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ABSTRACT 

 This dissertation explores the coming-of-age processes of characters that are perceived as 

marginal as a result of migratory experiences involving the Caribbean and the United States.  

Through the theoretical frameworks of Cultural Studies, Postcolonial Studies, Gender Studies, 

Sexuality Studies, Race and Ethnicity Studies, New Historicism, and Narratology, this project 

addresses issues of race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality in the works of Edwidge Danticat and 

Junot Díaz.   

The characters in Edwidge Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory, The Farming of Bones, and 

Krik? Krak!, in addition to those in Junot Díaz’s Drown, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, 

and This Is How You Lose Her experience cultural challenges as a result of their migratory 

experiences.  In the midst of migration involving Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and the United 

States, these characters discover hegemonic, cultural circumstances with which they find it 

difficult or impossible to identify.  This ultimately creates a crisis of identity as well as 

considerable challenges that inhibit the coming-of-age process. 

The migratory characters in these texts ultimately come of age through the moment of 

discernment in which they discover that complete assimilation to United States cultural 

communities is undesirable; as is total dissimilation from Dominican and Haitian cultural 

communities.  Through wearing cultural masks that are imposed upon them by the dominant, 

hegemonic other and cultural masks that are self-imposed, these characters find a way to be 

empowered amid the migratory circumstances that marginalize them. 
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CHAPTER I 

A THEORETICAL INTRODUCTION: 

THE BILDUNGSROMAN CARIBEÑOUNIDENSE 

La literatura latinoestadounidense está íntimamente ligada a los movimientos 
migratorios y diaspóricos.  Esta condición hace que este fenómeno conlleve una 
profunda preocupación por lo identitario que trata de generar una respuesta a la 
visión hegemónica en los Estados Unidos. (Rodeño 59) 
 

The purpose of this doctoral dissertation is to discuss the fissures of identity and the 

resulting emergences of newly conceived identities as they apply to the gendered, sexual, racial, 

cultural, and ethnic U.S./Caribbean experiences.  It is important not to separate the discussions of 

these elements of identity because they are all mutually-informative to the cultural aesthetic of 

persons and characters with ties to the Caribbean and the United States.  Race, ethnicity, gender, 

and sexuality are all cultural productions regardless of whether they are viewed as normative in 

any given sociocultural context. 

In this dissertation, I approach the syncretism of these elements of identity, focusing on 

the process through which cultures produce myths of which identities are normative and which 

are not.  As the genre lens of this study is the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense, a recurring 

theme is cultural inclusion and marginalization as a direct result of migration.  Therefore, 

cultural discourses are always integrated in the coming-of-age processes of characters that are 

perceived as marginal at the outset of the narratives. 

In the following sections of this introduction, I define and provide contextual frameworks 

for terms that are integral to this study such as “Bildungsroman” and “Caribeñounidense.”  
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Additionally, I briefly introduce postcolonial theory and the sociocultural context of the spaces 

of the Caribbean and the United States for the purposes of this study.  These introductions serve 

as a contextual framework for the textual analysis and argumentation in the following four 

chapters.    

Bildungsroman 

The Bildungsroman is the coming-of-age novel.  Many texts that are part of this genre 

recount how marginal characters come to terms with societal obstacles that impede personal 

freedom and happiness.  On the other hand, the Bildungsroman can also involve a protagonist 

that is not in a marginal position of the society that s/he inhabits.  Rather, in some cases it is an 

educational novel in which a protagonist comes to terms with societal rules and norms.  

However, in this dissertation, I focus on characters that experience marginalization as a result of 

migration involving the Caribbean and the United States and it is this sort of coming-of-age 

process to which I refer in using the term Bildungsroman.   

The genre of the Bildungsroman flourished in 18th century Germany, yet it could be 

compared to other genres that appeared centuries earlier like British texts of roguery and the 

Spanish picaresque novel.  As is the case with most literary genres, the Bildungsroman exists in 

various literary canons and contexts.  For example, Jane Eyre, by Charlotte Brontë, Oliver Twist, 

by Charles Dickens, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, by James Joyce, The Catcher in the 

Rye, by J.D. Salinger, The Jungle Book, by R. Kipling, and even The Adventures of Huckleberry 

Finn, by Mark Twain could all be regarded through the Bildungsroman lens.  The malleability of 

the genre proves that cultural difference and resulting marginalization is, albeit unjustifiably so, 

part of the human experience.  The true irony in this statement is that cultural difference and 

marginalization as a result of migratory experiences is one of the unifying factors of the 
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Bildungsroman that exists outside of the confines of the traditional, European, and Western 

manifestations of the genre.  Nevertheless, the social values that position certain characters in a 

marginal space vary from one society to another.  Social values that are regarded as normative by 

the mainstream can be different in Santo Domingo than they are in Port-au-Prince.  For example, 

a notable cultural difference is which races are regarded as mainstream and which races are 

perceived as peripheral in these areas, which I explore in chapters two and three.  At the same 

time, however, they share some of the same historical struggles such as European colonization, 

dictatorship, slavery, and migration. 

The various strata of colonization to which the Caribbean has been subjected are quite 

complex and diversified.  Individuals that identify as Caribbean are subjected to a variety of 

hegemonies that are Western, African, and indigenous to the Caribbean.  When these same 

individuals experience migration to the United States, the set of mainstream values to which they 

are exposed becomes modified.  The social systems that create adversity for protagonists are 

very complex and often changing, and the protagonists’ coming-to-terms with these challenges 

provides readers with a unique, personal vantage point to regard culture.  Interpreting these texts 

through the critical lens of Bildungsroman caribeñounidense subverts Western, United States, 

and Caribbean sets of cultural imperialism in addition to the contingencies of the genre itself.   

In “Defining Bildungsroman as a Genre,” Marianne Hirsch Gottfried and David Miles 

write that “the Bildungsroman maintains a peculiar balance between the social and the personal 

and explores their interaction” (122).  This definition of the Bildungsroman suggests that it is a 

harmonious textual resolution of mutual, societal and personal conflicts.  The word choice of 

“peculiar” implies that this textual harmony is unique to the genre, the society in question, and/or 

the character whose journey is related to readers.   
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Societies are culturally informed.  Society is the embodiment of supposed cultural 

acceptability and therefore establishes which public behaviors are acceptable and which ones are 

not.  However, in the spirit of the discussion of Caribbean diasporas, it is crucial to consider the 

multitude of cultures and, consequently, societies that are involved in the narratives.  The 

Bildungsroman narrates a search for identity and a self-actualization that, in many cases, is 

impossible in reality.  Rather, textual reality and the characters that inhabit it are created in a 

certain way that permits a resolution of this dissonance.   

On the other hand, the Bildungsroman is a metafictional genre.  The cultural hegemonies 

that position characters in marginal spaces and the ensuing personal struggles are plausible and 

relatable to the authors’ experiences.  The text in question is therefore the meeting point between 

the experiences of its author—whether personal, relayed to him or her by another, or fictional—

and the cultural realities of its readers.  In other words, the aesthetics of the text yield to the 

potential empowerment of a marginalized protagonist to overcome societal obstacles and to 

become self-actualized upon the text’s conclusion.  Regardless of whether the protagonist is 

fictional is often a moot point.  Although to different degrees, cultural realities are unavoidable 

even in fiction, and they can plausibly marginalize certain subjects based on any sort of cultural 

difference. 

The Bildungsroman also involves the hiding of certain personal identities in the public 

sphere in order to gain acceptance: “Bildung is the organic unfolding of a totality of human 

capacities by the contact with worldly experiential powers, a process which results in an 

accommodation to those powers” (Gottfried and Miles, 122).  The protagonist may not 

completely modify his or her own identity to one that is perceived as acceptable.  Rather, the 

public representation of personal identity might simply adhere to societal norms.  The 
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Bildungsroman is a genre that can be subversive of the norm or can go along with the 

mainstream.   

François Jost confirms this argument as he writes that Bildung “est le processus par 

lequel l’être humain devient l’image de l’agent, s’identifie avec son modèle, avec son créateur” 

(98-99).  Interpreting the human being to which Jost refers as the protagonist, s/he becomes 

transformed to the image of historical creation and agency that positions her or him on the 

margins of the society that s/he inhabits.  This interpretation, however, is too hegemonic and 

utopian for the cultural multiplicities that engender the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense.  When 

diasporas are involved, we find that over-arching assimilation to and gaining societal acceptance 

within the hegemonic powers that marginalize characters is considerably challenging, but 

possible, to accomplish.  By the same token, assimilation may also be simply undesirable to 

characters that are marginalized.  Approaching the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense begs the 

following questions:  1) How does the protagonist become self-actualized in a context of cultural 

hegemony?  2) In the process of Bildung, what/who is transformed?  Jost refers to Bildung as a 

process.  The author, the protagonist, and other characters including readers are all parties 

involved in the process.  However, some are actively involved and others are passively involved.  

In this sense, the Bildungsroman is a question of engagement, culture, society, and agency.   

We can also consider Jost’s quotation regarding the Bildungsroman as attributing “l’être 

humain” to readers.  The concept of imagery and agency that he presents implies that the reader 

sees the text through the eyes of the narrative voice.  This is the case with any genre.  By 

contending that human beings become the image of agency, readers have the choice of whether 

their interpretations align with the mainstream or with the marginalized character.   
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According to James Hardin in his edited volume entitled Reflection and Action (1991), 

Bildung tends to be ‘lost in translation.’  He states that it is “a developmental process” and “a 

collective name for the cultural and spiritual values of a specific people or social stratum in a 

given historical epoch and by extension the achievement of learning about the same body of 

knowledge and acceptance of the value system it implies” (xi-xii).  He further states that 

“Bildung is a slippery concept [. . .] that is bound to our interpretation of cultural values” (xii).    

The contention that the Bildungsroman is a genre that narrates the coming of age of a character 

that is marginalized by values of the society that he or she inhabits is undoubtedly over-

simplifying the ability of the genre as a social outlet for the discussion of identity.   

This presents the fundamental problem with the Bildungsroman.  It involves the 

accepting and accommodation to certain cultural values.  However, when diasporas are involved, 

characters are often divided between more than one culture that are often in conflict with one 

another.  The solution of this problem is the discussion of the Bildungsroman in hegemonic and 

counter-hegemonic terms.  A hegemonic Bildungsroman is when the marginalized protagonist 

comes-of-age and becomes contentedly self-actualized as an accepted member of the society that 

he or she inhabits.  The counter-hegemonic Bildungsroman is when the marginalized protagonist 

comes of age and becomes self-actualized without being accepted in the mainstream, regardless 

of whether this acceptance is desired.  This is the subversion of hegemony at its best: the 

questioning of the relationship between personal identity and societal norms. 

Caribeñounidense 

I use the term “caribeñounidense” to refer to texts that represent the identities of people 

groups that are subjected, either willingly or forcibly, to diasporic cultural experiences involving 

the Caribbean and the United States.  By using this term, I mean that these texts are 
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simultaneously both Caribbean and US instead of being either Caribbean or US.  One could 

perhaps use the terms “US-Caribbean,” “Caribbean-US,” “US/Caribbean,” or “Caribbean/US.”  

However, these terms are problematic in the sense that the slash in the term “US/Caribbean” may 

imply that the texts are either US or Caribbean, and the concept of the hyphen in the term “US-

Caribbean” implies a stable border space of identity.  These terms do not do justice to the 

complexity and instability cultures that experience migration.  However, the lack of the hyphen 

in the term “caribeñounidense” delineates the necessary instability for the discussion of identities 

that involve cultural ties to the Caribbean and the United States.  Antonio Benítez-Rojo, in La 

isla que se repite (1998), refers to the Caribbean’s “fragmentación, su inestabilidad, su recíproco 

aislamiento, su desarraigo, su complejidad cultural, su dispersa historiografía, su contingencia y 

su provisionalidad” (15).  Benítez-Rojo also calls into question this definition of the ‘Caribbean’ 

by means of the hegemonic “intención de aplicar ‘acá’ los métodos y dogmas de ‘allá’” (15).   

The problem of North American hegemony that Benítez-Rojo proposes is too simplistic 

for the complexity that is involved in the cultural experiences of migration involving the cultural 

realities of the Caribbean and the United States.  The forced application of a foreign system to 

one’s own culture is a bedrock principle of hegemony and colonialism.  However, Benítez-Rojo 

is unclear about the “here” and the “there” to which he refers.  Rather than being static cultural 

constructions, the Caribbean and the United States are both culturally heterogeneous and 

complementary.  United States cultures have influenced Caribbean cultures and vice versa.  In 

addition to delineating Caribbean identity, United States identity, and the unifying of the 

Caribbean diasporic community, the portmanteau “caribeñounidense” deconstructs the space and 

any alleged cultural differences between the Caribbean and the United States.  Caribeñounidense 

texts invoke cultural explosions that are solely the result of the diasporic fugue involving the 
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United States and the Caribbean.  Through the analysis of these texts, we come to conceptualize 

the aesthetics of the diasporic Caribbean and United States in a far more fluid way. 

In light of theoreticians on mimesis and metaphysics such as Socrates, Plato, and 

Aristotle, in addition to postmodernists and postcolonialists such as Homi Bhabha, Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak, and Edward Said, a distinction must be made between reality, perception, 

and representation.  As cultures are migratory, their representations are selective and therefore 

yield to far more subjectivity than objectivity.  For example, in a text that represents a cultural 

other with which the narrative voice does not identify, a discourse emerges that implicitly 

represents the culture with which, either consciously or unconsciously, the narrative voice 

identifies.  Through a text that is representative of the cultural self with which the narrative voice 

identifies, a discourse of cultural otherness comes to fruition.  The self and the other join to 

create a discourse that consists of harmonious and polyphonous voices.  The din can often make 

it challenging to isolate and hear individual voices.  However, the peeling of the cultural layers 

allows us to come to appreciate the aesthetic of culture for its collectivity and individuality. 

Through research and analysis of Bildungsromane by Edwidge Danticat and Junot Díaz, I 

prove that diasporas—whether transnational, narrative, racial, ethnic, cultural, gendered, or 

sexual—become unified without being homogenized.  This empowers under-represented people 

groups with cultural ties to more than one place—in this case, The Dominican Republic, Haiti, 

and the United States—to have a voice that must be heard; a voice that demystifies the myths of 

difference and the supposition that representation is always mimetic and comprehensive. 

Primary Texts and Existing Literary Criticism 

This study analyzes the following texts:  Drown (1996), The Brief Wondrous Life of 

Oscar Wao (2007), and This Is How You Lose Her (2013), by Dominican-American Junot Díaz; 
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Krik? Krak! (1995), Breath, Eyes, Memory (1998), and The Farming of Bones (1999) by Haitian-

American Edwidge Danticat.  These texts are crucial to this dissertation because they can all be 

read and interpreted through the lens of the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense.  Also, they 

convey to readers a sentiment of both unity and uniqueness in the experiences that they recount. 

The focal point of this dissertation is the coming-of-age processes of characters that 

experience migration involving Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and the United States.  There are 

certain areas of Caribbean and Caribbean diasporic letters that are not included as primary 

sources in this study; namely, authors with cultural ties to Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Lesser Antilles, 

and mainland, Latin American, Caribbean authors with cultural ties to Mexico, Central 

American, and South American countries.  The field of Caribbean and Caribbean diasporic 

letters is so rich, that any project that encompasses the entire region and its diasporas is simply 

infeasible.  Caribbean diasporas are not limited to the island of Hispaniola to the United States.   

Two of the seminal authors in the case of Puerto Rican migration to the United States are Pedro 

Pietri and Piri Thomas.  In the case of Cuba, one must consider José Martí and Achy Obejas.  In 

terms of Martinique, a great deal of research has been done and can continue to be explored in 

regard to the transatlantic diasporas and engagement with a European context of the African 

diaspora, courtesy of Aimé Césaire, Édouard Glisssant, Frantz Fanon, Raphaël Confiant, and 

Patrick Chamoiseau.1   

I have selected Edwidge Danticat’s and Junot Díaz’s for this study because of the way in 

which they dialogue with one another.  For that matter, Edwidge Danticat and Junot Díaz have 

even collaborated together on projects, such as Danticat’s interview of Junot Díaz regarding The 

                                                
1 These lists of authors are certainly not exhaustive.  I merely hope to indicate that I am aware of these literary 
movements but have not included these and other authors as primary sources in this dissertation for reasons of 
pragmatics. 
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Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.  In reference to his use of footnotes in this text, Díaz 

references Texaco by Patrick Chamoiseau (92).  Díaz’s and Chamoiseau’s texts dialogue with 

one another in the sense that they both use footnoes; a rarity in fiction.  They also both share 

themes of the Caribbean and Caribbean diasporas.  However, Díaz’s texts deal with migration 

involving the island of Hispaniola and the United States, whereas Chamoiseau deals with 

migration involving Martinique and France.  Moreover, Patrick Chamoiseau is one of the key 

players in the négritude and créolité movements, and these terms in French take on very different 

cultural meanings than acriollamiento and negritud in Spanish.  Nevertheless, despite the fact 

that this dissertation focuses on diasporas involving the island of Hispaniola and the United 

States, albeit not all-encompassing, the analyses and conclusions that it posits point to other 

Caribbean contexts in addition to conveying a broader understanding of the Caribbean and 

Caribbean diasporas as a whole.      

In regard to published dissertations and theses, these authors have been researched 

individually.  For example, One can find Exposing the African Diaspora in Caryl Phillips [sic] 

The Atlantic Sound and Edwidge Danticat’s The Farming of  Bones (2009) by Katuraka 

Monique Alston, A Textual Caribbean: Voices of the Multitude in Junot Díaz’s The Brief 

Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2014) by Erin Michelle Arendse, La experiencia del exilio: La 

clase social, el idioma, los géneros sexuales y la identidad en textos seleccionados de Julia 

Alvarez, Loida Maritza Perez y Junot Díaz: Escritores dominico-americanos (2008) by Nalda R. 

Baez, Trans-Colonial Historiographic Praxis: Dis-memberment, Memory, and Third-Space 

Chicana, Latina, and Caribbean Feminist Embodied re/membrance (2010) by Lapetra Rochelle 

Bowman, The Only Way Out is in: Performative Engagements of Escape in Contemporary 

American Art (2013) by Katherine Maureen Brewer Ball, The Black Maternal: Heterogeneity 
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and Resistance in Literary Representations of Black Mothers in 20th Century African American 

and Afro-Caribbean Women’s Fiction (2008) by Kinitra Dechaun Brooks, Blowback: The 

Rewriting of American Imperialism After the Cold War (2013) by Clara Burke, Letting in the 

Outsider: Tradition, Ethnicity, and Gender Confusion in the Twenty-First Century Coming-of-

Age Novel (2011) by Christine Cincotta, Haiti Re-Membered: Exile, Diaspora, and 

Transnational Imaginings in the Writings of Edwidge Danticat and Myriam Chancy (2009) by 

Nadege Tanite Clitandre, The Figure of Woman and the Distractions of Desire: Psychoanalysis, 

Postcolonial Theory and the Translation of Difference (2007) by Clare Counihan, Between Us 

there is Bread and Salt: Food in the Novels of Edwidge Danticat, Gisele Pineau, and Lakshmi 

Persaud (2013) by Robyn Cope, Mapping Intersections: Black Women’s Identities and the 

Politics of Home in Transnational Black American Women’s Fiction (2006) by Sandra Caona 

Duvivier, From Home to Heimat: Reading and Translating Cross-Cultural Literature (2012) by 

Selma Erdogdu-Volmerich, History and Transnational Identities in Junot Díaz’s The Brief 

Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2010) by Brian Joseph Flores, Dominicanidad in Contra 

(Diction): Marginality, Migration and the Narration of a Dominican National Identity (2008) by 

Lorgia García Peña, From Shadow to Substance: The Figure of the Mother-Artist in 

Contemporary American Fiction (1999) by Nancy Faith Gerber, “Qui Chile Sa?”: The 

Representation of Intergenerational Relationships in Caribbean Women’s Writing: Merle 

Collins, Lakshmi Persaud, Edwidge Danticat, and Paule Marshall (2009) by Wendy Elizabeth 

Grant, Questions of Apprenticeship in African and Caribbean Narratives: Gender, Journey, and 

Development (2001) by MaryEllen Higgins, Reading the Reiterative: Concordance Mapping and 

the American Novel (2006) by Jeffrey Allan Jaeckle, Children for Ransom: Reading Ibeji as a 

Catalyst for Reconstructing Motherhood in Caribbean Women’s Writing (2005) by Nadia I. 
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Johnson, Transnational Feminist Agency in African and Afro-Diasporic Fiction and Film (2010) 

by Jessie Zondiwe Kabwila Kapasula, Embodying History: Women, Representation, and 

Resistance in Twentieth Century Southern African and Caribbean Literature (2006) by April 

Conley Kilinski, The Politics of Pleasure and Play in Latino/a Literature and Performance 

(2010) by Albert Sergio Laguna, A Woman’s Legacy: Conflict in the Mother-Daughter 

Relationship in Contemporary American Fiction (2007) by Jacqueline Lautin, A Literary History 

of Sugarcane Discourse in the Works of James Grainger and Junot Díaz (2012) by Michael 

Linder, At the Kitchen Table: Women and Food in Late Twentieth-Century U.S. Multiethnic and 

Global Women’s Literature (2012) by Allyson Denise Marino, The Open Wound: Writing Black 

Female Bodies (2011) by Stacie Selmon McCormick, The United States’ “Empire State of 

Mind”: Identity and Postcolonialism in a Post-9/11 World (2010) by Margaret Ann McGill, 

Fertile Matters in Caribbean History: Contemporary Fictional Revisions of the Sexual and 

Textual Lives of Women (2014) by Laura Mellem, In Zones of Contact (Combat): Dominican 

Narratives of Migration and Displacements in the United States and Puerto Rico (2008) by 

Danny Méndez, Breaking into the Borderlands: Double Consciousness, Latina and Latino 

Misplacements (2001) by Claudia Milian, Transnational Compositionality and Hemon, 

Shteyngart, Díaz; a No Man’s Land, etc. (2009) by Joshua D. Miner, Narrating Resistance 

through Failure: Queer Temporality and Reevaluations of Success in Junot Díaz’s The Brief 

Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2013) by Kristina Mitchell, Skirting History: Decolonizing 

Strategies in Caribbean Women’s Literature (2002) by Kathryn Elizabeth Morris, The Effects of 

Class, Ethnicity, and Gender Bias on Female Coming of Age as Portrayed in Postmodern 

American Novels (2006) by Patricia L. Norman, Originary Embodiments: The Female Body and 

Narratives of Ethnic Origin in the Contemporary United States (1998) by Janice Louise 
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Okoomian, Graphic Language: Politics, Popular Art, and Latina/o Literature (2012) by William 

Erwin Orchard, The Empire and the Garden: Exile and Education in Three Caribbean Texts 

(2007) by Regina Kathleen Ortiz, Motherhood, Declined: Negotiating Maternal Subjectivities in 

Irish and Caribbean Novels, 1934-2007 (2010) by Abigail L. Palko, Challenges to Western 

Constructs of Motherhood in Novels by Danticat, Erdrich, and Tan (2012) by Cassandra M. 

Peay, Transamerican Ghosts: The Face, the Abyss, and the Dead of New World Post-Coloniality 

(2008) by Richard Perez, Negotiating an Identity—Dirty Realism in Latin America (2013) by 

Mayka S. Puente de Righi, Women of African Ancestry’s Contribution to Scholarship: Voices 

through Fiction (2005) by Ekua A. Quansah, Misery Baby: A (Re)Vision of the Bildungsroman 

by Caribbean and United States Black Women Writers (2005) by Heather Emily Rellihan, 

“Paginas en Blanco”: Transmissions of Trauma in Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of 

Oscar Wao (2012) by Catalina Rivera, Intimate Geographies: Romance and the Rhetoric of 

Female Desire in Contemporary Historical Fiction by Caribbean American Women Writers 

(2007) by Marion Christina Rohrleitner, Identity in Motion: The Symbiotic Connection between 

Migration and Identity in Four 20th Century Novels by African Diasporic Women Writers (2011) 

by Tosha Sampson-Choma, Queer Hybrid Heroes: Non-Heteronormative Masculinities in the 

Diaspora (2013) by Zeltzyn Rubí Sánchez Lozoya, Rituals of Resistance in Contemporary 

Latino Fiction: Queering Masculinity, Matrimony, and Motherhood in the Works of Junot Díaz 

and Nicholasa Mohr (2011) by Ana María Santiago, (Re)Mapping the Black Atlantic: Violence, 

Affect, and Subjectivity in Contemporary Caribbean Women’s Migration Literature (2007) by 

Barbara L. Shaw, Oscar Wao and Literary Blackness: Decoding the GhettoNerd (2009) by 

Caitlin D. Solis, Re-Envisioning History: Memory, Myth and Fiction in Literary Representations 

of the Trujillato (2009) by Christina E. Stokes, Curiosity Seekers, Time Travelers, and Avant-
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Garde Artists: U.S. American Literary and Artistic Responses to the Occupation of Haiti (1915—

1934) (2013) by Shelley Stevens, Women Resisting Violence: Locating Community in 

Contemporary Novels from the Americas and South Asia (2007) by Shreerekha Subramanian, A 

Woman’s Cry for Parity in Breath, Eyes, Memory, Woman at Point Zero and A Caged Virgin 

(2013) by Nosheen Tabassum, After the Fact: Contemporary Feminist Fiction and Historical 

Trauma (2001) by Heidi Janean Tiedemann, To Fanon, with Love: Women Writers of the African 

Diaspora Interrupting Violence, Masculinity, and Nation-Formation (2010) by Yolande M.S. 

