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Abstract. Migration is a defining global issue shaped by economic instability, political 

persecution, and environmental crises. Literature has long explored its human dimensions, offering 

intimate portrayals of those caught in political and social upheaval. Barbara Kingsolver stands out 

among contemporary American writers for addressing migration comprehensively, moving beyond 

traditional narratives to examine its structural causes and personal struggles. Her novels depict 

migrants as resilient and vulnerable, navigating hostile political landscapes and challenging 

dominant narratives that reduce them to passive victims or economic burdens.                                   

This work examines migration and displacement in Barbara Kingsolver’s The Bean Trees (1988), 

focusing on the socio-political forces that drive migration, the struggles of displaced individuals, 

and the ethical responsibilities of host societies. Through close textual analysis and secondary 

sources, it examines Kingsolver’s portrayal of migrants, their adaptation, and the systemic barriers 

they face. Situating her work within broader migration discourse, this study demonstrates how 

Kingsolver critiques Western intervention in developing nations and exposes flaws in U.S. asylum 

policies. Her fiction fosters empathy for migrants while critiquing the structures that hinder their 

integration, offering a powerful literary voice advocating for justice and compassion toward 

displaced populations. This thesis investigates and analyzes the moral complexities surrounding 

displaced individuals, explores themes of exile, adaptation, and systemic oppression, while 

critiquing U.S. interventionist policies and restrictive immigration laws. 

 

Key Words:  migration, asylum policies, advocating, resilience, displacement, identity, 

intervention, oppression, resistance. 

 

 

Introduction 

Millions of people are displaced each year, seeking safety, better opportunities, or refuge from 

environmental disasters. Migration is no longer a regional issue but a global reality that affects 

policies, economies, and social structures worldwide. The refugee crisis, debates over immigration 

policies, and the rise of nationalism in many countries show how migration shapes political 

landscapes and societal attitudes. Climate change is an emerging factor, forcing people to leave their 

homes due to rising sea levels, droughts, and extreme weather conditions. As migration becomes a 

central issue in international discussions, there is a growing need to understand its causes, 

consequences, and human impact beyond statistics and policies.                                                                                       

  Literature plays a crucial role in expressing migration problems by providing a human perspective 

on displacement, loss, and identity. Unlike political rhetoric or news reports, literature allows for 

deeper emotional engagement, making readers empathize with migrants’ experiences. Through 

novels, memoirs, and poetry, writers capture the personal struggles of migration—fear, hope, 

resilience, and adaptation—giving voice to those who might otherwise be unheard. Fictional 

narratives help break stereotypes and challenge misconceptions about migrants, showing their 
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complex realities rather than reducing them to numbers or political issues. Barbara Kingsolver uses 

storytelling to explore the emotional and psychological effects of migration, allowing readers to 

connect with migrants on a personal level. Literature also serves as historical documentation, 

preserving stories of exile, forced migration, and cultural transformation for future generations. By 

fostering empathy and awareness, literature influences public opinion and even policy discussions, 

shaping how societies understand and respond to migration issues.    

The scientific research aims to analyze migration and displacement in Barbara Kingsolver’s The 

Bean Trees (1988), focusing on the socio-political forces driving migration, the personal struggles 

of displaced individuals, and the ethical responsibilities of host societies. Through close textual 

analysis and secondary sources, the research explores Kingsolver’s critique of U.S. asylum policies 

and Western intervention in developing nations. By highlighting themes of exile, adaptation, and 

systemic oppression, this study demonstrates how Kingsolver’s fiction fosters empathy for migrants 

while advocating for justice and social responsibility toward displaced populations. 

 

Methods 

This study employs a qualitative approach utilizing a close textual analysis of The Bean Trees to 

examine themes of migration and displacement. Secondary sources, including scholarly articles and 

critical essays, are analyzed to contextualize Kingsolver's work within broader migration discourse. 

This methodology allows for an in-depth understanding of the socio-political commentary 

embedded in the narrative and the ethical implications presented. 

 

Results 

 Barbara Kingsolver's The Bean Trees (1988) offers a profound exploration of migration and 

displacement, focusing on the experiences of Central American refugees in the United States. 

