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HEALING FROM 
GENERATIONAL 
TRAUMA

a review by Olivia Cash

Etaf Rum. Evil Eye: A Novel. 
Harper, 2023.

OLIVIA CASH grew up in Arkansas 
and received her MA in English with a 
specialization in Southern literature and 
culture from the University of Arkansas, 
where she is currently a PhD student.

ETAF RUM is a Palestinian-American 
author who is most well known for 
her New York Times bestselling novel 
A Woman is No Man (HarperCollins 
Publishers, 2019), reviewed in NCLR 
Online 2020. Evil Eye, her second novel, 
was named as an NPR Best Book of the 
Year in 2023. She has a master’s degree 
in American and British literature, as well 
as undergraduate degrees in Philosophy 
and English composition. She currently 
lives in Rocky Mount, NC.

Etaf Rum’s novel Evil Eye is a 
thoughtful examination of how 
cross-generational trauma 
and cross-cultural experiences 
shape the self in ways that are 
deeply rooted in the past. Yara, 
the protagonist, charts a series 
of forced and chosen patterns 
of migration including her 
grandmother’s forced relocation 
to a refugee camp in Palestine 
after their home was bombed 
by Israeli forces, her mother’s 
immigration to the United States 
to get married and live in New 
York City, and her own move-
ment across the US to North 
Carolina after her arranged 
marriage. The novel presents an 
urgent and striking examination 
of the ways our sense of self is 
never truly divested from our 
past and family legacy.

One of the overriding ques-
tions in Evil Eye seems to be not 
just how does one live with the 
past, but how does one live well 
with the past? On the surface, 
Yara has a life that seems to be 
great, especially in her carefully 
curated Instagram feed. She has 
a handsome and hard-working 
husband, two adorable daugh-
ters, and a stable job where she 
can make use of her art degree. 
However, Yara feels she has to 
keep her guard up at work and 
around her in-laws as she tries 
to be a perfect wife, mother, 
and employee. In her head, Yara 
is constantly pushing against 
deeply ingrained generational 
trauma from war and relocation, 
as well as the more immediate 
trauma of growing up watching 
her father abuse her mother and 
suffering from abuse herself. 

Yara has not processed the 
past, and as her daughters grow 

up and she starts to recognize 
that she and her husband, Fadi, 
are repeating certain patterns 
from both their parents, the need 
for change becomes urgent. The 
fear of ending up like her mother 
has worked so well as a control 
tactic that Yara is often self-
policing her own thoughts and 
behaviors to a large extent. Fadi 
only has to step up his control 
tactics the more that Yara inte-
grates the two disparate parts 
of herself. After an outburst in a 
staff meeting where she calls a 
co-worker racist, Yara is told that 
attending therapy would be in 
her best interest if she would like 
to keep her job. However, she 
feels uncomfortable accessing 
the deepest parts of herself with 
the white male therapist whom 
her employment provides. Yara 
senses that he lacks the cultural 
context and understanding she 
needs to heal.

Rum weaves together different 
types of narration, writing a third 
person limited perspective with 
Yara as the focus and journal 
entries from Yara’s therapy that 
highlight Yara’s internal conflict. 
The bulk of the novel is nar-
rated from a third-person limited 
perspective, following Yara as 
she interacts with her family and 
co-workers, as well as follow-
ing her inner daily monologue. 
However, the novel opens with 
a journal entry, presumably writ-
ten by Yara at the behest of her 
therapist. In this and other such 
entries in the novel, readers get 
a sense of how conflicted Yara 
is and how much she is strug-
gling to make sense of both the 
generational and direct trauma 
she has endured. Rum creates a 
narrative structure that clearly 

demonstrates the bifurcation 
between the self that makes it 
through the day, accomplishing 
mundane tasks and family main-
tenance, and the deeper self, 
where she stores her repressed 
traumatic childhood. It becomes 
clear that Yara needs to attend 
to the repressed parts of herself 
as her ability to live her daily life 
becomes more complicated and 
fraught the more she represses 
her past. Toward the end of the 
book, instead of lengthy third-
person chapters with journal 
entries gradually interspersed, 
these different modes of narra-
tion are just one or two pages at 
a time, coming in closer physical 
proximity to each other 
as Yara gets closer to 
integrating her repressed 
trauma into her identity. 
Allowing the repressed to 
surface allows Yara to go 
from making it through 
the day to making action-
able changes in her life. 
At this point in the novel, 
Yara has to work hard to 
undo the narrative about 
her mother that has 
been spun by her father 
her whole life: that her 
mother has the “evil eye” 
and is cursed.

One of the many areas in 
which this book shines is in how 
Yara eventually makes con-
nections with other adults, and 
how connections outside of 
the home help Yara process her 
home environment. In particular, 
she befriends Silas, a colleague 
and culinary instructor. Food is 
important to Yara, who tries to 
recreate recipes to taste the way 
her Teta (grandmother) in Pales-
tine made them, and when her 

young daughters ask her about 
her childhood, Yara’s memories 
of cooking with Teta are the 
happiest and most easily acces-
sible to her. The novel reflects 
how evocative food is and 
how it can bring to the surface 
memory, culture, and the self. In 
fact, one of Yara’s understand-
ings of Southerners when she 
makes the move from Brooklyn 
to North Carolina is shaped by 
similar food cultures: “[S]he’d 
gathered that southern culture 
was not so unlike her own . . . 
with an adherence to recipes 
that were passed down through 
generations. Even the obsession 
with tea at every possible social 

gathering – though Southern-
ers preferred it iced while Arabs 
served it boiling – felt like a 
point of connection” (13). Silas 
and Yara are able to form a 
connection through a genuine 
interest in and appreciation of 
each other’s culinary skills and 
the similarities and differences in 
which they each approach the 
task of feeding others. Through-
out the novel, food preparation 
and appreciation convey much 

about how Yara is relating to 
those around her. For example, 
the care and time she puts into 
cooking for Fadi is greeted with 
excitement, but then the couple 
eats dinner while watching TV, 
not acknowledging each other, 
as opposed to the connec-
tions that Yara forges with Silas 
while preparing and appreciat-
ing pimento cheese biscuits or 
stuffed grape leaves together.

This review cannot be exhaus-
tive of all of the wonderful qual-
ities of this novel. Rum shines 
with place-based descriptions 
of North Carolina. She artfully 
addresses issues of social media 
and the self. Ultimately, the 

readers may or may not 
be able to anticipate the 
revelation at the end of 
the novel, but either way 
it is narratively satisfying 
and cuts to the heart of 
Rum’s questions about 
how culture, genera-
tional trauma, and family 
relationships both define 
and defy self-formation. 
In a journal entry in 
which Yara is pondering 
why her grandmother 
still possesses the key to 
a long-since destroyed 
house, she recalls Teta 

saying, “That’s why I hold onto 
the past so strongly, I want 
our identity – who we are – to 
live on. . . .[O]ur history runs 
through our veins” (207). Yara 
ultimately realizes that history is 
not just in her veins, but in her 
thoughts and feelings, and Rum 
directs her readers to under-
stand that addressing the past 
in service of a better future can 
help heal the individual, their 
children, and their community. n

ABOVE Etaf Rum at the opening day 
for her non-profit book truck service, 
Habibti Bookshop, 2025
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