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Abstract 

This research paper analyses the complex relationshipof the migrants in DinawMengestu’s 
novel, “The Beautiful Things That Heaven Bears”. It not only mention the struggles faced by the 
family of the immigrants who is left behind in their hometown, but also stresses the beautiful 
friendship formed among the immigrants and their mutual support for each other. As an immigrant, 
it is important to create an identity to survive. The immigrants also feel dislocated in their new 
environment. But, when one has a trustworthy friend, it becomes easy for them to survive and fit 
in the new environment. This paper also brings out the nostalgic feelings the migrants had of their 
family. The migrants remember their family whenever they witness or listen anything in their new 
surroundings. This paper also studies the racial problems faced by the citizens and the trauma 
caused as a result their broken relationships. 
Keywords: Migration, Relationship, Friendship, Identity, Nostalgia. 

Migration is defined as the movement of people from one place to another. It could be 
temporary, permanent or seasonal. “Migration has positive and negative effects on a country or 
area” (“Migration Trends”). People migrate for several reasons, mainly social, economic, political 
and environmental reasons. It is said that, “A major factor is war, conflict, government persecution 
or there being a significant risk of them” (“Exploring migration causes – why people migrate”).  

The Beautiful Things That Heaven Bears is a novel written by DinawMengestu. 
DinawMengestu was born in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia in 1978. In 1980, he immigrated to the United 
States with his mother and sister, joining his father who had fled Ethiopia during Red Terror. He 
has also written All Our Names and How to Read the Air and also won several awards. In the novel, 
The Beautiful Things That Heaven Bears, DinawMengestu portrays the character of 
SephaStephanos who has migrated from his hometown Ethiopia to United States. The novel 
portrays the struggle faced by Stephanos as an immigrant and the way he handles the situation. He 
has two immigrant friends who support him in everything he does. He also has a neighbor, with 
whom he had a healthy relationship. He was attracted toward his neighbour Judith, but the 
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relationship does not proceed well, since her stay in General Logan was temporary. She has a 
daughter Naomi, who is so fond of Stephanos. He looks after her as a fatherly figure, but this 
relationship also does not exist long.  Stephanos has a shop where he could not earn much money 
but still he runs it because he needs to survive. But there came a situation, when he has to abandon 
his shop because he has failed to pay the rent due. But at the end of the novel, he prepares himself 
to face the reality by going back to his shop. 

DinawMengestu has portrayed the beautiful friendship between the immigrants, Sepha 
Stephanos, Kenneth and Joseph. They migrated to United States with several dreams – Joseph’s 
wish is to get his college degree and his Phd from the University of Michigan and Kenneth wanted 
to get his engineering degree and masters. But they ended up doing other jobs to survive in the 
new surroundings. They started their jobs working together in Capitol Hotel, from where 
Stephanos decided to own a shop and start his own business. When he decides to start the own 
business, his friends support him with all their might. Kenneth encourages him by saying, “Keep 
fighting the good fight, Stephanos” (10). To encourage Stephanos, Joseph gifted him a paperback 
copy of V. S. Naipaul’s novel and inside he wrote, “To a new beginning, Stephanos. The journey 
is not over yet” (39). 

Kenneth and Joseph were very supportive from the beginning of his career. When 
Stephanos decides to quit his job in Capitol Hotel, they appreciate and encourage him. To open 
the shop, Kenneth helps Stephanos to get a loan from the government. He also taught him to keep 
track of the accounts, make lists, order supplies and balance his budget. He even suggested him 
the idea of placing a deli counter in the store and informs him that Americans love sandwiches. 
Joseph helped him in finding a name for his shop and he named it as “Logan’s Market” (143). 
Soon after this, Kenneth talks positively about his thought of expanding the shop into a grocery 
market, because he feels that the shop has that potential in that neighborhood. 