Kingsolver’s novel demonstrates how literature is a tool for exploring migration beyond statistics 

and policies. The role of fiction is highlighted by humanizing displaced individuals and fostering 

empathy among readers. The novel also reveals the systemic barriers migrants face, such as legal 

uncertainties and cultural dislocation. By showcasing displaced individuals, The Bean Trees 

navigates trauma, loss, and adaptation to new environments, and explores how community support 

and solidarity play a role in overcoming challenges. The Bean Trees is situated within broader 

discussions on migration, exile, and social justice and provides insights into how literature 

influences public perception and policy debates on migration. 

 

Discussion 

 The novel follows Taylor Greer, who becomes the unexpected guardian of a Native American child, 

Turtle, and forms a community with immigrants Estevan and Esperanza, Guatemalan refugees 

fleeing political persecution. Kingsolver portrays the challenges faced by these characters, including 

cultural dislocation, legal uncertainties, and the search for belonging. Through their stories, the 

novel critiques U.S. immigration policies and highlights the resilience and solidarity among 

displaced individuals (Laird, 2012). Kingsolver’s work also reveals the ongoing societal resistance to 

integration, underscoring the economic and psychological toll on both migrants and the 

communities they seek to join. 

In The Bean Trees, Kingsolver addresses the structural causes of migration, such as political 

instability and economic hardship in Central America, which compel characters like Estevan and 

Esperanza to seek asylum in the United States. The novel sheds light on the dangers they face during 

their journey and the precariousness of their status upon arrival. For instance, Estevan recounts the 

constant threat of government informers in Guatemala, illustrating the perilous environment that 
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forces individuals to flee (Kingsolver, 1988). Similarly, the characters face a hostile immigration 

system that complicates their survival in the U.S. (Alazzawi, 2019).                                                                                  

 The narrative also delves into the personal struggles of displaced individuals as they adapt to new 

environments while coping with trauma and loss. Esperanza's profound grief over the loss of her 

daughter, Ismene, symbolizes the deep personal sacrifices inherent in the refugee experience. 

Kingsolver uses this personal narrative to humanize the abstract concept of displacement, fostering 

empathy among readers (Himmelwright, 2007). Furthermore, the novel critiques the ethical 

responsibilities of host societies, particularly the United States, in their treatment of refugees. 

Through characters like Mattie, who provides sanctuary to undocumented immigrants, Kingsolver 

highlights grassroots efforts to support displaced individuals, contrasting them with the often harsh 

and unwelcoming official policies. This juxtaposition underscores the moral complexities 

surrounding immigration and asylum (Laird, 2012). 

Barbara Kingsolver’s exploration of migration themes in her writing is deeply rooted in her personal 

experiences, scientific background, and commitment to social justice. Barbara Kingsolver (born 

April 8, 1955) is an American novelist, essayist, and poet whose works often explore themes of 

social justice, environmentalism, and the interconnection between human and natural worlds. Her 

writing is known for its strong female protagonists, political consciousness, and richly detailed 

settings, often rooted in the American South.                                                                        

  Barbara Kingsolver was born in Annapolis, Maryland, and raised in rural Kentucky. Her childhood 

in a small-town setting, coupled with her experiences living in the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo as a child, deeply influenced her perspective on issues of poverty, power, and cultural 

difference. Her father, a physician, took the family to the Congo in the early 1960s to provide 

medical care, exposing Kingsolver to stark economic disparities and cultural complexities that 

would later inform her fiction. This experience shaped her awareness of displacement, cultural 

identity, and the challenges faced by those forced to leave their homes. She studied biology at 

DePauw University in Indiana, graduating with a Bachelor of Science degree in 1977. Following 

this, she pursued a master's degree in ecology and evolutionary biology at the University of Arizona. 

Her academic background in biology and ecology further deepened her understanding of migration, 

not just as a human experience but as a natural phenomenon affecting species across the globe. Her 

scientific background informs much of her writing, particularly in its ecological and environmental 

themes. 

Although Kingsolver had a love for literature from an early age, she initially pursued a career in 

science. However, during her college years, she began to explore creative writing, contributing 

poetry and short stories to literary magazines. Her interest in storytelling grew, but she remained 

primarily focused on her scientific studies and later worked in various technical writing and 

journalism roles. Her transition into professional writing was gradual. While working as a scientific 

writer and freelance journalist, she developed a keen understanding of narrative structure and 

research, skills that would later shape her novels. It was during a time of economic hardship in the 

1980s that she fully embraced fiction writing. Pregnant with her first child and struggling 

financially, she decided to write a novel in the early morning hours before her day job. That novel 

became The Bean Trees, which was well received and established her as a literary voice. 

