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In the Time of the Butterflies: Rewriting Dominican History through the
Demythologization of the Mirabal Sisters

No tempo das borboletas: reescrevendo a historia dominicana por meio da
desmistificacao das irméas Mirabal

Vansan Goncalves

RESUMO: Este artigo busca investigar a narracdo de faigiéricos sob novas perspectivas atravées
do romanceNo Tempo das Borboletagla autora dominico-americana Julia Alvarez. Takdfoi
selecionada para este estudo por nela poder-sevabsemaneira como os conceitos de identidade,
memdéria e histdria interagem para produzir novasesentacdes de determinado povo a partir da
reinterpretacdo de fatos histéricos. Ao longo dastiealho serdo analisadas as maneiras pelas quais
Julia Alvarez utiliza diversas e variadas estraggiarrativas para representar novas versoesade fat
relacionados ao periodo conhecido como “era Toljilfegime ditatorial totalitario ocorrido na
Republica Dominicana entre 1930 e 1961. Sera adalie processo usado pela autora para promover
a desmistificacéo das irmas Mirabal, martires da ¢ontra o regime que, ao serem alcadastatas

de mito, foram historicamente afastadas do povoimioano. Para a analise da representacao histérica
pela perspectiva de grupos tradicionalmente sielns serdo utilizados os conceitos de estudos pos-
coloniais e p6s-modernos de representacao e ideletidomo apresentados pelos tedricos bell hooks,
Priyamvada Gopal e Stuart Hall. As defini¢gdes fd¢0S” e “eventos” propostos por Linda Hutcheon
também serdo abordadas com o intuito de se obsmwary o romance proporciona novas leituras de
discursos historicos.

Palavras-chave:Historia; Identidade; Representacéo

ABSTRACT: This article intends to investigate the narratioh historical facts under new
perspectives through the novel the Time of the Butterfliedrom the Dominican-American writer
Julia Alvarez. The choice of the mentioned novedug to the fact that it enables the observation of
the manners the concepts of identity, memory anpresentation interact to portray new
representations of a determined people by theprggtion of historical facts. Throughout the agtic

it will be analyzed the strategies Alvarez empltiygsarrate new versions of facts related to thegder
regarded as the “Trujillo era”, a totalitarian dicirship which took place in the Dominican Republic
between 1930 and 1961. It will be studied the mscesed by the author to promote the
demythologization of the Mirabal sisters, martyfstie struggle against the regime who, when
launched to mythic status, were historically disethfrom Dominicans. Post-colonial and postmodern
concepts, as presented by theorists bell hookgafkiada Gopal and Stuart Hall will be applied ® th
analysis of historical representation through teespective of traditionally silenced groups. Linda
Hutcheon’s definitions of “facts” and “events” willso be approached to observe the way the novel
provides new readings of historical facts.
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INTHE TIME OF THE BUTTERFLIES: REWRITING DOMINICAN HISTORY
THROUGH THE DEMYTHOLOGIZATION OF THE MIRABAL SISTER S

“...if there’s no voice, there’s no stor'y”
Julia Alvarez

Caribbean writers, especially women, have oftenldethe established capitalized
History of their home countries through alternatperspectives. These retellings are mostly
characterized by the voice they give groups whorw@deen previously allowed to tell their
own stories. As a result, history is portrayed iwl@ole new way, not from the traditional
bourgeois white male dominant perspective, but ftbenminority or rather subaltern groups’
point of view. This article aims at investigatingetways through which Julia Alvarez uses
different and varied narrative strategies to regmésew versions of renowned facts regarding
the Trujillo era, more specifically from the momehe cited dictatorship starts to intertwine
with the lives of four women. This is the storydah Julia Alvarez’s noveln the Time of the

Butterflies.

