselves—perhaps they have some 

other type of addictive behavior or perhaps there are emotional indicators— how ever this leads 

to the concept that addiction is generational, if not genetic most certainly a product of the culture 

of the nurturing environment. From what I see evidenced in research and texts, the marks of 

trauma left on subsequent generations of the trauma survivors mimic this pattern due to their 

close relationship of experience, circumstance, and coping mechanisms. As far as literature 

functions in these settings, it continually brings to light that trauma is not isolated to one person 

or one generation. It is an event that must be treated in various contexts with awareness that it is 

indeed a wound that has the power to create other wounds if not given the attention necessary to 

heal. From a psycho-social perspective, I’m interested in examining how trauma is compounded, 

how it is relived, even in circumstances that are not likened to trauma. Literature is a prime 

vehicle for discussion of how trauma shapes personality and habits—anxiety and fears, stigmas 

and assumptions, especially Latin American Literature where many texts treat traumatic events 

ranging from war, rape, abuse, to extreme poverty.  

Another more specific vein of research interest that has piqued my interest in working on 

this dissertation is how gender violence affects healthy attachment in relationships, not only 

mother-child relationships, but any type of relationship within immediate family dynamics or 

romantic partner relationships.  This of course is related to the extended consequences of trauma 

that affect subsequent generations. The image of the harsh, crusty Hispanic mother has emerged 

a frequent character in in television comedies. Although there is the characteristic type of self-
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deprecating humor in the portrayal of the gruff, emotionally distant Hispanic mother, I would 

posit that these sketches indicate more than just an attempt to manufacture a character that lends 

itself to joke fodder. This portrayal of mothers is common in both Oscar Wao’s Belicia and 

Domingo Martinez’s own grandmother in Boy Kings— minus the jokes. It seems that these 

characters represent the premise that trauma and gender violence disrupt healthy attachment 

styles and since there is such high incidents of trauma in Latin American Cultures the social and 

cultural environments appear to struggle with relationships that are characteristic of a lack of 

secure attachment styles.     

It has long been the task of oracles, orators, authors—all storytellers— to bring us face to 

face with truth. It is no different in modern times. Each text examined in this project reflects that 

truth, no matter how painful, is crucial to healing from trauma. Ultimately, this is what literature, 

stories, point to— be it through the author’s own personal journey of writing the truths and 

reality they are grappling with or the reader’s journey as they follow the path the author has laid 

out in expressing their perspective on the matter. It may be argued that a reader reads to escape 

reality, to escape his or her own feelings. But, the rebuttal to that argument is that we read to 

feel— perhaps to feel our own feelings or perhaps feel something different that our own feelings. 

Whatever the case, despite the aspect of escapism extended by some genres of literature, this is 

not the case concerning trauma texts. Trauma texts require two things: acknowledging pain and 

practicing empathy. Each text discussed in this dissertation is an argument for restoration and 

healing from trauma. They represent outrage for all that is wrong, painful, and damning about 

humanity, but we cannot deny that they also represent hope. It is working through pain, 

understanding pain how it shapes us, and holding space for that pain that allows us to effectively 

practice empathy, add value to experiences, add value to individuals, and ultimately forge 

positive relationships and human connection.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



165 

APPENDIX A 

 

LISTS OF LOCUS AND MAINIFESTATION OF GENDER VIOLENCE
41

 

 
  

                                                           
41

 The information listed from a table found in O'Toole, Laura L., Jessica R. Schiffman, and Margie L. Kiter Edwards. 

"The Roots of Male Violence." Gender Violence: Interdisciplinary Perspectives. 2nd ed. New York: New York 

University, 2007. Print.  