Kingsolver’s novels and essays have had a profound impact on contemporary American literature, 

particularly in the areas of environmental and social activism.  

Migration is a recurring theme in her work, reflecting both her own experiences of displacement 

and broader global concerns about immigration and cultural adaptation. This intersection of science 

and storytelling became a defining characteristic of Kingslover’s work, allowing her to portray 

migration as a complex issue influenced by political, environmental, and social factors. In novels 

like The Bean Trees and Pigs in Heaven, she examines the struggles of individuals navigating legal 
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and cultural barriers, while The Lacuna delves into political exile and the consequences of shifting 

national allegiances. Her novel Flight Behavior extends the theme of migration to the natural world, 

using monarch butterflies as a metaphor for climate refugees and the consequences of 

environmental change. Kingsolver’s writing challenges readers to view migration not just as a 

political debate but as an intrinsic part of survival, adaptation, and human resilience. Her 

commitment to these themes reflects a broader concern for equity and justice, as she highlights 

how displacement—whether due to economic hardship, climate change, or political oppression—
shapes individual destinies and collective histories. By weaving migration into her narratives, she 

not only gives voice to those who are uprooted but also forces her audience to reconsider their 

perspectives on home, belonging, and the forces that push people across borders. The Bean Trees 

by Barbara Kingsolver follows the journey of Taylor Greer, a young woman from Kentucky who 

sets out to escape a small-town life and find independence. Along the way, she unexpectedly 

becomes the guardian of a Native American child named Turtle, whose traumatic past mirrors the 

struggles of many displaced people. The novel explores themes of migration, identity, family, and 

the impact of systemic barriers, particularly through the experiences of immigrants and refugees.                                

One of the central themes in the novel is the harsh reality of living as an undocumented migrant 

in the United States. Estevan and Esperanza, having fled political violence, remain in the U.S. 

without legal status, which places them at constant risk of being discovered and deported. They 

rely on the help of Mattie, who provides a sanctuary for displaced people in her tire shop, offering 

them temporary refuge from the threatening world outside. However, their sense of security is 

fragile, and they live in constant fear of being caught by immigration authorities. Through Taylor's 

relationships with these characters, Kingsolver delves into the moral complexities of asylum, 

cultural adaptation, and survival in the face of social and legal challenges. Kingsolver critiques U.S. 

immigration policies through the experiences of Estevan and Esperanza, Guatemalan refugees 

fleeing political violence. Their story highlights the trauma of forced migration and the barriers 

asylum seekers face in the U.S., exposing the hypocrisy of policies that deny asylum despite the U.S. 

government’s role in creating instability, emphasizing the resilience of individuals caught in a web 

of displacement and uncertainty. Mattie, a tire shop owner who shelters refugees, describes the 

hidden system for undocumented migrants:  

“There’s a whole invisible system for refugees in this country. You don’t see them but they’re here. 

And they’re scared to death” (Kingsolver, 1988, p.154). 

This passage underscores the precariousness of undocumented migrants, emphasizing their 

invisibility and vulnerability. Individuals like Estevan and Esperanza are invisible to the legal 

system, even though their presence is a direct result of political instability in their home countries. 

The "invisible system" represents the underground network of individuals and communities who 

help migrants survive in the shadows of society, without access to legal rights or social recognition. 

Kingsolver also explores cultural adaptation and systemic barriers. While Estevan and Esperanza 

struggle with legal status and psychological trauma, Taylor Greer, the novel’s protagonist, 

undergoes her own adaptation journey. Though not a migrant in the traditional sense, her 

experiences parallel those of refugees, emphasizing themes of resilience and moral responsibility. 

Taylor’s realization of the ethical duty to protect asylum seekers marks a turning point: 

“I knew I couldn’t let them go back to Guatemala, not if it meant they would be killed” (Kingsolver, 

1988, p. 217). 

Additionally, Kingsolver portrays migration as a traumatic experience, one that often results in 

psychological scars. Estevan and Esperanza’s past in Guatemala is marked by violence, loss, and 

exile. The loss of their child, Ismene, to the Guatemalan military is a central trauma that defines 

their lives and continues to haunt them throughout the novel. This trauma is compounded by the 

cultural dislocation they experience in the United States. Their migration, instead of leading to a 
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life of safety and opportunity, becomes a constant reminder of the violence they left behind and 

the uncertain future they face. In one conversation between Taylor and Estevan, the depth of their 

grief is revealed: 

“She is safe, in a way. She is alive. But we will never see her again” (Kingsolver,1988, p. 183). 