In the above mentioned novel, Julia Alvarez tdils $truggle faced by three of four
sisters against the dictatorship of General Rdfaéhidas Trujillo Molina in the Dominican
Republic. Rather than a traditional historical astoof the period referred to as the “Trujillo
era” (which took place from 1930 to 1961), Alvaréacides to explore manners through
which the dictatorship both influenced and wasuaficed by Patria Mercedes, Maria
Argentina Minerva, Bélgica Adela (“Dedé”) and AniarMaria Teresa Mirabal. The Mirabal
sisters, as the young women became known, were eremban upper-class rural family. Of
the four sisters, Patria, Minerva and Maria Teredbhof them educated under traditional
catholic values, decided, each of them at differeatnents and by varied means, to take part
in the resistance against Trujillo’s regime. The&tesis, along with their respective husbands,
Pedro Gonzalez, Manuel (“Manolo”) Tavarez and Lear@uzman founded the Fourteenth
of June Movement. The name of the movement is ereete to the date in 1959 when,
assisted by members of the Cuban Revolution, exDemninicans, members of the
Dominican Liberation Movement, attempted to invaithe country and overthrow the
dictatorship of Trujillo. Their mission failed, i@ Trujillo’s spies were aware of their plans,
and Trujillo’s forces thwarted the plot. In spitethis failure, the attempted invasion was an
inspiration for the Mirabal sisters and others t@amize their resistance. Through the

Fourteenth of June Movement, the Mirabal sisteneap their libertarian ideology and
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gathered hundreds of members throughout the DoamniRepublic. Having evidence of the
movement’s efforts to put an end to his regimejilflowordered the imprisonment of dozens
of its members, including Minerva and Maria TerbBeabal, as well as of their husbands and
Patria’s husband and son. They were all taken td/ictoria, Trujillo’s torture prison in
Salcedo. After being pressed by the Catholic Gnared by social opinion, Truijillo freed all
the women and underage political prisoners (incigd?atria’s son, who had recently turned
18). Trujillo himself decided to transfer Manolodabeandro to San Felipe prison, in Puerto
Plata, forcing the Mirabal sisters to take a loeglpus journey to visit their husbands. On the
25" of November, 1960, while returning of one of thessits, Patria, Minerva and Maria
Teresa Mirabal, together with Rufino de la Cruzittdriver, were ambushed, spanked to
death, and had their bodies returned to their Weh®o their deaths would look like an
accident. Dedé, who opted to protect her sisteste@ of getting directly involved in the
conflict, was the only sister who survived the regis retaliatory measures. The story of the
Mirabals’ murder became internationally famous,,drmim that moment on, the women were
widely known by their codenames in The Fourteeffithume Movement: The Butterfliekds
Mariposag. Their story became a myth and their murder wasiawledged in the United
Nations’ declaration of November ©5as the International day for the Elimination of

Violence against Womeh.

As noted by Julia Alvarez in the postscript to tleel, although the Mirabal sisters
are regarded throughout the Dominican Republichasanes who struck one of the final
blows to the Trujillo regime, there were not officidocuments and accurate information
relating their activities during the Trujillo’'s datorship. Due to this lack of information,
Alvarez decided to write the Mirabal sisters’ stonpstly based on the account of the one of
them who survived, Dedé. Alvarez’s account of hoffiadilt it was for her to find accurate
reports on the Mirabal sisters’ struggle even afieryears of the women’s deaths also
demonstrates that, although in more subtle mantiessilencing forces that prevailed during
the Trujillo era are somewhat still at play. As tbe details related to the development of the
events, Alvarez takes some “liberties”, since, les asserts in the cited postscript, “a novel is

not, after all, a historical document” (Alvarez 98 p. 324).

In order to revise and retell the Mirabal sisteliges, Alvarez makes use of
fragmentation devices. One of these strategiessrébethe use of polyphonic discourse. The

narrative in the novel does not come from a sinwerator or follow a single story line.
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Rather, the referred narrative is characterizethlkyuse of multiple voices and perspectives.
The reader is guided through the narrative by tesgnal impressions of each one of the
sisters about the fight they were to face, and dghigance is also performed through the use
of varied narrative strategies, including first attd person narrators, as well of diverse
genres, such as journal entries and letters. Agedrdpy critic Linda Hutcheon, multi faceted
plots, as the one present in the novel,

challenge narrative singularity and unity in themeaof multiplicity and disparity.

Through narrative, they offer fictive corporalitystead of abstractions, but at the same

time, they tend to fragment, to render unstable ttaditional unified identity or
subjectivity of character (Hutcheon, 1988, p. 368).