Tomlinson, Passages to (be) Longing: Contemporary Black Novels of Diaspora and Dislocation 

(2012) by Tuire Maritta Valkeakari, Cartographic Memories and Geographies of Pain: Bodily 

Representations in Caribbean Women’s Art (2006) by Belinda Deneen Wallace, and 

Remembering Bodies: Subject Formation in the Neo-Plantation Narrative (2008) by Alia 

Christine Yap.   

In addition to the aforementioned criticism, only eight dissertations and theses have 

critically grouped Edwidge Danticat with Junot Díaz.  One can find Unfoundational Fictions: 

Undefining Nation and National Identity in Contemporary Novels from the Dominican Republic 

and Haiti (2013) by Virginia Arreola, Voicing a Lost History through Photography in 

Hispaniola’s Diasporic Literature (2007) by Melissa Dee Birkhofer, Ethical Engagement: 

Critical Strategies for Approaching Autoethnographic Fiction (2011) by Sandra Cox, 

Fragmented Memories: The Archival Turn in Contemporary Caribbean Literature and Visual 

Culture (2013) by Marta Fernández Campa, Towards a Trans-Caribbean Poetics: A New 

Aesthetics of Power and Resistance (2011) by Daynalí Flores-Rodriguez, Defiant Bodies: 

Discursive Power and Resistance in the Post-Dictatorship Novels of Julia Alvarez, Edwidge 

Danticat and Junot Díaz (2011) by Simon Lewsen, Narratives of Displacement: The Evolution 
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of the Caribbean-American Transnational Narrative (2008) by Jill Toliver Richardson, and 

“Rayano:” Una nueva metáfora para explicar la dominicanidad (2010) by Ramon Victoriano-

Martinez.  However, no dissertations or theses are available that group the six texts that I analyze 

in this doctoral dissertation.  As a result of this previous research, it is clear that the field of 

Caribbean diasporas to the United States is both richly established and open to new 

interpretations and contributions.     

There are also a number of scholarly articles that analyze the works of Edwidge Danticat 

as well as Junot Díaz’s writing.  One can find “M/othering the Nation: Women’s Bodies as 

Nationalist Trope in Edwidge Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory” by Simone A. James Alexander, 

“‘How lucky for you that your tongue can taste the “r” in “Parsley’”: Trauma Theory and the 

Literature of Hispaniola” by Mónica G. Ayuso, “Comic Book Realism: Form and Genre in Junot 

Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao” and “In and Out of the Mainstream: Dominican-

American Identity in Junot Díaz’s ‘How to Date a Browngirl, Blackgirl, Whitegirl, or Halfie’” 

by Daniel Bautista, “Défilée’s Diasporic Daughters: Revolutionary Narratives of Ayiti (Haiti), 

Nanchon (Nation), and Dyaspora (Diaspora) in Edwidge Danticat’s Krik? Krak!” by Jana Evans 

Braziel, “Passageways of Remembrance” by Sarah Callahan, “Figures of Flight and Entrapment 

in Edwidge Danticat’s Krik? Krak!” by Wilson C. Chen, “History and Cultural Identity in 

Haitian Literature” by Suzanne Crosta, “Memory, Gender, Race and Class: Edwidge Danticat’s 

The Farming of Bones” by Nandini Dhar, “‘Silences Too Horrific to Disturb’: Writing Sexual 

Histories in Edwidge Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory” by Donette A. Francis, “Literatura de 

violencia para tiempos de paz: Nuestra señora de la noche de Mayra Santos-Febres y The Brief 

Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao de Junot Díaz” by Guillermo B. Irizarry, “Post-Emigration: Mental 

and Emotional Unrest” by Cynthia Johnson, “Challenging Internal Colonialism: Edwidge 
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Danticat’s Feminist Emancipatory Enterprise” by Newtona Johnson, “History, Hair, and 

Reimagining Racial Categories in Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao” by 

Ashley Kunsa, “Introduction: Caribbean Women Writers in Exile” by Carol P. Marsh-Lockett 

and Elizabeth J. West, “‘Looking for the Dawn’ in Danticat’s The Farming of Bones” and 

“‘Naming’ Sebastien: Celebrating Men in Edwidge Danticat’s The Farming of Bones” by W. 

Todd Martin, “Reclaiming Silenced & Erased Histories: The Paratextual Devices of 

Historiographic Metafiction” by Leah McCormack, “Analyzing the Problematic Mother-

Daughter Relationship in Edwidge Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory” by Masoumeh Mehni, 

“Preternatural Narration and the Lens of Genre Fiction in Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life 

of Oscar Wao” by T.S. Miller, “Debunking Myths, Destabilizing Identities: A Reading of Junot 

Díaz’s ‘How to Date a Browngirl, Blackgirl, Whitegirl, or Halfie” by Marisel Moreno, 

“Immigrant Writing: Changing the Contours of a National Literature” by Bharati Mukherjee, 

“Los negocios de una identidad: herida, trauma y fantasia en Junot Díaz” by Marta del Pozo 

Ortea, “Remembering the Wretched: Narratives of Return as a Practice of Freedom” by Andrea 

Queeley, “Situating Latin American Masculinity: Immigration, Empathy and Emasculation in 

Junot Díaz’s Drown” by John Riofrio, “‘Breaking the Silence’: Testimonio, Revisionary 

Historiography, and Survivor’s Guilt in Edwidge Danticat’s The Farming of Bones and The Dew 

Breaker” by Marion Christina Rohrleitner, “‘Let the Words Bring Wings to Our Feet’: 

Negotiating Exile and Trauma through Narrative in Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory” by 

Jennifer C. Rossi, “Dictating Desire, Dictating Diaspora: Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life 

of Oscar Wao as Foundational Romance” by Elena Machado Sáez, “A Homeward Journey: 

Edwidge Danticat’s Fictional Lanscapes, Mindscapes, Genescapes, and Signscapes in Breath, 

Eyes, Memory” by Patrick SJ Samway, “‘I was a Ghetto Nerd Supreme’: Science Fiction, 
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Fantasy and Latina/o Futurity in Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao” by Joy 

Sanchez-Taylor, “Coding the Immigrant Experience: Race, Gender and the Figure of the Dictator 

in Junot Díaz’s Oscar Wao” by Fremio Sepulveda, “Textual Healing: Giving Voice to Historical 

and Personal Experience in the Collective Works of Edwidge Danticat” by Denise R. Shaw, 

“Pronunciar ‘perejil’ en el río Masacre” by Áurea María Sotomayor-Miletti, “Home Is Where the 

Heart Is: Danticat’s Landscapes of Return” by Elizabeth Walcott-Hackshaw, and “‘Tú no Eres 

Nada de Dominicano’: Unnatural Narration and De-Naturalizing Gender Constructs in Junot 

Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.”  

Notwithstanding this scholarly research on both authors, only “Ground Zero(es) of the 

New World: Geographies of Violence in Junot Díaz and Edwidge Danticat,” by Joshua Jelly-

Schapiro studies both of these authors side-by-side while incorporating some of the novels and 

short-story collections selected for this dissertation.  In this article, Jelly-Schapiro mentions the 

residual effects of historical trauma, even if the trauma has not been experienced firsthand:  

“Both Díaz and Danticat’s prizewinning works engaged with the brutal histories their parents 

had left behind on their shared island—or perhaps better put, engaged with how they hadn’t left 

those histories behind at all” (169).  Although this is certainly the case, his analysis of diasporic 

return to the island of Hispaniola for these characters results in a significant over-simplification 

of the issue at hand: “[T]hese writers’ characters, fictional and real are people who incessantly 

return to the Caribbean in the mind.  And they are people for whom trips back to the island, 

when undertaken in the body, are made only to realize that they’ve never really left” (Jelly-

Schapiro 169).  This is extremely problematic in the sense that I contend that, upon returning to 

the island of Hispaniola, characters actually possess, rather, a hyper-awareness of the differences 

in their cultural identities as a result of their migratory experiences to the United States.  Instead 
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of feeling as if they have not left at all, a diasporic return to the country of cultural origin makes 

these characters more aware than ever that they have indeed migrated in body, mind, and cultural 

composition. 

Another fundamental point of Jelly Schapiro’s article is that he contends that Édouard 

Glissant’s Caribbean Discourse can lead readers to a deeper understanding of these texts by 

Junot Díaz and Edwidge Danticat (170).  This is a problematic theoretical approach for a variety 

of reasons.  First, as I mentioned before, Glissant is exposed to a transatlantic diaspora from 

Martinique to Paris, rather than from Martinique to the United States.  Additionally, just as is the 

case with Patrick Chamoiseau, Édouard Glissant is known for his participation in the négritude 

and créolité movements.  Another problem with the use of Caribbean Discourses is that, when 

discussing diasporas from the Caribbean to the United States, the process of creolization is far-

too reminiscent of the historical, hegemonic, melting-pot ideology of the United States.  Instead 

of undergoing a process of creolization and being homogenized, I rather contend that the wearing 

of masks amid hegemonic circumstances is the crux of the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense. 

Existing criticism on these authors has the tendency to analyze the diasporic experiences 

of their characters from the perspective of immigration or emigration (or assimilation or 

dissimilation, respectively).  That is, this criticism, whether from United States or Caribbean 

perspectives, analyzes diasporic characters as others in the context of one hegemonic culture.  

Instead, in this dissertation, I seek to analyze these characters as central to migratory experiences 

involving the Caribbean and the United States, even though they are regarded as others, not 

merely from one hegemonic perspective, but rather from a variety of hegemonic structures 

including but not limited to both regions involved in these diasporas.      
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Theory 

 In contrast to the inclusion of Hispaniola and not other regions of the Caribbean, this 

study relies upon various theoretical frameworks to give readers varying perspectives of the 

power differentials that marginalize characters in Edwidge Danticat’s and Junot Díaz’s 

Bildungsromane.  These theories can certainly be (and have been) used to approach Caribbean 

disporas associated with regions other than the island of Hispaniola and, for that matter, other 

postcolonial situations that involve migratory experiences. 

 This dissertation is structured in a way that the introduction discusses Postcolonial 

Studies and Marxism and applies them to the Caribbean.  Then, I discuss the relationship 

between diasporas and the Bildungsroman; a connection for which I rely upon Jacques Lacan’s 

psychoanalytic, formative mirror stage.  This study then applies this theoretical analysis to the 

Caribbean.  Later, I describe the Caribbean in way in which it is inherently diasporic and discuss 

some of the pragmatics of Caribbean diasporas.  Additionally, each chapter possesses its own, 

brief theoretical framework that applies directly to that chapter’s argumentation.  All of these 

theories ultimately contribute to my understanding of the richness and complexity of the 

Caribbean and Caribbean diasporas; an understanding that I seek to convey to readers.     

Postcolonial Studies and the Subversion of Hegemony 

The field of Postcolonial Studies “aims to describe the mechanisms of colonial power, to 

recover excluded or marginalized ‘subaltern’ voices, and to theorize the complexities of colonial 

and postcolonial identity, national belonging, and globalization” (“Postcolonial Studies,” 25).  In 

“The Postcolonial and the Postmodern: The Question of Agency,” Homi Bhabha writes that “it is 

from those who have suffered the sentence of history—subjugation, domination, diaspora, 

displacement—that we learn our most enduring lessons for living and thinking” (172).  
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Furthermore, in his introduction to The Location of Culture, Bhabha writes that “the critic must 

attempt to full realize, and take responsibility for, the unspoken, unrepresented pasts that haunt 

the historical present” (12).  The discussion of marginality and diasporas merit the framework of 

Postcolonial Studies, and the Latin American Bildungsroman and, more specifically, the 

Bildungsroman caribeñounidense provide a very unique vantage point into postcoloniality and 

the hegemonic imperialism that it aims to subvert.  Furthermore, as a collective discourse, the 

Bildungsroman caribeñounidense accomplishes a subversion of hegemony that one may not find 

in other manifestations of the genre.  It engenders a postcolonial, textual reality that coexists with 

the colonial one.  This coexistence blurs the line between fact and fiction and between the 

colonial and the postcolonial.      

 For the purposes of the discussion of the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense and the 

concept of postcoloniality both in theory and in practice, it is essential to consider the colonial, 

textual realities that have engendered an alternative and postcolonial response.  As a result of 

postcolonial discourses, cultural hegemony becomes more and more decentered.  Cultural 

hegemony manifests itself in any context in which the collective consciousness of a dominant 

group homogenizes any individuals and people groups that do not share the same consciousness.  

In “The Formation of the Intellectuals,” a portion of The Prison Notebooks, Antonio Gramsci 

confirms this argument as he figuratively alludes to domination based on the political and social 

role of the entrepreneur:  “at least an élite amongst them must have the capacity to be an 

organiser of society in general, including all its complex organism of services, right up to the 

state organism, because of the need to create the conditions most favourable to the expansion of 

their own class” (285).  Hegemonic power is made secure through the methodical control of all 

of the constituent elements that ensure the power of a dominant people group.  Louis Althusser 
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confirms this contention in “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes towards an 

Investigation)” as he writes that “[t]he ultimate condition of production is therefore the 

reproduction of the conditions of production” (100).  In the case of the Caribbean and other areas 

of Latin America, European colonialists have used violence and the stealing of natural resources 

to establish their power over the people of the Americas.  Through maintaining possession of 

natural resources and a culture of violence, European colonizers were able to ensure their 

dominant position.  Even in cases in which the United States has occupied Caribbean nations its 

initiation and protection of business interests in the Caribbean created a diminishing middle 

class.  The establishment and maintaining of a culture of inequality with absolutely no identity 

between the two strata has led to the unquestioned security of the dominant class and culture.  

Another type of hegemony that is pertinent to this study and culturally informed is 

discursive hegemony.  Through the representation of people groups as the “other,”—based on 

any previously established tradition that may be cultural, political, socioeconomic and/or 

metahistorical—dominant communities secure their position of domination.  First, it is crucial to 

recognize the role of the United States and other colonial powers in the Caribbean, especially in 

the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  From occupations of Caribbean nations to varying 

border policies, the United States has consistently established its power (on the First World/Third 

World and Developed/Underdeveloped differential) over the Caribbean.  For that matter, the 

United States has also, in many cases, enabled Caribbean diasporas to its various metropolises.   

In other words, representation of a socioeconomic “other” serves as a smokescreen for insecurity 

resulting in public defeat.  Nevertheless, the United States possesses, in the case of the 

Caribbean, a similar discursive, hegemonic power as other, Western people groups who produce 

and reproduce hegemonic discourses. 
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 Hegemony is a production that could perhaps be characterized more effectively as a 

reproduction; that is, a reproduction of the apparatuses that have secured the discursive power of 

dominant people groups in the past and the present in order to assure that discursive power will 

be maintained in the future.  This production has manifested through the process of repetition of 

a previously established discursive tradition in which dominant societies associate the concept of 

alterity to any communities that the dominant population does not include in their collective 

consciousness.  This process creates an ‘Us’ and a ‘Them,’ a ‘Normal’ and an ‘Abnormal;’ a 

‘Subject’ and an ‘Object;’ a ‘Self’ and an ‘Other.’  Through the analytical lens of Postcolonial 

Studies, we must be very cautious and intentional about the approaches that we use to subvert 

said hegemony.  If we were to adhere to the same system of binary oppositions through which 

one establishes its own difference from the distantly positioned other, then we would suggest that 

this is an effective approach to identity; thus confirming and reinforcing the hegemonic tradition.  

We must call into consideration all of the discursive layers that exist between these supposed 

differences, and we must recognize that points of contact are the mark of identity: the spaces 

where representation touches reality, where the mask touches the face, and where 

caribeñounidense communities have contact with United States, Caribbean, and other 

caribeñounidense people groups. 

In light of the discussion of colonial penetration of “other” cultures, it is important to 

consider various theoreticians in the postcolonial discursive tradition.  Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak, Homi Bhabha, Frantz Fanon, and Edward Said provide postcolonial responses to the 

hegemonic discourses that have positioned certain communities as subaltern.  Just as is the case 

with the Bildungsroman, postcolonial texts provide readers with a unique perspective in the 

process of identity negotiation.  Texts of this sort present a reality at the same time that they 
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acknowledge that it is not the only reality that exists.  Postcolonial texts and the counter-

hegemonic Bildungsroman provide an alternate reality to violence, cultural hegemony, and 

marginalization.  

In the situation of the Caribbean, the Taino and members of African diasporas have been 

subjected to physical violence through their enslavement for the purposes of producing 

sugarcane and tobacco.  The Bildungsromane The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, Breath, 

Eyes, Memory, and The Farming of Bones deal with both physical and discursive violence.  

Postcolonial studies and the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense deal with colonialism, violence, 

culture, and history; all of which are integrated in the theoretical movements.  Where there is 

colonialism, there is also violence and cultural and historical implications and responses.  James 

Hardin suggests that the Bildung is dependent upon our interpretation of cultural values. While 

he may be correct, Bildung includes a much vaster array of texts that Hardin may have not 

considered; most notably, Bildung in contexts in which assimilation is impossible for and/or 

undesirable to the cultural subject.   

Edward Said’s Orientalism analyzes occidental forces of representation that position non-

Western cultures as exotic, simple, uneducated and barbaric.  The over-arching description of 

these representations of non-Western cultures is that they are constructed as essentially different 

from the Western tradition.  From Conrad to Flaubert, Edward Said looks at the West and 

analyzes it as if it were the other.  He finds that the Orient is an imaginary construct at the hands 

of the Occident and, therefore, does not necessarily correspond with reality.  Also, in “Can the 

Subaltern Speak?” Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak utilizes a Marxist theoretical framework to 

explain the process in which people groups have been exposed to cultural and discursive 

hegemony: “One clearly available example of ideological epistemic violence is the remotely 
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orchestrated, far-flung, and heterogeneous project to constitute the colonial subject as Other” 

(24-25).  Spivak criticizes postcolonial discourses that attempt to subvert cultural hegemony by 

using the same system through which the hegemony in question was produced.  However, she 

suggests that it is of the utmost importance to approach “how an explanation and narrative of 

reality was established as the normative one” (25).  Through the production of the consciousness 

of the dominant as the self and the subaltern as the other—or perhaps from a phenomenological 

perspective, the dominant as the subject and the subaltern as the object—we learn crucial lessons 

in terms of the manner by which subaltern voices (if they can speak) may subvert domination 

that happens to be reinforced by multifaceted, discursive traditions.  In other terms, subaltern 

voices must encounter an epistemology that is less closed and dualist than the one that has 

characterized and continues to characterize these voices as subaltern.  If subaltern voices 

approach subversion in the same manner in which hegemonic voices approach domination, then 

subaltern voices merely complement the previously established system.   

The discussion of Postcolonial Studies, migration, and multiculturalism often includes the 

concepts of hybridity and interstitiality.  This is certainly the case with caribeñounidense people 

groups. 

Private and public, past and present, the psyche and the social develop an 
interstitial intimacy.  It is an intimacy that questions binary divisions through 
which such spheres of social experience are often spatially opposed.  These 
spheres of life are linked through an ‘in-between’ temporality that takes the 
measure of dwelling at home, while producing an image of the world of history.  
This is the moment of aesthetic distance that provides the narrative with a double 
edge, which [. . .] represents a hybridity, a difference ‘within,’ a subject that 
inhabits the rim of an ‘in-between’ reality.  And the inscription of this borderline 
existence inhabits a stillness of time and a strangeness of framing that creates the 
discursive ‘image’ at the crossroads of history and literature, bridging the home 
and the world. (Culture, Bhabha 13) 
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Through Bhabha’s exegesis of hybrid identity, we may come to understand how the concept of 

hybridity is pertinent to Caribbean identities that are exposed to diasporic experiences to the 

United States.  Bhabha integrates the other into the consciousness of the narrative self that 

represents it.  As Bhabha suggests, the idea of describing identity based on binary oppositions 

needs to be called into question, as the Caribbean and the United States are not overarchingly 

opposed; an idea that caribeñounidense identities calls to readers’ and observers’ attention as a 

result of the cultural syncretism of the previously mentioned cultural constructs.  Binary 

oppositions perpetuate essentialist constructions of identity, as the cultural identity of the other 

can no longer be distanced from the self in a dynamic world of globalization.  Edward Said 

confirms this contention in Culture and Imperialism: 

Gone are the binary oppositions dear to the nationalist and imperialist enterprise.  
Instead, we begin to sense that old authority cannot simply be replaced by new 
authority, but that new alignments made across borders, types, nations, and 
essences are rapidly coming into view, and it is those new alignments that now 
provoke and challenge the fundamentally static notion of identity that has been the 
core of cultural thought during the era of imperialism. (xxiv-xxv) 
 

These theoreticians call to readers’ attention that binary oppositions homogenize cultural 

identity, and this homogenization has been discursively established by cultural hegemony.  Said 

also elaborates on Bhabha’s vision of the interstices of identity through the lens of Aristotelian 

catharsis:  “Our initial description of Orientalism as a learned field now acquires a new 

concreteness.  A field is often an enclosed space.  The idea of representation is a theatrical one: 

the Orient is the stage on which the whole East is confined” (Orientalism, 63).  His metaphor of 

a theatre provides readers with the idea of hegemonic representation.  This concept in which the 

other that is represented is enclosed at a distance from the self that represents it is reminiscent of 

Jacques Derrida’s idea of ‘différance’ in which the other is distanced based on its ‘difference.’  
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Moreover, we must recognize that Said’s concept of enclosure suggests that the other that is 

represented is incapable of any sort of identity exterior to the stage.  Furthermore, we must 

recognize that the representation of this other exists merely for the pleasure, the enjoyment, and 

as a result of the self-appointed capacity and authority of certain individuals to represent the 

other. 

 Individuals of Caribbean cultural heritage that have diasporic experiences to the United 

States are vulnerable to both United States and Caribbean hegemony.  Even those that do not 

migrate to the United States are exposed to this hegemony as a result of the historical presence of 

the United States in the Caribbean.  Individuals in the United States regard los 

caribeñounidenses via a variety of hegemonic and homogenizing labels.  For example, people 

groups that consider themselves to be part of the United States mainstream may surprisingly 

regard people groups of Caribbean cultural heritage as Latinos, Chicanos, Mexicans, South 

Americans, African-Americans, or they may even be perceived as citizens and “belonging” in 

the United States.  A person of Dominican descent who resides in the United States may or may 

not be Latino.  This is based on the stage of life in which he or she immigrated to the United 

States in addition to the cultural community with which he or she identifies.  Any children that 

he or she has in the United States may be categorized as Latino.  Latinos are individuals of Latin 

American descent who are either born and raised in the United States or who are born in Latin 

America, immigrate to the United States as children, and are raised in the United States.  So, in 

many cases, Latinos are born in the United States, yet the mainstream cultural consciousness in 

the country has constructed people of Latin American descent, whether United States citizens or 

not, as “not belonging” in the country.  At the same time, in the case of people groups of 

Caribbean cultural heritage who reside in the United States often are erroneously perceived and 
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labeled as belonging to a cultural community with which they may not have any connection nor 

identify.  These standards are constructed by a mainstream, dominant white culture that, whether 

consciously or unconsciously, neglects to recognize or even consider the cultural diversity 

represented by the so-called racial other.  For example, individuals in the United States may 

surprisingly label a person of Cuban-American cultural descent as Chicano.  This is nothing 

short of a blatantly incorrect act of cultural homogenization, hegemony, and xenophobia. 

 At the same time, caribeñounidense people groups are made to be subject to Caribbean 

cultural hegemony and homogenization in addition to those that originate in the United States.  