 

Estevan’s reflection on the loss of his daughter encapsulates the emotional cost of forced migration. 

Their displacement, while necessary for survival, comes at the expense of their sense of home and 

family. This passage serves to remind readers of the profound psychological toll of migration, 

especially when it is forced by circumstances beyond the migrants' control.                                                                  

Kingsolver presents political instability as a central cause of migration, using the story of Estevan 

and Esperanza to critique the political conditions that drive people to flee their homes. The political 

violence in Guatemala during the 1980s, which led to widespread human rights violations and 

government repression, is a major catalyst for their migration. Kingsolver’s depiction of the 

Guatemalan refugees’ journey underscores how political instability, often exacerbated by foreign 

intervention, contributes to forced migration. Estevan and Esperanza’s decision to leave Guatemala 

is framed as an act of survival. As they recount their story, it becomes clear that their decision to 

flee was not voluntary but was forced upon them by the oppressive policies of the Guatemalan 

government. In a conversation with Taylor, Estevan explains the dangers they faced in Guatemala:                              

“We left because the soldiers came and took our daughter. They came and killed people. They 

burned the fields. You had to be very quiet, to not draw attention” (Kingsolver,1988, p.181). 

This account reflects the direct impact of political instability on the lives of ordinary people. The 

government’s violent tactics, including the forced disappearance of children and the destruction of 

homes, left Estevan and Esperanza with no choice but to leave their country and seek asylum 

elsewhere. Kingsolver uses their story to critique the broader geopolitical dynamics that lead to 

displacement, including U.S. foreign policy in Central America, which supported military 

dictatorships and contributed to the violence that drove people to flee their homes.                                                       

Beyond migration and displacement, The Bean Trees focuses on the enduring effects of colonialism. 

Through Estevan and Esperanza, Kingsolver illustrates how colonial histories shape the experiences 

of marginalized groups. The novel connects political instability in Central America, particularly 

Guatemala, to the region’s colonial past, highlighting how imperial interventions have fueled 

ongoing violence and displacement. This is how Estevan describes Guatemala’s socio-economic 

divisions: 

 “We come from a country where the people had no voice, where there was no power for the poor 

to change the way the land was divided. There were only two classes of people, the rich and the 

poor. The rich had everything, and the poor had nothing” (Kingsolver,1988, p.181).     

 His words expose the lasting impact of colonialism, which entrenched economic disparity and 

created a system where indigenous and poor communities remained subjugated. The U.S. 

government’s Cold War-era interventions further exacerbated this instability, contributing to the 

conditions that forced characters like Estevan and Esperanza to flee. Kingsolve r critiques U.S. 

foreign policy, revealing its complicity in the very crises that displace migrants, as Mattie explains: 

“If they gave official sanctuary to Guatemalans, that would be like saying their own government 

was in the wrong. And that would mean the U.S. government was in the wrong, because we put 

them there” (Kingsolver, 1988, p.145).                                                                                                                                   

 

In addition to political and economic displacement, The Bean Trees addresses cultural dislocation. 

For Estevan and Esperanza, migration is not just a physical movement but also a rupture from their 

homeland, language, and identity. The trauma of losing their daughter, Ismene, intensifies their 

sense of cultural loss:                                                                                                                                                               
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“She is safe, in a way. She is alive. But we will never see her again” (Kingsolver,1988, p. 183).                     

Estevan’s grief highlights the emotional devastation of displacement, illustrating how migration 

fractures familial and cultural connections. Kingsolver also critiques the pressures of cultural 

assimilation, showing how migrants must navigate a society that often demands they abandon their 

cultural identities. However, through relationships like Taylor’s bond with Estevan and Esperanza, 

the novel suggests that solidarity and mutual understanding can help migrants preserve their 

identities while adapting to new circumstances. Furthermore, Kingsolver explores the 

psychological toll of displacement, emphasizing that migration is not just about seeking safety but 

about coping with trauma. Estevan and Esperanza remain haunted by their past, struggling to find 

a sense of belonging:                                                                                                                                                                

“We never thought we could be together again, and now you see how we are. We are alone, and 

we will never be at peace” (Kingsolver,1988, p.197).                                                                                                        

Their words reflect the enduring emotional scars of forced migration, reinforcing Kingsolver’s 
critique of the systems that perpetuate such suffering. Esperanza, in particular, struggles with 

profound grief, which manifests in her near-catatonic state. She remains silent for much of the 

novel, illustrating the psychological impact of losing one’s homeland and family. Her silence also 

serves as a commentary on the voicelessness of migrants within the political system—they are 

unable to advocate for themselves and must rely on people like Mattie and Taylor to navigate an 

unwelcoming society. 