In the novel, the mentioned multiplicity contribste the demythologization of the
Mirabal sisters, a crucial element to Alvarez'srative of the women’s trajectories. To
demonstrate the reader that the sisters’ strugghs wne performed by ordinary but
courageous women, not by mythical characters, tileoa narrates the Mirabal sisters’ paths
through the description of their routines. Représgnthe Mirabals not as the established
national myth, but as common women, Alvarez corodsrm with an uncomfortable national
“ghost”: unlike most Dominicans, who either lefetbountry or remained silent at home, the
Mirabal sisters raised their voices and took aatiagainst the regime. In reality, this simple
but disturbing truth, as noted by Alvarez in hdrcke “Chasing the Butterflies™haunted the
whole country” (Alvarez, 1998, p. 198).

So as to approach the Mirabal sisters from threwative perspective, Alvarez
represents the women'’s inner conflicts, charadtesisfeelings and emotions. Therefore, the
narrative individualizes the Mirabal sisters, inpopition to the traditional historical
approach, according to which the sisters’ individsglves have been suppressed under the
“Mirabal” label. Representing each of the foureist through a fictional first-person narrator,
as individual women with personal weaknesses aeagths, also contributes to the portrait
of the Mirabals as ordinary people. Each sistewiddally experiences her own awakening to
the damages the Truijillo regime was inflicting naty upon them and their families but upon
the Dominican people and country as a whole, arwh @ them decides to act towards
revolution at different moments and each of thesuaees different roles in this struggle. The
individualization and consequent demystificatiortled Mirabal sisters are necessary because,

according to Julia Alvarez in the postscript to thevel, “by making them myth, we
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[Dominicans] lost the Mirabals once more, dismigsthe challenge of their courage as

impossible for us, ordinary men and women” (AlvargE295, p. 324).

The way sex is represented in the novel also dartgs to the ordinary depiction of
the Mirabals as an alternative to the traditiorgadcsified portrayal of the sisters. Confirming
to be ahead their epoch, the Mirabals view sexondt as a way to provide their husbands
pleasure, or to become pregnant, but also to h#&a&syre from it. In this position, the
Mirabals defy the male-dominant Dominican cultusrecording to which men regulate not
only women’s sexuality and family internal issuest lalso the nation from anacho
perspective. One example of the prevailing Dommisaxist culture occurs when Minerva
asks her father reasons for having a second famnilgl,the patriarch simply answeKSdsas
de los hombres. Things a man does” (Alvarez, 1995, p. 92). Min&\adignation following
this statement and the actions she takes towargd gghts for men and women (as her fight
to be able to study Law at university) places haha initial stages of more comprehensive

and risky battles.

As a result of Julia Alvarez’s intended form of megentation, the narrative bf the
Time of the Butterfliefocuses on domestic, private issues, rather timagrand events. The
way the struggle against the regime is depictedh& novel emphasizes relatively small
actions, personal and subjective interventionss Tdawnscaled, humanizing representation
provides interesting examples concerning how reiatary and yet traditional the sisters
could be. One example of this apparently contradycposition occurs when thguerrillera
Patria needs to ask her imprisoned husband peonissivisit her brothers-in-law when they
are transferred to another prison: “I told him Inted to see the boys tomorrow, and he gave
me his permission” (Alvarez, 1995, p. 287). Whekeasby Minerva what her husband could
have done to stop her from doing so, Patria’s anssvebvious: “He could have said, no you
can’'t go” (Alvarez, 1995, p. 287).

Besides providing the Mirabals individualizationplyphonic discourse is also
responsible for the retelling of history througbtdict stories. Giving voice to each one of the
sisters, the novel replicates their struggle feeffom. As argued by scholar bell hooks “those
who understand the power of voice as gesture dadllieb and resistance urge the exploited,
the oppressed to speak” (hooks, 1989, p. 110)stdrees told by each of the sisters — women

who, in spite of their courage and libertarian esgns, lived in a male-oriented, patriarchal
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and sexist society — at different times of theied narrate specific moments of history from
perspectives other than the traditional ones, tjinothe viewpoint of those who are
traditionally misrepresented. History is generafiid by the ones who have the power over
historical representation. Writinth the Time of the Butterflieslulia Alvarez allows the
reader to approach the history of the DominicanuR&p dictatorship through the accounts of
the three murdered sisters. Through the Mirabakrs's fictional accounts of the events
occurred in the Trujillo era, Alvarez posits a namwswer to theorist Priyamvada Gopal's
provocative question: “Who is the ‘one’ who intex{s historical events and how does the
mediation of that ‘investigative consciousnessluahce the writing of history?” (Gopal,
2008, p. 139).