For individuals who possess cultural roots to the Caribbean who do not immigrate to the United 

States, they may regard caribeñounidense people groups as members of the United States or that 

they are Caribbeans who are too Americanized.  These hegemonic designations of identity are 

often the result of sentiments of abandonment and betrayal.  Based on United States involvement 

in the Caribbean in the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first centuries, emigration from Cuba, 

the Dominican Republic, and Haiti can be regarded as a betrayal of these countries of origin and 

siding with the enemy, so to speak.  Additionally, in the case of Puerto Rico, immigration to the 

continental United States may be regarded on the Island as a cultural betrayal, despite the fact 

that Puerto Rico is a territory of the United States.  Furthermore, based on the mythical way in 

which the United States experience has been constructed, people of the Caribbean may possess 

sentiments of abandonment and wish that they too were to have the opportunity to immigrate to 

the United States.  However, it is important to note that this desire consists of chasing a mythical, 

rather than experiential, American dream.  By the same token, the Caribbean is constructed in the 

United States as an island paradise filled with resorts.  This is just as mythical of a construction 

and is an incomplete portrait of the Caribbean.   
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In light of the discussion of interstitial identity and “difference,” it is important to note 

that caribeñounidense people groups are not exposed to merely one set of hegemonies, but rather 

a collection of hegemonies that compose their identity and additionally engender their being 

falsely identified.  The discussion of an “in-between” identity is very important when discussing 

caribeñounidense cultural cues and the texts for this study, as the United States and Caribbean 

cultures take part in composing these identities, and these people may feel that they belong 

neither in the United States nor the Caribbean.   At the same time, the designation that 

caribeñounidense people groups possess an interstitial identity that is between United States and 

Caribbean identities ultimately neglects to do justice to the fluid multiculturalism involved in 

Caribbean identity, United States identity, and caribeñounidense identity.  The Caribbean is not 

one culture.  Rather, it is a collectivity of a myriad of diverse cultures.  By the same token, a 

United States culture does not exist.  Rather, it is a collectivity of many different cultures.  

Moreover, the United States and the Caribbean are diasporically composed by people groups 

who have cultural roots to all of the various regions of the world.  In light of this, although the 

discussion of interstitial identity and a lack of belonging is essential to the argumentation of this 

study, the discussion of caribeñounidense identity, just as is the case with United States identity 

and Caribbean identity, is a multicultural one.   

The discussion of interstitial identity and multicultural identity leads us to postcolonial 

theoretitian, Homi Bhabha.  In “Interrogating Identity: Frantz Fanon and the Postcolonial 

Prerogative,” he interprets Frantz Fanon’s Peau noire, masques blancs to refute the concept of 

alterity and the narrative self as inherently disparate and oppositional.2  Bhabha provides three 

conditions that he terms “the process of identification” (44).  First and foremost, it is crucial to 
                                                
2 The discussion of the masking of identity in this introduction is basic.  This concept is explored in a more 
amplified manner in subsequent chapters. 
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note that he describes identification as a process; the same term that Jost and Hardin use in 

describing the Bildungsroman.  Coming-of-age and multicultural negotiation are both processes.  

They are not moments to be isolated in a fixed point in time.  Instead, they involve a great deal of 

experience and reflection.    

Bhabha also delineates the phenomenological and structuralist relationship between the 

identifier and the identified by indicating that “to exist is to be called into being in relation to an 

otherness, its look or locus” and that “the very place of identification, caught in the tension of 

demand and desire, is a space of splitting” (44).  Bhabha indicates here that identity should be a 

comparative and contrastive process.  Even though some communities have been marginalized in 

certain societies based on the grounds of difference, it would be a mistake to allow the pendulum 

of our analyses to swing to the complete other side of the spectrum; that is, to suggest that all 

people groups are the same and any and all conceptualizations of difference are merely 

imaginary.  Communities are neither exactly the same nor completely different, and culture 

ultimately informs this syncretism of similarity and difference.  Caribeñounidense people groups 

are not overarchingly different from neither Caribbean nor United States communities.  By the 

same token, they are not all culturally indistinguishable. 

Bhabha furthermore alludes to the concept of identity as culturally informed and then 

adopted by the individual: 

[T]he question of identification is never the affirmation of a pre-given identity, 
never a self-fulfilling prophecy—it is always the production of an image of 
identity and the transformation of the subject in assuming that image.  The 
demand of identification—that is, to be for an Other—entails the representation of 
the subject in the differentiating order of otherness. (Culture, 45)   
 

Through his analysis of Frantz Fanon’s text, we may come to understand that the perception of 

an individual’s identity is necessarily both disparate from and connected to the perception of the 
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other.  Theoretically, as a caribeñounidense individual interacts with individuals in the United 

States, in the Caribbean, and other caribeñounidense individuals, one must recognize that these 

different interactions perpetuate different manners through which the caribeñounidense is 

masked.  Caribeñounidense people groups wear at least two masks; one corresponding to the 

space of emigration and the other to the space of immigration.  We must also consider the 

subjectivity of sociopolitical and cultural perception, and we must recognize that the alterity that 

is associated to a caribeñounidense individual may vary distinctly from the perspectives of 

individuals in Spanish Harlem or Little Havana as opposed to Atlanta or Minneapolis; or for that 

matter, it may vastly differ among socioeconomic classes, or any other cultural or political 

constructions.  Additionally, some caribeñounidense groups may associate the concept of alterity 

to other caribeñounidense groups.  Consequently, they do not merely wear a single mask of 

alterity from the United States and another mask of alterity from the Caribbean.  Rather, they 

wear a multitude of masks of alterity that change over time and change as a result of 

sociocultural context.  They are also simultaneously masking themselves and other communities 

as well.  Therefore, in order to approach the identity of individuals in a non-hegemonic manner, 

we must not merely state that subaltern people groups wear a mask that is different from their 

identity and proceed with the process of un-masking to discover their ‘true’ identity.  Although 

this is a valiant attempt to subvert hegemony, we must rather study the masks, for the most 

pertinent issue of the analysis of identity is neither the mask nor the skin that resides below it.  

Rather, the most important mark of identity is the point of contact of the masks and the skin.  In 

the introduction to The Location of Culture, Homi Bhabha writes:   

What is theoretically innovative, and politically crucial, is the need to think 
beyond narratives of originary and initial subjectivities and to focus on those 
moments or processes that are produced in the articulation of cultural differences.  
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These ‘in-betweeen’ spaces provide the terrain for elaborating strategies of 
selfhood—singular or communal—that initiate new signs of identity, and 
innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation, in the act of defining the idea 
of society itself. (1-2) 
 

Identity is a multifaceted construction that necessitates recognition and analysis of all of the 

discursive layers that construct it.   

Diasporas and the Bildungsroman 

The Bildungsroman concludes upon the recognition of individual identity, societal 

identity, and the otherness that is attributed to individual identity, regardless of whether the 

protagonist adheres to the mainstream upon the text’s conclusion.  The protagonists in the 

Bildungsromane caribeñounidenses are challenged by cultural difference and the idea of 

belonging.  Through narration—and sociocultural negotiation—authors and protagonists 

encounter an avenue to express their multifaceted identities.  In Borderlands/La frontera, Gloria 

Anzaldúa writes: 

Every increment of consciousness, every step forward is a travesía, a crossing.  I 
am again an alien in new territory [. . . .]  But if I escape conscious awareness, 
escape ‘knowing,’ I won’t be moving.  Knowledge makes me more aware, it 
makes me more conscious.  ‘Knowing is painful because after ‘it’ happens I can’t 
stay in the same place and be comfortable.  I am no longer the same person I was 
before. (70) 
 

Anzaldúa suggests that maturation and otherness are inextricably bound and that one must 

embrace this otherness to develop and to grow.  Therefore, the negotiation between the self and 

the other and the negotiation between the self and its otherness (that is constructed by the self’s 

other) is a necessary process which leads to self-actualization.  Comparatively and contrastively, 

in “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” Stuart Hall writes: 

Cultural identity [. . . .] belongs to the future as much as to the past.  It is not 
something which already exists, transcending place, time, history and culture.  
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Cultural identities come from somewhere, have histories.  But, like everything 
which is historical, they undergo constant transformation. (394) 
 

Stuart Hall and Gloria Anzaldúa’s quotations inform one another as they both refer to identity as 

an elastic process.  However, it seems as if Hall would argue that persons that are undergoing 

border crossings are “alien[s] in new territor[ies]” because of the historical implications of their 

cultural identities.  Similarly, it seems as if Anzaldúa would argue that the recognition of these 

cultural identities engenders development and self-actualization.  Through Hall and Anzaldúa’s 

quotations supporting my analysis, readers may come to understand my take on the 

Bildungsroman. The Bildungsroman is the discursive negotiation among the self, the other, and 

the self’s otherness which results in the integration of all of the previously mentioned entities.  

The self embraces itself, its other, and its otherness rather than compromising one or more of 

these entities.  Jacques Lacan’s “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the I Function as Revealed in 

Psychoanalytic Experience” provides us with a fundamental psychoanalytic model when he 

employs the model of a child that looks at him or herself in the mirror for the first time: 

[I]n eventually acquired control over the uselessness of the image, immediately 
gives rise in a child to a series of gestures in which he playfully experiences the 
relationship between the movements made in the image and the reflected 
environment, and between this virtual complex and the reality it duplicates—
namely, the child’s own body, and the persons and even things around him. (75)  
  

The Lacanian perspective of the formation of the self in the context of the first experience in 

front of the mirror certainly informs a working definition of the Bildungsroman.  The child, upon 

his or her first experience in front of a mirror, recognizes the self in the context of that which is 

exterior to the self; the other.  Therefore, the child comes to understand that his or her identity is 

not limited to the self.  Rather, his or her identity is always necessarily perceived in the context 

of the other.  For that matter, the child also recognizes his or her otherness, as s/he sees herself or 
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himself through the lens that another sees her or him.  In addition, one must also recognize that 

the image that is reflected in the mirror, although it may seem identical to the being that it 

represents, it is merely a representation and thus necessarily distinguishable from the represented 

being.  Consequently, in regard to the self’s otherness, the child hopefully recognizes the 

disparity between the self and the image that represents the self.  The self’s otherness is distinct 

from the self, which is a recognition that is necessary in the embracing of the self, the other, and 

the self’s otherness.  Therefore, a working definition of the Bildungsroman certainly echoes the 

Lacanian psychoanalytic formative analysis.  The more traditional Bildungsroman may yield to 

the child’s recognition of the self, the other, and his or her otherness that subsequently leads to 

the compromise of the self to step through the figurative ‘looking glass’ to attempt to transform 

himself or herself into the other.  On the other hand, the counter-hegemonic Bildungsroman 

yields to the acceptance of the self and the other, and we find that diasporic experiences render 

complete assimilation to the (or any) mainstream culture as either impossible or undesirable for 

the protagonist.  As a result of this Bildung, perhaps the child would simply stand in front of the 

mirror and smile with contentment after having discovered that his or her identity is more 

complex than he or she had realized prior to the auto-formative experience.  This transformation 

consequently valorizes complex, individual identity.  It seems as if Stuart Hall would confirm the 

contention that narration is an identity-transforming process as he writes that “though we speak, 

so to say ‘in our own name,’ of ourselves and from our own experience, who speaks, and the 

subject who is spoken of, are never identical, never exactly in the same place” (“Cultural 

Identity” 392).  Therefore, the self develops through the process of narration.  However, the 

self’s other as well as the self’s otherness are integrated in this process of development, and all 
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three of the elements that lead to self-actualization are constantly conflicting with one another, 

complementing one another, and undoubtedly moving. 

The concept of diasporas necessarily implies a process.  Those who are subjected to these 

cultural displacements are always engaging in negotiation with their space(s) of origin and their 

space(s) in which they have other cultural roots.  Although it seems as if geopolitical disparities 

engender the need for these negotiations, these spaces do not engage in negotiation.  Rather, 

cultural and societal disparities compose diasporic identities.  In “Cultural Identity and 

Diaspora,” Stuart Hall writes, “Perhaps instead of thinking of identity as an already 

accomplished fact [. . .] we should think, instead, of identity as a ‘production’ which is never 

complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not outside, representation” (392).  

Through Hall’s declaration and the literary genre of the Bildungsroman, we may understand that 

the continual process of the search of identity mirrors the coming-of-age discursive process of 

the Bildungsroman. 

As is the case with any culture, the Caribbean and the United States are culturally 

heterogeneous.  For that matter, the composition of Caribbean cultures and United States cultures 

is just as dynamic and complex as the composition of the cultural consciousness of the 

individual.  Therefore, the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense represents a convergence of 

normative societal standards and normative personal standards.  In other words, whereas the 

coming of age in the traditional Bildungsroman is “accomplished” through the compromise of 

the self and the adherence to societal norms, the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense is 

accomplished upon the adherence of the self and the recognition that monolithic adherence to 

societal norms is either impossible or staunchly undesirable for the protagonist.  In the counter-

hegemonic, Bildungsroman caribeñounidense, personal identity is more important than fitting in.  
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At the same time, protagonist’s recognition of this interaction between society and self may 

represent his or her own integration into society.   

 How are diasporas caribeñounidenses textually related with the genre Bildungsroman?  

As an ideology, diasporas are fluid and are an integral element to cultural identities, as they 

“come from somewhere, have histories” (Hall, “Cultural Identity” 394).  Migration is part of the 

human experience.  Throughout history, people have migrated because of exile and personal 

interests.  When people experience migration, they are exposed to a new cultural system.  This 

exposure initiates a negotiation between the home culture and the new culture that is being 

experienced.  Part of this negotiation also involves the new culture and previously-established 

ideas about the new culture.  Even though the critical lens of Hall’s essay focuses on Caribbean 

diasporas, all cultures are diasporic and are continually changing (Hall 394).  Cultures, both 

personal and collective, change as a result of migration.  When a group of people migrate to a 

different area of the world, the concept of emigration is integrated in the collective culture of 

their place of origin, and immigration becomes acknowledged in the collective culture of the 

place to which they migrate.  Consequently, the new culture and the home culture influence one 

another.  Furthermore, personal culture changes as a result of this exposure.  Those who return to 

their place of origin bring with them a different personal culture than the one with which they 

migrated, and this begins to influence the home culture that has changed in their absence.  

Cultures are always moving and are never limited to one space.  Although migration has 

historically perpetuated violence, slavery, larceny, and cultural hegemony, it also provides us 

with diversity and complexity.   

In reference to diasporas in The Diaspora Strikes Back: Caribeño Tales of Learning and 

Turning, Juan Flores writes, “The word conjures up images of the exodus of the ancient Jews and 
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the scattering of Africans with the Middle Passage, but modern diasporas are transnational 

communities of the most unprecedented kind” (15).  He also writes that “[t]he reason that the 

idea of diaspora has so fired the contemporary critical imagination is surely that it is about 

movement, travel, change on the basis of contact, interaction, and the transfer of context and 

concept” (15).  Although the disseminations of persons of Jewish and African heritage seem to 

be prototypical diasporas, Caribbean diasporas are certainly distinguishable from the prototypes 

as a result of the disparity of the societal contexts that stimulate them.   

Although political hegemony is perhaps the overarching, collective stimulant for all 

diasporas, political hegemony must be diversified in regard to societal, temporal, and cultural 

contexts in order to approach the core of a particular diaspora: namely, for this project, the 

Caribbean diaspora.  Flores confirms that hegemony produces—perhaps in the Althusserian 

sense—diasporas, and he considers this production and characterizes diasporas in the following 

manner:  “[S]ince the act of displacement intrinsic to diasporic experience is typically [. . .] 

attributable to conditions of oppression and violence, diaspora most commonly connotes 

subordination and marginalization rather than collective or individual empowerment” (18).  After 

having established that political hegemony produces diasporas, we must consider which people 

groups are hegemonic and which people communities are subjugated by the hegemony that they 

produce.  Moreover, how do these supposed disparate people groups interact, and how do they 

discursively come to be defined as disparate?  In “Traveling Cultures,” James Clifford asks a 

similar question:  “How do groups negotiate themselves in external relationships, and how is a 

culture also a site of travel for others?  How are spaces traversed from outside?  To what extent 

is one group’s core another’s periphery?” (25).  He answers this question through his allusion to 

representation as both the genesis of hegemony and the remedy for said hegemony.  Clifford 



 
 

37 

writes, “New representational strategies are needed, and are, under pressure, emerging” (25).  

Clifford furthermore refutes essentialist definitions of diasporas that are founded solely on 

geopolitical displacement.  He writes that “it’s a mistake [. . .] to insist on literal ‘travel.’  This 

begs too many questions and overly restricts the important issue of how subjects are culturally 

‘located’” (28).  Therefore, geopolitical diasporas merely represent metonymically identitary 

diasporas, as “the marking of ‘travel’ by gender, class, race, and culture is all too clear” (Clifford 

31).  Therefore, although one could plausibly argue that the Caribbean geopolitical diaspora 

disseminates people groups to a multitude of different metropolises in the world, the more 

pertinent point of consideration is the reasoning behind the need to emigrate from their places of 

origin.  Furthermore, we must consider diasporas as a dissemination from the center to the 

periphery in terms of identity; of which hegemony seems to be culpable.  On the other hand, 

regarding specific Caribbean diasporas, do people groups ‘move’ from the center to the 

periphery of one context, do they ‘move’ from the center of one context to the periphery of 

another context, or do they ‘move’ from the center of one context to the periphery of more than 

one context?  In a twenty-first century, globalized world, any dualist center/periphery paradigm 

is a hegemonic, cultural construction, and it creates privilege for some and challenges for others.  

From a Caribbean perspective,3 persons of Caribbean heritage that experience diasporas to the 

United States may be viewed as being cast out from the Caribbean center to the non-Caribbean 

periphery.  From the same perspective, persons of Caribbean heritage can be viewed as either 

accepted in or rejected from the United States center.  From a United States perspective, the 

same persons may be viewed as outcasts from the United States that are attempting to approach 

                                                
3 I am speaking in terms of theories of migration.  The Caribbean has many centers and peripheries; as does the 
United States and any other sociopolitical space.  However, there are also commonalities between Caribbean areas, 
areas in the United States, and the migratory experiences involving them.   
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the center or that they desire to remain in the periphery; thus destabilizing the center.  There is 

neither one center and periphery nor two centers and peripheries.  Rather, there are a multitude of 

centers and peripheries that are continually being approached, left, and reformulated.  However, 

in regard to the texts selected for this study and cultural hegemony, it seems as if the most 

prolific hegemonies that caribeñounidense people groups experience are generated by the 

Caribbean and by the United States.  

The Caribbean as a Diasporic Construction 

The Caribbean is a chronotopic point of departure, point of rest, and point of return.  The 

Einsteinian concept of the chronotope informs a working definition of the Caribbean, as it is a 

fluid, collectivity that transcends any and all conceivable spatial and temporal borders.  The 

Caribbean can be traditionally viewed as a geopolitical entity, and characterizing lo caribeño 

amidst limiting definitions of static, fixed borders finds itself to be quite problematic.  The 

Caribbean is a geopolitical entity, but lo caribeño is certainly not limited to any geopolitical 

borders.  In other terms, Caribbean cultures and identities are representative of constant border 

crossings and negotiations.  For example, the sociopolitical consciousness of DominicanYorks 

draws from, yet is not solely dependent upon,	either the Dominican Republic, New York, being 

Dominican, or being a New Yorker.  The DominicanYork consciousness is the bridge between 

the Dominican Republic and New York, and it is also the meeting place, whether full of 

contentment or discord, of the Dominican and the New Yorker.  It can also be regarded as a 

wedge between the two that blocks mutual exposure between the Dominican Republic and New 

York.  Moreover, the term Dominican York has also been adopted by communities with cultural 

ties to the Dominican Republic that reside elsewhere in the United States.  Through this concrete 

example of a Caribbean diaspora to the United States, readers may come to consider how this 
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diaspora is representative of a chronotopic point of departure, point of rest, and point of return.  

Los caribeñounidenses are constantly reinventing themselves by simultaneously departing from 

lo caribeño, returning to lo caribeño, and maintaining themselves in relationship to lo caribeño.  

This is the case with any other formation of identity when migration is involved.  However, 

notwithstanding this similarity with other diasporic people groups, los caribeñounidenses are 

creating a political voice that must refrain from being silenced by colonial powers.   

In La isla que se repite, Antonio Benítez-Rojo refers to the Caribbean’s “fragmentación, 

su inestabilidad, su recíproco aislamiento, su desarraigo, su complejidad cultural, su dispersa 

historiografía, su contingencia y su provisionalidad” (15).  Benítez-Rojo certainly calls to 

readers’ attention that the Caribbean could perhaps be regarded as a postmodern construction, for 

the mere existence of a collaboration of islands implies that each island is its own cultural entity; 

independent from the other islands.  However, through his reference to the postmodern question 

of fragmentation, we must call into consideration the dialogic relationship between the islands 

and the in-between spaces that are considered as elements of the Caribbean.  Fragmentation 

requires that readers use the elements of the text to find their own, personal, subjective meaning 

outside of the text, which constitutes the text’s essence.  By the same token, in order to encounter 

a meaning of the Caribbean, observers and analysts must employ the knowledge of what is 

‘there’ to find the Caribbean’s meaning through the domain of what is ‘not there.’ 

In “Una copa de daiquirí,” Juan José Arrom places this “bebida antillana apreciada en el 

mundo entero” in a synecdochial and metonymic relationship with “la historia del Caribe” (196).  

Synecdoche and metonymy provide readers with a conceptualization of the Caribbean as an 

explosive, cultural space.  Migration to and from the Caribbean is continually occurring just as if 

it were a daiquiri: composed of different cultures to form a collective, pleasing aesthetic:  “[e]n 
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el caso del daiquirí, lo sorprendente es que nada, o casi nada, sea originario de las Antillas” 

(Arrom 196). At the same time, the drink has left the Caribbean and has been celebrated 

throughout the world.  Arrom writes about the Caribbean through this metaphor, but he is also 

describing the cultural syncretism that occurs “como si el Caribe fuera una enorme coctelera, se 

fueron agitando y uniendo los elementos que integran el daiquirí” (196).  His use of the 

indefinite article “una” implies that even though the Caribbean can tend to be regarded as a 

cultural melting pot, it is just one of the many daiquiris that is mixed and poured in our 

globalized world.  In this sense, the cultural consciousness of the Caribbean is a diasporic point 

of return, departure, and rest, as the elements that compose this mixture came to the Caribbean 

from the African, European, and United States diasporas, were mixed together, and either stayed 

in the Caribbean or emigrated.  In other terms, through this synechdochial and metonymic 

relationship, he constructs Caribbean identity as a microcosm of changing cultures throughout 

the world.  

Aimé Césaire, as he narrates his imaginary return to his native Martinique, confirms this 

argument in Cahier d’un retour au pays natal:  

[L]es martyrs qui ne témoignent pas ; les fleurs du sang qui se fanent et 
s’éparpillent dans le vent inutile comme des cris de perroquets babillards ; une 
vieille vie menteusement souriante, ses lèvres ouvertes d’angoisses desafectées ; 
une vieille misère pourrissant sous le soleil, silencieusement ; un vieux silence 
crevant de pustules tièdes, l’affreuse inanité de notre raison d’être. (3) 
   

Césaire’s diction reveals that he is continually emotionally engaged with his place of origin, as 

he writes from France and imagines his countrymen of Martinique as silent martyrs who are 

undergoing anguish and misery.  The emotions that Césaire utilizes in his representation of those 

that inhabit Martinique permeate his own being and consciousness, and his emotional 

representation of his countrymen is a form of communal engagement with them, as he refers to 



 
 

41 

“cette joie ancienne [lui] apportant la connaissance de [s]a présente misère” (21).  Furthermore, 

in Abiola Irele’s introduction to the text, it is made evident that the encounter of a Léopold Sédar 

Senghor “brought him, as a West Indian cut off by history and the cultural interposition of the 

colonial order from his African antecedents, the realization of a wider belonging than was 

afforded by his immediate Caribbean background and the exclusively French frame of reference 

of his education and upbringing” (xxii-xxiii).  The concept of belonging is neither limited to the 

place of birth nor the place of current existence (if disparate from the place of birth).  Instead, 

identity is dynamic and continually reinvented through memory and multicultural contact.  In 

this text, Césaire’s identity is constructed upon the negotiation of his simultaneous departure and 

return to the Caribbean, as well as his simultaneous departure from and return to other spaces.  