Language is a central theme in The Bean Trees, as it shapes characters' identities, influences their 

interactions, and highlights the difficulties faced by migrants in adapting to new environments. 

Kingsolver explores the complexities of language as a tool of both communication and separation, 

using it to depict the cultural barriers that refugees and immigrants encounter when they move to 

a new country. The characters in The Bean Trees, particularly Estevan, a Guatemalan refugee, face 

significant challenges related to language as they navigate life in the United States. In contrast, the 

novel also sheds light on how language can become a source of empowerment and survival when 

employed strategically.  

"I learned English the way a person learns to swim... the words came in chunks, and now it feels 

like I’ve been breathing air my whole life” (Kingsolver,1988, p.151).                                                                                

This passage underscores the significance of language in shaping Estevan's identity and experience 

as a refugee. The metaphor of learning English as a way of "breathing air" emphasizes how language 

becomes a vital means of adaptation, enabling Estevan to communicate and engage with others in 

a way that is not possible for those who do not speak English. It also highlights how language 

acquisition becomes a necessary survival mechanism for immigrants, as it provides them with access 

to work, resources, and opportunities in the host country.                                                                                             

 

However, Estevan’s ability to speak English does not entirely shield him from the difficulties that 

come with migration. Despite his fluency, he remains marginalized and vulnerable due to his status 

as an undocumented refugee. His language skills, while valuable, cannot erase the cultural and 

emotional trauma of displacement. Kingsolver’s depiction of Estevan’s journey emphasizes that 

while language is a critical tool for migrants, it is not a cure-all for the systemic barriers they face. 

His command of English allows him to engage more easily with Taylor, but the trauma of his past, 

as well as the constant threat of deportation, reminds readers that the struggle for recognition and 

survival is far more complex than language alone can address.                                                                                          

In The Bean Trees, Kingsolver emphasizes how language is not just a tool for communication but 

also a key factor in shaping identity. For immigrants and refugees, language becomes a marker of 

both belonging and alienation. Estevan’s command of English allows him to fit into American 

society more easily, but it does not fully integrate him into the culture. He remains an outsider, 
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never truly able to erase the cultural divide between him and the American characters around him. 

Estevan’s language skills are portrayed as both a strength and a limitation, reflecting the 

complexities of identity formation in the context of migration. While his English fluency allows 

him to survive in the U.S., it also reinforces the sense that he is living in-between two worlds, 

neither fully belonging to his home country nor completely accepted in his new one. Kingsolver 

explores the tension between these two identities, as Estevan and Esperanza struggle to maintain 

their cultural roots while also trying to adapt to the realities of life in the United States.                                               

“When I speak in English, I feel like a different person. It is a mask. I do not like to wear it” 
(Kingsolver,1988, p.182). 

For Estevan, English represents both survival and loss: the loss of his original identity, his cultural 

heritage, and the emotional connections that are difficult to express in a second language. Through 

Estevan’s experience, Kingsolver shows how language can shape identity in profound and 

sometimes painful ways, forcing individuals to navigate the complexities of belonging and 

alienation.          

 Barbara Kingsolver explores the various bureaucratic hurdles that refugees face when attempting 

to gain legal status, and the way these systems often fail to provide the protection they promise. In 

the novel, Estevan and Esperanza struggle with the U.S. asylum process, which is both complicated 

and hostile. The long, bureaucratic process that migrants must go through to secure asylum status 

is depicted as not only frustrating but also as a form of systemic violence, one that places people in 

vulnerable and inhumane situations. The delays, paperwork, and constant threat of deportation 

reflect the dehumanizing nature of bureaucratic systems that prioritize legal formalities over the 

real-life consequences for refugees. In one scene, Taylor attempts to understand the situation more 

clearly by learning about the bureaucracy surrounding immigration and asylum applications. 