Whenever Stephanos feels upset about his shop’s unimproved condition, Kenneth would 
be ready with all his positive thoughts to encourage him to not to give up. They have so many 
similarities in common which make them understand each other even better. They all had huge 
dream at their age of seventeen. But as days pass by, they accepted their situation and get along 
with whatever comes in their way. They lived in America, but they did not accept it with their 
heart. Their heart still longs to go back to their hometown, but they knew that this is impossible. 
Kenneth and Joseph always wanted to see Stephanos happy. Joseph advised him to date a white 
woman, but when he comes to know that Stephanos is attracted towards Judith, he warns him by 
saying that, “American women are different…You never know what’s in their hearts” (109).  

Stephanos could live a happy life because of his friends. They never forsake him or 
betrayed him. Whenever he needs their help, they get ready to lend their hands. They were not in 
a great position to lend him helping hands, but they prefer to do so. They respect their friendship 
more than anything. They adjusted themselves to the new surroundings, but they never forget their 
hometown. They talk about their country whenever they meet. Their conversation shows the 
longingness for their family.  
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Eventhough Stephanos had friends to take care of him, he has the responsibility to take 
care of his family who is left behind in his hometown. He migrated to US because of his mother’s 
insistence. She has given all her jewels and gold she owned to him. Most of the times, she sends 
money to him. He felt ashamed of it, because he could not send enough money to his mother and 
brother due to his poor earnings. During Christmas, he decides to buy presents for them. He bought 
a perfume for his mother and a white shirt for his brother. But he sends a book of poetry as his 
present to his mother. He felt so happy knowing that his brother likes the shirt and it fits him very 
well. He was happy on seeing them happy, but he never lets her know about his struggles in 
America. 

Brad Henry has stated that, “Families are the compass that guides us. “They are the 
inspiration to reach great heights, and our comfort when we occasionally falter” (“55 Family 
Quotes and Family Sayings”). It is true in the case of Stephanos’ uncle Berhane. He is the first 
person to accept Stephanos with a warm heart when he migrated from his hometown. He provides 
him shelter and guides him to get educated. He taught him several things to survive in America. 
His advices are as follows: 

Everything that is in this apartment, he said, belongs to you as much as it does to me. 
Outside of this apartment, though, you have nothing. Nothing is yours. Nothing belongs to 
you. Take nothing for granted. No one here will give you anything for free. There is no 
such thing as that in America. People will only give you something because they think they 
will get something in return. (139) 
Stephanos was treated very well in the first few days of his arrival. He stays at the apartment 

the entire day and his uncle works hard to take care of him. After few days, Berhane helps him 
find a job in Capitol Hotel. He even picked school for him to attend. Stephanos works hard for the 
sake of his uncle. After he quits the job, and starts his new business he never contacted him much 
often. But he always feels guilty of leaving him alone. Whenever Stephanos gets in trouble, the 
first person he tries to seek would be his uncle. Stephanos describes their relationship as, “This is 
the type of family we are. Two men who depend on each other in the oddest and most important 
circumstances”(93). Even after two decades, Stephanos still has not lost his respect towards his 
uncle. 

Stephanos has favorite things in his uncle’s possessions. Even after his uncle’s death, the 
only possession he would like to have with him are Berhane’s letter to Presidents Carter and 
Reagen, because he feels the letters as, “open, emotive, and free” (123). Berhane has written about 
his struggles he faced and the things he has lost in the war. Berhane, like other refugees never 
wished to sats in America for long, which can be seen as, “Berhane is not, in fact, a citizen __ only 
a permanent resident, which he will remain until he dies, because in his heart, he will always be in 
Ethiopia” (122). 

DinawMengestu not only portrays the problems faced by the migrants, but also shows the 
racial problems faced by the citizens in their neighborhood. One of the victims is Judith. Judith 
arrives at Stephanos’ neighborhood which caught the attention of several people. People in the 
surrounding differentiate her from them, because they see her as, “white people” (24). This causes 



 
 
 

8158 
 

Ann. For. Res. 65(1): 8155-8161, 2022 
ISSN: 18448135, 20652445 

ANNALS OF FOREST RESEARCH 
https://www.e-afr.org/ 

© ICAS 2022 

trouble for her to build rapport between the people around her. Amidst all these troubles, she 
succeeded in creating a beautiful friendship with Stephanos. 

