In the Time of the Butterflies:  Guided Reading Questions
Part I:  1938-1946
Chapter 1:  Dede
1.  Dede is obsessed with the same question that occurs to all the journalists who interview her (see p. 5).  Speculate about why this question bothers her.

2.  Summarize the description of the night Dede remembers as “zero” (p. 7).  Why do you think this night is “zero” in Dede’s memory? 

Chapter 2:  Minerva

3.  What does Minerva mean when she says she “realized that I’d just left a small cage to go into a bigger one, the size of our whole country” (p. 13)?

4.  On p. 20, Minerva says that she recalls the local saying, “Until the nail is hit, it doesn’t believe in the hammer.”  In Pobrecita!  (pages 20-24), she implies that she, Lina Lovaton, and Trujillo are all “nails” hit by a “hammer.”  Explain how each of these three is “hit by a hammer.”

5.  How does “The Performance” (pages 24-29) show that everyone in the Dominican Republic realizes that Trujillo is completely in charge of the country, an unchallenged dictator?

Chapter 3:  Maria Teresa

6.  After reading Maria Teresa’s entries in her diary for 1945-46, her first year at the convent school, consider what her “Little Book” entries reveal about Mate’s values.  State two things she values highly, and list three specific details from the diary entries which demonstrate each of these two values.

7.  List two or three adjectives which describe Mate’s attitude toward her older sister, Minerva, as it is revealed in her Little Book entries.  Identify a specific detail from the diary to support each adjective you selected.

Chapter 4:  Patria

8.  Patria begins her chapter by comparing her innate, strong religious faith to “the pearl of great price” (p. 44).  By the end, however, she says, she lost her faith.  What caused her to lose faith in the Christian religion in which she’d been raised?

9.  At the end of her chapter, Patria concludes that the Virgin Mary is, in fact, still a presence in her life.  Where does Mary appear to Patria to renew her faith?

10. By the end of chapter 4, you have met all four Mirabal sisters.  With which sister do you most identify, or which one do you like the most?  Explain why.

11.  The Mirabal girls are introduced in this order:  Dede, Minerva, Maria Teresa, and Patria.  Speculate about why Alvarez chose to introduce them in this order rather than in the order of their birth, oldest to youngest.

Part II:  1948-1959

Chapter 5:  Dede

12.  Dede is the only one of the four Mirabal sisters who narrates her story from a third-person viewpoint, even referring to herself as “she” rather than “I.”  What might have been Alvarez’s reason for choosing to have Dede narrator from the third-person viewpoint?

13.  When and how does Dede come to realize that she and her family are “really living . . . in a police state” (p. 75)?

14.  Dede sees herself as logical and careful, and Minerva sees Dede as overly careful.  What actions of Dede’s indicate that she is driven more by emotions than by logic?

Chapter 6:  Minerva

15.  In “What doe you want, Minerva Mirabal?” (pages 84-93), Minerva recounts her discovery that she had two important goals, “romance” and “revolution” (p. 86).  What does Minerva say she sees “from the corners of my eyes” that led her to revolution?

16. At El Jefe’s party, Minerva’s dad and her sister Dede act in ways that show their awareness of Trujillo’s power and character.  What do Minerva’s dad, Don Enrique, and her sister Dede do to show their awareness of Trujillo?

17. Why does Minerva hug her dad’s mistress (p. 106) but refuse to hug him?

18.  When Minerva’s mother challenges her with the question, “You’re going to fight everyone’s fight, aren’t you?” Minerva responds, “It’s all the same fight, Mama” (p. 108).  Explain what Minerva means.

Chapter 7:  Maria Teresa

19.  In this chapter, how does Maria Teresa show by her words and actions that Minerva is still a huge influence on her?  Give at least 3 specific examples.

20.  Minerva finds out what troubles can happen in marriage when she discovers her father’s mistress and four daughters by the mistress.  How does Maria Teresa have this lesson about marriage reinforced for her when she lives with Minerva and Manolo?

21.  Explain how Maria Teresa, in the five years recounted in this chapter, emulates her sister Minerva by combining “romance” and “revolution.”

Chapter 8:  Patria

22.  Though Patria says in 1959 that she is still trying to stay out of politics, how does she show Minerva that she is thinking of joining the rebellion against Trujillo (see p. 155)?

23.  Describe Patria’s epiphany on June 14, 1959 (pages 160-163).

24.  What makes it fitting that Patria’s house, which she says was at first a symbol of stability in her family (pages 148-49), became “the motherhouse” of the revolutionary movement (p. 166)?

Chapter 9:  Dede

25.  Who first asked Dede why she didn’t go with her sisters on the night of their deaths, and what makes it significant that this person was the one who posed that question?

26.  In this chapter, Dede recalls all the reasons she hesitated to join her sisters in the revolution.  They include her place in the family (middle child), her husband, and her three sons.   What does she conclude to be the ultimate, “real” reason she did not join her sisters and their husbands in the revolution?

27.  Dede also came to realize that even if she didn’t join her sisters in the revolution, she “never really had a choice” not to join their underground” (p. 193).  In what sense was she with them even though she was never imprisoned and never opening rebelled against Trujillo?

Chapter 10:  Patria

28.  In this chapter, Patria says she discovered in early 1960 that more and more Dominicans were beginning to speak and act openly against Trujillo, including more priests and common people such as Margarita Mirabal.  What impact did this fact have on Patria?

29.  What prompts Patria to tell her mother, “You are becoming la jefa of revenge”?  What does her mother’s choice to invite the neighbors for sancocho with Pena show about Patria’s mother?



Chapter 11:  Maria Teresa

30.  Maria Teresa describes both the terrible aspects of political imprisonment and the inspiring moments she experienced in prison.  What people and experiences in her horrible prison experience inspired her and kept her going?

31.  How was Maria Teresa able to work against Trujillo even as a prisoner?

Chapter 12:  Minerva

32.  Minerva says that once she was out of prison after her 7-month imprisonment, she became “superhuman” to her community and to the Dominican people, in general.  Though a heroine to her people, she still struggled.  What was especially hard for her to bear when she was out of prison and back at her mother’s house?

33.  Minerva states at one point, “I honestly believed we were seeing the last days of the regime.  Shortages were everywhere.  Trujillo was doing all the crazy things of a trapped animal” (p. 267).   What were some of these “crazy” and reactionary “things”?  

34.  In the fall of 1960, why did the “gringos” (American government) quit supporting the Dominicans’ rebellion against Trujillo?  

35.  What implicit warning did Trujillo convey through Tio Pepe  to the Mirabal sisters after they were released from prison (see p. 281)?

Epilogue

36.  Jaimito tells Dede that she, like her murdered sisters, is also a martyr.  What makes her a martyr?

37.  What does Dede see as the positive outcomes of the revolution in which her sisters were martyred?  What negative outcomes does she see?