Estevan explains:  

 

“There is no legal status. We are not supposed to be here, but we have nowhere else to go.” 
(Kingsolver,B. 1988, p. 154)  “They call it the ‘waiting period’... but what they mean is ‘the indefinite 

period of fear and uncertainty” (Kingsolver, 1988, p.214).                                                                                                    

Kingsolver highlights the complexities of navigating bureaucratic systems that are designed to 

hinder rather than help. The novel critiques how U.S. immigration policies often create 

environments of fear, uncertainty, and vulnerability for refugees, leaving them in a state of limbo 

where they are denied basic human rights.                                                                                                                           

Kingsolver raises ethical questions about migration and the responsibilities of individuals in host 

societies. Through Taylor’s growing awareness of immigration issues, the novel challenges readers 

to consider their own stance on undocumented migrants. Initially, Taylor views Estevan and 

Esperanza with curiosity but little understanding of their situation. As she learns more about their 

past, she becomes more invested in their safety. This shift is evident when she agrees to help 

transport them to a safer location, despite the risks involved:                                                                                          

“I knew I couldn’t let them go back to Guatemala, not if it meant they would be killed” (Kingsolver, 

1988, p. 217).                                                                                                                                                                          

This moment shows a turning point in Taylor’s character, as she moves from passive sympathy to 

active engagement. Kingsolver uses Taylor’s transformation to advocate for greater compassion and 

responsibility toward migrants. Unlike governmental institutions that treat refugees as legal 

problems, individuals like Taylor and Mattie recognize their humanity and act accordingly.                                          

At the heart of the novel is the question of who deserves protection and legal recognition. The U.S. 

government denies asylum to Estevan and Esperanza despite the clear dangers they face in 

Guatemala. In contrast, Taylor, an ordinary citizen, provides them with protection and support. 

Kingsolver suggests that moral responsibility does not rest solely with institutions but also with 
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individuals who choose to see migrants as fellow human beings rather than political or legal 

problems. In The Bean Trees, Barbara Kingsolver employs various figurative language techniques 

to make immigration issues more vivid and emotionally compelling. Through her use of metaphor, 

simile, personification, symbolism, and imagery, Kingsolver transforms the abstract struggles of 

undocumented immigrants into tangible experiences that resonate with the reader. By weaving the 

literary devices into the novel’s narrative, she not only highlights the dangers and hardships faced 

by immigrants but also emphasizes their resilience, humanity, and desire for a better life.  

Through rich descriptions and carefully crafted comparisons, Kingsolver immerses the reader in 

the emotional and physical challenges of characters like Estevan, Esperanza, and Turtle, illustrating 

the profound impact of displacement, fear, and survival. Each literary device serves to deepen the 

reader’s understanding of immigration issues, making them more immediate and personal rather 

than distant political debates. Some of the key literary devices Kingsolver employs include: 

metaphors that demonstrate how Kingsolver's use of Turtle’s character represents the struggles of 

undocumented immigrants, emphasizing both their hardships and their ability to persist. She 

frequently uses metaphors to highlight the struggles of immigrants. For instance, the image of 

Turtle, the abused and silent child, symbolizes the vulnerability and resilience of undocumented 

immigrants who endure hardships yet persist. Turtle’s growth and eventual ability to thrive parallel 

the journey of immigrants who, despite their past trauma, fight for stability and hope. Here are 

some citations about Turtle’s Silence as a Symbol of Trauma :                                                                                           

“She didn’t say anything. She just looked at the window and pointed, but when I turned around, 

there wasn’t anything there” (Kingsolver,1988, p.48).  

Turtle’s muteness reflects the silencing of immigrants, who often live in fear and cannot speak out 

about their suffering. Kingsolver writes about Turtle’s growth and survival as her gradual recovery 

and her ability to thrive despite her traumatic past mirror the resilience of undocumented 

immigrants, who must rebuild their lives under difficult circumstances.                                                                          

“It was like this miracle of life in the desert” (Kingsolver, 1988, p. 227).                                                                           

By using Turtle Metaphor, the writer directly compares Turtle to the protective instincts of both 

survivors of trauma and immigrants, who must shield themselves from danger while navigating an 

uncertain world:                                                                                                                                                               

“Take a turtle, for example... They’ve got this hard outside shell, but the minute they’re threatened, 

they draw themselves inside and won’t come out” (Kingsolver, 1988, p.253).   