  

The Family 

Physical Aggression  
Murder (dowry/other) 
Battering 
Genital Mutilation 
Foeticide 
Infanticide 
Deprivation of food 
Deprivation of medical 
care 
Reproductive/coercion/
control 
 

Sexual Abuse 
Rape 
Incest 
 

Emotional Abuse 
Confinement 
Forced Marriage 

Threats of reprisals 

The “Community” 

Social Reference Group 
(Cultural, religious,etc.) 
*Violence directed toward 
women within or outside 
the group. 
Physical Abuse* 

Battery 
Physical chastisement 
Reproductive 
coercion/control 
Witch burning 
Sati 

Sexual Assault 
Rape 
 

Workplace 
Sexual Aggression 

Harassment 
Intimidation 

Commercialized Violence 
Trafficking 
Forced prostitution 
 

Media 
Pornography 
Commercialization of 
women’s bodies 

 

The State 

Political Violence (Policies, 

laws, etc.) 

Illegitimate detention 

Forced sterilization 

Forced Pregnancies 

Tolerating gender 

violence by non-state 

agents 

Custodial violence 

(Military/police etc.)  

Rape 

Torture 
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APPENDIX B 

 

TRANSALATION OF EL REY LYRICS42 

                                                           
42 The Spanish lyrics are found in the prologue (xi) in Domingo Martinez’s book The Boy Kings of Texas. There you 
will find Martinez’ English translation in addition to the original lyrics. I have made some orthographical edits 
(added accent marks) to the Spanish version and reworked the English translation. 

El Rey 

Yo sé bien que estoy afuera 
pero el día en que yo me muera 
sé que tendrás que llorar 
llorar y llorar 
llorar y llorar 
 
Dirás que no me quisiste 
pero vas a estar muy triste 
y así te vas a quedar 
 
Con dinero y sin dinero 
hago siempre lo que quiero 
y mi palabra es la ley 
 
No tengo trono ni reina 
ni nadie que me comprenda 
pero sigo siendo el rey 
 
Una piedra del camino 
me enseñó que mi destino 
era rodar y rodar 
rodar y rodar 
rodar y rodar 
 
Después me dijo un arriero 
que no hay que llegar primero 
pero hay que saber llegar 
 
Con dinero y sin dinero 
hago siempre lo que quiero 
y mi palabra es la ley 
 
No tengo trono ni reina 
ni nadie que me comprenda 
pero sigo siendo el rey. 

The King 

I know very well that I'm on the outside 
but on the day I die 
I know that you'll have to cry 
to cry and cry 
to cry and cry 
 
You’ll say you never loved me 
but you're going to be very sad 
and that's how you're going to stay 
 
With or without money 
I always do what I want 
and my words is law 
 
I don’t have a throne nor a queen 
nor anyone that understands me 
But I will keep on being king 
 
A stone on road 
taught me that my destiny 
was to roll and roll 
to roll and roll 
to roll and roll 
 
Once a mule-driver told me 
that you don’t have to be the first to arrive, 
But you have to know how to arrive 
 
With or without money 
I always do what I want 
and my words is law 
 
I don’t have a throne nor a queen 
nor anyone that understands me 
But I will keep on being king 
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APPENDIX C 

 

TRANSLATION OF EN EL PAÍS DEL NO ME ACUERDO LYRICS 

 

 
En el país del no me acuerdo 

 

En el país del no me acuerdo 

Doy tres pasitos y me pierdo 

Un pasito para allí 

no recuerdo si lo di 

Un pasito para allá 

!Ay, qué miedo que me da! 

 

En el país del no me acuerdo 

Doy tres pasitos y me pierdo 

Un pasito para atrás 

y no doy ninguno más 

porque yo ya me olvide 

donde puse el otro pie 

 

En el país del no me acuerdo 

Doy tres pasitos y me pierdo… 

In the country of I don’t remember43
 

 

In the country of I don’t remember, 

I take three steps and I am lost. 

One step over here, 

I don’t remember if I took it. 

One step over there, 

Oh, it scares me! 

 

In the country of I don’t remember 

I take three steps and I am lost. 

One step back, 

and I don’t take another, 

because I’ve already forgotten, 

Where I put my other foot. 

 

In the country of I don’t remember 

I take three steps and I’m lost... 

 

  

                                                           
43 My own translation.   
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