Judith is the one who initiate the conversation with Stephanos. Their bond increases rapidly 
because of Stephanos’ warm nature towards her and Naomi. Judith reveals about her past to 
Stephanos. Many people caught the attention of Judith not only because of her status, but also 
because of her biracial daughter. She has been a professor of American political history.  Since 
Naomi’s father left her, they moved from Chicago.  

In the beginning Stephanos and Judith were attracted towards each other. Stephanos would 
talk about Judith to Joseph who warns him about American women. But, Stephanos like to 
continue his relationship with her. Even if he spends thirty minutes with her, he feels extremely 
happy. Judith once invited Stephanos for dinner where they shared a kiss which makes Stephanos 
believe that this relationship could be possible. He feels contented even in minute things. Once she 
suggested them to read a book and she says it as, “…we were going to read” (111). He feels elated 
on hearing her saying ‘we’. But he feels gloomy on seeing the gifts send by Judith’s husband for 
Christmas, because he feels that he could not afford anything to get such elegant gifts. 

 L. M. Montgomery rightly says, “It’s dreadful what little things lead people to 
misunderstand each other” (“Soulful Quotes About the Perils and Agony of Misunderstandings”). 
Judith’s and Stephanos’ relationship get disturbed because of their small misunderstanding. 
Judith’s funny comment about Stephanos affects him and he misunderstood her. He tries to 
reconcile with her, but he could not bring it back like it was in the olden days. Atlast, he embraced 
his loneliness. 

Judith’s marital relationship with Ayad does not last longer. Their separation creates a huge 
impact in the lives of Naomi which makes her to run away from her house. Judith tells him that 
she has constructed big rooms and bedrooms for Naomi, so that she could hid herself in them 
whenever she gets upset. She shares her experiences as: 

We used to have terrible fights. They only got worse after her father left. She hated both of 
us for that, but I was only one around for her to take it out on, which made her hate me 
even more. We would fight and she would lock herself in one of the bedrooms for hours at 
a time. There was nothing I could do to get her out. A couple of times I left her alone and 
she ended up running away from the house. She never went far. I actually found her once 
in a closet right by the front door. But still, I always went mad trying to find her. I pictured 
her hurt or kidnapped, or some other awful thought that I couldn’t fight back, and I would 
take off running, but I guess you already know that part. (57, 58) 
Eventhough she struggles a lot because of being a single mother, she loves her daughter a 

lot. She wills to sacrifice anything to make her daughter happy. She constructed a big building just 
for the sake of her daughter, which even brought many criticisms to her. But she does not worry 
about it. The only thing she cares is about her daughter’s happiness. Judith finds that Naomi feels 
happy when she is around Stephanos. So she lets her stay in his shop for long. Judith wants her 
daughter to be educated. So, she admitted her in a boarding school in Connecticut.  
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On the other hand, Naomi builds a very beautiful relationship with Stepahnos. In the 
beginning she is not attracted towards him. But, as days pass by, she likes the company of 
Stephanos and she happily spends time with him. Stephanos also becomes so fond of her. It can 
be seen in the lines, “Naomi was fond of me, just as she was fond of her stuffed animals and 
bedroom and some of her teachers. I realized, however touched I might have been by her presence 
in my life, just what an insignificant role I played in hers” (204). Naomi sees a father figure in 
Stephanos, which gives a warm feeling in his heart. Naomi does not like other people in their 
house, but she happily invites Stephanos as her dinner guest. It can be seen through Judith’s words, 
“You’re the first dinner guest we’ve had in our new house” (54). They miss each other when they 
were not around. When Naomi was sent to a boarding school, they both missed each other. She 
writes letter to him and gifts him a typewriter, because she wants him to write her back. 