The writer also uses similes to make the situation vivid. Comparing Estevan and Esperanza to being 

“like turtles” reinforces the theme of survival and displacement. Just as turtles carry their homes on 

their backs and withdraw when threatened, undocumented immigrants must navigate the world 

with constant caution, often unable to fully settle in any place.  

“She said she believed turtle souls could live for a hundred years. And that wherever they went, 

they carried their home on their back” (Kingsolver, 1988, p. 216).    

This simile applies to Estevan and Esperanza as well, carrying burdens like turtles when they are 

forced to leave their home in Guatemala but carry their past, memories, and emotional burdens 

with them, just as a turtle carries its shell.                                                                                                                            

“I knew he and Esperanza could never be safe here, not really, any more than a turtle on a highway” 
(Kingsolver,1988  p. 253).                                                                                                                               

This explicitly ties the turtle imagery to the immigrants' precarious existence. Like a turtle on a 

highway, Estevan and Esperanza are out of place, constantly at risk, and unable to move freely 

without danger.  

These examples reinforce the idea that, like turtles, undocumented immigrants must navigate a 

world that is often dangerous and unwelcoming, carrying their burdens while seeking safety. The 

turtle imagery in these examples not only reinforces the precarious existence of immigrants but also 
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emphasizes their constant vigilance and the emotional burden they carry, much as discussed by 

Himmelwright (2007), who explores the metaphorical use of animals as a reflection of the 

immigrant experience in Kingsolver's work.                                                                                                                       

Kingsolver uses personification to make the struggles of immigrants more tangible, showing how 

their hardships are reflected in the natural world around them. Nature is often given human 

characteristics to reflect the immigrant experience. “The sky went all purple like a bad bruise, and 

the clouds would break open now and then for a last red glow of sun, like a coal in a nearly dead 

fire” (Kingsolver, 1988,p. 105).                                              

This description gives the sky a wounded, suffering quality, much like the lives of displaced 

immigrants who endure hardship and unpredictability in their struggle for safety. Similarly, the 

trees in the novel symbolize resilience but also struggle:                                                                                                    

“The wisteria vines on the trellis looked dead as sticks, but Taylor said their underground network 

of roots kept them alive, waiting for better times” (Kingsolver,1988,p. 227).                              

 Here, the wisteria vines are depicted as waiting for better times, much like immigrants who hold 

onto hope despite their challenges, relying on unseen support systems to survive.   

 Another example of personification occurs when Taylor describes the land’s reaction to hardship: 

“The land was thirsting for rain, its cracked red skin open like a begging hand” (Kingsolver, 1988, 

p. 187).                                                                                                                                                          

 The land is portrayed as a desperate, living being in need, much like immigrants who are forced to 

rely on the goodwill of others and the hope of better circumstances. 

  Kingsolver uses recurring symbols to illustrate the immigrant experience. Through these symbols, 

Kingsolver emphasizes the strength and perseverance of immigrants, portraying their struggles not 

as isolated hardships but as part of a larger cycle of survival and adaptation. The wisteria vines, 

which thrive in poor soil through a symbiotic relationship with underground bacteria, symbolize 

the resilience of immigrants who, despite harsh conditions, survive by forming supportive 

communities. 

Taylor learns about the wisteria vines’ ability to flourish in unlikely places, mirroring the way 

immigrants endure and adapt:                                                                                                                                                

“It’s like this miracle of life in the desert. You figure plants can’t grow here, but then you find these 

vines taking hold in the most impossible places” (Kingsolver, 1988,p.227).                                                  

This passage highlights how immigrants, much like the wisteria, manage to survive and grow in 

environments that seem inhospitable by relying on one another.   

 Similarly, birds that live in inhospitable places reflect the determination of immigrants to carve 

out a place for themselves, even in an unwelcoming society. Taylor observes this when she sees 

birds nesting in the most unexpected and precarious locations:                                      

“There’s a whole invisible system for helping out the plant that people never see. It’s the same with 

people, we do our best work when we help each other” (Kingsolver, 1988, p. 227).  This citation 

reinforces the idea that immigrants, like wisteria vines and birds, survive through unseen but vital 

networks of mutual aid and resilience.  

Kingsolver’s Imagery, vivid descriptions of the dangers immigrants face, such as the risks of crossing 

the border and the constant fear of deportation, create a strong emotional response in the reader. 

