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The Dew Breaker

THE WEIGHT OF SILENCE: AN IN-
DEPTH EXPLORATION OF THE
DEW BREAKER BY EDWIDGE
DANTICAT

In the vast landscape of contemporary
literature, few novels manage to capture
the intricate interplay between personal
trauma and historical violence with the
grace and precision that Edwidge
Danticat achieves in The Dew Breaker.
Published in 2004, this remarkable work

weaves together a tapestry of
interconnected stories that explore the
lasting shadows cast by political
oppression. The novel centers on a
haunting central figure: a former torturer
from the Duvalier regime in Haiti who
has reinvented himself as a quiet barber
in Brooklyn. Through its lyrical prose and
fragmented narrative structure, The
Dew Breaker examines how violence
reverberates across generations, how
secrets shape families, and how
redemption remains an elusive,
complicated ideal.


https://www.remodelicious.com/

WHO IS THE DEW BREAKER?
UNDERSTANDING THE CENTRAL
FIGURE

The title itself carries profound symbolic
weight. In Haitian Creole, the term
choukoun laroze refers to a dew
breaker—one who walks through dewy
grass early in the morning, disturbing
the natural order. Under the brutal
dictatorship of Francois "Papa Doc"
Duvalier and later his son Jean-Claude
"Baby Doc" Duvalier, the Tonton
Macoutes were often called dew
breakers because they would arrive at
their victims' homes at dawn, before the
dew had lifted, to carry out arrests,
torture, and executions. The dew
breaker in Danticat's novel is a man who
once performed these horrific acts but

now lives in quiet anonymity in New York
City, a barber who has built a new life
while carrying an unspeakable past.

The Dual ldentity
of the Dew
Breaker

One of the most compelling aspects of
the novel is how Danticat presents the
dew breaker not as a monster but as a
deeply flawed, complex human being.
He is both the perpetrator of violence
and a loving father, a devoted husband,
and a respected member of his
community. This duality challenges
readers to grapple with uncomfortable
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questions: Can a person who has
committed atrocities ever be redeemed?
Does family loyalty require us to ignore
or forgive the past? The dew breaker's
identity remains shrouded in mystery for
much of the novel, revealed slowly
through the perspectives of those whose
lives he has touched, directly or
indirectly.

STRUCTURE AND NARRATIVE
STYLE: A STORY TOLD IN
FRAGMENTS

The Dew Breaker employs a unique
narrative structure that mirrors the
fragmented nature of memory and
trauma. Rather than following a linear
plot, the novel comprises nine
interconnected stories, each told from a
different character's perspective. These

characters include the dew breaker's
daughter, his wife, his victims, and even
a stranger who unknowingly encounters
him. Each story sheds new light on the
central figure while standing alone as a
complete narrative in its own right.

The Frame Story:
Ka's Journey

The novel opens and closes with the
perspective of Ka, the dew breaker's
adult daughter. Ka is a young Haitian-
American artist who has just created a
sculpture of her father, a piece that
represents her attempt to understand
the man she loves but does not truly
know. Throughout the book, Ka grapples
with her father's silence about his past in



Haiti, sensing that something dark lurks
beneath his gentle exterior but unable to
confront him directly. Her journey
becomes a metaphor for the second-
generation immigrant experience: the
struggle to reconcile love for one's
parents with the weight of their
unspoken histories.

The
Interconnected
Stories

Each subsequent chapter introduces a
new character whose life intersects in
some way with the dew breaker. There is
the woman who was once his prisoner in

Haiti, now living in New York and
haunted by memories of her torture.
There is the young man who seeks
revenge for his father's disappearance,
only to find that the lines between victim
and perpetrator are not always clear.
There is the devout Haitian woman who
finds solace in her faith despite the
losses she has suffered. Through these
varied voices, Danticat constructs a
mosaic of the Haitian diaspora, showing
how the trauma of political violence
extends far beyond the borders of the
island nation.

MAJOR THEMES IN THE DEW
BREAKER
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Trauma and Its

Transmission
ACross

Generations

One of the central concerns of the novel
is how trauma is passed from one
generation to the next, often in silent,
invisible ways. Ka, born in the United
States and raised in a peaceful home,
nonetheless carries the emotional weight
of her father's past, even though she
does not know its specifics. Her art, her
relationships, and her sense of identity
are all shaped by the unspoken history

that lingers in her family. Danticat
suggests that trauma is not simply an
individual experience but a collective
one, inherited by children and
grandchildren who must find their own
ways to process what they have
inherited.

Memory and the
Unreliability of
the Past

Throughout The Dew Breaker, memory
is portrayed as a slippery, unreliable
force. Characters remember the same
events in radically different ways, and
their memories shift over time, shaped



by pain, guilt, and the need to survive.
The dew breaker himself seems to have
compartmentalized his past, living as
though his former life belongs to
someone else entirely. His victims,
meanwhile, cannot escape their
memories, which surface unbidden in
their daily lives. Danticat refuses to offer
easy resolutions to these tensions,
instead allowing the contradictions to
stand.

