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Barbara Kingsolver's Pigs in Heaven is a powerful novel that delves into the complexities of family,

culture, and the intricate ties of human relationships. Published in 1993, this sequel to Kingsolver's

earlier work, The Bean Trees, continues the journey of its beloved characters, particularly Taylor Greer

and her adopted daughter, Turtle. The narrative not only explores themes of motherhood and identity

but also challenges the reader to reflect on broader societal issues, including Native American rights

and environmental conservation. In this article, we will explore the central themes, character

development, and the rich symbolism within Pigs in Heaven.

Overview of the Plot

Pigs in Heaven picks up the story years after the events of The Bean Trees. Taylor Greer, now living

in Tucson, Arizona, is raising her daughter, Turtle, who is a Native American child. The novel begins

with a dramatic incident that draws attention to Turtle's heritage and the legal implications of her

adoption. During a chance encounter at a bridge, Turtle's existence becomes entangled with the plight

of her biological family, leading to a series of events that challenge Taylor's understanding of

motherhood and identity.

Key Characters

1. Taylor Greer: The protagonist, a strong-willed and independent woman who becomes a mother to

Turtle. Her journey is marked by a desire to protect her daughter while grappling with her own identity.

2. Turtle: Taylor’s adopted daughter, whose past and heritage play a central role in the story. Turtle

symbolizes the connection to Native American culture and the struggles of identity.



3. Alice Greer: Taylor's mother, who provides a contrasting perspective on motherhood and tradition.

Her character brings depth to the family dynamics portrayed in the novel.

4. Jax: A character who represents the male perspective and his relationship with Taylor adds

complexity to her character development.

5. The Native American Community: Various characters from this community emphasize the

significance of heritage and connection to the land, showcasing the struggles of Native Americans in

contemporary society.

Themes Explored in Pigs in Heaven

Pigs in Heaven is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers, inviting reflection on personal

and societal levels.

Motherhood and Identity

At the heart of Pigs in Heaven is the exploration of motherhood. Taylor's fierce love for Turtle drives

her decisions, reflecting the complexities of adoptive motherhood. The novel poses essential questions

about what it means to be a mother, particularly when the child’s biological heritage is in question.

Taylor’s journey is a testament to the protective instincts of a mother, but it also highlights the

emotional turmoil associated with adoption.

- Protectiveness: Taylor’s instinct to shield Turtle from the realities of her past showcases the lengths a

mother will go to protect her child.

- Self-Discovery: As Taylor navigates her role as Turtle's mother, she embarks on a journey of self-

discovery, learning about her own identity in relation to Turtle’s heritage.



Cultural Identity and Heritage

The novel intricately weaves in themes of cultural identity, particularly concerning Native American

heritage. Turtle's connection to her biological roots becomes a focal point, challenging Taylor’s

understanding of motherhood and belonging.

- Cultural Conflict: The clash between Taylor’s modern life and Turtle’s cultural heritage raises

questions about identity and belonging in a multicultural society.

- Historical Context: Kingsolver incorporates the historical struggles of Native Americans, providing a

backdrop that enriches the narrative and highlights ongoing issues of rights and recognition.

Environmental Concerns

Kingsolver, known for her environmental advocacy, infuses Pigs in Heaven with themes of nature and

conservation. The connection between the characters and the land is paramount, as it reflects the

broader relationship between humanity and the environment.

- Symbolism of Nature: The natural world serves as a symbol of healing and connection. It is through

nature that characters find solace and understanding.

- Environmental Justice: The novel emphasizes the importance of preserving the land and its

resources, paralleling the struggles faced by the Native American community.

Character Development

One of the most compelling aspects of Pigs in Heaven is the rich character development that unfolds

throughout the narrative. Each character's journey reflects their personal struggles and growth,

contributing to the overarching themes of the novel.



Taylor's Transformation

Taylor evolves significantly over the course of the novel. Initially portrayed as a fiercely independent

woman, her experiences challenge her views on motherhood and responsibility.

- Growth through Adversity: Taylor's encounters with her own limitations and the realities of Turtle’s

heritage force her to confront her fears and insecurities.

- Empathy and Understanding: As Taylor learns more about Turtle's background, her capacity for

empathy expands, leading to a deeper understanding of the complexities of identity.