Kingsolver paints powerful scenes of hardship, hope, and survival, making the struggles of her 

immigrant characters deeply personal and relatable.                            

Through such vivid descriptions, Kingsolver ensures that the reader not only understands but feels 

the struggles of immigrants, making their hardships impossible to ignore.  One of the most striking 

instances of imagery occurs when Estevan recounts the brutal reality of life in Guatemala, where 

violence and political oppression force people to flee:                                                                                                          
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“In Guatemala, you are careful, always, what you say. If you are in a room with four people and 

you say something against the government, one of those four people will be an informer. And the 

other three will disappear” (Kingsolver,1988, p.181).  This chilling description illustrates the 

constant fear that drives people to leave their homeland, making the stakes of immigration deeply 

tangible.      

Similarly, the dangers of border crossings are made vivid through Esperanza’s suffering:                            

“She looked as though she was carved from stone, like if you touched her she might crumble into 

dust” (Kingsolver.1988, p. 170).            

Esperanza’s trauma is so profound that it manifests physically, emphasizing the deep emotional and 

psychological toll of immigration. Kingsolver also uses imagery to depict the fear of deportation, 

showing how immigrants live in a constant state of uncertainty:                                    

“Estevan and Esperanza were like people walking a rope bridge between two cliffs, where you 

couldn’t turn around and you couldn’t go back” (Kingsolver, 1988, p. 190).  

This striking image encapsulates the limbo that immigrants experience, trapped between the 

dangers of their homeland and the risks of an uncertain future in the U.S. Through such vivid 

descriptions, Kingsolver ensures that the reader not only understands but also feels the struggles of 

immigrants, making their hardships impossible to ignore.  Kingsolver’s use of vivid imagery in The 

Bean Trees not only illustrates the physical danger immigrants face but also allows the reader to 

emotionally connect with the characters’ experiences of fear and survival.                             

Barbara Kingsolver’s use of language in “The Bean Trees” is both accessible and richly layered, 

blending colloquial speech with poetic descriptions to create an engaging and emotionally resonant 

narrative. She employs a mix of informal, conversational dialogue and lyrical prose to shape the 

novel’s themes, characters, and social messages. 

 

In conclusion, Barbara Kingsolver, in her work, presents a compelling exploration of migration, 

displacement, and resilience, intertwining personal narratives with broader socio-political 

critiques. Through the experiences of Estevan and Esperanza, the novel highlights the structural 

causes of migration, such as political instability and economic hardship, while exposing the dangers 

and systemic barriers that asylum seekers face in the United States. Kingsolver’s depiction of trauma 

and loss humanizes the refugee experience, emphasizing the emotional toll of forced migration and 

cultural dislocation. Furthermore, the novel critiques the ethical responsibilities of host societies, 

juxtaposing grassroots efforts to support migrants with the often-hostile immigration system. 

Kingsolver extends the theme of migration beyond human experiences, drawing from her scientific 

background to illustrate migration as a natural phenomenon, reinforcing the idea that movement 

across borders is an intrinsic part of survival. Ultimately, The Bean Trees challenges readers to 

reconsider their perspectives on home, belonging, and the moral complexities of asylum. Through 

her rich storytelling and socially conscious themes, Kingsolver underscores the resilience of 

displaced individuals while calling attention to the broader systemic forces that shape migration. 

                                                                                                                                                       

 

 

REFERENCES 

Alazzawi, A.J. M. (2019). Cultural ecofeminism in Barbara Kingsolver's novel The Bean Trees. Surra 

Man Ra’a 15(61)875–894.      

Butler, J. (1988). She hung the moon and plugged in all the stars. The New York Times.                                                

Forsyth, K. (n.d.). Book review: The Bean Trees by Barbara Kingsolver. Retrieved from 

https://kateforsyth.com.au 

https://kateforsyth.com.au/


PHILOLOGICAL  RESEARCHES                    ფილოლოგიური კვლევები               

 

 

285 

 

Himmelwright, C. (2007). Gardens of hope and struggle: The role of domestic spaces in Barbara 

Kingsolver’s The Bean Trees. Studies in American Fiction, 34(3), 81–95. 

Kingsolver, B., (1988). The Bean Trees. Harper Collins. 

Kelly, K. M., & Kelly, P. H. (1997). Barbara Kingsolver's The Bean Trees: A new classroom classic. 

The English Journal, 86(4), 62–65. 

 

 

 


