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Tastes Like “Chicken”: The Role of Synesthesia in Bitter in the Mouth 

Bitter in the Mouth tells the story of Linda Hammerick’s youth in the South while paying 

particular attention to diction and language. In the novel, Linda recounts formative episodes 

from her childhood and adolescence while occasionally indulging in a historical anecdote. A 

significant portion of the novel examines Linda’s synesthesia and the way it makes dialogue an 

audio-gustatory affair. Linda’s ability to taste certain words creates another lens through which 

she sees the world. The novel uses the force and unabated nature of Linda’s synesthesia to call 

into question the notion of “control” and what is voluntary and involuntary in the composition of 

a person’s experience. Moreover, synesthesia serves as an allegory for race, shown in the way 

non-synesthetes react to Linda’s condition. Through these various uses, Bitter in the Mouth 

ultimately employs synesthesia as a commentary on the shortcomings of language and the failure 

of understanding that can occur between individuals with different experiences. The specific 

choice to make Linda’s synesthesia affect her perception of language and taste underscores the 

subjectivity of language and the disparity between words and their meanings. Perhaps the extent 

to which we truly understand other human beings is more limited than we believe, because 

language reduces multifaceted sensations and experiences to a two-dimensional shorthand. 

Synesthesia therefore functions in the novel to challenge constructs—of race, of control—

ultimately landing on the perpetrator and enforcer of them all: language.  

Words are generally considered to be a tool that we use to communicate with one another. 

Linda’s experiences with synesthesia in Bitter in the Mouth question the level of control we 

actually have over this so-called tool. The involuntary force of the flavors that Linda experiences 

when she hears certain words—what she calls “incomings”—causes her to have difficulty 

focusing in school, keeps her from watching the television and makes conversations 



exhausting (21). The tastes she experiences have no relation to the meanings of the words or her 

relationship to them. For example, when she hears the name of her best friend, Kelly Powell, 

spoken for the first time, “Kelly” tastes of “canned peaches, delicious and candy sweet” while 

“Powell” is “a raw onion, a playground bully with sharp elbows shoving all other flavors 

aside” (18). While the flavors that certain words produce are wholly unrelated to the actual 

words, their effect on her emotions is still significant. Even when there is a “happy coincidence 

of meaning and flavor,” as in the case of the word “dill,” the word is not “neutralized and 

without power,” and it “could still disrupt, dismay, or delight” (29). The way a word’s taste can 

disrupt or delight is best seen in the names of the men Linda has loved. She first noticed this 

effect in the name of her cherished great-uncle, Baby Harper: “‘Babyhoney Harpercelery’…an 

unexpectedly pleasurable combination of flavors that made me wobbly in the knees” (43). 

Discussing her long-term relationship with Leo, Linda comments, “I fell in love with Leo the 

moment he told me his first name, which tasted of parsnips” (77). Similarly, regarding her first 

boyfriend, Wade, Linda comments that “he was unremarkable, except for the taste of his 

name…‘Wade’ was orange sherbet in [her] mouth” (36). While Linda is aware that she has no 

control over the sensory response a word produces, these incomings nonetheless influence the 

way she consciously sees others and the feelings she actively fosters for them. 

Faced with the involuntary influence of her synesthesia as shown above, Linda seeks to 

suppress the “incomings” and to use them to her advantage. After Kelly convinces her to vie for 

the role of “smart girl” in high school, Linda finds a way to “stop, or at least minimize…the 

‘incomings’” (21). Linda and Kelly discover that chewing tobacco can overpower “every one of 

the incomings” and that “cigarettes [are] even better than the dipping tobacco” (22-23). Later in 

life, Linda also learns that “alcohol and sex made the incomings barely noticeable” (154). Linda 



recognizes the way that, regarding her synesthesia, it is her “brain alone that is at work. The brain 

is a willful dictatorial processor, and unless it is diverted (good sex) or chemically manipulated 

(nicotine or alcohol), the brain prevails over the tongue” (155). In growing up with her ever-

present auditory-gustatory synesthesia, Linda also learns how to manipulate her ability to her 

advantage. Linda notes that when she was eleven, she “had just learned the trick of stringing 

together words to produce the tastes that [she] wanted” (73). In coping with her mother 