Turtle's Journey

Turtle's character is emblematic of innocence and vulnerability. Her journey represents the search for

belonging and the impact of heritage on identity.

- Search for Roots: Turtle’s desire to understand her own past reflects a universal quest for identity

and belonging.

- Resilience: Despite her traumatic beginnings, Turtle's resilience shines through, illustrating the

strength of the human spirit.

Symbolism in Pigs in Heaven

Kingsolver employs a wealth of symbolism throughout Pigs in Heaven, enriching the narrative and

deepening the reader's engagement with the themes.



The Bridge as a Metaphor

The bridge that serves as a critical setting in the novel symbolizes the connection between different

worlds: the indigenous and the modern, the past and the present. It represents the journey of self-

discovery that both Taylor and Turtle embark upon.

- Crossing Boundaries: The act of crossing the bridge serves as a metaphor for the characters’

willingness to confront their fears and embrace new identities.

- Connection and Disconnection: The bridge also illustrates the challenges of connection, as Taylor

grapples with her daughter's heritage while trying to forge a life for them in a different culture.

The Title's Significance

The title Pigs in Heaven itself carries metaphorical weight. It alludes to the idea of finding paradise

amidst chaos and struggle.

- Imagery of Abundance: Pigs, often associated with abundance, symbolize the richness of life and the

potential for joy despite adversity.

- Heaven as a Goal: The notion of "heaven" suggests an ideal state of being, a place of peace and

acceptance that the characters strive to reach.

Conclusion

In Pigs in Heaven, Barbara Kingsolver crafts a poignant narrative that transcends the boundaries of a

traditional novel. Through its exploration of motherhood, cultural identity, and the environment, the

book resonates with readers on multiple levels. The character development and rich symbolism only

enhance the story, making it a profound reflection on the complexities of human relationships and the

quest for belonging. As Taylor and Turtle navigate their intertwined fates, they remind us that the



journey toward understanding oneself and one’s place in the world is often fraught with challenges, yet

ultimately rewarding. Kingsolver’s ability to weave these themes into a compelling narrative solidifies

Pigs in Heaven as a significant work in contemporary literature, encouraging readers to reflect on their

own identities and connections to the world around them.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Pigs in Heaven' by Barbara

Kingsolver?

The main themes in 'Pigs in Heaven' include motherhood, the struggle for identity, the impact of

environmental issues, and the complexities of cultural heritage and belonging.

How does 'Pigs in Heaven' relate to Kingsolver's previous work, 'The

Bean Trees'?

In 'Pigs in Heaven', the story continues from 'The Bean Trees' by following the character Turtle and

her adoptive mother, Taylor. It explores their lives further and delves into the consequences of their

actions from the previous novel.

What role does Native American culture play in 'Pigs in Heaven'?

Native American culture is central to 'Pigs in Heaven', as it examines the issues of identity and

belonging through the character of Turtle, who is of Native American descent. The novel highlights the

importance of cultural heritage and the struggles faced by Indigenous communities.

What is the significance of the title 'Pigs in Heaven'?

The title 'Pigs in Heaven' symbolizes the idea of innocence and the unexpected joys in life. It reflects

the themes of hope and the search for belonging amidst the complexities of life.



How does Barbara Kingsolver use symbolism in 'Pigs in Heaven'?

Kingsolver uses various symbols in 'Pigs in Heaven', such as the titular pigs, which represent the

innocence of childhood and the interconnectedness of life. The novel is rich in imagery that connects

characters' experiences to broader environmental and social issues.

What are the critical responses to 'Pigs in Heaven' since its

publication?

Since its publication, 'Pigs in Heaven' has received critical acclaim for its deep character development

and exploration of complex themes. Critics have praised Kingsolver's ability to weave environmental

concerns with personal narratives, although some have noted its slower pacing compared to her other

works.

What impact does 'Pigs in Heaven' have on discussions about

adoption and family?

'Pigs in Heaven' contributes significantly to discussions about adoption by portraying the emotional and

ethical complexities involved. It raises questions about the nature of family, the bonds that tie

individuals together, and the societal responsibilities towards children, particularly those from

marginalized backgrounds.
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