In the Time of the Butterfliesffers readers a particular illustration of theujilio
regime and this illustration gives voice and powefr representation to different
spokespersons. Once history is allowed to be taoidugh a new perspective, it also allows
readers new readings of historical facts. As ardguedcholar Deepika Bahri “those with the
power to represent and describe others clearlyralohbw these others will be seen. The
power of representation as an ideological tooltheditionally rendered it a contested terrain”
(Bahri, 2008, p. 205). Turning capitalized Histamyo stories told by different narrators also
allows for a new perspective onto the representatibidentities, not only of those of the
Mirabal sisters but also of the Dominican peopleaasvhole. The relationship between
narrative and representation is commented on byuliStudies critic Stuart Hall as follows:
“identity is always in part a narrative, alwayspart a kind of representation. It is always
within representation. ldentity is not somethingiebhis formed outside and then we tell
stories about it. It is that which is narrated me@ own self’” (Hall, 1997, p. 49). Since
history inthe Time of the Butterfligs told from the standpoint of those who went tigio the
mentioned events and were killed because of thgposition to a totalizing regime, ordinary
people are in charge of representing the menti@wetts, and thus the establishment of a
common representation of the Mirabals’ struggléue to these people.

Due to the representation issue, the discursiategiies employed by the author play
a key role in the development not only of the nareabut also of history itself. The stories of
The Butterflies las Mariposasas the Mirabal sisters were known) are retold bygé)ehe
sole surviving sister, to a woman interviewer. Titerviewer listens to Dedé, reinterprets the

sisters’ lives and ultimately tells them to readeddvarez’s role as the narrator of the
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Mirabals’ struggle may as well be related to thee af the storyteller as determined by Walter
Benjamin, according to whom the storyteller shdwddre a “counsel” for the readers. As for
this counsel, it would be “less an answer to a Gesthan a proposal concerning the
continuation of a story which is just unfolding. $eek this counsel one would first have to be
able to tell the story” (Benjamin, 1968, p. 92) eféfore, the counsel present in the narrative
of In the Time of the Butterfliewould be related to avoiding the high-level oppi@ss
exposed in the novel from ever occurring againafgied by Vazquez, “by working through
history, instead of simply ignoring or circumvemfinthe events, the possibility for
constructing a new type of society increases” (\&zg 2003, p. 398).

Consequently, the novel’s plot is developed throtighuse of non-linear narrative.
That may be observed mainly when the narrativesidapvard in time, going back to 1994
and exposing Dedé’s conversations to the interwiewman. These moments work as the
trigger for Dedé’s report on her sisters’ lives.dB&s memory plays a central role here, since
it will both influence her sisters’ stories andibh@uenced by them. Actually, when the story
comes to us, readers, it is filled by many différempressions on the sisters’ trajectories: the
ones of those who had had any contact with thersistnd retold their experiences to Dedé,
Dedé’s memory'’s influence upon these accounts,fiaadly the impressions these accounts
must have had on the woman interviewer. This womaght be read as a representation of
the author herself, and the commentaries Dedé naké®r remind the reader from time to
time that although the story being told may fictbre historical events, it does have its basis

on inquiries about actual episodes dealt with leypgtotagonists of the novel.