Redemption and
Moral Complexity

Perhaps the most challenging theme in
the novel is the question of whether
redemption is possible for someone who
has committed terrible acts. Danticat

does not provide a straightforward
answer. The dew breaker has built a
good life: he is kind to his family,
generous in his community, and seems
genuinely remorseful for his past. Yet
the novel also insists that his victims'
suffering cannot be erased, and that his
repentance does not undo the pain he
caused. The reader is left to sit with this
discomfort, to consider the limits of
forgiveness and the possibility of
change.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS: THE
PEOPLE SHAPED BY THE DEW
BREAKER
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The Dew Breaker
Himself

Revealed gradually through the eyes of
others, the dew breaker is a study in
contradictions. He is a man of few words,
a barber who listens more than he
speaks, a father who adores his
daughter. Yet flashes of his past emerge
in subtle ways: his discomfort with loud
noises, his refusal to return to Haiti, the
way he sometimes seems lost in
thought. Danticat never fully explains
why he became a torturer, leaving that
question hauntingly unanswered. In
doing so, she avoids the trap of making
him a sympathetic figure while still
acknowledging his humanity.

Ka: The
Daughter's
Search for Truth

Ka serves as the reader's entry point into
the story. Her struggle to understand her
father mirrors our own struggle to
understand the complexities of good and
evil. As an artist, Ka is drawn to creating
representations of her father, trying to
capture something essential about him
that words cannot express. Her journey
is one of coming to terms with the fact
that the man she loves is also capable of
terrible cruelty, and that these two
truths can coexist.



The Victims:
Voices of
Survival

The victims in The Dew Breaker are
not simply passive sufferers. They are
resilient, complex individuals who have
found ways to rebuild their lives after
unimaginable trauma. There is the
woman who becomes a successful
business owner, the man who becomes a
pastor, the family that finds new life in
the United States. Their stories are not
about victimization but about survival,
about the human capacity to endure and
even thrive in the aftermath of horror.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: HAITI
UNDER THE DUVALIER REGIME

To fully appreciate The Dew Breaker, it
is essential to understand the historical
backdrop against which it is set. Francois
Duvalier, known as Papa Doc, ruled Haiti
from 1957 until his death in 1971. His
regime was characterized by brutal
repression, with the Tonton Macoutes
serving as his personal paramilitary
force. Thousands of Haitians were
imprisoned, tortured, and killed during
his rule, with many more forced into
exile. Jean-Claude Duvalier, his son,
continued the regime until he was
overthrown in 1986. The legacy of this
period continues to shape Haitian
society and the Haitian diaspora, a
legacy that Danticat explores with both
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historical precision and emotional depth.

The Tonton
Macoutes and
the Dew Breaker

The term "dew breaker" is a direct
reference to the tactics of the Tonton
Macoutes, who would conduct early-
morning raids to catch their victims off
guard. They were feared not only for
their violence but for their ubiquity:
neighbors, friends, and even family
members could be informants. This
atmosphere of paranoia and distrust is
vividly evoked in the novel, as
characters recall the constant fear that

pervaded daily life in Haiti. The dew
breaker, as a former Macoute, embodies
this history of betrayal and violence,
even as he tries to leave it behind.

LITERARY SIGNIFICANCE AND
CRITICAL RECEPTION

Since its publication, The Dew Breaker
has been widely praised for its nuanced
portrayal of trauma and its innovative
narrative structure. Critics have noted
Danticat's ability to blend the personal
and the political, creating a work that is
both intimate and epic in its scope. The
novel has been compared to works by
Toni Morrison, Junot Diaz, and other
authors who explore the legacy of
historical violence in the lives of
individuals and communities.



Awards and
Recognition

The novel was a finalist for the National
Book Critics Circle Award and has been
widely taught in universities and book
clubs around the world. Danticat's work
has earned her numerous honors,
including a MacArthur Fellowship and the
National Book Award for her memoir
Brother, I'm Dying. The Dew Breaker
remains one of her most beloved and
critically acclaimed works, a testament
to its enduring power and relevance.

SYMBOLISM AND IMAGERY IN
THE NOVEL

Danticat employs rich symbolism

10

throughout The Dew Breaker to
deepen its themes. Water appears
repeatedly, representing both
purification and drowning, the possibility
of cleansing and the weight of memory.
The barbershop where the dew breaker
works becomes a space of
transformation, where men come to be
reshaped and renewed. The sculpture
that Ka creates of her father is a
powerful symbol of the attempt to
capture and understand a person who
remains fundamentally unknowable.

The Role of

10

The Dew Breaker

2022-09-20



The Dew Breaker

11

Silence

Silence is perhaps the most pervasive
motif in the novel. The dew breaker's
silence about his past creates a void that
his daughter and wife must navigate.
Other characters also carry secrets,
withholding the truth to protect
themselves or others. Danticat suggests
that silence can be both a form of
survival and a source of profound
damage, a theme that resonates deeply
in the context of diaspora communities
where the past is often too painful to
discuss.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING
RELEVANCE OF THE DEW
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BREAKER

The Dew Breaker is more than a novel
about one man's past; it is a profound
meditation on the nature of evil, the
possibility of change, and the ways we
carry our histories, whether we choose
to or not. In an era when questions about
justice, reconciliation, and collective
memory are more pressing than ever,
Danticat's work speaks with urgent
clarity. It reminds us that the past is
never truly past, that violence leaves
marks on both those who suffer it and
those who perpetrate it, and that the
path to healing is never simple or
straightforward.

Through its beautifully crafted stories
and unforgettable characters, The Dew
Breaker offers no easy answers but



invites readers to sit with difficult
questions. It challenges us to see the
humanity in those we might want to
condemn, to recognize the complexity of
moral choices, and to understand that
redemption, if it exists at all, is a long
and uncertain journey. For anyone
seeking a deeper understanding of the
Haitian experience, the immigrant

12

journey, or the human capacity for both
cruelty and compassion, this novel
remains an essential and illuminating
read. Its lessons about the weight of
silence and the power of storytelling
continue to resonate, making The Dew
Breaker a timeless work of literature
that deserves its place among the great
novels of our time.
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