All of the texts mentioned here indicate that lo caribeño is composed through movement, 

and perpetuates movement itself.  These texts delineate that the Caribbean is a chronotopic point 

of departure, point of rest, and point of return.  However, we must also call into consideration the 

temporal element of this definition of the Caribbean.  It is always subjectively constructed in the 

light of intemporality.  As beings are continually reinventing their own definitions of the 

Caribbean, we must recognize that this construction is representative of temporal rest through the 

negotiation of temporal departures and temporal returns.  In this sense, the definitions of 

beings—characters, people, readers, authors—of the present Caribbean are diasporas in and of 

themselves, for these individuals are always necessarily constructing the present Caribbean by 

leaving it for the past Caribbean and the future Caribbean through memory and prefiguration.  

The Caribbean is a fugue, and as we consider this work through the lens of a neo-baroque 

postmodernism, we must consider the collective results of these runaways.  The voices are 

distinct, yet they speak to one another, and they repeat both themselves and that which the other 
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voices have already uttered.  Most importantly, they complement and contrast with one another; 

creating a harmonious, collective sound at times, and creating a dissonant, collective sound at 

others.     

The Diasporic Bildungsroman and Its Pragmatism 

 This study explores a literary corpus of texts by Edwidge Danticat and Junot Díaz as a 

means to approach Caribbean cultural diasporas and the Bildungsroman.  In this dissertation, I 

limit myself to the analysis of diasporas involving the island of Hispaniola and the United States 

for pragmatic reasons, but a number of connections can be made with other Caribbean areas as 

well as the Caribbean as a whole.  The Bildungsroman caribeñounidense encourages readers to 

consider the complexity of the identities that are tied to the Caribbean, to the United States, to 

Africa, to Asia, and to Europe as a result of the diasporic nature of this sociopolitical construct.  

This text analyzes the Bildungsroman because many societal powers are involved in Caribbean 

diasporas to the United States.  Consequently, the searches for personal identity are never 

finished neither for the protagonists, the narrative voices, authors, nor readers.  These narratives 

create dialogues that syncretize similarity and difference and lead readers to consider 

caribeñounidense identities as both collective and individual.  

This text and previously established research on the Bildungsroman, diasporas, and the 

authors of the primary texts for this project call into question the contingencies of the 

Bildungsroman.  Through their textual and cultural difference, readers will understand that 

applying this hegemonic genre lens to novels that manifest themselves in rather disparate cultural 

contexts requires reconsideration.  The categorization of a corpus of texts as Bildungsromane 

does not seem to permit analysis and explication of the myriad of nuances that this genre 

possesses.  It is no longer a sufficient genre lens to approach any and all novels that narrate a 
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protagonist’s transformative coming of age, but rather we must position the Bildungsroman 

caribeñounidense in the midst of the cultures that try to hegemonically dominate the genre.  We 

find that complete and total denial of the self to assimilate to the collective, hegemonic identity 

of the other is notably challenging for those who have been exposed to diasporic experiences.  

Therefore, the Bildungsroman requires a rewriting, and the Bildung caribeñounidense creates a 

collective, cultural consciousness that is Caribbean, United States, European, Asian, and African 

and unifies these so-called ‘disparate spaces.’  This discursive self-actualization permits los 

caribeñounidenses to define themselves based on their social and cultural difference, rather than 

subjugating themselves to adherence to hegemonic, normative, societal standards that are often 

in conflict—that is, based on cultural and societal disparities among the United States and the 

Caribbean.  The characters of these Bildungsromane caribeñounidenses come-of-age through 

their recognition of and their contentment in their multicultural composition.   

As we contextualize these Bildungsromane in terms of this dissertation, the coming of 

age does not seem to be limited to the protagonists that are created by authors of the 

Bildungsroman caribeñounidense.  The collective Bildungsroman caribeñounidense calls into 

consideration the nuances of Caribbean and United States hegemony and the sacrifices that are 

required for a protagonist to discursively approach the center and to define oneself within the 

context of said hegemony.  The collective Bildungsroman caribeñounidense has the potential to 

create a cultural consciousness similar to other groups that have been subjugated to United States 

and/or Caribbean hegemony that have taken authorship of their collective identities.  Through the 

subversive genre of the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense, Danticat and Díaz call into 

consideration what it means to be Caribbean, what it means to ‘belong’ in the United States, 
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what it means to ‘belong’ in both spaces at the same time, or to ‘belong’ in neither space at the 

same time. 

Chapter two of this dissertation, entitled “Black Masks in Edwidge Danticat’s The 

Farming of Bones, Breath, Eyes, Memory, and Krik? Krak!” explores the coming-of-age 

processes of Amabelle, Sophie, and Gracina through the theoretical frameworks of Stuart Hall 

and Frantz Fanon.  Stuart Hall’s essay, “Negotiating Caribbean Identities,” explores the 

relationship between identity, culture, and power; all of which are at play in the coming-of-age 

processes of these narrators.  Furthermore, Frantz Fanon’s Peau noire, masques blancs is used to 

further the develop the concept of the mask and the role that the attribution of masks (both on the 

self and the other) plays in the representation of cultural identity.  Through these theoretical 

frameworks, this chapter explores the multicultural experiences of Amabelle, Sophie, and 

Gracina and the ways in which they narratively come to terms with the cultural hegemonies that 

marginalize them.  Thus, narration and multicultural experiences serve these characters as a form 

of empowerment. 

Chapter three, entitled “Dominican Masks in the Diaspora in Junot Díaz’s Drown, The 

Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, and This Is How You Lose Her,” explores the coming-of-age 

process of Yunior, the narrator of all three texts.  Through the discussion of Dominican 

masculinities and the cultural concept of the tíguere dominicano, we find that, despite his best 

efforts, Yunior proves to be incapable of playing the role of the dominant male in his 

interpersonal interactions with other men.  This chapter also discusses Beli’s coming to terms 

with the societal implications of her racial identity and, as a counter-point, the different ways in 

which her daughter, Lola, is racially masked in the Dominican Republic and in New Jersey.  This 
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chapter leads us to understand that gender and racial identities are culturally produced and vary 

as a result of cultural context.    

Chapter four, entitled “Masks of Narration, History, and Loss in the Works of Edwidge 

Danticat and Junot Díaz,” comparatively and contrastively discusses the narrative strategies of 

Edwidge Danticat and Junot Díaz’s narrators.  This chapter discusses the ways in which 

Amabelle, Gracina, and Yunior subvert the power of the trujillato.  These narrators furthermore 

employ narrative strategies to call into consideration the ways in which history and myth are 

constructed as a means to subvert the power associated with hegemonic, historical discourses.  

This chapter also discusses the narrative strategies that the narrators in Edwidge Danticat’s and 

Junot Díaz’s texts employ in order to cope with the loss of lovers, friends, and family members 

that have gone before them.         

Chapter five, entitled “Conclusions: Masks and Moments of Discernment,” reviews the 

concepts presented in the aforementioned chapters.  It discusses the Bildungsroman 

caribeñounidense and the ways in which it challenges more traditional concepts of the genre.  

This chapter also theoretically discusses that Latina/o experience in the United States and on the 

Island and the ways in which communities subjected to migratory experiences mask themselves 

and, for that matter, mask the hegemonies that marginalize them.  This chapter also discusses 

opportunities for further research to expand on this study.  Ultimately, the hegemonies that 

marginalize these characters and the process of cultural masking leads them to a moment of 

discernment in which assimilation to either mainstream (in the adopted country or the country of 

origin) is either impossible or undesirable.  
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CHAPTER II 

BLACK MASKS IN EDWIDGE DANTICAT’S BREATH, EYES, MEMORY, THE FARMING 

OF BONES, AND KRIK? KRAK! 

Introduction 

Edwidge Danticat’s The Farming of Bones, Breath, Eyes, Memory, and Krik? Krak! 

provide readers with the coming-of-age processes of protagonists that experience marginalization 

in the Haitian diaspora as a result of their race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality.  These are all 

cultural constructs and are therefore defined and perceived differently in various cultural 

contexts.  This chapter explores the coming-of-age processes of female characters in the Haitian 

diaspora.  Through sexual initiation and identifying with communities of blackness, these 

characters discover the facets of the masks that they wear.  Ultimately, they encounter 

communities in the alterity that they experience as a result of the diaspora. 

Culture and Hegemony  

Hegemony is a part of culture, and power is integrated in the human experience.  The 

subversion of dominant, cultural hegemony via counter-hegemonic cultural responses is 

becoming more and more commonplace.  Even though cultural hegemony is often conceived as a 

product of cultures that have historically exercised domination over others, every culture 

possesses a certain set of identities that it valorizes as supposedly normative and acceptable.  

Every human being has a cultural framework that informs his or her identity from birth.  

However, a human being’s cultural experience may consist of multiple cultures that compose a 



 
 

47 

singular, collective culture.  For example, the culture of the workplace is often different than the 

culture at home.  The normative standards of cultures are established by those that are in a 

position of power; a supervisor at work and older relatives in a family.  Normative values were 

established (or perpetuated by values established in previous systems of power) for them by 

older members in their families and their supervisors.  The propagation of normative standards is 

a challenging cycle to interrupt, and this is even more so the case when diasporas are involved. 

In “Negotiating Caribbean Identities,” Stuart Hall underlines the importance of power in 

the discussion of culture, applying it to the context of the Caribbean:  “[I]f anyone is still under 

the illusion that questions of culture can ever be discussed free from and outside of questions of 

power, one has only to look at the Caribbean to understand how for centuries every cultural 

characteristic and trait had its class, colour and racial inscription” (28).  Every cultural context 

has a set of normative traits that is established by those in the position of power.  However, as 

Hall underlines, the Caribbean is a cultural context—or a myriad of cultural contexts—in which 

there are so many opposing forces at play, that it can be challenging to nail down one culture as 

the dominant one and another culture as the subaltern one.  The Caribbean splits the binary of a 

power differential, yet the power differential is ever-present.  We know that some are in power 

and that others are not, but we are left with the question of “why?”       

When a human being experiences diaspora, he or she becomes subject to cultural systems 

that may be opposed to one another.  Transforming their identities to be aligned with contrary, 

normative, cultural values proves to be very challenging.  However, it is through these moments 

of liminality that people that experience diasporas and diasporic communities become 

empowered. 
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Masks of Color 

  Frantz Fanon, in Peau noire, masques blancs, establishes a “nouvel humanisme” as a 

remedy for what he terms as the “problème noir” (5).  Through his ironic characterization of 

blackness as a problem,4 we find that it is certainly a pertinent issue to the discussion of power 

and coming of age for characters that experience being marginalized and have cultural ties to the 

Caribbean.  Fanon furthermore indicates the existential crisis of Caribbean black communities 

and the power differential between blackness and whiteness: “Le Noir est un homme noir ; c’est-

à-dire qu’à la faveur d’une série d’aberrations affectives, il s’est établi au sein d’un univers d’où 

il faudra bien le sortir” (6).  Fanon establishes a phenomenological relationship in which 

blackness serves as both the subject and the object of the narration.  This implies that blackness 

has both the power of discursive agency and the ability to be objectified by the agency of 

another.  Readers also discover that Fanon positions black aesthetics within the womb of a 

universe of which it should leave.  The image of the womb serves as a metaphor of the enclosure 

that blackness experiences in the Caribbean as a result of the hegemonic apparatuses that have 

subjected black communities to slavery and violence; both corporal and representational.  At the 

same time, this image also represents the protection that blackness can experience as a result of 

being under the protection of a caregiver.  Fanon presents blackness to readers as a complex 

paradox.  This text serves as a call to action to black communities in the Caribbean to define 

themselves notwithstanding the historical objectification that they have experienced.   

Stuart Hall indicates that the perception of the other is integral to the process of 

identification:   

                                                
4This is ironic because Frantz Fanon is one of the leading black scholars on race involving the Caribbean and 
Caribbean diasporas.  
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[I]dentity is not only a story, a narrative we tell ourselves about ourselves; it is a 
set of stories that change with historical circumstances, and identity shifts with the 
way in which we think, hear and experience them.  Far from only coming from 
the still small point of truth inside us, identities actually come from outside; they 
are the way in which we are recognized and then come to step into the place of 
the recognitions others give us.  Without the others there is no self, there is no 
self-recognition. (“Negotiating Caribbean Identities,” 30) 
  

Hall points to the same problem of representation of identity as Frantz Fanon discusses.  

However, Hall indicates that the mask is identity itself, rather than an erroneous representation of 

identity attributed to postcolonial subjects by the colony.  Hall intimates that identity is 

constructed through cultural production under the regard of the other:   

No cultural identity is produced out of thin air.  It is produced out of those 
historical experiences, those cultural traditions, those lost and marginal languages, 
those marginalized experiences, those peoples and histories that remain unwritten.  
Those are the specific roots of identity.  On the other hand, identity itself is not 
the rediscovery of them but what they as cultural resources allow a people to 
produce.  Identity is not in the past to be found but in the future to be constructed. 
(“Negotiating Caribbean Identities,” 37) 
 

In order to subvert the power differential between the dominant and the subaltern, postcolonial 

subjects must resurrect the history that has placed them in a subaltern position.  Through 

revealing narratives that have been lost, erased, or ignored by colonial powers, postcolonial 

subjects contribute to the mask with which they are perceived, and such is the case with 

Amabelle’s, Sophie’s, and Gracina’s narrations in The Farming of Bones, Breath, Eyes, Memory, 

and Krik? Krak! respectively, as they narrate their coming-of-age processes amid circumstances 

that have been perpetuated by the colony for centuries. 

Masks of a Family 

Breath, Eyes, Memory narrates the coming of age of Sophie Caco through the absence of 

her mother, diaspora from her native Haiti to the United States, the choice to break her hymen 

without having sex with a man, leaving her mother’s home, and returning to Haiti.  When Sophie 
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meets and falls in love with a black musician from Louisiana, Joseph, he calls to her attention 

that they are both members of the African diaspora.  This calls her to question and consider 

African migratory communities and diasporas in general in a way that transcends the Haitian-

American experience.  Through her multicultural negotiation of identity, Sophie’s sense of self 

comes to incorporate the African diaspora; an element of her identity that she had previously 

regarded as different.  Consequently, a culture that she has considered to be different becomes 

one that she internalizes within her own consciousness and identity. 

Readers come to know Sophie as she reflects upon her childhood and the process through 

which she comes-of-age.  She is the corporal result of her mother being raped, and her mother 

leaves her in the care of Sophie’s Tante Atie and Grandmè Ifé in her native Croix-des-Rosets.  

Martine flees Haiti to pursue employment opportunities in the United States.  She ultimately 

settles in New York, where Sophie later joins her.  In “From Literature of Exile to Migrant 

Literature,” Carine M. Mardorossain writes that Breath, Eyes, Memory employs “the traditional 

form of the Bildungsroman (which relates the protagonist’s process of achieving a coherent 

sense of self in her own voice)” (24-25).  She furthermore writes, “Breath, Eyes, Memory arrives 

at a final point of rest with the triumph of the central narrating subject whose narrative voice 

becomes the trope of individuality and power” (25).  Also, Mardorossian contends that “[w]e 

follow the process through which Sophie Caco undergoes an inner transformation that 

culminates in her achieving self-understanding and full autonomous subjectivity” (25).  This 

categorization of the text as a traditionalist manifestation of the genre proves to be problematic in 

terms of the lack of importance that it places on diasporas.  Mardorossian’s characterization 

implies that Sophie is engaged with only one cultural system that marginalizes her.  However, 

we know that when diasporas are involved, this certainly is not the case.  Through her travels 
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among her native Haiti and the United States, Sophie is continually engaged with the cultural 

implications of these spaces.   

Although Sophie is empowered upon the conclusion of the text, there are limitations to 

the power that she has.  Through her act of cathartic release and violence against a sugarcane 

field at the end of Breath, Eyes, Memory, Sophie remains scarred where a cane stalk has cut her 

hand.  Moreover, she cannot change the cultural domination via slavery that has perpetuated the 

death of her grandfather, her mother’s suicide, and the violence of her own conception.  

However, although her family and cultural history cannot be changed, Sophie’s narration claims 

ownership of the slavery that has caused suffering for her and her family members and therefore 

exerts power over the system of domination that has marginalized them.  Consequently, Sophie 

reclaims the aforementioned violence and rewrites the history of her family on her own terms.  

Sophie encounters a power of self that she does not possess at the beginning of the narration, and 

she is capable to endure the most extreme adversities that she may encounter in the future.  

Breath, Eyes, Memory alludes to the social, political, and economic phenomenon that has 

marked the island of Hispaniola; the enslavement and murder of Haitians under the rules of 

Trujillo and Duvalier.5  Although Sophie does not work in the sugarcane fields, she narrates a 

story that she heard from Atie dealing with her family’s experiences:   

Whenever she was sad, Tante Atie would talk about the sugar cane fields, where 
she and my mother practically lived when they were children.  They saw people 
die there from sunstroke every day.  Tante Atie said that, one day while they were 
all working together, her father—my grandfather—stopped to wipe his forehead, 
leaned forward, and died.  My grandmother took the body in her arms and tried to 
scream the life back into it.  They all kept screaming and hollering, as my 
grandmother’s tears bathed the corpse’s face.  Nothing could bring my 
grandfather back. (Danticat 4-5) 

                                                
5 Rafael Trujillo and François Duvalier were dictatorial presidents of the Dominican Republic and Haiti, 
respectively, in the middle of the twentieth century. 
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As made evident in this quotation, feelings of sadness for Atie evoke memories of the violence 

that she and other members of her family have experienced.  This story serves as a point of 

discernment for Sophie as she comes to understand the conditions that have caused pain for her 

family members.  Despite the negativity of this experience that Sophie perceives from Tante 

Atie, Sophie inserts herself in the story that was originally told to her through her references to 

“my grandfather” and “my grandmother.”  The violence that Sophie’s family members have 

experienced informs her own coming-of-age process.  This profound experience is one that does 

not include Sophie and is thereby a critical part of the family culture that marginalizes her.  

Feeling like an outsider, inserting herself in Tante Atie’s narration shows an attempt to become a 

part of the community to which Sophie’s family belongs, notwithstanding its evident negativity.   

 The integral role of the cane fields in Breath, Eyes, Memory also points to the 

relationship between Sophie and her mother, Martine.  As Sophie is the result of Martine being 

raped in a cane field, readers see stages in Sophie’s formative process as she comes to gather 

information about her origins.  Sophie recounts to readers a discussion between her and Atie 

regarding Sophie’s origins: “One time I asked [Tante Atie] how it was that I was born with a 

mother and no father.  She told me the story of a little girl who was born out of the petals of 

roses, water from the stream, and a chunk of the sky.  That little girl, she said was me” (Danticat 

47).  However, after Sophie joins Martine in New York, Martine reveals to her that she is the 

result of a rape.  Martine tells her daughter, “A man grabbed me from the side of the road, pulled 

me into a cane field, and put you in my body.  I was still a young girl then, just barely older than 

you” (Danticat 61).  Sophie being told different stories about how she came to be born from two 

maternal figures in her life leads her to have an existential crisis.  She has two older, maternal 

figures in her life that provide her with different understandings of where she comes from.  Tante 
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Atie is the principal, mother figure for Sophie while she resides in Haiti, as Martine has already 

migrated to the United States.  When Sophie leaves for the United States, she becomes exposed 

to the expectations of Martine; a different maternal figure.  As an adolescent, Sophie comes to 

question the truthfulness of what she has been told by Tante Atie and Martine, and this 

ambiguity that she experiences is a direct result of Martine’s and Sophie’s migrations.         

 Part of Sophie’s coming-of-age process is the way Martine and Tante Atie relate stories 

to her regarding the cane fields.  When Tante Atie tells Sophie about the cane fields, she reveals 

how the death of her father has caused pain for her.  That is, her father’s suffering in the cane 

fields leads to Atie’s suffering.  On the other hand, when Martine tells Sophie about the cane 

fields, she reveals a story of her own suffering, rather than that of someone else.  Despite having 

different experiences in relationship with the cane fields, Tante Atie’s story is one of pitying 

another, whereas Martine’s is one of self-pity.  In relating these stories to readers, Sophie follows 

the models of both of the maternal figures in her life in that she reveals to readers the suffering 

that her family members have endured in relationship with the cane fields.  At the same time, 

however, as a narrative subject, she deems these stories to be an important part of her sense of 

self and thus inserts herself in the stories that have been related to her by others.  This paradox is 

essential to Sophie’s struggle and coming-of-age process: finding an empowered, sense of self at 

the same time that she engages with the community that has endured the violence of the cane 

fields.    

Masks of Blackness in the Diaspora 

As a young woman in New York, Sophie meets a man named Joseph that identifies as a 

member of the African diaspora to the United States.  Mardorossian characterizes the United 

States as it pertains to Sophie and Martine’s experiences as lacking of Haitian culture and 
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consisting of a different construction of race and ethnicity.  However, Mardorossian indicates 

that the destination of Sophie’s exile is “remarkably inconsequential to the story” (28).  In regard 

to Sophie and Martine’s cultural identities, this critic contends:  

What matters is not what America is but Haiti’s absence.  What grounds Sophie’s 
and her mother’s identity crises is the country and traditions they left behind.  
Where they landed only plays a secondary role as the opposite term in the 
Haiti/US dyad. (Mardorossian 28) 
 

Mardorossian furthermore reveals the way in which Sophie represents other persons of color 

with whom she interacts in her migration to the United States:  

It is also a world in which boundaries between black and white remain 
impregnable and where Sophie’s interactions are limited to ‘black’ people.  
Moreover, the African-Americans Sophie encounters (Joseph, the therapist Rena) 
are interestingly represented not as Americans but as extensions of the black 
world that characterizes Haiti. (29) 
   

Prior to these encounters with members of the African diaspora in the United States, Sophie 

regards her diasporic experience to be unique.  She perceives people that reside in the United 

States as Americans and is unaware of the dominant/subaltern system in which white is in the 

dominant position and non-white is in the subaltern position.  She regards herself to be the only 

outsider as a result of the newness of her migratory experience.  However, she comes to find out 

that there are marginalized people groups that reside in the United States with whom she can 

identify.    

While she resides in the United States, a moment of discernment in Sophie’s coming-of-

age process is when she encounters Joseph and the way in which he describes his own identity:  

‘“I [Joseph] am not American [. . . .]  ‘I am African-American’” (Danticat 72).  Sophie responds 

to this by asking, “‘What is the difference?’” (Danticat 72).  Joseph’s response is the following: 

“‘The African.  It means that you and I, we are already part of each other’” (Danticat 72).  
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Through this dialogue, Sophie comes to understand that migration to the United States does not 

necessarily imply a complete abandonment of the place of origin.  Instead, both cultures can be 

integrated in the identity of one person or community.  However, Joseph also reveals to Sophie 

that remembering and recognizing cultural roots from the place of origin is vital to those that 

experience diasporas.  That is, Joseph does not identify as American without identifying as 

African at the same time. 

Joseph’s implication that he and Sophie belong to the African diaspora provides her for 

the first time with a sense of self within a community in which she feels that she belongs.  

Although she does not consider herself to be African-American like Joseph, he reveals to her that 

she is a member of the African diaspora.  This is a community that consists of black racial 

identity, its historical implications of violence and slavery, and having cultural ties to more than 

one place.  However, although Joseph and Sophie belong to the same community of the African 

diaspora, that does not mean that there are not differences of identity within it:  

[T]he novel encourages us to see African-American culture within the context of a 
world-wide black ethos rather than as the sign of an intermixed and hybridized 
North America.  It constructs a diasporic black identity based on a common link 
to Africa and the history of slavery and opposes this inclusive notion of blackness 
to white America’s racist and purist ways.  This model of identity thus ultimately 
works to reproduce a Caribbean/US binary. (Mardorossian 29) 
 

In other terms, although Sophie and Joseph both identify within the community of the African 

diaspora, instead of “reproducing a Caribbean/US binary” (Mardorossian 29), the syncretism of 

their cultural differences deconstructs the binary.  That is, Afro-Caribbean and African-American 

identities possess the commonality of a connection with Africa.  Through the similarities and 

differences in regard to Joseph and Sophie, Danticat decenters race as the overarching element of 

identity that propagates the concept of difference. 
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Sophie furthermore characterizes Joseph as a musician: “He liked to play slave songs, 

Negro spirituals, both on his saxophone and his piano, slowing them down or speeding them up 

at different tempos” (Danticat 73).  For Sophie, Joseph serves a model for someone that did not 

personally experience the violence of slavery yet nevertheless incorporates it in the definition of 

his own cultural identity.  As a result of the disconnect that she feels from her family members 

that experienced the violence of slavery, Joseph demonstrates one’s ability to bridge this gap.  