The multiplicity of versions on the Mirabal sisteliges brings some consequences
to the novel. Although the narrative does not caditt itself, it is quite common to find
different versions of the same fact representethennovel. This might be related to the way
memory affects discourse and through which detezthiiacts are variably portrayed. As the
retelling of historical facts relies on Dedé’s meias/impressions as well as on the
impressions those memories may have had on the wortexviewer to be then retransmitted
to the reader, one must recognize that the storyhé novel is one of many possible
representations. As Alvarez recognizes in “Chasirey Butterflies’ her novel is based on
“individual versions of that history” (Alvarez, 189p. 198). Those different versions of
history are possible because memory may affecivehewe deal with our past. According to
Stephen Bertman, “memory is distorted by needsjraesinterests, and fantasies (...)
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constantly undergoing revision, selection, intetgiren, distortion, and reconstruction”
(Bertman, 2000, p. 27). According to this view, thanner memory affects representations of
historical events depends on the value societyieppbd different matters of representation.
This standpoint agrees to the scientific approacimémory, according to which “memory is
not a register of reality — it is an interpretatmmstructed by the mind” (Blanco, 2009, p. 59
— my translation). More than once in the novel, tizgrative reminds us that memory is
indeed a flawed, unreliable construction, as meeiioby Dedé when telling the sisters’ lives
to the woman interviewer: “Nonsense, so much naedehe memory cooks up, mixing up

facts, putting in a little of this and a little tfat” (Alvarez, 1995, p. 72).

In The Time of the Butterflieshe multifaceted narrative perspective also hédps
create a representation of the Dominican Repulbliough varied angles. By doing so,
Alvarez reasserts her commitment to the Mirabaisiggle even decades after the death of
the three sisters. Such a multiple perspective ttasssts Trujillo regime’s monolithic
standpoint. It is relevant to observe that thealaship’s single perspective represents the
male, then patriarchal, dominant discourse, whishekxactly against what the sisters’
resistance goes. Although the Dominican Republanisndependent country, more than once
the narrative reminds us that the prefixpost-colonialmight not be exactly accurate. As
argued by McCallum, “[Alvarez] offers a strong agite of the ‘post-colonial’ situation of the
Dominican Republic by representing a world wheretadors like Trujillo, the Dominican
ruling class and the United States replace thamaligolonizers” (McCallum, 2000, p. 97).
The novel reminds the reader that the reason maople kept silent against the regime is
related to the fact that those people, especidléy hourgeois class, to which the sisters
belonged, did not wish to risk their comfortablealtiey lives, since they were not the first to
be affected by the dictatorship, differently frohre tampesinosblack people and Haitian
immigrants.

The narrative of the Mirabal sisters’ resistancey ralgo be related to the manner a
novel may work towards facing national trauma dmehtovercoming it. Varied studies have
approached the necessity for narrating a storyderao overcome national trauma behind it.
Above all, these studies have concentrated on matibaumas provoked by the Second
World War, and although one may not put the eveaturred in this conflict and those
represented in Alvarez’s novel at the same levees aspects might be related to both

situations. For instance, one could observe thatdommon for trauma stories to take some
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time to be finally narrated. Initially, there igendency that the affected society remains silent
before being able to relate its traumatic eventscofding to collective trauma researcher
Gabriele Schwab, “human beings have always silendetént stories. Some stories,
collective and personal, are so violent we woult @ able to live our daily lives if we did
not at least temporarily silence them. (...) Too msdance, however, becomes haunting”
(Schwab, 2006, p.110). Another important featugareing Alvarez’s novel refers to the fact
that it is possible for the author to refer to thagional trauma because besides being far from
the actual traumatizing events in time, as sheewriter novel more than 30 years after the
depicted events occurred, Alvarez might also dbestause she is distant in space from where
the events took place, since she was raised itJthied States. In an interview to scholar
Caminero-Santangelo Julia Alvarez says:

Living at a distance from some of the things thalytmove me deeply gives me a certain
kind of freedom. I'm not controlled by forces tlgience me there. Being outside the
country allows me the freedom to reject the typiance that | would have to adopt
towards my history (Caminero-Santangelo, 1998 1. 2

