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Cajun Myth and Kate Chopin's 'Cadians

Mariko Utsu

As a local colorist of Louisiana, Kate Chopin introduced many characters of Creole and
Acadian origins into her works. She does not always specify the ethnicity of her characters, and
critics have often made assumptions based on the general notion of Creole aristocracy and Cajun
poverty. This paper draws on Carl A. Brasseaux's concept of "Cajun amalgam" to see a different
possibility in reading such ethnically unnamed characters.

Brasseaux's From Acadian to Cajun (1992) uncovered the details of nineteenth-century
Acadian/Cajun history which had been largely misunderstood and mystified. Acadians, like their
Creole, French and Anglo-Saxon neighbors in south Louisiana, enjoyed prosperity to the extent that
the percentage of planters within them in the parishes on the Acadian Coasts rose to an average of
18.5% in 1860. After the Civil War, the same percentage plunged to 2.25% in 1870. 58% of
Acadians were landless then, but the economic hardship was regional, not ethnic; 54% of all white
population in Acadiana was in the same situation. Residential proximity among tenant farmers and
the common standard of living soon led to a drastic rise in intermarriage prompting the mixture of
ethnic cultures and languages, forming a mass of people Brasseaux calls "Cajun amalgam."
Meanwhile, the tenacious Francophobia since the Louisiana Purchase became a ruthless attack
against French speakers in the wave of nativism in the 1850s. Those who had economic and cultural
resources Americanized and passed into the mainstream, and "the amalgam"—Acadians, Creoles,
Anglos and French—became the sole target of the rampant discourse of "white trash" until the
derogatory label "Cajun" took root at the beginning of the twentieth century.

Chopin lived in and wrote about Louisiana during this historical Acadian/Cajun transition. The
state of transition most likely presented a lot of people who were indeed ethnically unnamable to
Chopin's eyes. To be sure, her 'Cadians live modest lives, but we do not have to label those who
remain unnamed, whether it is Creole or Acadian; Doctor John-Luis in "Mamouche," the Delmandé
family in "A Wizard from Gettysburg," the Bordons in "A Rude Awakening" and probably the poor
girl in "Azélie," to name a few. The historical presence of "Cajun amalgam" points to the possibility
that Chopin depicted the fluid realities of nineteenth-century Louisiana realistically and fairly, and
that our critical assumption of Creole aristocracy and Cajun poverty has long hindered it from

showing.