Furthermore, the way in which Sophie describes her response to the music proves that the 

counter-narrative to slavery and violence can cause the listener to connect with the events of the 

past:  “The notes and scales were like raindrops, teardrops, torrents.  I felt the music rise and 

surge, tightening every muscle in my body.  Then I relaxed, letting it go, feeling a rush that I 

knew I wasn’t supposed to feel” (Danticat 76).  Through using both positive and negative diction 

in the description of her response, Sophie reveals to readers that artistic production as a counter-

narrative to violence and slavery is a paradox, consisting of both pain and exhilaration.   

Sophie’s interactions with Joseph as it pertains to their racial and cultural identity prove 

to be a process that leads to a self-actualization amid cultural systems that exclude her.  She 

encounters an individual with whom she can identify racially and, despite their differences, 

culturally.  As she is the corporeal result of a rape in a cane field, Sophie encounters a sense of 

community with other individuals that have experienced slavery and marginality in the 

Americas.  Furthermore, this negotiation of identity in the presence of Joseph enables Sophie to 

discover what it means to be a part of the African diaspora in the United States.  
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Masks of Haitian Women 

 While residing in New York with her mother, Sophie discovers another act of violence 

that separates her from the culture of the women in her family.  Sophie reveals this practice to 

readers as Martine related it to her: 

“When I was a girl, my mother used to test us to see if we were virgins.  She 
would put her finger in our very private parts and see if it would go inside.  Your 
Tante Atie hated it.  She used to scream like a pig in a slaughterhouse.  The way 
my mother was raised, a mother is supposed to do that to her daughter until the 
daughter is married.  It is her responsibility to keep her pure” (Danticat 60-61) 
 

Although Sophie desires to be part of the community of her family, as she approaches adulthood, 

she discovers an undesirable cultural practice that all of the women in her family have 

experienced.  After having started dating Joseph, Sophie reveals that Martine begins this practice 

on her:  “She took my hand with surprised gentleness, and led me upstairs to my bedroom.  

There, she made me lie on my bed and she tested me” (Danticat 84).  Sophie goes on in 

recounting this experience: “She pulled a sheet up over my body and walked out of the room 

with her face buried in her hands.  I closed my legs and tried to see Tante Atie’s face.  I could 

understand why she had screamed while her mother had tested her.  There are secrets you cannot 

keep” (Danticat 85).  At this point in her narration, Sophie relates to readers another cultural 

element that separates her from the other women in her family.  Although this form of cultural 

rape is conducted by one of her family members, it nevertheless demonstrates a system in which 

the older woman is in the dominant position and the younger woman is in the subaltern one.  

Through this experience, Sophie finds herself engaged in a community in which Martine, Tante 

Atie, and Grandmè Ifé belong, and she discovers the pain and violence associated with being a 

member of it.  Furthermore, as this process of testing is an act of rape, Sophie comes to 

understand the pain that her mother experienced in the cane fields; the reason for which Martine 
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loathes her.  Additionally, Martine conducts this practice both as a means to exercise her 

dominant position over her daughter as a result of the pain that she has experienced in her life 

and to perpetuate cultural hegemony. 

 Furthermore, the absence of an immediate, patriarchal figure in this family plays a role in 

the cultural process of testing that the Caco women have experienced and inflicted upon the 

subsequent generation.  Just as has been the case with most dictatorial regimes, the Duvalier 

regime in Haiti created a male/female rape culture in which members of the Tonton Macoute 

were the greatest offenders.  Consequently, the Caco women felt justified in conducting the 

tests—a form of female/female rape—as a means to verify that the hymen of the woman that is 

raped was still intact.  Through this testing process, the woman who administers the test verifies 

the sexual honor of her daughter, as women are expected to be virgins prior to marriage.  

Therefore, the process of testing preserves the honor of the individual woman that is tested.  

Personal honor (or lack thereof) serves as a microcosm of the honor of the family to which she 

belongs and is therefore a cultural motivation for the process of testing.   

The Caco women’s exercising power over the subsequent generation through a form of 

culturally-imposed rape also served as a coping mechanism for a volatile sociopolitical situation 

over which they possessed no control.  The Haitian, female population’s fear of state-sanctioned 

rape drove women to exercise control over their daughters.  This is especially the case in 

Martine’s relationship with Sophie.  As she has experienced male/female rape in this context, her 

fear for Sophie is increased, thereby leading to the supposedly preventative measure of the 

testing process.  This even occurs in the United States where, although male/female rape occurs 

and is a potential threat to women, it is not sanctioned by the State in the same way that it was in 

Haiti under the Duvalier regime.  This serves as an example of the retention of cultural practices 
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from the place of origin in the diaspora.  Martine maintains the cultural practice of testing Sophie 

in a context in which the Tonton Macoute is not a threat to the preservation of Sophie’s virginity.  

On the other hand, Martine’s testing Sophie demonstrates her feelings of not having any control 

over Sophie’s virginity.  The difference here is that Martine views Joseph, rather than the Tonton 

Macoute, as a threat to the preservation of Sophie’s virginity in the United States context.   

 This process of testing also points to an important social inequality between women and 

men.  Whereas men are socially encouraged to be sexually active, women are subjected to a 

completely different set of rules in regard to sexuality.  Women are encouraged to maintain their 

virginity until marriage.  Whereas in mainstream, patriarchal society, a man that is a virgin is 

perceived as abnormal, a woman that is a virgin is perceived as proper.  On the other hand, a man 

that is not a virgin may be viewed as proper, while a woman that is not a virgin may be viewed 

as a “slut” or “whore.”  Another instance in which men and women are subjected to different sets 

of standards is in the workplace.  When a male supervisor is extremely demanding of his 

employees, mainstream society regards him as an impeccable leader that is extremely driven.  A 

female supervisor amid the same circumstances is regarded as a “bitch” that exerts her power 

over employees to compensate for her insecurities as a member of a supposedly “inferior” 

gender.  Unfortunately, societal expectations for women and men are unequal, and by testing 

Sophie, Martine acknowledges and reinforces this system of gender inequality.  By attempting to 

preserve the virginity of her daughter, Martine insinuates that the societal expectations of women 

and all of the gendered and sexual politics therein are correct.    

 However, Sophie encounters a remedy for the practice of testing that she experiences:   

My flesh ripped apart as I pressed the pestle into it.  I could see the blood slowly 
dripping onto the bed sheet.  I took the pestle and the bloody sheet and stuffed 
them into a bag.  It was gone, the veil that always held my mother’s finger back 
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every time she tested me.  My body was quivering when my mother walked into 
my room to test me.  My legs were limp when she drew them aside.  I ached so 
hard I could hardly move.  Finally I failed the test. (Danticat 88) 
 

Although she and Martine are in the same community of women that have experienced the 

process of testing, Sophie claims authorship of her own sexuality by rupturing her own hymen.  

Consequently, she no longer has to endure the tests.  Furthermore, this moment of discernment 

through her authorship of her own sexuality distances her from Martine’s experiences and 

demonstrates that Sophie has control over her own body, notwithstanding that she is in a 

migratory context amid circumstances that she cannot control.  Whereas Martine’s being tested 

comes to an end when she is raped in a sugarcane field, Sophie’s breaking of her own hymen 

serves as a symbol that she will not endure the same painful and difficult path of her mother. 

Return to the Cane Fields 

As a result of being raped in a cane field and the ensuing nightmares that she experiences 

every night, Martine ultimately commits suicide.  Sophie returns to Haiti to attend her funeral.  

Despite the fact that Sophie does not have a good relationship with her mother throughout the 

narration, her returning to Haiti to attend her mother’s funeral tells readers that she has matured.  

The most notable stimulus that has perpetuated the change in Sophie’s relationship with her 

mother is when Sophie herself becomes a mother.  At this point, Sophie comes to empathize with 

her mother, and she understands for the first time the inherent, maternal desire to protect a 

daughter.  However, although the relationship between Sophie and Martine changes, Sophie does 

not begin to respect and revere the maternal practices of her mother.  Instead, she pities her 

mother and begins to love her despite her flaws.  Sophie reveals to readers her experience in the 

sugarcane field: 
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I ran through the field, attacking the cane.  I took off my shoes and began to beat a 
cane stalk.  I pounded it until it began to lean over.  I pushed over the cane stalk.  
It snapped back, striking my shoulder.  I pulled at it, yanking it from the ground.  
My palm was bleeding.  The cane cutters stared at me as though I was possessed.  
The funeral crowd was now standing between the stalks, watching me beat and 
pound the cane. (Danticat 233) 
 

Through this symbolic, violent encounter with the sugarcane, Sophie seeks retribution for the 

pain that it has caused her as well as for other members in her family.  Through the pounding of 

the cane, she also becomes a part of the community of her family members and countrymen that 

have been physically harmed by the violence of slavery.  As her palm bleeds, she identifies with 

her mother whose “fingers were scarred and sunburned” (Danticat 42); a description that she 

notes upon joining her mother in New York.  Sophie elaborates on her observation and 

interpretation of Martine’s scars as she states: “It was as though she had never stopped working 

in the cane fields after all” (Danticat 42).   

Sophie furthermore identifies with her grandfather whom she never had the opportunity 

to meet as a result of his labor in the sugarcane plantations.  Sophie has a strong support system 

of maternal figures in her life.  However, as she is a child of rape, she obviously has an absence 

of a father figure in her life.  The death of her grandfather that she never had the opportunity to 

meet increases the void that she feels in regard to the lack of any sort of paternal figure in her 

life.  The act of pounding the cane is Sophie’s coping mechanism for this void.  However, her 

relationship with the cane fields is rather complicated.  She pounds the cane as a means of 

expressing her anger that the cane fields have resulted in the loss of her mother and the absence 

of a paternal figure in her life.  In this sense, this act of retribution also serves as an attempt to 

recover that which has been lost.  At the same time, she pounds the cane as a means of 

identifying with her family members that have already suffered in the cane fields.  Consequently, 
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the more that Sophie attempts to identify with her family and recover those that have been lost, 

the more hurt and marginalized she becomes by the power that the cane fields have exerted over 

her community.       

This moment at the conclusion of Breath, Eyes, Memory is profound in consideration of 

Sophie’s journey as the protagonist of a Bildungsroman.  Sophie becomes self-actualized 

through her coming to terms with her identity within the circumstances that have positioned her, 

the members of her family, and other members of the community of the African diaspora in a 

subaltern space.   

Black Masks in a White House   

 Danticat’s The Farming of Bones narrates the coming-of-age process of Amabelle Désir 

through multicultural negotiation involving the death of her parents, her diaspora from her native 

Haiti to the Dominican Republic, her enslavement in a sugarcane plantation, her falling in love 

with Sebastien Onius, his death and the death of many other Haitians during the massacre of 

1937, and her survival and return to Haiti.  As an orphan who lives in the house of the 

Dominican owners of the plantation, Amabelle and one of the daughters of the owners, Valencia, 

play together as children.  However, they grow apart as they come of age.  This mutual lack of 

self-identification causes them to consider to which communities they belong.  As Amabelle 

matures, her sense of difference from the Dominican, slave-owning culture that has marginalized 

her for her entire life becomes intensified.  As an adult, Amabelle self-identifies with Sebastien, 

as they are both Haitians who are displaced in the Dominican Republic and enslaved on a 

sugarcane plantation.  In all of these examples, it becomes apparent that interpersonal negotiation 

and negotiation with a community aid the protagonist to grow and become self-actualized in her 
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identity.  Through having contact with communities, the protagonist becomes self-actualized in 

his or her identity within a cultural community, whether dominant or marginal.         

Danticat commences The Farming of Bones by implicitly underlining the racial, ethnic, 

and social cues that mark the lives of Amabelle, the protagonist, Sebastien, her lover, and 

countless Haitians that are tortured and murdered as a result of dictatorship, slavery, and racism 

under the Duvalier and Trujillo regimes in Haiti and the Dominican Republic, respectively.  In 

the second sentence of the narration, Danticat refers to her “nightmare” of her “parents 

drowning” (1), which takes place years prior to the 1937 massacre that she experiences.  This 

framing of Amabelle’s story leads readers to believe that she has experienced loss that haunts her 

existence at the point of her narration.  As the narration unfolds, readers discover that her 

nightmare continues as she lives her life in slavery on a sugarcane plantation in the Dominican 

Republic.  She also survives the massacre of Haitians under the Trujillo regime in 1937, yet she 

loses her beloved Sebastien.  Heather Hewett, in “At the Crossroads: Disability and Trauma in 

The Farming of Bones,” reiterates what she writes in her doctoral dissertation entitled 

“Diaspora’s Daughters: Buchi Embecheta, Edwidge Danticat, Julie Dash and the Remapping of 

Mother Africa” as she underlines the importance of race, gender, and national identities for the 

characters of the text (125).  Although Hewett’s analysis predominantly weaves Amabelle’s 

physical and emotional pain as a result of violence, she nonetheless refers to her “journey to 

accept loss and loneliness” as the “journey that generates the central dramatic conflict of the 

novel” (128).  The beginning of the conflict that initiates Amabelle Désir’s adverse journey is the 

death of her parents.  The parental absence that she experiences intensifies her lack of belonging 

in the Dominican Republic.  When she falls in love again, she loses Sebastien as a result of 



 
 

64 

violence.  Violence, displacement, and loss are all that she knows, and the narration explores her 

coming to terms with these challenges.         

In “Remaking Identity, Unmaking Nation: Historical Recovery and the Reconstruction of 

Community in In the Time of the Butterflies and The Farming of Bones,” Lynn Chun Ink alludes 

to the importance of the socioeconomic system of the plantation as an approach to Danticat’s 

text; yielding to the conclusion that Amabelle is rendered ambivalent in regard to her identity 

amid her immigration to the Dominican Republic and this system.  In reference to The Farming 

of Bones, Chun Ink states that “[Danticat] herself becomes this ‘face’ by putting the story of the 

sugar cane workers on paper.  Her very action reveals not only her privileged position as a writer 

but the inherent contradiction within the novel” (799).  Chun Ink’s treatment of Danticat’s The 

Farming of Bones deals with the exploitation of Haitians in Dominican Republic plantations for 

the purpose of producing sugarcane.  Chun Ink reveals that “[t]he patriarchal plantation system 

and the system of servitude to which Amabelle is subject serve to reinforce cultural, racial, and 

class differences between Dominicans and Haitians” (801).  The system of patriarchy in the 

Dominican Republic under the Trujillo regime and the plantation system have been historically 

inextricable because of the need for sugarcane production and the explicit racism felt by the 

regime.  In this sense, the Trujillo regime set the machine in motion that intertwined racism, 

colonialism, and production.  After having established this system of domination of Haitians, the 

machine has continued to produce more of a product that involves racism, colonialism, and 

xenophobia.   

Chun Ink recognizes the role that gender and race play in Amabelle’s experience: 

“Danticat’s text as well critiques the ways in which collectivity was historically shaped along 

gender and race lines in Haiti during Trujillo’s rule of the Dominican Republic.  Yet her 
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formulation of communal self-definition remains ultimately ambivalent, avoiding the reification 

of imperial paradigms” (790).  Chun Ink’s references to “communal self-definition” and 

ambivalence are essential to the analysis of Amabelle’s coming-of-age process amid 

innumerable adversities.  As is the case with most characters that are rendered ambivalent by the 

disparities between her or his personal identity and how s/he fits into a more organic, societal, 

and collective identity, Amabelle feels ambivalent in regards to the negotiation among her own 

identity in the context of a society that does not valorize it.  Amabelle’s experience varies from 

other diasporic and bicultural experiences because her marginalization is one of not knowing her 

place in the Dominican Republic.  In other diasporic and bicultural texts, protagonists often have 

feelings of frustration because they inhabit a society that neither understands them nor values 

their merits.  They become frustrated because they are not part of the mainstream culture after 

having emigrated from a place where they were part of the mainstream culture.  In Danticat’s 

The Farming of Bones, Amabelle inhabits an interesting space between mainstream Dominican 

culture and subaltern Haitian culture while she is present on the sugar plantation.  

Based on the diversity of her upbringing on the island of Hispaniola, Amabelle Désir 

feels as if she is a stranger in her own land.  She is a native of Haiti and her parents were Haitian, 

yet she is raised by a Dominican family on the plantation after their death.  Even though she 

works in the house as a slave, she has a relationship with the family’s daughter, Valencia, who is 

about her age.  In this regard, she is an alien in the Dominican Republic, yet she simultaneously 

has a sense of belonging that most people of Haitian cultural heritage who reside in the 

Dominican Republic do not possess.  She sleeps in the house instead of the slave quarters, and 

she has a personal relationship with an individual in the slave-owning family.  Her relationship 
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with Valencia and her family is different than the typical slave/slave-owner relationship.  Chun 

Ink underlines this feeling of ambivalence as well:  

The constructedness of national identity is exemplified through Amabelle’s 
experiences and the process by which she comes to identify herself as Haitian.  
Brought up on the Dominican side of the island, she has mixed feelings about 
where she belongs and what she considers “home.”  She finds herself torn 
between her Dominican family—despite her status as their servant—who raised 
her since age eight, and her Haitian heritage. (802) 
 

She furthermore writes that “[t]he separation of the eastern from the western side of Hispaniola 

fostered an unstable and often volatile relationship between the nations, fueled by the racial 

tensions arising from the importation of African slaves for labor in the early 1500s” (Chun Ink 

790).  Let us consider if Amabelle would be subject to an upbringing of servitude if she were 

white rather than black.  As a result of her adoption, regardless of her cultural origin, it is 

possible that she would still be a servant.  At the same time, it is just as possible that she would 

be treated as an equal member of the family.  That notwithstanding, if she were white, she would 

certainly not be thrown into slavery.  All Dominican racial categories are versions of whiteness, 

and if someone is perceived as black, then he or she is regarded as Haitian.  The Dominican 

racial consciousness designates Dominicans as white and Haitians as black without any sort of 

racial ambiguity or gray area.  The racial climate that marks the Dominican Republic at the time 

of the events that Amabelle narrates to readers positions her as subaltern.  This occurs because of 

the Dominican perception of her racial and cultural identity. 

 However, even though Amabelle is black, she is not thrust into the sugarcane fields with 

other black individuals on the plantation.  Rather, she plays the role of a servant to the same 

family that takes her in.  Consequently, Chun Ink is absolutely correct when she states that 

Amabelle “has mixed feelings about where she belongs” (802), and the identity crisis in question 
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is a direct result of having been orphaned and having experienced migration from Haiti to the 

Dominican Republic.  She is rendered ambivalent by the ensuing socioeconomic and cultural 

systems to which she is subjected; namely, the role that she assumes on the Dominican 

plantation.   

Amabelle’s identity crisis is a matter of perception.  Sentiments of uncertainty of her 

identity stem from the disparity between her self-perception and the way that she perceives the 

cultural communities with which she interacts.  She perceives herself as black in the context of 

the Dominican plantation.  Returning to the ideas posited by Stuart Hall in “Negotiating 

Caribbean Identities,” Amabelle’s racial self-identification occurs in the context of the other.  

The context of her self-identification is a Dominican plantation in which whiteness is attributed 

to slave masters, and blackness is attributed to slaves.  For Danticat and Hall, without the other, 

the concept of race ceases to exist.  Amabelle’s racial self-identification does not vary 

significantly from Joseph’s in Breath, Eyes, Memory.  The most notable difference is that 

Amabelle experiences slavery firsthand, whereas Joseph experiences slavery through jazz and 

African-American spirituals.  They are both postcolonial subjects belonging to the African 

diaspora, and in the contexts of the Dominican Republic and the United States, they both inhabit 

subaltern positions as a result of the white power attributed to the Americas as a result of its 

European colonization.    

Amabelle also perceives other Haitian-Dominicans in the sugarcane fields as black, yet 

she resides in the house with the white family instead of in the slave quarters.  At the same time, 

even though she lives in the house, she is still a servant; thus, she is not an equal part of the 

family.  In addition to having sentiments of ambivalence as a result of her cultural diaspora from 

Haiti to the Dominican Republic, Amabelle is also displaced from the role of the cane fields to 
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the role of a house servant within the economic structure of the plantation, yet the role to which 

she is displaced ingrains a completely different type of ambivalence in her experience.  Although 

one could perceive that Amabelle is fortunate to play the role of indoor servitude to the 

plantation owners rather than serving them under the more dangerous condition of cutting 

sugarcane, she is nevertheless a slave, consequently lacking just as much agency as she would if 

she were positioned in any other area of the plantation.  In the midst of the slave/owner binary, 

Amabelle is regarded as an outsider in relationship to both the plantation owners and the 

plantation slaves, thereby subjecting her to a vastly disparate identity crisis than other slaves on 

the plantation.  The perception of her race that marks her existence makes class struggle 

impossible for her.  She will never be accepted as a member of the family as a result of her race, 

gender, age, and national origin.  By the same token, even if she could choose to join her fellow 

Haitian-Dominicans in the fields and slave quarters, she would be viewed as an outsider because 

of her previous role on the plantation.  In this sense, the particularity of Amabelle’s existence 

marks her with the seeming impossibility of acceptance from the dominant other.            

Perception of Black Masks 

Amabelle begins her narration by declaring to readers that “[h]is name is Sebastien 

Onius” (Danticat 1).  She describes him as “lavishly handsome by the dim light of [her] castor oil 

lamp, even though the cane stalks have ripped apart most of the skin on his shiny black face, 

leaving him with crisscrossed trails of furrowed scars” (1).  Amabelle refers to Sebastien’s work 

to harvest sugarcane amid her reference to the color of his skin.  As she refers to his “black face” 

with “crisscrossed trails of furrowed scars,” readers discover that the white mask of colonial 

violence has irreversibly affected his skin, thus serving as a concretization of Fanon’s metaphor 

of the masking of the other.  Sebastien is a member of a marked race, yet he is not marked solely 
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by the natural skin with which he was born.  He is further marked by violence, and the mask of 

the colonial other cannot be taken off.  Through this imagery, readers come to understand the 

economic structure of the plantation as the stimulus for binary systems of subalternity and 

domination: black and white, colonized and colonizer, slave and owner.  In consequence, the 

scars on Sebastien’s skin delineate the prevalence of violence associated with this binary. 

Sebastian says to Amabelle that she is “glowing like a Christmas lantern, even with this 

skin that is the color of driftwood ashes in the rain” (Danticat 1).  In “At the Crossroads: 

Disability and Trauma in The Farming of Bones,” Heather Hewett indicates, “Through 

Sebastien’s eyes, we see Amabelle’s beauty, which is defined as perfection and able-bodiedness” 

(129).  Via this visceral, paradoxical, and metaphorical description of Amabelle’s skin, Danticat 

juxtaposes beauty and ashes.  Per her integration of fire and rain in addition to the declaration 

that Amabelle, from Sebastien’s perspective, “glow[s]” (1), Edwidge Danticat reveals the role 

that violence is the rain that attempts to extinguish Amabelle’s fire of individuality and strength.   

Through their amorous relationship, Amabelle and Sebastien are engaged in a community 

amid a hegemonic system through which they are defined as the other.  This community of 

solidarity is very important for our protagonist, as she seems incapable of independent self-

actualization:  “I am afraid I cease to exist when he’s not there.  I’m like one of those sea stones 

that sucks its colors inside and loses its translucence once it’s taken out into the sun, out of the 

froth of the waves.  When he’s not there, I’m afraid I know no one and no one knows me” 

(Danticat 2).  This need for community with Sebastien stems from the isolation that Amabelle 

experiences as a result of being an orphan and living in a house with a family with which she 

does not identify and is perceived as the other.  Sebastien is the first person with whom Amabelle 
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feels she can identify, and this interaction serves as a remedy for the aforementioned solitude that 

she experiences. 

Sebastien is the first slave with which Amabelle identifies because they are from the 

same region of Haiti, although they “did not know each other when [they] lived there” (Danticat 

25).  Also, they have both experienced the death of a parent at the hands of Dominican violence 

in addition to exile from Haiti to the Dominican Republic.  Lastly, Amabelle’s identification with 

Sebastien hinges on their romantic and sexual relationship.  In addition to being her lover, 

Sebastien becomes a male, protective figure for Amabelle amid the absence of her father.   