“Living at a distance” from the Trujillo era, Alwaz might write without the
regime’s constant surveillance. In the novel, Tiig power over the country is exercised
through his omnipresence, and the General isllyitdescribed as being really loved by the
Dominicans, including the Mirabal family. As it hlasen traditionally observed, propaganda
performs a crucial role in turning dictators likeujillo into loveable figures. The teenager
Minerva quotes her school history textbook, in ahtbe Generalissimais described in a
godly manner: “All trough nature there is a feelmigecstasy. A strange other-worldly light
suffuses the house smelling of labor and sancTite 24" of October in 1891. God's glory
made flesh in a miracle. Rafael Leonidas Trujillashbeen born” (Alvarez, 1995, p. 24).
Although Minerva describes the above mentioned gggssas “disgusting”, love and
admiration towards Trujillo prevail for a long tireenong Dominicans. The same Minerva,
attending the Discovery Day Dance under Trujilloigitation, declares how easily one may
be seduced by the regime: “He [Truijillo] rises fréus chair, and | am so sure he is going to
ask me that | feel a twinge of disappointment wherturns instead to the wife of the Spanish
ambassador. Lio’s words of warning wash over meés fidgime is seductive” (Alvarez, 1995,
p. 96). Maria Teresa, for instance, believes Hanhg born in the same month as Trujillo,
“shows something special about [her] character’vé#éz, 1995, p. 37). Before totally
despising Trujillo and fighting against him, thetsrs’ position goes from admiration to a

certain resignation, as observed when Patria afirfal Jefe was no saint, everyone knew
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that, but among théandidosthat had been in the National Palace, this oneeadtlwas
building churches and schools, paying off our def@#brarez, 1995, p. 51).

As the Mirabals’ opinion towards the dictator take more critical perspective, the
presence of Truijillo in the women'’s lives is acestéd. For instance, after Minerva assumes
a critical position towards the tyrannical regirher family is invited to Trujillo’'s Discovery
Day Dance, Minerva being Trujillo’s special gueshd as the Mirabals’ opposition to the
regime increase, leading them to take active patheé struggle, Trujillo’s presence in their
lives becomes more and more active. This leadsctrtain point where the Mirabals’ private
life was entirely watched over and affected by rbgime as Trujillo ultimately assigns spies
to watch over the Mirabals night and day. As obseérloy Patria, the spies were like “ghosts
all over the place. (...) All night we smelled theigarettes in the yard and heard muffled
coughs and sneezes” (Alvarez, 1995, p. 212).

As mentioned before, the Mirabal sisters’ reveeefior the god-like image of
Trujillo, as conveniently represented by the regsmp@opaganda tools, moves down first to
resignation to the despotic regime and then taymation towards it, ultimately leading to the
action against it in the form of the armed revalatiThe regime’s decline under the Mirabals’
perspective provides Trujillo a process of demytgaation, similar to that which Alvarez
performs regarding the Mirabals. Although this fialanay be observed, it is important to
notice how the myths of Trujillo and the Mirabaldfel regarding the purposes of their
deconstructions. While Alvarez demystifies theesistin order to make their representation
closer to regular people and demonstrate thatsthveais a struggle headed by representatives
of the Dominican ordinary people, the deconstructid the Trujillo myth in the narrative is
exactly what allows the Mirabals and others toBegillo as the leading representative of the
oppression imposed to the Dominicans. This is tteezgss which permits Dominicans to
initiate their struggle for freedom and equal rgght

Interviewing people who had been directly relatedhe struggle, rather than only
trusting documentation and written accounts of #wents, Alvarez contributes to the
fictionalization of history. Writing the stories dhe Mirabal sisters under fictionalized
impressions of those who had had contact to thelvaréz focuses her narrative in facts
rather than events. As observed by Linda Hutcheon:

Among the consequences of the postmodern desttertaturalize history is a new self-

consciousness about the distinction between thie bventsof the past and the historical
facts we construct out of them. Facts are events to whkiehhave given meaning.
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Different historical perspectives therefore dertifferent facts from the same events
(Hutcheon, 1990, p. 57).

Maybe Alvarez’s greatest merit is the represenmatibpasteventsas newfactsrelated to the
Mirabals struggle. Throughm the Time of the Butterfliedulia Alvarez achieves her project:
to rewrite Dominican history through the demythotagion of the Mirabal sisters. This
novelty is also related to a new approach to tiseohy of the Dominican Republic under the
Trujillo dictatorship. Alvarez accomplishes herkas the novel acquaints the reader with a
period of history not familiar to people outside thominican Republic and one which is also
misrepresented within the country, where most pegpll do not have the exact notion as to
what extent the Mirabal sisters were involved ie tlesistance to the Trujillo regime. The
novel works as a tool for recognition and represtgon of a struggle performed both by the

people and for the people.
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