
behold the dreamers

behold the dreamers is a critically acclaimed novel that delves into the complexities of immigration,

identity, and the American Dream. Written by Imbolo Mbue, this literary work has captivated readers

worldwide with its compelling narrative and richly drawn characters. The story follows the lives of

Jende Jonga and his family as they navigate the challenges of pursuing a better life in New York City

while confronting economic hardship and social obstacles. This article provides an in-depth exploration

of the novel’s themes, characters, and cultural significance. It also discusses the book’s reception,

adaptations, and the broader context of immigrant experiences in contemporary literature. Below is a

detailed overview of what will be covered.
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Overview of Behold the Dreamers

Behold the Dreamers is a debut novel by Cameroonian-American author Imbolo Mbue, published in

2016. The story centers on Jende Jonga, a Cameroonian immigrant working as a chauffeur for a

wealthy executive at a major New York City investment bank. The narrative unfolds against the

backdrop of the 2008 financial crisis, exposing the stark contrasts between the lives of the affluent and

the struggles faced by immigrant families. The novel intricately weaves personal and societal issues,

illuminating the aspirations and adversities of those chasing the American Dream.

Plot Summary

The novel chronicles the intertwined lives of the Jonga family and their employers, the Edwards family.

Jende and his wife Neni arrive in America with hopes for financial stability and a brighter future. As

Jende works for Clark Edwards, tensions arise between loyalty and survival, especially amid the

economic downturn. Neni pursues her own ambitions, and together they confront immigration

challenges, cultural displacement, and economic instability. The story balances moments of hope and

hardship, capturing the multifaceted immigrant experience.

Setting and Context

Set primarily in New York City during the late 2000s, Behold the Dreamers portrays a vivid urban

landscape marked by economic disparity. The 2008 financial crisis serves as a critical backdrop,

intensifying the pressure on both immigrant workers and the financial elite. The novel’s setting

highlights the intersection of race, class, and immigration policies in the United States, offering readers

a nuanced understanding of contemporary urban life.

Main Characters and Their Development

The characters in Behold the Dreamers are deeply developed, reflecting diverse perspectives on



immigration, family, and identity. The novel’s rich characterizations contribute significantly to its

emotional depth and thematic resonance.

Jende Jonga

Jende is the novel’s protagonist, a hardworking immigrant striving to provide for his family. His journey

reveals the complexities of maintaining dignity and hope amid financial and legal uncertainties. Jende’s

character embodies resilience and the pursuit of opportunity despite systemic barriers.

Neni Jonga

Neni, Jende’s wife, is ambitious and determined to improve her family’s circumstances. Her

experiences highlight the challenges faced by immigrant women balancing traditional expectations and

modern aspirations. Neni’s evolving identity is central to the novel’s exploration of gender and cultural

adaptation.

Clark and Cindy Edwards

The Edwards family represents the privileged class within the story. Clark Edwards is a senior

executive grappling with the fallout from the financial crisis, while Cindy navigates her own role within a

wealthy, white American family. Their interactions with the Jonga family expose the social and

economic divides that define their world.

Key Themes Explored in the Novel

Behold the Dreamers addresses several profound themes that resonate with readers and shed light on

contemporary societal issues.



The American Dream

The pursuit of the American Dream is a central theme, examined through the Jonga family’s hopes

and struggles. The novel questions the attainability of this dream, especially for immigrants facing

systemic obstacles such as immigration restrictions, economic inequality, and cultural alienation.

Immigration and Identity

Immigration is portrayed not only as a legal and economic challenge but also as a deeply personal

journey involving identity formation. The characters grapple with belonging, assimilation, and

preserving cultural heritage in a new environment.

Economic Inequality and Class Divide

The stark disparity between the wealthy Edwards family and the working-class Jonga family

underscores issues of social stratification. The 2008 financial crisis exacerbates tensions, revealing

vulnerabilities across different social strata.

Family and Sacrifice

Family bonds and sacrifices are pivotal throughout the narrative. The Jongas’ commitment to one

another, despite hardships, illustrates the emotional core of the immigrant experience.

Cultural and Social Significance

Behold the Dreamers offers valuable insight into the immigrant experience in America, contributing to

broader conversations about race, class, and identity.



Representation of African Immigrants

Unlike many narratives that focus on Latinx or Asian immigrant experiences, this novel centers on

African immigrants, providing a fresh perspective within American literature. It highlights the unique

challenges and cultural dynamics affecting this community.

Social Commentary

The novel critiques systemic inequalities, including the immigration system, labor exploitation, and

racial discrimination. Through its characters, it humanizes these complex issues, fostering empathy

and awareness.

Critical Reception and Awards

Behold the Dreamers received widespread acclaim from critics and readers alike. Its compelling

storytelling and social relevance contributed to its success in literary circles.

Notable Awards

The PEN/Faulkner Award for Fiction (2017)

Named one of the Best Books of the Year by The New York Times and other major publications

Finalist for the National Book Award



Critical Acclaim

Reviewers praised the novel for its authentic portrayal of immigrant life, nuanced characters, and

insightful social critique. Imbolo Mbue’s debut was hailed as a significant contribution to contemporary

American fiction.

Adaptations and Media Presence

The popularity of Behold the Dreamers has led to interest in adapting the novel for different media

formats, expanding its reach beyond literary audiences.

Film and Television Prospects

Plans for a screen adaptation have been reported, reflecting the story’s cinematic potential. The

themes and characters are well-suited for visual storytelling, promising to engage a broader audience.

