
if you come softly by jacqueline woodson

If You Come Softly by Jacqueline Woodson is a poignant exploration of love, identity, and the

complexities of race in contemporary America. This powerful young adult novel tells the story of two

teenagers, Ellie and Miah, who come from different backgrounds but find solace and understanding in

each other amidst societal challenges. Woodson's lyrical prose and deeply resonant themes make this

book a significant contribution to young adult literature, particularly in addressing issues of race,

privilege, and the struggles of adolescence.

Synopsis of the Novel

Plot Overview

At the heart of If You Come Softly is the touching love story between Ellie, a Jewish girl, and Miah, a

Black boy. Their relationship develops against a backdrop of racial tension and societal expectations.

The novel opens with Ellie, who feels out of place in her predominantly white school. She is

introspective and grapples with her own identity as a Jewish girl in an environment where she often

feels marginalized.

Miah, on the other hand, navigates the complexities of being a Black teenager in America. He is aware

of the systemic injustices that affect him and his community, and he carries the weight of these

realities on his shoulders. When Ellie and Miah meet, they are drawn to each other despite the

differences that society imposes on them. Their love blossoms, but it is not without challenges, as they

must confront the prejudices and fears that exist both in their families and the world around them.

Themes and Motifs

1. Love and Acceptance

- Ellie and Miah's love is central to the narrative. Woodson portrays their relationship as a sanctuary



where they can be their authentic selves, free from societal constraints.

- Their love challenges the norms that dictate who they should be with based on race and background.

2. Race and Identity

- The novel delves into the complexities of racial identity. Miah's experiences highlight the struggles

faced by young Black men in America, including stereotypes and systemic discrimination.

- Ellie’s journey reflects the struggle of a Jewish girl trying to understand her place in a world that

often feels hostile.

3. Coming of Age

- Both characters undergo significant personal growth throughout the story. They learn about the harsh

realities of life, the importance of family, and the need for resilience in the face of adversity.

4. Tragedy and Loss

- Woodson does not shy away from the harsh realities of life, including the tragic events that shape the

characters' experiences. The novel culminates in a heartbreaking moment that underscores the fragility

of life and love.

Character Development

Ellie

Ellie is portrayed as a thoughtful and sensitive character. She struggles with her identity and often

feels disconnected from her peers. Throughout the novel, Ellie evolves from a girl who feels invisible to

one who embraces her uniqueness and the love she shares with Miah.

- Key Traits:

- Introspective

- Sensitive

- Empathetic



- Character Arc:

- Ellie learns to navigate the complexities of her relationship with Miah while also confronting her own

fears and insecurities.

- She discovers the importance of standing up for what she believes in, both in her personal life and in

the broader societal context.

Miah

Miah is a strong and resilient character who embodies the struggles of many young Black men in

America. He is aware of the societal expectations placed upon him and carries the weight of his

community's history. Miah’s character is grounded, and he provides a counterbalance to Ellie’s

introspective nature.

- Key Traits:

- Strong

- Resilient

- Thoughtful

- Character Arc:

- Miah’s journey involves navigating the complexities of race and identity while also experiencing the

joys and pains of young love.

- He faces the harsh realities of his world, which ultimately shape his understanding of life and love.

Writing Style and Structure

Jacqueline Woodson’s writing style in If You Come Softly is notable for its lyrical quality and emotional

depth. The novel is written in a poetic format, with short chapters that allow for a deep exploration of

the characters' thoughts and feelings.

Key Aspects of Woodson's Style:



1. Lyrical Prose

- Woodson uses vivid imagery and metaphors that resonate with readers, creating an emotional

connection to the characters.

- The language is accessible yet rich, allowing young adults to engage with complex themes without

feeling overwhelmed.

2. Non-Linear Structure

- The narrative unfolds in a non-linear fashion, with flashbacks and reflections that provide insight into

the characters’ backgrounds.

- This structure allows readers to piece together the characters' experiences and understand the

events that shape their lives.

3. Emotional Resonance

- Woodson captures the essence of teenage emotions, from the thrill of first love to the pain of loss.

Her ability to articulate these feelings makes the characters relatable and authentic.

Impact and Reception

Since its publication, If You Come Softly has received critical acclaim for its powerful storytelling and

relevant themes. The novel has been embraced in educational settings and is often included in

discussions about race, identity, and young love.

Critical Reception:

- Awards and Honors:

- The book has garnered several accolades, including recognition from the American Library

Association and other literary organizations.

- Reader Response:

- Many readers appreciate the honest portrayal of the challenges faced by young people today.



Woodson’s exploration of race and identity resonates with a diverse audience, prompting important

discussions about these topics.

- Educational Use:

- Teachers and educators often recommend the novel for its potential to spark discussions about race,

privilege, and the importance of empathy in understanding others' experiences.

Conclusion

If You Come Softly by Jacqueline Woodson is more than just a love story; it is a profound exploration

of identity, race, and the journey of growing up in a world fraught with challenges. Through the eyes of

Ellie and Miah, Woodson invites readers to reflect on their own experiences and the societal structures

that shape them. The novel’s lyrical prose and emotional depth make it a significant work in young

adult literature, ensuring its place in discussions about race, love, and the complexities of the human

experience. As readers navigate the pages of this book, they are given the opportunity to understand

and empathize with the struggles of others, fostering a sense of connection and understanding in a

diverse world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'If You Come Softly' by Jacqueline

Woodson?

The main theme of 'If You Come Softly' is the exploration of race, identity, and the challenges of young

love in a racially divided society.



Who are the two main characters in 'If You Come Softly'?

The two main characters are Ellie, a Jewish girl, and Jeremiah, an African American boy, who navigate

their feelings for each other amidst societal pressures.

How does Jacqueline Woodson portray the impact of race on the

characters' relationship?

Woodson portrays the impact of race through the characters' experiences with prejudice, family

expectations, and societal barriers, highlighting the complexities of their love.

What narrative style does Woodson use in 'If You Come Softly'?

Woodson employs a lyrical and poetic narrative style, using short chapters and vivid imagery to convey

the emotions and thoughts of the characters.

What role does family play in the story of 'If You Come Softly'?

Family plays a significant role in the story, as both Ellie and Jeremiah face differing levels of support

and understanding from their families regarding their interracial relationship.

How is the setting significant in 'If You Come Softly'?

The setting is significant as it takes place in contemporary urban America, reflecting real societal

issues related to race and identity that impact the characters' lives.

What is the significance of the title 'If You Come Softly'?

The title 'If You Come Softly' suggests the fragility of love and the need for gentleness and

understanding in the face of adversity and societal challenges.



What emotional challenges do the characters face in the book?

Ellie and Jeremiah face emotional challenges such as fear of rejection, the weight of societal

expectations, and the struggle to maintain their relationship against external pressures.

How does Woodson address the concept of friendship in 'If You Come

Softly'?

Woodson addresses friendship by showing how supportive friendships can provide refuge and

understanding, helping the characters navigate their complex realities.

What message does 'If You Come Softly' convey about love and

acceptance?

The novel conveys the message that love can transcend societal barriers, but it also emphasizes the

importance of acceptance, understanding, and the need for change in social attitudes.
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