After she is orphaned, she becomes dependent upon Sebastien, who she ultimately loses 

to Dominican violence in the Parsley Massacre of 1937.  Sebastien becomes one of the thousands 

of victims of the perejil test administered to Haitians under the Trujillo regime.  Amabelle is 

transformed from a very dependent individual to one that reaches self-actualization 

independently through her own narration.  Through her coming-of-age process, the protagonist 

manages to transition from being the recipient of the Dominican hegemonic other’s devaluing of 

her race to a point where she claims authorship of and finds individual meaning in her own racial 

identity.  Rather than accepting that blackness delineates slavery and national otherness, 

Amabelle’s racial identity becomes the source of community, love, and perseverance.          

Socioeconomic Unmasking 

Amabelle furthermore recounts an instance in which Sebastien compels her to become 

naked: ‘“Your [Amabelle’s] clothes cover more than your skin,’ he says.  ‘You become this 

uniform they make for you.  Now you are only you, just the flesh’” (Danticat 2).  In this context, 

Amabelle’s uniform is the mask of servitude that she wears.  In her narration, Amabelle alludes 

to the point of contact between the mask and the face and how identity becomes transformed vis-
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à-vis the mask that one wears.  Through Sebastien’s request that Amabelle undergo the process 

of figurative unmasking, he encourages her to assume an authentic identity that is different from 

the one of servitude that has been thrust upon her throughout her life by the owners of the 

sugarcane plantation.     

Sebastien additionally refers to the perfection of Amabelle’s aesthetics: he refers to “[her] 

perfect little face” and “[her] perfect little shape, [her] perfect little body, a woman child with 

deep black skin, all the shades of black in [her], what we see and what we don’t see, the good 

and the bad” (Danticat 3).  The repetition of the diminutive “little” in Sebastien’s description of 

Amabelle after having taken off her clothes signifies both her return to innocence and his gender-

based position of power.  This innocence is one that she has experienced prior to having been 

exposed to servitude on the plantation; an innocence that has been stripped from her as a result of 

colonialism.  Moreover, Sebastien repeatedly uses the adjective “perfect” to describe Amabelle’s 

innocent, naked body as a means of communicating that the color of her skin is not a source of 

imperfection.  Rather, the source of imperfection is the socioeconomic assignment of subaltern 

roles to her as a direct result of her skin.  In other terms, he communicates that the skin is perfect, 

but the uniform is imperfect.  Through Amabelle’s unclothing and Sebastien’s description of her, 

Amabelle relates to readers that without the uniform and the regard of a hegemonic other, race 

ceases to exist.   

At the beginning of The Farming of Bones, Sebastien’s desire for Amabelle to take off 

her clothes represents an implicit racial, gendered, and socioeconomic unmasking.  Sebastien 

understands the political implications of Amabelle’s uniform that the Dominican plantation 

owners require her to wear.  Although readers may be unsure of Amabelle’s sentiments 

regarding the politics of her uniform and her skin color at this point of the narration, Sebastien 
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explicitly states that her uniform represents a denial of her individual identity and her 

conformity, albeit involuntary, to the colonial apparatuses that render Sebastian scarred, 

Amabelle’s parents dead, and a multitude of Haitians in a subaltern position.  In this sense, 

Amabelle’s unmasking represents Sebastien’s desire for the subversion of these colonial 

apparatuses.  However, her becoming naked is merely a private interaction in a racially-secure 

space; with her lover.  Although one could perhaps argue that her becoming naked represents the 

freedom to unmask herself, Amabelle’s freedom to do so in private is not a freedom at all, as it is 

limited to spaces in the presence of a man with whom she racially self-identifies.  This 

unmasking would not occur in other contexts of the plantation. 

Fanon’s text informs the negotiation that is pertinent to this passage.  Although the white 

masks that cover black skin represent the racial, ethnic, political, social, and economic polarities 

between the white and non-white and the colonizer and the colonized, Amabelle’s uniform 

implies the far more complex negotiation of obstacles for the perception/construction of racial 

and ethnic identity and the identity itself than these mere binaries.  As a child, Amabelle 

perceives that her position in the plantation is extremely nuanced and in a gray area.  The social 

inequalities of the plantation are evident to her:  if a person is white, he or she is a slave owner, 

and if a person is black he or she is a slave.  However, as she has a friendship with Valencia as a 

child, lives in the main house, and has a romantic relationship with Sebastien, she convinces 

herself that this binary relationship of the colonized and the colonizer, the black and the white, 

and the slave and the master does not apply to her.  This ultimately causes Amabelle to have a 

crisis of identity; a crisis whose remedy is the discernment of her position as a slave on the 

plantation in relation to the plantation owners and an object of sexual desire in relationship with 

Sebastien.  As she comes of age, she discovers that her position on the sugarcane plantation is 
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not nuanced at all.  She has the point of discernment that she is just as much of a slave as 

Sebastien and that she is an outsider in her Dominican adoptive “family.”       

 It would be disingenuous, however, to claim that this unmasking pertains solely to the 

politics of the uniform in regard to race and socioeconomics.  In this exchange that Amabelle 

relays to readers, we nevertheless have a man that is requesting a woman to remove her clothes.  

In contrast with the aforementioned analysis that stated that Amabelle’s removal of her uniform 

represents a return to innocence and perfection, it also represents her exercising her sexuality 

with a man.  At the same time, power plays an important role here, as Amabelle is instructed by a 

man to become naked.  This is an instance of the multi-faceted subalternity that postcolonial 

women experience.  Amabelle finds herself in a subaltern position whether she wears the 

uniform or not.  The uniform serves as a symbol of her position of servitude on the Dominican 

plantation.  Moreover, readers discover that the absence of the uniform results in her sexual 

objectification amid the regard of a man.  The unmasking is not just about the racial politics of 

the uniform.  Amabelle’s mask also has its own sexual politics, as does the act of removing the 

mask.  The perfection and the innocence that Sebastien describes, albeit implicitly, refers to her 

sexual objectification. This is a prime example of the subalternity that can be experienced by 

postcolonial women.  Amabelle does not have access to clothes other than those which she has 

been provided by the Dominican plantation owners.  This interaction with Sebastien proves that, 

as an enslaved, postcolonial woman, Amabelle’s body does not have any agency.  When she 

wears the uniform, she is in a subaltern position in reference to the Dominican plantation owners.  

When she takes the uniform off, she is a sexualized object within the confines of Sebastien’s 

regard.  For Amabelle, this is the inescapable paradox of the point of contact of her flesh and the 

mask that she wears.  Freedom does not exist for her even when she finds camaraderie with 
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another with whom she racially and culturally identifies.  She is nevertheless regarded as another 

through a different category of identity. 

Notwithstanding Sebastien’s criticism of the uniform that Amabelle wears, she discovers 

after having taken off the uniform that she wears the mask of a sexual object.   Amid the 

aforementioned multi-faceted subalternity to which she is exposed, Amabelle ultimately chooses 

to be in a subaltern position in relationship to Sebastian rather than in relationship to her 

Dominican adoptive family.  Even though this choice results in her own sexual objectification, 

she chooses her Haitian heritage over her Dominican upbringing.  She decides that a life with 

Sebastian in the slave quarters would be better than a life with her supposed family.  However, 

Amabelle finds that her choice results in her still wearing a mask, yet the only difference is that 

she is under the regard of another hegemonic other.       

Masks of Difference 

Later in The Farming of Bones, Amabelle’s “friend” from her childhood, Valencia, goes 

into labor.  Valencia is part of the Dominican family on the plantation where Amabelle is 

enslaved.  Amabelle returns to the past and reveals to readers an anecdote from her childhood 

that certainly informs the racial cues of the Dominican Republic that she inhabits.  Through 

comparing and contrasting this return to the past with Valencia’s birthing of the twins, readers 

come to discover how Amabelle and Valencia come of age, even though one inhabits a dominant 

space and the other resides a subaltern one: 

We sat for a while with her fingers clinging to mine, like when we were girls and 
we both slept in the same room.  Even though she was supposed to sleep in her 
own canopy bed and I was to sleep on a smaller cot across from hers, she would 
invite me onto her bed after her father had gone to sleep and the two of us would 
jump up and down on the mattress, play with our shadows, and pretend we were 
four happy girls. (Danticat 6) 
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As children, Amabelle and Valencia privately interact as if no socioeconomic, cultural, and racial 

disparities can interfere with their camaraderie.  However, they are both cognizant of the racial 

and socioeconomic politics of the plantation and, therefore, the societal importance of honoring 

this separation when others are present.  This anecdote is extremely revelatory of the societal 

cues that position Valencia as the master and Amabelle as the servant.  Furthermore, it prefigures 

their negotiations with this society and the consequent coming-of-age processes that make them 

become the women that they are. 

 Amabelle emphasizes for readers the difference between Valencia’s privileged living 

conditions and her own.  The description that Valencia sleeps in a bed and that Amabelle sleeps 

on a smaller cot demonstrates the difference in which they are treated on the Dominican 

sugarcane plantation.  Amabelle sleeps on a smaller cot because she is black, Haitian, and a 

servant on the plantation.  Valencia sleeps on a larger bed because she is white, Dominican, and 

the natural-born daughter of the plantation owners.  In addition to providing a place to sleep, 

these beds reinforce a culture of inequality.  Therefore, the beds are a microcosm of the 

plantation and serve as proof that inequality exists throughout.  Although the beds are equal 

neither in size nor in comfort, Amabelle sleeps in the slave owners’ house rather than the slave 

quarters with her fellow Haitian-Dominicans.  This creates an identity crisis for Amabelle in the 

sense that she is a slave, yet she plays with Valencia and pretends as if she were not.  Amabelle 

knows that she is not really Valencia’s friend.  She recognizes the inequality of the context of the 

plantation home, and she is aware of her position within it.  She is constantly reminded of the 

inequality of the plantation by the difference between her cot and Valencia’s bed.  However, we 

should also consider their childhood interactions from the perspective of Valencia, even though 

the narration is related to readers through Amabelle’s voice.  Although Amabelle is aware of her 
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position as a slave on the plantation, Valencia, as a child, seems completely unaware that any 

such inequality exists.  This is the essence of white privilege.   

Amabelle is caught in the middle ground between the binary of her actual position on the 

plantation versus the artificial role that she plays with Valencia, which creates considerable 

challenges for her coming-of-age process.  As she embarks upon coming to terms with her 

identity in the context of this typically polarizing system of hegemonic power, her becoming 

self-actualized amid these circumstances ultimately splits the binary and disempowers its 

privileged component.     

Let us also consider Amabelle’s interpretation of Valencia and her activities while they 

jump on the bed together when they are supposed to be going to sleep.  As Amabelle indicates 

that “the two of us [Amabelle and Valencia] would jump up and down on the mattress, play with 

our shadows, and pretend we were four happy girls” (Danticat 6), we find that this is a 

meaningful experience for Amabelle in many ways.  First, she enjoys the camaraderie with 

Valencia; especially since they engage in a forbidden activity amid the structured environment of 

the plantation.  Valencia permits Amabelle to jump on the bed with her.  The bed serves as a 

metaphor for the plantation in the sense that it represents the social inequality between white, 

slave owners and black slaves.  Furthermore, the bed points to the fact that slaves needed 

permission from white slave owners to do anything.  Albeit unconsciously, jumping on the bed 

with Valencia gives Amabelle hope that the socioeconomic and racial divide could theoretically 

disappear.  This act provides the protagonist with the notion that she could overcome her 

socioeconomic status as a servant and be treated as an equal in the plantation house.  This hope is 

a sentiment that Amabelle associates with happiness.  However, through Amabelle’s word choice 

of “pretending,” readers know that Amabelle is not typically happy, and she presumes that 
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Valencia is not happy either.  This word choice also suggests that the hope of transcending the 

aforementioned socioeconomic inequalities is unrealistic and imaginary; something that can only 

be achieved by pretending.  As a result, Amabelle assumes an artificial environment in which a 

power differential between her and Valencia does not exist.   

It is also important to analyze further the engagement between the characters and their 

corresponding shadows in this scene as it pertains to Amabelle’s coming-of-age process.  

Lacan’s mirror stage informs this interaction.  Theoretically, if Amabelle and Valencia were to 

look at their reflections in a mirror, then they would be made aware of the differences between 

them in addition to the ensuing socioeconomic implications.  However, through looking at the 

shadows that they cast, their perception of the representations of their figures is one of equality, 

insofar as they could both theoretically be capable of leaving an equal mark on the society that 

they inhabit.  The shadows show them the way things could be if racial and socioeconomic 

divisions were erased.  In this sense, this scene could serve as an extension of Lacan’s 

psychoanalytic model, and it shows readers a point in which a young Amabelle begins to 

perceive her subaltern position in the context of the Dominican plantation.   

The Farming of Bones, as it applies to the coming-of-age process and the negotiation of 

racial and socioeconomic identity, is about how Amabelle perceives her own identity in the 

midst of the Dominican colonial consciousness that she experiences and that positions her as 

subaltern.  In this scene, we find that as a child, Amabelle imagines her camaraderie with 

Valencia without the epistemic mark of their racial and socioeconomic differences.  Even though 

Amabelle is aware of the differences that separate her from Valencia, jumping on the bed and 

playing with their shadows on the wall affords her the opportunity, albeit brief, to attempt to 

deny these divisions.  The shadows that Amabelle and Valencia cast are indistinguishable in 
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regard to all of these marks of identity.  As we find that Amabelle is black and Valencia is white, 

the shadows that our protagonist valorizes represent a meeting point of the dominant and the 

subaltern.  Despite their differences, Amabelle assimilates to Valencia’s world represented 

symbolically by her superior bed, and Valencia assimilates to Amabelle’s racial world 

represented symbolically by the shadows.  However, this imaginary escape from the context that 

marks her as subaltern does not last.  Amabelle arises in a cot, whereas Valencia arises in a 

canopy bed; both in a world where racial and socioeconomic differences exist.  

After having birthed her twins, the dialogue between Amabelle and Señora Valencia 

characterizes the racial discrimination that has existed for Haitians displaced in the Dominican 

Republic for sugarcane harvests.  Amabelle reveals to readers the degree to which she and 

Valencia have gone in different directions as they have come of age.  First, Amabelle’s usage of 

the title of power, “Señora,” implies that she and Valencia have become even more polarized in 

the servant/master system of power as they have approached adulthood.  In other terms, 

Amabelle relates to readers that her feelings of ambiguity regarding her role on the plantation 

have been reduced over time.  As an adult, it is much clearer to Amabelle that she is a servant 

and Valencia is a master than it was when they were children.  Also, Amabelle notices that the 

second twin’s skin “was a deep bronze, between the colors of tan Brazil nut shells and black 

salsify” (Danticat 11), whereas the first twin “favor(ed) your cherimoya milk color” (11).  Señora 

Valencia addresses this peculiarity by stating, “My daughter is a chameleon.  She’s taken your 

color from the mere sight of your face” (11).  Amabelle furthermore relates to readers, 

‘“Amabelle do you think my daughter will always be the color she is now?’  Señora Valencia 

asked.  ‘My poor love, what if she’s mistaken for one of your [Amabelle’s] people?’” (Danticat 

12).  This dialogue underlines the racial discrimination to which Amabelle, other Haitians, and 
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other Dominicans working on the sugarcane plantation are subjected, yet Danticat subverts the 

power of Amabelle’s oppressor through her satirical representation of Señora Valencia.   

According to Amabelle, Valencia’s only reference to her children is in the context of her 

perception of their races.  Readers know that the twins are fraternal as a result of their difference 

of appearance.  As the twins are fraternal yet seemingly racially different, Amabelle leads 

readers to believe that Valencia has roots from Africa of which she is unaware, as there is no 

physical evidence in her racial identity that would lead her to this conclusion.  At the same time, 

one could surmise that Valencia is aware of cultural roots to Africa in her lineage, yet she 

chooses not to recognize it publicly.  She copes with her predicament through denial:  having 

birthed fraternal twins, one of which reinforces her supposedly white existence, whereas the 

other interrupts it.  This ultimately deconstructs colonial discourses on race in which whiteness is 

a symbol of superiority and blackness is representative of inferiority.  As readers, for all we 

know, Valencia has African ancestry that emerges in the generation that follows hers.   

This instance in the narration serves as a metaphor for the relationship between Amabelle 

and Valencia.  In her narration, Amabelle suggests that she and Valencia are equal 

notwithstanding racial differences, as they have both inhabited the same house, just as the fetuses 

have inhabited the same womb.  Amabelle also uses this metaphor to point out the arbitrariness 

of racial assignment in the Caribbean and, more specifically, on the island of Hispaniola.  The 

socioeconomic structure that places Valencia in a dominant position and Amabelle in a subaltern 

one does not result from anything that either of these characters has done.  Rather, as a result of 

the racial politics of a Dominican plantation, Amabelle is arbitrarily assigned to the role of 

servitude, while Valencia is arbitrarily assigned to the role of being a master.  That being said, 
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this metaphor demonstrates that the power of race resides within the socioeconomic roles that are 

assigned as a result of the color of one’s skin, not the color of one’s skin itself. 

The metonymy of the supposedly racially disparate infants that inhabit the same uterus 

plays a profound role in Amabelle’s coming-of-age process.  It represents the sociocultural 

situation of the inhabitants on the island of Hispaniola.  Although the two fetuses inhabit the 

same space, they do not share an amniotic sac.  Furthermore, as both of the twins are conceived 

by two different eggs and sperm, both of the infants possess different genetic makeup.  As we 

consider this metonymic relationship, readers discover the Dominican consciousness that creates 

a figurative sociocultural border between themselves and Haitians.  Although the makeup of 

Dominicans and Haitians vary racially, culturally, and linguistically, they paradoxically remain 

separate at the same time that they inhabit the same space.  Through this metonymy, Amabelle 

provides readers with a commentary on the system of separation between Haitians and 

Dominicans.   

In addition to the subversion of the power structure, this metaphor plays a very important 

role in the way that Amabelle comes to understand concept of diaspora and the way in which she 

relates it to readers.  The fraternal twin that favors Amabelle’s look is the second body to leave 

the womb of Señora Valencia.  This metaphor exhibits subversion in the sense that the Haitian 

fetus drives the Dominican fetus out of the space.  Figuratively speaking, the Haitian fetus 

exhibits its power over the Dominican fetus.  Amabelle furthermore metaphorically subverts this 

power differential as she reveals to readers that the Haitian newborn survives, whereas the 

Dominican fetus dies.   
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Masking in the Diaspora 

 As a counter-point to the other texts explored in this chapter, Edwidge Danticat’s Krik? 

Krak! is a short-story cycle whose narrator is unclear.  The fragmented and weaving nature of the 

text makes it challenging to definitively state the identity of the narrator.  For that matter, this 

fragmentation also leads to a myriad of possible interpretations.  However, my reading of this 

narration posits that Gracina Azile is the narrator that spans the text and comes of age through 

the process of narration.  Some of these stories she has experienced personally, whereas others 

have been related to her by others.  I focus on four portions of this collection: “Children of the 

Sea,” “Nineteen Thirty-Seven,” “Caroline’s Wedding,” and the epilogue entitled “Women Like 

Us” to explore Gracina’s coming-of-age process.  These stories reveal the common, diasporic 

experiences of Haitian and Haitian-American women during the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries and give readers a perspective of how these experiences have affected Gracina and the 

community of Haitian and Haitian-American women as a whole.  The most notable themes 

explored in these stories are violence as a result of the Parsley Massacre, being left behind in 

Haiti while loved ones migrate to the United States, the experience of migrating to the United 

States, and narration as a means to recover history and the stories of those that have been lost as 

a result of violence. 

 “Children of the Sea” is an epistolary story in which Gracina’s father is in a boat 

traveling to the United States after having left Gracina’s mother, his lover at that time, in Haiti.  

He recounts his experiences to readers in a notebook.  The story appears to be an epistolary 

dialogue between them.  However, the story is by nature asynchronous, as readers know that the 

narrator is incapable of sending and receiving letters while on his journey to the United States.  
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Although he seems to include letters that Gracina’s mother has sent to him, the dialogue between 

the two of them is fabricated, and he speaks for her instead of her speaking for herself:   

They say I have to throw my notebook out.  The old man has to throw out his hat 
and his pipe.  The water is rising again and they are scooping it out.  I asked for a 
few seconds to write this last page and then promised that I would let it go.  I 
know you will probably never see this, but it was nice imagining that I had you 
here to talk to. (Danticat 27) 
 

This revelation toward the end of the story reveals that the narrator deceives readers into 

believing that they are reading an epistolary dialogue.  The discovery that the man in the story 

assumes both of the voices in the dialogue raises some very interesting questions in regard to the 

representation of postcolonial women from a male perspective.  From the outset of the narration, 

Gracina’s father brings up the concept of writing.  As we learn in the epilogue of the narration, 

the importance of writing plays a pivotal role in this narration and Danticat’s project as a whole: 

“i will keep writing like we promised to do.  i hate it, but i will keep writing.  you keep writing 

too, okay?” (8).  The male narrator portrays his female lover as a person who does not enjoy 

writing.   

 The narrator provides readers with the charged, political climate that has caused him to 

go into exile in the United States: 

“haiti est comme tu l’as laissé.  yes, just the way you left it.  bullets day and night.  
same hole.  same everything.  i’m tired of the whole mess.  i get so cross and 
irritable [. . . .]  everything makes me mad.  i am cramped inside all day.  they’ve 
closed the schools since the army took over.  no one is mentioning the old 
president’s name.  papa burnt all his campaign posters and old buttons.  manman 
buried her buttons in a hole behind the house.  she thinks he might come back.  
she says she will unearth them when he does.  no one comes out of their house.  
not a single person.  papa wants me to throw out those tapes of your radio shows.  
i destroyed some music tapes, but i still have your voice.  i thank god you got out 
when you did.  all the other youth federation members have disappeared.  no one 
has heard from them.  i think they might all be in prison.  maybe they’re all dead” 
(4-5). 



 
 

83 

This declaration from the narrator relates to readers that the political context of his exile is during 

the rise of the leadership of François “Papa Doc” Duvalier in Haiti.  In his brief narration, 

Gracina’s father expresses many of the sentiments often expressed by characters that experience 

migration from the Caribbean to the United States.  First, as we know that the dialogue is part of 

the imaginary invention of the narrator, he constructs his native Haiti as unaffected by his 

fleeing.  As he is on a boat headed for the United States, by assuming his lover’s narrative voice, 

he relates to readers that those that he has left behind in Haiti are experiencing trauma as a result 

of political turmoil, and the first person narration leads readers to believe that he experiences the 

trauma even in the midst of his absence.  The narrator sympathizes with those whom he has left 

behind in Haiti and feels guilty that he does not experience the political unrest firsthand as they 

do.  As he loves Gracina’s mother, it stands to reason that he experiences pain when she 

encounters challenges.  It is also plausible that he would feel guilty for fleeing without her 

instead of either taking her with him or remaining in Haiti to attempt to protect her from the 

dictatorial regime.  His narration reveals that this political instability and ensuing trauma are 

challenges that have led to his exile.  Notwithstanding his pain and guilt, through revealing these 

difficulties to readers, he attempts to convince himself that that his migration to the United States 

is justified and that Gracina’s mother justifies it as well.    At the same time, immediately after 

having departed for the United States, he is concerned and engaged with how things are going in 

his native Haiti for those that he loves and has left behind. 

I used to read a lot about America before I had to study so much for the university 
exams.  I am trying to think, to see if I read anything more about Miami.  It is 
sunny.  It doesn’t snow there like it does in other parts of America.  I can’t tell 
exactly how far we are from there.  We might be barely out of our own shores.  
There are no borderlines on the sea.  The whole thing looks like one.  I cannot 
even tell if we are about to drop off the face of the earth. (Danticat 6) 
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This passage reveals the uncertainty that the male narrator experiences on his journey.  He writes 

about the United States using his own narrative voice, yet he narrates about Haiti by imitating the 

voice of the Haitian, female, other.  In this sense, the male narrator begins to assume a First 

World voice that criticizes the Third World.  This creates an interesting relationship between the 

narrator’s conflicting emotions of guilt and happiness in his migration to the United States.  Even 

in transit from Haiti to the United States, he adopts the voice of the US as his own, and defers the 

voice of Haiti to the other.  Through framing her collection in this way, Edwidge Danticat seeks 

to subvert this assumption of colonial power of male Haitians in the diaspora.  Danticat also 

criticizes the attribution of the Third World to women.   By criticizing Haitian men of exercising 

power in the diaspora to the United States, instead of making this collection about the Haitian 

and Haitian-American experience, Danticat makes it about the female Haitian and Haitian-

American experience.  