Public Discussions and Book Clubs

The novel has been widely discussed in book clubs and literary forums, often serving as a springboard

for conversations about immigration and social justice.

Impact on Contemporary Literature

Behold the Dreamers has influenced the landscape of immigrant narratives in American literature,

inspiring new voices and perspectives.



Contribution to Immigrant Literature Genre

The novel enriches the genre by introducing African immigrant experiences and highlighting the

intersection of race, class, and economic upheaval. Its success has encouraged publishers to seek

similar stories.

Inspiration for Emerging Writers

Imbolo Mbue’s work has become a touchstone for emerging authors, demonstrating the power of

authentic storytelling to address complex social issues while engaging readers emotionally.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Behold the Dreamers' by Imbolo Mbue?

The main theme of 'Behold the Dreamers' is the pursuit of the American Dream and the challenges

faced by immigrants and working-class families in achieving economic stability and success.

Who are the central characters in 'Behold the Dreamers'?

The central characters are Jende Jonga, an immigrant from Cameroon, and his wife Neni, as well as

their employers, the wealthy Edwards family in New York City.

How does 'Behold the Dreamers' address immigration issues?

The novel explores the complexities of immigration, including the struggles for legal status, the

pressures of assimilation, and the disparities between immigrants and affluent Americans.

What role does the 2008 financial crisis play in the story?

The 2008 financial crisis acts as a backdrop that impacts both the immigrant family and the wealthy



employers, highlighting economic instability and its effects on different social classes.

What is the significance of the title 'Behold the Dreamers'?

The title reflects the aspirations of the characters who dream of better lives despite obstacles,

emphasizing hope, resilience, and the pursuit of personal and collective dreams.

How does Imbolo Mbue's background influence the novel?

As a Cameroonian immigrant herself, Mbue brings authenticity to the immigrant experience portrayed

in the novel, drawing on her own insights into cultural adjustment and economic challenges.

What social issues are explored in 'Behold the Dreamers'?

The novel explores issues such as class inequality, immigration, race relations, economic hardship,

and the gap between the wealthy and working-class Americans.

How was 'Behold the Dreamers' received by critics?

The novel received widespread critical acclaim for its poignant storytelling, well-developed characters,

and insightful commentary on contemporary social and economic issues.

Has 'Behold the Dreamers' won any notable awards?

Yes, 'Behold the Dreamers' won the 2017 PEN/Faulkner Award for Fiction and was also a finalist for

the National Book Award, highlighting its literary significance.

Additional Resources

1. The Namesake

Jhumpa Lahiri’s *The Namesake* explores the immigrant experience through the life of Gogol Ganguli,

the son of Indian immigrants in the United States. The novel delves into themes of identity, cultural

conflict, and the search for belonging. Much like *Behold the Dreamers*, it provides an intimate look at



the challenges faced by immigrant families adapting to a new world.

2. Americanah

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s *Americanah* tells the story of a Nigerian woman who moves to America

for university and confronts issues of race, identity, and love. The novel offers a sharp critique of

American society and the immigrant experience, paralleling *Behold the Dreamers* in its exploration of

socioeconomic disparities and cultural adjustment.

3. The Buddha in the Attic

Julie Otsuka’s *The Buddha in the Attic* narrates the lives of Japanese “picture brides” who

immigrated to the United States in the early 20th century. Through a collective voice, the novel

highlights the hopes, struggles, and resilience of immigrant women, echoing the themes of aspiration

and hardship found in *Behold the Dreamers*.

4. The Book of Unknown Americans

Cristina Henríquez’s *The Book of Unknown Americans* tells the story of Latin American immigrants

living in Delaware, focusing on their dreams, challenges, and community. The novel shares *Behold

the Dreamers*’ concern with the complexities of the immigrant journey and the pursuit of the American

Dream.

5. The Warmth of Other Suns

Isabel Wilkerson’s *The Warmth of Other Suns* is a nonfiction narrative chronicling the Great

Migration of African Americans from the South to northern and western cities. While not a novel, its

deep exploration of migration, identity, and social change complements the themes of displacement

and aspiration in *Behold the Dreamers*.

6. Little America

Juan González’s *Little America* offers a vivid account of the Latino immigrant experience in New

York City, combining personal stories with historical context. The book provides insight into the daily

lives and struggles of immigrants, resonating with the socio-economic and cultural themes present in

*Behold the Dreamers*.



7. The Leavers

Lisa Ko’s *The Leavers* follows the story of a Chinese immigrant mother who disappears, and her

son’s journey growing up in the United States. The novel examines themes of family, identity, and

immigration policies, paralleling *Behold the Dreamers*’ focus on the immigrant pursuit of stability and

belonging.

8. A Tree Grows in Brooklyn

Betty Smith’s classic *A Tree Grows in Brooklyn* depicts the coming-of-age story of a young girl in a

poor immigrant neighborhood in early 20th-century New York. The novel captures themes of poverty,

hope, and perseverance, which align with the struggles and dreams portrayed in *Behold the

Dreamers*.

9. The Joy Luck Club

Amy Tan’s *The Joy Luck Club* explores the lives of Chinese-American immigrant mothers and their

American-born daughters. Through interwoven stories, it addresses cultural conflict, generational

differences, and the immigrant experience, offering a rich narrative that complements the themes found

in *Behold the Dreamers*.
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