DeAnne’s abysmal cooking, Linda learns that saying aloud the word “again” produces the flavor 

of pancake syrup. Linda explains, “each repetition of ‘again’ was a revelation. The faster I said 

it, the more intense and mouth-filling the taste became” (75). Linda learns that a word could not 

only “diminish and deflect” but also “fulfill and satisfy” (75). Linda ultimately understands that 

while she cannot control the effect of her synesthesia on her day-to-day life, she can take 

advantage of this ability for her own benefit. Linda equates this use of her synesthesia to when a 

person “touch[es] [themselves] for the sake of pleasure” and states, “we all have to learn how to 

use what we were born with for something other than the functional and the obvious” (75). Linda 

cannot control how she sees the world, but she can use her synesthesia to influence the way she 

lives within it. 

As an involuntary quality of her identity and experience, Linda’s synesthesia serves as a 

potent allegory for race. In using synesthesia as an allegory, the politicized filter is removed, and 

one better understands the effect of being misunderstood based on an involuntary aspect of 

identity, such as one’s race. This effect is best seen when Linda discovers a PBS documentary on 

synesthesia while watching television. From the beginning, the reader notices the non-

synesthetic interviewer’s inability to understand synesthesia as a different, but neutral, lens 

through which a person perceives the world, rather than a limitation or affliction. The 

interviewer 



asks a man with synesthesia, “Would you say that living with synesthesia has been disruptive to 

your day-to-day life?” (217). The synesthetic man counters this question by asking, “Would you 

say that living with your sense of smell or your eyesight has been disruptive to your day-to-day 

life?” (217). The man rebels against the interviewer’s attempt to conflate the notion of 

“different” with “worse”; his synesthesia means he sees the world in a way that does not conform 

to the usual five sense rule, but who is to say that any of us experience the world in the same 

way? Throughout the documentary, there is an attempt to “other” the people with synesthesia 

and to diminish their experiences as “worse.” By experiencing the documentary from Linda’s 

point of view, the reader sees the minute microaggressions that language regarding differences 

can produce. The documentary defines synesthesia as “the involuntary mixing of the senses,” to 

which Linda rebukes, “Is your hearing or your eyesight involuntary? They are automatic and, if 

you’re lucky, always present” (218). Similarly, the documentary states that the man from the 

interview “suffered from auditory-gustatory synesthesia” and Linda interjects, “Suffered?...We 

suffered your insult, sir!” (218). In a second interview with a baker who hears colors, the 

interviewer attempts again to define the man based only on his synesthesia, asking “why he 

became a baker” and whether he ever considered “a career in music or, perhaps, as a visual 

artist” (227). The man responds that he became a baker “because that was what the army taught 

[him] to do” (227). In attempting to cover the story of his synesthesia, the interviewer ignores 

that his synesthesia is only a single part of who he is, and does not determine his entire life or 

outweigh his personal history. Bitter in the Mouth as a novel itself rebukes the notion of a single-

story based on one part of an identity: Linda is a quasi-Asian-American with synesthesia, yet that 

is but a fraction of who she is, and it does not define her identity. Synesthesia in this work serves 

as an effective allegory for race because it shows the ways people who consider themselves as 



“normal” often attempt to make claims or draw conclusions about a person based on their race 

through othering language rather than trying to understand them as a multifaceted human being. 

In discussing control and allegories, we dance around the most important point that 

Linda’s synesthesia makes about language: language is a construct that does not bear as much 

authority as we believe it does. Language is subjective and influenced by personal experience, 

rather than being a universal medium of communication. Linda discusses this in explaining her 

limitations when describing her synesthesia and finding a match for her first memory of a bitter 

taste: “I have not yet found a corresponding flavor in food or in metaphor. But such a ‘match,’ 

even if identified, would only allow me the illusion of communication and you the illusion of 

understanding” (15). Linda continues by explaining, “I could claim, for example, that my first 

memory was the taste of an unripe banana, and many in the world would nod their heads, 

familiar with this unpleasantness. But we haven’t all tasted the same unripe fruit” (15). Linda 