Gracina’s father also reveals to readers the importance of storytelling for coming to terms 

with migration and the ensuing challenges associated with multicultural identity: “We spent most 

of yesterday telling stories.  Someone says Krik?  You answer, Krak!  And they say, I have many 

stories I could tell you, and then they go on and tell these stories to you, but mostly to 

themselves” (14).  There is a cultural connection here with African storytelling.  This serves as 

an example of the maintaining of elements of African cultural identity in its diaspora to the 

Caribbean.  Furthermore, as the narrator is in transit to the United States, readers discover that 

this tradition of call and response is an element of his cultural identity that he intends to maintain 

in his migration to the United States.  The narrator reveals that narration benefits the narrator 

more than it benefits the reader.  Therefore, readers come to understand through the unfolding of 

this narration that its purpose is the narrative voice’s understanding of its cultural experiences 
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and identity, rather than the understanding of the reader.  This mirrors the postcolonial 

experience in the diaspora.  Narration as a tool for the narrator rather than the audience makes 

this short-story cycle an effective narrative technique to subvert power, as the narrators neither 

have to nor need to justify their experiences to another.  Instead, this collection honors the 

Haitian and Haitian-American communities with which our narrators identify.   

Masks of a Country 

 A key element in the experiences of Haitian, postcolonial women is narrated in the story 

entitled “Nineteen Thirty-Seven.”  The narrator refers to the Parsley Massacre in the Dominican 

Republic, which is a traumatic event in Haitian history.  This trauma of having experienced 

genocide in the Dominican Republic or having had family members that have endured it 

firsthand is a fundamental crisis that drives the narration:    

The roads to the city were covered with sharp pebbles only half buried in the thick 
dust.  I chose to go barefoot, as my mother had always done on her visits to the 
Massacre River, the river separating Haiti from the Spanish-speaking country that 
she had never allowed me to name because I had been born on the night that El 
Generalissimo, Dios Trujillo, the honorable chief of state, had ordered the 
massacre of all Haitians living there. (Danticat 33) 
 

One of the common themes in this story that the narrator develops is being forbidden from 

speaking the name of the Dominican Republic, the “Spanish-speaking country” across the 

Massacre River to which she refers.  It is interesting to note, however, that even though she is 

forbidden to speak the name of the Dominican Republic, she is permitted to say the name of the 

chief of state that sanctioned the mass genocide of Haitians residing in the Dominican Republic.  

The sarcasm that the narrator employs when referring to Rafael Trujillo as “El Generalissimo, 

Dios Trujillo, the honorable chief of state” expresses the wanton disregard for Haitian lives on 

his part.  This sarcasm also isolates the dictator from the Dominican nation and insinuates that 
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he, not the Dominican Republic as a whole, is culpable for the violence that Haitians have 

experienced in the Dominican Republic.  By naming the dictator instead of the country, the 

narrator places the violence that Haitians have experienced on Trujillo’s doorstep.  The narrator 

also indicates that being forbidden to speak the name of the Dominican Republic applies to other 

Haitians that have experienced the trauma of the Parsley Massacre as well.  The narrator 

indicates that a girl named “Jacqueline” would accompany her and her mother to trips to the 

Massacre River to pay respect to those that died there.  Jacqueline says to the narrator: 

“You hear my mother who speaks through me.  She is the shadow that follows my 
shadow.  The flame at the tip of my candle.  The ripple in the stream where I wash 
my face.  Yes.  I will eat my tongue if ever I whisper that name, the name of that 
place across the river that took my mother from me.” (Danticat 45) 
  

In addition to being forbidden to speak the name of the Dominican Republic, Jacqueline’s 

declaration that she speaks on behalf of her mother demonstrates that the phenomenon of 

adopting the voice of those that have gone before is not germane to the narrator and the other 

women in her family that have gone before her.  Rather, Jacqueline reveals to the narrator, who 

then relates to readers, that the passing down of stories is a cultural practice that is used to 

recover the lives that have been lost as a result of trauma.  This Haitian cultural practice is an 

example of the maintaining of African cultural practices in its diaspora to the Caribbean.  

Narration thereby assigns a degree of immortality to those that have died, which becomes a clear 

theme in this work and Danticat’s project as a whole. 

 Furthermore, the narrator reveals that the Parsley Massacre is a profound event in her 

developmental process; not only because of the way that it has affected her family, but also in 

regard to the fact that she experienced this trauma in the womb of her mother.  Had the massacre 

of Haitians never taken place, the narrator would have, in all probability, been born in the 
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Dominican Republic.  However, as a result of the violence against Haitians in 1937, the narrator 

experienced a diaspora from the Dominican Republic as well as a diaspora from her mother’s 

womb.  The trauma of the Parsley Massacre led to the birth of the narrator.  In this regard, the 

violence against Haitians not only affected the world into which the narrator was born.  Instead, 

it also affected her being born in the first place. 

 The river where the massacre took place proves to be a very powerful image to the 

narrator and other Haitian women in memorializing the dead and the events that took place in 

October of 1937:  “My mother had escaped El Generalissimo’s soldiers, leaving her own mother 

behind.  From the Haitian side of the river, she could still see the soldiers chopping up her 

mother’s body and throwing it into the river along with many others” (Danticat 40).  For the 

narrator’s mother, the river is a symbol of both loss and gain, as she lost her mother and gained a 

daughter amid this horrific experience.   

Until we moved to the city, we went to the river every year on the first of 
November.  The women would all dress in white.  My mother would hold my 
hand tightly as we walked toward the water.  We were all daughters of that river, 
which had taken our mothers from us.  Our mothers were the ashes and we were 
the light.  Our mothers were the embers and we were the sparks.  Our mothers 
were the flames and we were the blaze.  We came from the bottom of that river 
where the blood never stops flowing, where my mother’s dive toward life—her 
swim among all those bodies slaughtered in flight—gave her those wings of 
flames.  The river was the place where it had all begun. (40-41) 
 

The narrator reveals that many Haitians take part in the annual ritual of memorializing the dead 

and the event of the Parsley Massacre.  Furthermore, she frames her narration with the 

memorialization of the Parsley Massacre as a means to reveal that it has played a profound role 

in her coming-of-age process.  The act of memorialization has been important to the narrator 

ever since she was a child, and as a self-actualized adult, instead of going to the river with her 

mother, she brings others to the river through her narration. 
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 Furthermore, the river is also the border between the Dominican Republic and Haiti.  

Therefore, this act of traveling to the river every year on the anniversary of the Parsley Massacre 

is also a memorialization of the exile that Haitians have experienced between Haiti and the 

Dominican Republic.  It is an act of remembering the exile of Haitians from their home country 

to the Dominican Republic where they were enslaved in addition to the exile that Haitians later 

experienced from the Dominican Republic to Haiti.  Additionally, the river represents genocide 

and serves as a symbol for the rebirth of the Haitian nation on the Haitian side of the Massacre 

River.     

Masks of America 

 In the concluding story of Krik? Krak! Gracina narrates her experiences in coming to 

terms with having Haitian cultural roots and residing in the United States.  First, as it is often the 

case when migratory experiences to the United States are involved, Gracina encounters 

challenges in becoming a citizen of the United States:  “It was a cool September day when I 

walked out of a Brooklyn courtroom holding my naturalization certificate.  As I stood on the 

courthouse steps, I wanted to run back to my mother’s house waving the paper like the head of 

an enemy rightfully conquered in battle” (Danticat 157).  This sense of accomplishment 

associated with becoming a naturalized citizen of the United States and characterizing the United 

States process of naturalization as something that is costly to attain proves that mere immigration 

to the United States does not immediately grant the migrant with a sentiment of belonging and 

acceptance.  Instead, Gracina associates this sentiment of security with residing in the United 

States with having gone through the process of naturalization:  “For the first time in my life, I 

felt truly secure living in America.  It was like being in a war zone and finally receiving a 

weapon of my own, like standing on the firing line and finally getting a bullet-proof vest” 
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(Danticat 213).  The simile comparing immigrant status with being under fire and a 

naturalization certificate as a bullet-proof vest implies that even after naturalization, Gracina still 

faces challenges as a result of being a Haitian-American.  Naturalization is not Gracina’s enemy.  

In the United States, immigrant status, even when converted to naturalized, non-immigrant status 

still places Haitians and other “others” (non-white, non-Western, non-American) under fire.  

Therefore, the enemy is the United States and its exclusive cultural practices.  The bullet-proof 

vest/naturalization certificate protects Gracina, but her protection is not absolute.  She and her 

family are still targets of scrutiny from citizens of the United States that she, her family, and 

other Haitian-Americans perceive to be part of the mainstream.  Therefore, although Gracina 

associates her naturalization certificate as a symbol for her own belonging in the United States, 

she recognizes that the United States mainstream may not perceive her as if she belongs.  She 

continues by saying that “[w]e had all paid dearly for this piece of paper, this final assurance that 

I belonged in the club.  It had cost my parent’s marriage, my mother’s spirit, my sister’s arm [. . . 

.]  I felt like an indentured servant who had finally been allowed to join the family” (Danticat 

214).  There is a clear parallel here with Amabelle’s situation in The Farming of Bones.  Even 

though Gracina has been accepted as a naturalized citizen and that her role in the society of the 

United States has changed, she recognizes that she continues to bear the burden of having been a 

servant; of having been an outsider.  Furthermore, Gracina relates to readers that even as a 

naturalized citizen, she does not possess the same rights as natural-born citizens of the United 

States: 

I had to temporarily trade in my naturalization certificate for a passport 
application.  Without the certificate, I suddenly felt like unclaimed property.  
When my mother was three months pregnant with my younger sister, Caroline, 
she was arrested in a sweatshop raid and spent three days in an immigration jail.  
In my family, we have always been very anxious about our papers. (158) 
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This quotation points to an example of maintaining residual cultural elements from the country 

of origin in the diaspora.  In this instance, Gracina’s family is anxious about their documentation 

in the United States as a result of the lack of importance of having papers in Haiti, which has a 

less-developed infrastructure than one encounters in the United States and in the Dominican 

Republic.  Gracina carries this anxiety with her in her migration to the United States.  However, 

the anxiety that she experiences is also exacerbated, as documentation is not only an expectation, 

but it is also highly-politicized in the United States.  Furthermore, the lack of emphasis on 

documentation in Haiti is a cultural difference that increases Gracina’s anxiety.  Amid this 

cultural distinction, Gracina is considerably relieved after having discovered that she is a 

naturalized citizen of the United States.   

Gracina also provides readers with the system of inequality that places immigrants at risk 

in the United States.  The experience of her mother proves as motivation to become a naturalized 

citizen.  However, even though she may be regarded as an outsider by the mainstream in the 

United States, even as a naturalized citizen, she is also perceived by her mother as an outsider.  

Gracina’s mother acts as if her daughters belong more to the United States than to Haiti:  “When 

we were children, whenever we rejected symbols of Haitian culture, Ma used to excuse us with 

great embarrassment and say, ‘You know, they are American’” (Danticat 214-215).  There is a 

clear connection here with the way in which Latinos are perceived as American or too-

Americanized by those who remain in the country of origin instead of migrating to the United 

States.  Also, the rejection of culture from the country of origin points to the propensity of 

migratory characters to assume upon themselves masks of the communities to which they 

migrate.  This feeling of otherness attributed to her both by natural-born citizens of the United 

States and by her mother is the stimulus for Gracina to narrate her story.  Through narration, she 
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comes to terms with her identity amid the Haitian and United States hegemonic systems that 

place her in a subaltern position.   

Masks of a Community  

In the epilogue entitled “Women Like Us” Edwidge Danticat expresses the importance of 

writing, thereby subverting the hegemony of First World, masculine power that places the Third 

World, female subject in a subaltern position.  Danticat amplifies a female voice that contrasts 

the voice that does not like to write in the first story of the collection.  She also uses writing 

literature—a practice and field that has been historically dominated by male hegemony—to 

recover Haitian, female voices that have been silenced by an unequal, male-dominated society.  

Through using a medium that women were forbidden or not expected to use, she honors the 

voices of women and counteracts the cultural expectation that women were not supposed to 

write.  That being said, as is decidedly common in the field of U.S. Latina/o letters, Danticat 

does not just speak for herself and of her own experiences.  Rather, she speaks for all Haitian 

women in order to create an aesthetic in which their stories are part of her story, and her story is 

part of theirs.   

Danticat uses a simile to compare writing with braiding hair:  “You remember thinking 

while braiding your hair that you look a lot like your mother.  Your mother who looked like your 

grandmother and her grandmother before her” (219).  Danticat creates an aesthetic in which, by 

noticing the similarities in her appearance, all of the women in her family are a part of her.  She 

also notes this connection between her and the other women in her family while looking into a 

mirror.  Drawing on Lacan’s psychoanalytic model of the mirror stage of development, Danticat 

discovers, while gazing into the mirror, her identity and the role that she is intended to play as a 

postcolonial, Haitian woman.  Furthermore, she develops an intense passion for the communal 
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identity of the women in her family.  Instead of an obsession with oneself as an individual, it is a 

passion for a community with which she happens to belong.  She continues by implying that 

although the women in her family are all different, through Danticat’s writing, they come 

together in a community:      

When you write, it’s like braiding your hair.  Taking a handful of coarse unruly 
strands and attempting to bring them unity.  Your fingers have still not perfected 
the task.  Some of the braids are long, others are short.  Some are thick, others are 
thin.  Some are heavy.  Others are light.  Like the diverse women in your family.  
Those whose fables and metaphors, whose similes, and soliloquies, whose diction 
and je ne sais quoi daily slip into your survival soup, by way of their fingers. 
(220) 
 

Danticat continues to play on the idea of community through contending that writing comes 

through her fingers as well as the fingers of the women in her family that have gone before her.  

Furthermore, as Danticat refers to her narration as “survival soup,” we as readers know that 

Danticat possesses a necessity, rather than a desire, to write.  

As a member of the Haitian diaspora to the United States in conjunction with assuming a 

career in writing, Danticat goes against traditional, Haitian gender roles that state that women 

should be homemakers:  “And writing?  Writing was as forbidden as dark rouge on the cheeks or 

a first date before eighteen.  It was an act of indolence, something to be done in a corner when 

you could have been learning to cook” (219).  This is an example of Haitian, masculine-centered 

cultural hegemony in which women are not expected to express themselves.  Additionally, this 

cultural hegemony is perpetuated by women that have assumed the traditional, feminine gender 

role of being in the kitchen:  “You remember thinking while braiding your hair that you look a 

lot like your mother.  You remember her silence when you laid your first notebook in front of 

her.  Her disappointment when you told her that words would be your life’s work” (Danticat 

221).  Danticat’s interaction with her mother proves to readers that this cultural inequality 



 
 

93 

between women and men is nurtured by traditional women themselves.  For Danticat, writing 

serves as a means to subvert the cultural hegemony that has historically placed Haitian women in 

a subaltern position.  However, through claiming that her writing is completed through the 

fingers of her female ancestors just as much as through her fingers, she reclaims the voices of 

women in her family that have propagated the cultural hegemony that has marginalized women.  

As a member of the Haitian diaspora to the United States, Edwidge Danticat has been influenced 

by feminist movements in the United States.  Danticat counteracts cultural hegemony by taking 

back the hegemonic voices of the women that have gone before her and rearticulating Haitian, 

female identity. 

Finally, Danticat continues to integrate the women that have gone before her in her own 

being and narration:  

 [Y]ou dream of hearing only the beating of your own heart, but this has never 
been the case.  You have never been able to escape the pounding of a thousand 
other hearts that have outlived yours by thousands of years.  And over the years 
when you have needed us, you have always cried ‘Krik?’ and we have answered 
‘Krak!’ and it has shown us that you have not forgotten us. (224) 
 

Through the exchange of the expressions “Krik?” and “Krak!” Danticat relates to readers that 

narration is a necessity for both the narrator and the audience.  The narrator needs to be heard, 

and the audience needs to hear a story.  For Danticat, this engagement with a discourse is what 

constructs the community of Haitian women and bridges the gap between the generations, 

ultimately being her “testament to the way that these women lived and died and lived again” 

(224). 

Conclusion 

In the textual experiences of Amabelle in The Farming of Bones, Sophie in Breath, Eyes, 

Memory, and Gracina in Krik? Krak! we find that race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality are all 
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elements of identity that incite marginalization in Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and the United 

States.  Sophie, who is born in Haiti, is left by her mother, Martine, when she is at a young age.  

After being raised by her Tante Atie, she eventually emigrates from Haiti to join Martine in New 

York.  In this coming-of-age story, Sophie struggles with the way that her race is perceived in 

the United States.  Moreover, she resents her Haitian heritage and the roles that mothers play 

with daughters in preserving their honor.  Sophie eventually finds a resolution to these crises 

associated with her identity through the authorship of her sexuality, a very important return to 

her hometown in Haiti, and falling in love with Joseph who helps her to realize that she is a 

member of the African diaspora.  In the case of Amabelle, she is abandoned at a young age by 

her parents as a result of Dominican violence against Haitians.  She works on a sugarcane 

plantation and falls in love with another plantation worker named Sebastien.  Amabelle’s 

interactions with other characters, consisting of both Dominican slave owners and Haitian slaves, 

calls her to consider her role within the cultural, hegemonic structure of the Dominican 

plantation that empowers some and marginalizes others.  Gracina’s narrations are culturally 

positioned both from the United States and from the Island, thereby revealing to readers some of 

the nuances of the Haitian cultural experiences amid circumstances of migration.  For Gracina, 

narration and recovering the stories of women enable her to cope with the trauma and feelings of 

otherness that she has experienced.  In these texts, race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality as 

diversifying cultural constructs play a key role in the coming-of-age processes of these 

characters. 

In this chapter, we have considered the way in which Edwidge Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, 

Memory, The Farming of Bones, and Krik? Krak! narrate the painful history of the postcolonial 

condition through the lens of Haitian diasporas involving the Dominican Republic, the United 
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States, and Africa.  The protagonists of these Bildungsromane are challenged with questions of 

racial, ethnic, and cultural identities.  As we see in these texts by Edwidge Danticat, the 

protagonists experience wearing multiple masks.  Through her project, Danticat reformulates 

Haitian, Caribbean, female identity in a way that it includes her perspective of the diaspora to the 

United States.   

 As we have considered the role that racial perception and identity play in the coming-of-

age process of the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense, we find that one of the elements that leads 

to these characters’ self-actualizations is the recognition of the masks that they wear.  Through 

the diasporas that Sophie, Amabelle, and Gracina experience, their remedy for being in a 

subaltern position is engaging in communities and identifying with those that have similar 

experiences.  
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CHAPTER III 

DOMINICAN MASKS IN THE DIASPORA IN JUNOT DÍAZ’S DROWN, THE BRIEF 

WONDROUS LIFE OF OSCAR WAO, AND THIS IS HOW YOU LOSE HER 

Introduction 

Junot Díaz’s Drown (1997), The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007), and This Is 

How You Lose Her (2013) reveal the effects that diasporas have on the cultural negotiations of 

characters.  These cultural negotiations are integral to their coming-of-age processes.  Characters 

experience hegemonies associated with the Dominican Republic and the United States as a result 

of migratory movements involving the two.  Dominican and United States cultural cues persist 

throughout Yunior’s narration.  My interpretation of Yunior as a character is that he is the 

protagonist that spans all of Díaz’s books.  Note that my analysis does not treat these texts 

sequentially, as Yunior’s coming-of-age process is not chronological in the context of these 

books.  This chapter explores Yunior’s coming-of-age process through his interactions with other 

characters and the racial, gendered, and cultural identities that he perceives that they represent; 

thereby concluding that he is incapable of defining himself without defining the identity of those 

that he perceives to be the other. 

Masks of Santo Domingo 

 Junot Díaz’s This Is How You Lose Her alludes the question of Yunior’s narrative 

reliability.  He begins by saying, “I’m not a bad guy.  I know how that sounds—defensive, 

unscrupulous—but it’s true.  I’m like everybody else: weak, full of mistakes, but basically good.  
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Magdalena disagrees though.  She considers me a typical Dominican man: a sucio, an asshole” 

(Díaz 3).  This opening passage calls to readers’ attention the propensity for the following 

passages of the text to consist of just as much subjectivity, as Yunior’s self-perception varies 

from the way in which he believes that Magdalena perceives him.  Gender certainly plays a role 

here, as Yunior relates to readers that his self-perception is more accurate than Magda’s 

perception of him.  These types of narrative questions exist throughout “The Sun, the Moon, the 

Stars,” regarding the disparities between Magda’s perception of Yunior and his self-

representation.  This story also brings up the question of the way he describes his native Santo 

Domingo.  Through constructing characters and places supposedly outside of him, he integrates 

himself in the narration as both a self-righteous and self-loathing narrator.  This introductory 

story of This Is How You Lose Her serves as a microcosm of migration between the Dominican 

Republic and the United States and splits the binary between the colonizer and the colonized.          

Yunior is constantly engaged with and questioning the role of cultural roots to the 

Dominican Republic as a component of his identity.  When Yunior states that Magda considers 

him to be “a typical Dominican man,” readers discover the fundamental role that identity aligned 

with the tíguere dominicano plays in the lives of the characters that surround him.  At the 

beginning of the narration, Yunior characterizes himself as a “guy” yet does not attribute to 

himself the cultural category of Dominican.  Through his establishment of a divide between his 

self-perception and Magda’s perception of him, in which each is pointed in opposition to the 

other, he defers the “typical Dominican man” element that Magda uses to describe him.  Yunior 

also reveals to readers that Magda defines the concept of a Dominican man as “a sucio, an 

asshole.”  Therefore, it stands to reason that the narrator would attempt to distance himself from 
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this element of his identity if he in fact believes that all Dominican men are “sucios” and 

“assholes.”   

After Magda discovers that Yunior has been cheating on her, she begins to place some 

distance between them.  In response to this change in their relationship, the narrator reveals to 

readers, “I know what she was doing.  Making me aware of my precarious position in her life” 

(7).  This initial story of the collection serves as a metonymy or frame tale of sorts, as readers 

discover throughout the narration the precariousness of Yunior’s position in relationship with 

other characters.  This story also serves the rest of the collection metonymically through 

Yunior’s declaration of how he would describe to readers his native Santo Domingo “[i]f this 

was another kind of story” (9).  In addition to saying, “Let me confess: I love Santo Domingo” 

(9), Díaz, as he has the tendency to do in all his texts, creates an interesting play with language 

that opens up the following passage to several interpretations of Yunior’s feelings of Santo 

Domingo:   

If this was another kind of story, I’d tell you about the sea.  What it looks like 
after it’s been forced into the sky through a blowhole.  How when I’m driving in 
from the airport and see it like this, like shredded silver, I know I’m back for real.  
I’d tell you how many poor motherfuckers there are.  More albinos, more cross-
eyed niggers, more tígueres than you’ll ever see.  And I’d tell you about the 
traffic: the entire history of late-twentieth-century automobiles swarming across 
every flat stretch of ground, a cosmology of battered cars, battered motorcycles, 
battered trucks, and battered buses, and an equal number of repair shops, run by 
any fool with a wrench.  I’d tell you about the shanties and our no-running-water 
faucets and the sambos on the billboards and the fact that my family house comes 
equipped with an ever-reliable latrine.  I’d tell you about my abuelo and his 
campo hands, how unhappy he is that I’m not sticking around, and I’d tell you 
about the street where I was born, Calle XXI, how it hasn’t decided yet if it wants 
to be a slum or not and how it’s been in this state of indecision for years. (9-10) 
 

Using this interpretation of Yunior’s contraction “I’d” leads us to believe that Yunior has a 

sentiment of conflict regarding his description of his native Santo Domingo despite his original 
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confession that he loves it.  His narrative description comes from the position of the experience 

of having lived in Santo Domingo.  At the same time, the description occurs after having 

migrated to the United States and after having returned to Santo Domingo on vacation.  

Therefore, although he confesses that he loves Santo Domingo, his narration comes from a 

position of migration and return, which is ultimately the source of his conflict and thereby leads 

to readers being exposed to two narrations of Santo Domingo rather than one.   

Furthermore, this conditional description that is, in and of itself, a description calls to 

readers’ attention the disparities between Yunior’s intentions and that which is unintentionally 

accomplished on the page.  Through his use of a conditional description of Santo Domingo if it 

were another story, he nevertheless describes his native Santo Domingo.  He proposes a 

condition in the story that he ultimately, whether intentionally or unintentionally, neglects to 

honor.  Amid his recognition of his own propensity for error, Yunior consciously decides not to 

honor the condition that he originally proposes to readers.  On the other hand, despite his fervent 

desire not to describe the Santo Domingo that he proposes in the text, he could ultimately find 

himself to be incapable of this sort of neglect.  Yunior reveals his shortcomings as a narrator and 

that narration and representation in and of themselves abound in lapses in mimesis.  Moreover, 

he also communicates to his audience that Santo Domingo is not something that can be 

effectively narrated.  Rather, it is a place and culture that must be experienced.  