When war or revolt broke, people suffer a lot by losing their family members due to several 
reasons. It is in a revolt, Stephanos lost his father. After moving to General Logan, Stephanos 
reminiscences a lot about his dead father. Whenever anything occurs or he faces any hardships, he 
recalls his father and his words. He has not forgotten his father’s words and face. He remembers 
each and every minute details of his father. He recalls the way his father cried at funerals, baptisms 
and weddings. It shows his sensitive nature and that any form of joy and pain seems to be too much 
for him. 

When he saw General Logan for the first time, he remembers his day with his father to a 
park in Addis. During their walk, they never spoke anything with each other. He was not 
comfortable with the silence. But he feels that he has to welcome the silence to understand it and 
he says it as, “In order to truly understand it, you had to welcome it and invite it into your life” 
(217). In the park, they saw seven dead bodies lined up with a cardboard which has “Traitor” (217) 
written in it. His father did not turn around, but instead he moves forward and crossed the dead 
bodies. This act of his father was described as, “It was a simplest act of defiance my father could 
think of. An arrogant, almost blind refusal to give in to the self- proclaimed terror of the revolution” 
(218). 

The reason of Stephanos’ father’s death is known through the letters of his uncle, Berhane. 
On reading his uncle’s letters, Stephanos’ recalls the way his father was brutally tortured by the 
troops. It was from this letter, the reason for his father’s death is known. His father was killed 
believed to be the owner of the flyers. But, the flyers originally belonged to Stephanos. Every 
father is believed to have a hard heart who never expresses their love towards their family. But, 
the truth is that they truly care their family, but they do not know how to express it. If they find 
their family in any danger, they would go to any extreme to protect their family. This is what 
Stephanos’ father does. He senses that his son’s life is in danger, but he does not want to let it 
happen. So he claims himself to be the owner of the flyers. 

As a result of this confession, he was beaten brutally by the troops in front of his family. 
After seeing the terrible condition of his father, Stephanos wishes for the troops’ death. It is seen 
through the lines:  
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I pray to God, with as much conviction and faith that I have, for their deaths. I beg Him 
silently to kill them right then and there. I implore Him. I demand it of Him. If He cannot 
give me of their deaths alone, though, then I ask Him to take all of us together. I pray for 
the roof of the house to cave in, for the ground to open up and swallow us whole, anything 
to end this moment. (129) 
Stephanos has a very clear memory of his father. He felt proud on seeing his brother’s 

growth and thinks that he is exactly like his father. He know that his father loved white shirts which 
he has a collection. So, he decides to gift his brother a white shirt.  

Mrs. Davis also shares a very strong bond with Stephanos. She is literally like a mother 
figure who always takes care of the son. Whenever she finds Stephanos missing in the shop, she 
visits him in his house to check whether he is sick or not. Stephanos could sense the concern she 
has for him. Most of the time, she meets him to gossip about their neighborhood. Stephanos does 
not like it, but still he listens patiently, because he does not want to hurt her. People in General 
Logan are not wealthy like others, but they have a gentle heart which appreciates the good in 
others. When the people in the neighborhood are evicted by the troops, Mrs. Davis takes initiatives 
to stand in favor of the people. Many people show their concern towards the issue. Thus, the people 
in General Logan consider each other as a family. 

People might migrate from their home land for various reasons. Some people migrate in 
search of jobs for the sake of their families. Their lifestyle may change. But the only thing that 
does not change is their memories of their loved ones. It is through those memories the migrants 
gain strength to survive in such an unknown place. This paper also clearly shows that there are 
people who never ill-treat the immigrants, just like Judith does. Migrants should have the courage 
to face the challenges which are waiting for them in an unknown nation. Their will power will 
definitely motivate them to achieve anything. Kenneth and Joseph migrated with lot of dreams, 
but when they found that there are dreams are shattering, they never disheartened, rather they tried 
other ways to survive. Stephanos lost all his will- power and decides to abandon his shop, but 
towards the end he embraces his self and felt happy about owing the shop. Relationships are very 
important in everyone’s life. Sometimes, it looks complicated, but when on tries to understand its 
depth, it changes the perception of the person. Understanding and compromising help one to 
maintain a healthy relationship. 
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