describes the deconstructionist notion that, while we use the same words to communicate with 

each other, those words pass through a filter of our own personal experience which often creates 

a disparity between what is said and what is meant. Linda proposes that language exists to create 

a feeling of togetherness and safety, saying, “In order to feel not so alone in the world, we blur 

the lines of our subjective memories, and we say to one another, ‘I know exactly what you 

mean!’” (15). Linda’s connection to language through taste allows her a unique perspective into 

the way language really only exists two-dimensionally. When discovering the way words and 

their associated flavors could be pleasurable, Linda explains, “I...had to disregard the meanings 

of the words if I wanted to enjoy what the words could offer me” (74). Linda recognizes how 

“the letting go of meaning” is “a difficult step” because of the way we revere words as 

“resourceful and revealing” (74). Linda asserts that “we [grab] onto words because we [think] 



they could save us” (74). Linda believes that “to let go of meaning [is] to allow for the possibility 

that words didn’t hold within them [the] promise of salvation” (74). She is challenging the way 

words are so dogmatically accepted and relied upon without considering their limitations. By 

experiencing flavors of words that are independent of their meaning, Linda learns to reject her 

world’s unquestioning belief in language’s reliability.  

This proposed fallibility of language would not be so disconcerting if it did not have 

implications in the way we, as humans, relate to one another. In order to communicate our 

experiences to one another, we push what we want to say through the medium of language, doing 

away with the incommunicable notions they provoke. However, the limitations of language do 

not have to limit the way we relate to one another, as long as we become comfortable with not 

fully understanding. During the PBS documentary, a woman with synesthesia describes the 

feeling a certain sentence induces in her and asks the interviewer, “Do you see what I mean?” 

(221). Linda comments, “the interviewer couldn’t see what [she] meant. Nor could I. Not really. 

But the difference was that I believed her. The interviewer didn’t” (221). Linda emphasizes that 

it is less important that we fully understand each other and more important that we just believe a 

person when they try to communicate their experience. Linda knows exactly how necessary it is 

to be believed because of her experiences telling her mother about her synesthesia: “I told her 

‘mom’ tasted of chocolate milk. DeAnne, when she had heard this fact, had told me to hush my 

mouth” (247). When Linda returns home after breaking up with Leo, she re-meets her mother, 

now referred to as DeAnne Whately Hammerick, and shows her the PBS documentary on 

synesthesia. The next morning, DeAnne Whately Hammerick says “she had watched the 

program four times” (244-245). Her first question for Linda after viewing the program was “how 

much did it hurt...not to be believed?” (246). When Linda tells DeAnne Whately Hammerick that 



“mom” tastes of chocolate milk, she asks, “low-fat or whole?” (247). It is unlikely that Linda’s 

mother could ever completely understand how it feels to taste words as Linda does, however it 

is the act of believing her and asking questions about her experience that brings Linda closer to 

her mother. DeAnne Whately Hammerick expressing empathy is more important to Linda than 

her knowing exactly how she feels. We do not have to be in complete mutual understanding to 

connect with one another. 

Linda’s synesthesia acts as a catalyst that leads her to explore and question language’s 

subtle influence on our attitudes and its shortcomings as a medium of communication. The lack 

of control over her synesthesia makes her consider the involuntary factors that affect our 

emotions and posits that we are less in control of our experience than we believe. The way 

people without synesthesia react to and speak about the condition shows the way we create 

perceptions of the “other” through specific language, especially when it comes to race. Through 

exploring her experiences with synesthesia, Linda ultimately considers the effect of language on 

our perception of others. Bitter in the Mouth contends that we hold onto illusions of complete 

understanding “in order to not feel so alone in the world” (15). However, Linda discovers that to 

know someone is not the same as totally understanding them. Instead, Linda shows that faith is 

more important than comprehension; one does not have to completely grasp a person’s 

experience to believe them. There is only so much about how our reactions that we can control; 

we cannot control what we do and do not comprehend, but we can decide what we believe. In 

acknowledging that we communicate through a language based on subjective ideas, we can 

recognize that we need to work to see people fully. 


