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Like Water for Chocolate was the first novel written by Laura Esquivel. This book was published in 1989, a hundred years after the Mexican Revolution, which is where the setting of the story takes place. During that period, practically all of Latin America had received their independence from Spain (Pirbhai, 2004). However, the descendants of the Spanish colonial power, known as the elites, took control of the natives’ lands and oppressed their rights. The novel explores issues about our society such as child abuse, the voice of women and rights to free speech. Tradition is the driven theme of this novel that perturbs and builds up all the conflicts of the De La Garza family. While some traditions are highly criticized by Esquivel and are better off forgotten, others are worth practicing because they are used to express ourselves and to understand our past better.

There are twelve chapters in the novel, each labeled with a month and a recipe. Tita De La Garza is the youngest daughter of the family who owns a ranch in Piedras Negras. She was born in the kitchen where a great tide of her tears turned into salt (Esquivel 6). This magical scene foreshadows Tita’s predestined life in the kitchen. One day, her love, Pedro Muzquiz, comes to their ranch to ask for Tita’s hand in marriage. However, Tita is forbidden to marry because of a family tradition that says that the youngest daughter must care for her mother until her death (10). This tradition is imposed by her tyrannical mother, Mama Elena, condemning Tita’s life and repressing her from loving Pedro freely. Starting from that point, the story revolves around the harsh and disheartening elements of family traditions.
Forced traditions should be rejected as they repress individual expression and may even make an individual to lose his or her sense of identity. Mama Elena’s selfishness to keep in her family the tradition of many generations forbids Tita of ever getting married. Tita is being held against living her own life because of this tradition. Instead, she has to live the life, which her mother wishes to put upon her. The loss of her sense of identity and her purpose in life is emphasized when Mama Elena says: “You don’t have an opinion, and that’s all I want to hear about it” (Esquivel 11). Esquivel’s Like Water for Chocolate is femininely dominant, but ironically, the traditions, which were started by the patriarch, are still followed in the De La Garza family. During their time, men and religious figures created different customs to follow. The housekeepers, mostly women, are repressed by these forced customs since their opinions were not recognized. However, because of the death of Tita’s father, Mama Elena has somewhat become both the matriarch and patriarch figure of the family. She represents the main antagonist of the story because of her role in imposing unfair rules to others. Gertrudis, the second daughter of Mama Elena, illustrates a good rebellion against traditions. In fact, she is a woman of mixed racial ancestry, which was opposed to the Mexican restrictive traditions (137). She also emancipates herself from her mother’s oppression by fleeing with a revolutionary captain (54-6).
After Mama Elena’s death, Pedro and Rosaura became the heads of the family. Pedro’s cowardice made him a weak character; so even though he is a man, Rosaura still makes most of the decisions in the ranch. Inheriting her mother’s conservative behavior, Rosaura forces her daughter Esperanza to care for her until she dies. This becomes absurd because Esperanza is the only offspring of the De La Garza family – after Gertrudis’ birth certificate has been burned (Esquivel 58-9) – her death would result the end of De La Garza roots as well. During a quarrel between Tita and Rosaura, Rosaura keeps saying that her family is decent and respected due to their noble image (214-5), but her “noble tradition” would have ended the whole family line. A noble name with no one to bear it is ultimately useless. Furthermore, Esquivel brought out the traditional role of women in society through another quarrel between Rosaura and Tita. “What she [Esperanza] needed was to study piano, singing, and dancing” (238-9) argues Rosaura, which insisted that her daughter shouldn’t attend school. These traditions shut Esperanza out from having an education and a social life.

Despite of how negatively some traditions may be portrayed through the characters of Mama Elena and Rosaura, some traditions are worth holding on to. Those that are worth practicing are not imposed on someone, but practiced by freewill. For example, the commemoration of different religious holidays such as Christmas and Thanksgiving are celebrated by people’s own will. During these periods, people stop their routine tasks to think thoroughly of their past, to thank others and to be aware of their own existence in life. These spiritual moments of deep reflection allow one to self-actualize for the betterment of his or her consciousness. To celebrate different holidays, we usually make special meals, such as turkey for Thanksgiving Day, Christmas rolls for Christmas and the bread for Three Kings’ Day. Food is a tool used by the author to bring back memories and cooking is used to symbolize cultural identities. The recipes are passed down from generation to generation in the food our mothers cook for us. It reawakens the past and makes the present more real, making us understand our own roots and cultures better. In Like Water for Chocolate, Nacha, Tita, Esperanza and the narrator, Esperanza’s daughter, portray this continuation of the culinary traditions. When Tita cooks, she could remember Nacha and her childhood memories. At the end of the novel, it finishes with Tita’s grandniece using her cookbook and continuing the culinary traditions. Every time the narrator chops onions, she thinks of her mother Esperanza and her great-aunt Tita “who will go on living as long as there is someone who cooks her recipes” (Esquivel 246).

Moreover, good traditions can give the ability of one to express their feelings. They are inside our subconscious minds and direct us to behave in a habitual way. Throughout the novel, Tita expresses her emotions unconsciously through traditional cooking to liberate herself from her mother’s oppression. For example, Tita communicates her love to Pedro with the quail in rose petal sauce and puts her anger in the tortillas, which she threw to the chickens. These ways of communicating is emphasized through magical realism. Magical realism is the integration of fantasy in reality. Take the quail in rose petal sauce for instance; people can put love into food and communicate through it, but the shower catching on fire due to the intensity of lustful thoughts will not happen in the real world. This technique is to simply show that tradition is a guide and not a jailer.


In every story, there is an obstacle between the main character and his or her goal. The way the characters cope with these issues can be related to our life in a parallel way, affecting our values. This creates a judgment between the goodness and badness of humans’ nature, also recognized as a moral. The issue of traditions being forced upon others is universal in our world; some are neglected because they do not fit in our new way of perceiving life, while others are still followed because they are part of our past and identity. However, with globalization and capitalism, cultures are being assimilated and traditional holidays are being commercialized. Does tradition really make us self-actualize and know our own roots, or is it simply a potential market for businessmen?
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