 Yunior’s reference to poverty and the repetition of the adjective “battered” causes readers 

to consider the socioeconomic and cultural position of his narration.  Notwithstanding the 

statement that he loves Santo Domingo, the way in which he presents it is very much like a First 

World observer looking down upon the Third World.  Even though Yunior was born in Santo 

Domingo, his description of it after having lived in the United States and after having returned to 
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the Dominican Republic for a vacation with Magda is hauntingly reminiscent of a colonial, travel 

narration of the supposedly uncivilized other.     

Yunior continues with his conditional description and then transitions to the indicative: 

“But that would make it another kind of story, and I’m having enough trouble with this one as it 

is.  You’ll have to take my word for it.  Santo Domingo is Santo Domingo.  Let’s pretend we all 

know what goes on there” (10).  Through this metafictional reference, readers discover that 

Santo Domingo is a subject that is not easy for Yunior to narrate.  Furthermore, through the 

suggestion that we, as readers, will have to take his word for it, and that we have to pretend that 

we all know about Santo Domingo, Yunior attributes to himself a narrative authority in regard to 

his native city that he assumes that we, as readers, do not possess as well.  At the same time, his 

declaration that “Santo Domingo is Santo Domingo,” serves as a remedy for the previous crisis 

of narration.  Despite his use of conditional in which he claims that he is not going to describe 

Santo Domingo but nevertheless does so, he encounters that the only remedy to his previous 

narrative crisis is for his native city to serve as both the subject and the object in the 

phenomenology of narration.  

Yunior furthermore describes a decidedly different subculture of his native city: a resort.  

After a few days, Yunior deduces that Magda is not particularly enjoying the trip, and he 

expresses these sentiments to her.  Her response is very direct and brief:  “I. [Magda] Don’t. 

Want. To. Be. Here [. . . .]  I thought we’d be on a beach, she said” (12).    Regardless of her 

socioeconomic status and/or national identification, at this point of the narration, Yunior begins 

to regard her as an imperialist of sorts.  His categorization of her as a First World other who 

desires to relax on a beach while in the Dominican Republic and his ultimate assimilation to her 

desire ingrains in his narration a sentiment of sarcasm:  “Exactly where I want to be when I’m in 
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Santo Domingo.  In a fucking resort [. . . .] I don’t even want to tell you where we’re at.  We’re 

in Casa de Campo.  The Resort That Shame Forgot” (13).  This quotation reveals the sense of 

self-betrayal that Yunior feels.  As Casa de Campo was designed and built by United States 

corporations, it represents colonial presence in the Dominican Republic.  This informs Yunior’s 

hatred of his and Magda’s staying at the resort.  For Yunior, Casa de Campo represents the 

subordination of Island Dominicans to this sort of neo-colonialism.  Furthermore, amid his 

feelings of conflict regarding his country of origin, staying at the resort makes him extremely 

aware of the way in which his migratory experiences to the United States have affected his 

identity; both in terms of his self-perception and the way in which Island Dominicans perceive 

him.    

He furthermore informs readers that “the only Island Dominicans you’re guaranteed to 

see are either caked up or changing your sheets [. . . .]  Chill here too long and you’ll be sure to 

have your ghetto pass revoked, no questions asked” (14).  As per his suggestion that the vast 

majority of Island Dominicans are not patrons of the Casa de Campo resort, Yunior implies that 

he does not consider himself to be an Island Dominican.  This is particularly interesting in in the 

context of the Caribbean experience in the United States.  As can be seen in many U.S. Latina/o 

literatures, people with cultural roots with the Caribbean who immigrate to the United States are, 

upon their return to their home countries, viewed as if they were too Americanized.  What is 

interesting here is that Yunior, in his native Santo Domingo, separates himself from who he 

terms as Island Dominicans.   

Furthermore, in addition to describing the role that the Island Dominicans play in the 

resort, he also describes its patrons: “Casa de Campo has got beaches the way the rest of the 

Island has got problems [. . . .] Every fifty feet there’s at least one Eurofuck beached out on a 
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towel like some scary pale monster that the sea’s vomited up.  They look like philosophy 

professors, like budget Foucaults, and too many of them are in the company of a dark-assed 

Dominican girl” (15).  This comically disdainful description of the patrons of this resort serves as 

a metonymy of European colonization of the Dominican Republic.  Aside from the obviously 

negative characterization of people who Yunior perceives to be Europeans vacationing in the 

Dominican Republic through his use of the word “Eurofuck,” he also dehumanizes them through 

figuratively comparing them to whales.  He furthermore denounces their education and the fact 

that the academy centers colonial powers and is, in and of itself, a hegemonic, cultural 

construction.  This criticism of the academy and the professorate is also self-referential, as 

readers discover later in This Is How You Lose Her that Yunior is also an academic.  Amid his 

migration to the United States and return to the Dominican Republic, this passage shows 

Yunior’s conflicted sentiments of both jealousy and loathing of the men that he criticizes.  

Furthermore, this passage also underlines the gender inequalities that are associated with 

colonial-based sex tourism.  As an Island Dominican that has experienced migration to the 

United States and return to the Dominican Republic for vacation, despite his condemnation of 

the others at the resort, Yunior and Magda being at the resort makes Yunior even more insecure 

about the way in which he is perceived by Island Dominicans.  Yunior feels that he is perceived 

by Island Dominicans to wear a colonial mask, just like the “Eurofucks” that he describes to 

readers.     

Just as he does at the outset of the narration, Yunior brings to readers’ attention the 

possibility of masculine, Dominican identity as culpable for his failed relationship: 

All of Magda’s friends say I cheated because I was Dominican, that all us 
Dominican men are dogs and can’t be trusted.  I doubt that I can speak for all 



 
 

103 

Dominican men, but I doubt they can either.  From my perspective it wasn’t 
genetics; there were reasons.  Casualties. (18-19) 
 

Yunior comes to realize that Magda’s friends dehumanize him based on national and cultural 

identity just as he does with his disdainful remarks toward the “Eurofuck[s].”  This continues the 

metaphor of the dominant versus subaltern paradigm in the sense that Yunior, despite his 

emigration from the Dominican Republic, feels forever entrapped by the cultural island that is 

integral to his consciousness, his identity, and the way in which he is perceived by the other.  

Returning to the example at the resort, it is important to recognize that aside from Yunior’s 

criticism of the “Eurofuck[s]” who vacation at Casa de Campo, he is vacationing there as well.  

With that said, regardless of his apparent desire to differentiate himself from the clientele at Casa 

de Campo, he seems to have more in common with them than he does with the “Island 

Dominicans” to which he refers. 

 Yunior concludes this introduction by indicating to readers the last time that he had 

contact with Magda:  

Five months later I got a letter from my ex-baby.  I was dating someone new, but 
Magda’s handwriting still blasted every molecule of air out of my lungs.  It turned 
out she was also going out with somebody else.  A very nice guy she’d met.  
Dominican, like me.  Except he loves me, she wrote.  But I’m getting ahead of 
myself.  I need to finish by showing you what kind of fool I was. (25) 
 

Through this utterance, Yunior identifies himself as a member of the Dominican community.  As 

a result of the pain that he feels in the wake of losing Magda and the discovery that she has found 

someone else, Yunior engages in dialogue with her through writing her an epistolary response.  

However, Yunior’s letter consists of his involvement with several different women.  The 

dialogue is limited in the sense that we, as readers, are not exposed to Magda’s reflections 

regarding Yunior’s text.  This epistolary response causes us to learn a great deal more about 
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Yunior through this short story than we do about Magda.  By the same token, despite that this is 

related to readers through the narrative lens of Yunior, Magda’s mentioning that she is dating 

another Dominican man reveals a great deal about her.   

 This correspondence between Yunior and Magda represents metonymically another 

dialogue consisting of conflicting voices: colonial and postcolonial discourses.  However, from a 

discursive perspective, Yunior certainly has more of a voice in the inner-workings and 

conclusion of Magda and his relationship, as Magda’s letter is related to readers through 

Yunior’s narrative authority.  However, that does not imply that Yunior represents the dominant 

role and Magda represents the subaltern role in the relationship.  By his own admission, Yunior 

plays the role of the offender and the offended in their relationship.  However, according to his 

narration, he is also the party that is more hurt upon the relationship’s conclusion.  In this way, 

Yunior paradoxically plays the role of both the colonizer and the colonized in this discourse.  He 

plays the role of the colonizer from a narrative and representative point of view.  On the other 

hand, he plays the role of the colonized through his own victimization; a victimization that, 

ironically, he himself has initiated.  Instead of playing the role of the dominant class or the 

subaltern class, he has pieces of both classes ingrained in his consciousness; thus creating an 

existential crisis rather than an unquestionable, precarious idea of identity.   

Urban Masks in the Campo 

In the story “Ysrael,” in Díaz’s Drown, Yunior relates to readers the lack of belonging 

that he and other characters experience as a result of being subjected to diasporas: “Mami 

shipped me and Rafa out to the campo every summer [. . . .]  Rafa and I stayed with our tíos” 

(Díaz 3-4).  Yunior reveals to readers that “the campo was nothing like [their] barrio in Santo 

Domingo.  In the campo there was nothing to do, no one to see.  You didn’t get television or 
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electricity” (4), and both Yunior and Rafa refer to their experience in the campo as “shit” (4).  

Their description of the campo conveys that regardless of the distance, any diaspora may make 

characters feel like strangers in their country of origin.  Yunior and Rafa feel as if they do not 

belong in the campo because they are not surrounded with the same individuals and objects to 

which they are accustomed.  When they are in Santo Domingo, they feel that they possess a hold 

over the objects and the characters around them.  In the campo, they are strangers because all of 

the characters with whom they typically interact and whom they feel that they understand are 

absent.  This demonstrates that migratory experiences affect characters even when they do not 

involve different countries.  Yunior and Rafa feel a sense of estrangement as a result of 

migrating from an urban area to a rural area.  We find that their feelings of security result from 

their domination over other objects and characters, which makes “Ysrael” a story about diaspora, 

domination, and representation. 

We must question the plausibility of Rafa’s claims based on the subjectivity and naïveté 

of the narrative voice, Yunior.  After having heard that Rafa describes the campo as “shit,” 

Yunior describes it as “[w]orse than shit” (Díaz 4).  Yunior states this to Rafa in their dialogue of 

exile, but Yunior subsequently tells readers that he “didn’t mind these summers, wouldn’t forget 

them the way Rafa would” (5).  This discrepancy approaches the inconsistencies among Yunior’s 

dialogic engagement with readers and his dialogic engagement with Rafa.  We should question, 

as is the case with any narration, the objectivity of Yunior’s description both of Rafa and of the 

campo where they reside based on his fictional account.   

In this story, Yunior, Rafa, and Ysrael could all be characterized as marginalized 

characters, albeit in different ways.  In relationship to Rafa, Yunior is in the marginal position in 

the plot of the story.  However, considering that Yunior is the narrator, Rafa is in the marginal 
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position.  In relationship to both Yunior and Rafa, Ysrael is in the marginal position when he is 

attacked.  One could even say that Yunior and Rafa are in the marginal position in relationship to 

Ysrael, as he has clothes from the United States and has plans to have surgery on his face in the 

United States.  Ysrael needs to have surgery and wears a mask because as an infant, a pig 

attacked him and devoured part of his face.  The fact that all of the characters in this story can 

play both the marginalized role and the dominant one is precisely Díaz’s point: that 

marginalization and domination are matters of perspective and representation and that these roles 

change when diasporas are involved.   

Rafa’s treatment of Yunior varies as a result of their displacement from Santo Domingo 

to the campo.  Yunior reveals that in the campo, Rafa talks to him quite a bit, even though in 

Santo Domingo he “rarely said anything to [Yunior] except Shut up, pendejo” (Díaz 5).  Yunior 

elaborates upon the way that differing contexts create disparities in his relationship with his 

brother: “In the Capital Rafa and I fought so much that our neighbors took to smashing 

broomsticks over us to break it up, but in the campo it wasn’t like that.  In the campo we were 

friends” (Díaz 5).  Although this is typical behavior among siblings, the sentiment of being 

treated differently as a result of context persists throughout Yunior’s entire narration in all three 

texts by Junot Díaz.  It would be far too simplistic to contend that Yunior’s interactions with 

Rafa are merely reminiscent of a typical rivalry among siblings.  Instead, this boyish story serves 

as a microcosm of Yunior’s multicultural experiences as a result of the diasporas.      

As the narrator lays the groundwork for his encounter with Ysrael, we find that the 

diaspora from Santo Domingo to the campo of the Dominican Republic has different effects on 

Yunior and Rafa.  Being in the campo is a more positive experience for Yunior than it is for 

Rafa.  Yunior’s description of it as “worse than shit” after Rafa describes it as “shit” proves that 
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Yunior desires to impress his older brother, which is a desire and behavior that are aligned with 

the tigueraje; the Dominican cultural concept of a dominant male.  Readers later discover that 

Yunior does not really picture the campo in such a negative light, as he states that his summers 

with his brother were pleasant experiences that would remain etched in his memory (5).  

Nevertheless, Rafa’s boyish antics are aligned with the cultural construct of Dominican 

masculinity: the tigueraje.   

Masks of an Absent Tíguere 

After having framed the collection for readers, Yunior continues with his explanation of 

what he perceives to have gone wrong in his life, and he continues to consider the factors that are 

culpable in his being a tíguere dominicano.  My working definition of a tíguere dominicano 

draws considerably from Lipe Collado’s text, El tíguere dominicano: Hacia una aproximación 

de cómo es el dominicano (2004) and “Power Games and Totalitarian Masculinity in the 

Dominican Republic,” an article by Antonio de Moya within Rhoda Reddock’s Interrogating 

Caribbean Masculinities: Theoretical and Empirical Analyses (2004).  Collado reveals to readers 

that a tíguere dominicano is a very complicated term that includes several cultural nuances (15).  

Moya furthermore refers to “[Dominican] masculinity as a totalitarian and contradictory political 

discourse” (70), and he also provides an exegesis of the nuances of Dominican masculinities that 

serves as a point of discussion for Yunior’s interpersonal interactions with the men in his family: 

Upon looking at Dominican masculinity as part of the “problematic of 
legitimation” for men, and at labels used throughout the casa/calle divide, 
consensus on three general themes seems to be evident.  These themes are the 
following: (1) Men are the “exact opposite” of women, whatever any or both of 
them could be.  (2) Procreation is a necessary but insufficient condition for 
legitimizing masculinity.  And (3) homosocial relations among men are 
experienced as competitive gendered relations in terms of domination-
subordination, at least at the “definitory stage” of new dyadic relationships, where 
they establish, probably on an unconscious basis, who is “the male” (leader, 
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initiator) and who is “the female” (follower) among them.  As suggested before, 
each man’s positioning in the dyad will be depended on the power he displays in 
the interaction. (78) 
 

The third point of contention is the most important, as it is pertinent to Yunior’s interactions with 

the men in his life: Ysrael, Rafa, and his father.  We see that Yunior struggles with the 

designation of the tíguere dominicano because in some of his interactions with other men, he is 

in the dominant position, while in others, he is in the subordinate position.  Ultimately, he has 

been conditioned to know that there cannot be more than one tíguere dominicano in any 

particular context.  In regard to the obvious iconography of the term, Moya indicates that the 

“tíguere (Bengal tiger or American jaguar), shrewd and fast, is the icon of this culture, waiting 

for its opportunity to act” (79).    

My working definition of a tíguere dominicano is a dominant male with cultural roots to 

the Dominican Republic that often has social difficulties  as a result of his socioeconomic status, 

intelligence, opportunism, mischievousness, and being street-savvy.  Some of the social 

difficulties that the tíguere faces are exposure to crime, difficulty in assimilating to mainstream 

activities like school or work, and having trouble being involved in monogamous, romantic 

relationships.  Notwithstanding these characteristics that the tíguere possesses, this term should 

not be considered in a vacuum. Rather, it takes on different meanings as a result of the context in 

which it is used.  The connotation of describing a young boy as a tíguere is very different than 

describing a man using the same nomenclature.  For young boys, being called tígueres is 

endearing  because it both assigns to them a role in a societal system and connotes that they are 

bright, despite their behavior being mildly delinquent and aligned with a “boys will be boys”-

type mantra.  At the same time, self-identifying as a tíguere is an act of assimilation to a 

hegemonic, societal structure.  On the other hand, this designation is far less endearing when 
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used to refer to men. It implies that a man is misogynistic, sexually promiscuous, and deceitful.  

As this is a complex, cultural term, the perception of the tigueraje is perceived differently in 

diasporas to the United States than it is regarded on the island of Hispaniola.  From a 

sociocultural perspective, the tigueraje is a way of life that involves an anti-establishment, sense 

of style.   

As the tíguere dominicano is a designation with which Yunior attempts to self-identify, 

and as its implication changes from childhood to adulthood, it affects his coming-of-age process.  

The tigueraje is a cultural concept with which Yunior is constantly in negotiation as he comes to 

terms with his Dominican-American identity, and this becomes apparent in This Is How You 

Lose Her in the stories “Nilda” and “Otravida, otravez.”  

Yunior’s coming-of-age process includes his narrative recognition of the factors that have 

led to his failed relationships.  Prior to Rafa’s death, Yunior ironically feels that Rafa’s behavior 

is reprehensible, but at the same time, Yunior has a certain degree of admiration of Rafa.  This is 

because Yunior regards Rafa as a tíguere; something that Yunior wishes to be.  Furthermore, 

Yunior is jealous of Rafa because Yunior has emotional feelings for Nilda, Rafa’s girlfriend.  

Also, he regards Rafa’s transition from a tíguere dominicano as a young boy to a tíguere 

dominicano as a man as if it were much easier for Rafa than it has been for him.  In other terms, 

in Rafa, Yunior sees something that he wants to be.  However, he perceives it to be effortless for 

Rafa and painstaking for him.  We also know that Rafa’s mere existence is an obstacle in 

Yunior’s becoming a “true” tíguere.   

Yunior begins this story by introducing Nilda to readers and describing, from his 

perspective, what he notes to be the most important of their activities for the purposes of his 

story:  “Nilda was my brother’s girlfriend.  This is how all these stories begin.  She was 
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Dominican, from here [. . . .]  Rafa would sneak her down into our basement bedroom after our 

mother went to bed and do her to whatever was on the radio right then” (Díaz 29).  Through his 

metafictional declaration that “[t]his is how all these stories begin,” Yunior reveals that of course 

Nilda is not the first woman with whom Rafa has been in a relationship.  Yunior intimates that 

his feelings of admiration for and jealousy of Rafa are not just because of his feelings for Nilda.  

Rather, Yunior reveals that Rafa’s coital tendency is a pattern, which is a trait that the tíguere 

dominicano possesses.  That being said, this story is not merely about a girl who Yunior has 

known and with whom Rafa has engaged in coitus.  Instead, this story is about how the narrator 

perceives himself in the midst of this type of interaction that is very familiar to him.   

Yunior reveals his feelings of jealousy, as he spends time with Nilda before Rafa comes 

home: “I have to go.  Sometimes I could grab her and pull her back on the couch, and we’d stay 

there a long time, me waiting for her to fall in love with me, her waiting for whatever, but other 

times she’d be serious.  I have to go see my man, she’d say” (33).  Yunior makes his infatuation 

with Nilda quite clear, but she does not love him to the degree that he loves her, if she has any 

sort of feelings toward him at all.  Yunior implies that from Nilda’s perspective, he is nothing 

more than Rafa’s brother; a person of relative annoyance with whom she waits until Rafa arrives.  

Yunior makes it quite clear: “Rafa didn’t make no noise, just a low something that resembled 

breathing.  Nilda was the one.  She seemed to be trying to hold back from crying the whole time.  

It was crazy hearing her like that.  The Nilda I’d grown up with was one of the quietest girls 

you’d ever meet” (29).  In this story, Yunior’s narrative relationship with Nilda transitions from 

one of imagination of sex with her, to professing his love to readers despite the fact that he does 

not profess his love to her, and finally concluding with her complete and total absence from his 

life.  This reveals to readers that Yunior is not truly in love with Nilda.  Instead, he uses her to 
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prove that he is just as much as a tíguere dominicano as Rafa.  Yunior’s sexual desire for Nilda is 

really his desire to be and to be perceived as possessing the tigueraje.  Albeit contrastively in 

some instances, this narrative relationship between Yunior and Nilda mirrors the narrative 

relationship between Yunior and Rafa.  In other terms, this story is just as expressive of lost, 

forbidden, and unrequited love for Nilda as it is for Rafa.  

 Despite the fact that Yunior suggests that he “wanted to warn her, tell her he was a 

monster, but she was already headed for him at the speed of light” (33), his expression of love 

for Nilda transitions to something of a eulogy for Rafa.  Furthermore, Yunior also brings his 

absent father onto the stage of his narration and explains the importance of these events to both 

his experiential and narrative processes: “We rarely talked about our father.  Me, I was just 

happy not to be getting my ass kicked in anymore but once right at the beginning of the Last 

Great Absence I asked my brother where he thought he was, and Rafa said, Like I fucking care.  

End of conversation.  World without end” (36).  When Yunior declares that their father was not a 

common topic of conversation between him and Rafa (36), he alludes to the “Gloria Patri” and a 

parallel between the relationship between Rafa, Yunior, and their father and the Christian 

concept of the Holy Trinity.  Yunior’s reference to “World without end” applies the three-tiered 

structure of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit to Yunior, Rafa, and their 

father.  First, his allusion to a hymn that has been written in English yet whose title is in Latin 

satirizes his own bilingualism in his narration.  Yunior is God the Son, Rafa is God the Holy 

Spirit, and their father is God the Father.  Through his reference to a “World without end,” 

Yunior frames the disaster of his life that is initiated by Rafa’s struggle with and loss to a battle 

with cancer:        
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That was the summer when everything we would become was hovering just over 
our heads.  Girls were starting to take notice of me; I wasn’t good-looking but I 
listened and had boxing muscles in my arms.  In another universe I probably came 
out OK, ended up with mad novias and jobs and a sea of love in which to swim, 
but in this world I had a brother who was dying of cancer and a long dark patch of 
life like a mile of black ice waiting for me up ahead. (37-38) 
 

Through his reference to his life in the past and, at that point in his life, a future of whose 

outcome he is aware, Yunior frames the summer in a way in which readers are certain that it is 

significant in the characterization and coming-of-age process of the narrator.   

As a result of his self-description of having “boxing muscles” and being a person who 

“listened” who started catching the attention of girls, Yunior provides readers with a cultural 

commentary on his personal engagement with the machismo that is one of the most notable 

reasons that he reveres his brother, Rafa.  First, Yunior associates the tigueraje with being 

muscular and being noticed by girls.  These are ultimately characteristics that he perceives to be 

affiliated with the tigueraje; an identity for which, in his experience, Rafa has always been the 

model.  For this reason, Yunior mentions his own assimilation to the tigueraje in the context of 

the possibility of losing Rafa.        

  Just as Yunior mentions that Rafa is dying of cancer, he nostalgically notes the changes 

in his body.  Through this adolescent change, he feels that at the moment that he is losing his 

brother, he himself is replacing him.  Despite the things that Yunior loathed about his brother 

when he was a child, he finds himself knowing that he truly loves him at the same time that he is 

becoming precisely what he loathed about his brother in the first place.  During this summer, he 

is also faced with the crisis of abandonment that he experienced when his father left Santo 

Domingo for the United States when he was a child.  One of the most notable differences 

between the abandonment that he has already experienced and the one that he foreshadows in his 
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narration is that when Rafa dies, he will no longer have any sort of patriarchal figure to look 

toward for guidance.  Whereas Rafa served as Yunior’s father figure when they were younger, 

Yunior realizes that Rafa’s absence will perpetuate an even greater sense of loss in his spirit. 

 Yunior finds that he cannot avoid becoming transformed into a tíguere dominicano as he 

comes of age.  As a representative of the macho ideology that is revered in Dominican and 

Dominican-American circles, perhaps Yunior fears that one day, if he fathers a child, he would 

serve as the same influence that he regards as negative in his narration.  This ideology with 

which he begrudgingly self-identifies instills in him great sentiments of loss and heartache, and 

he fears that he will pass on this sociocultural ideology to others and its corresponding pain and 

loss. 

 After having experienced a negative relationship with Rafa and Rafa’s death, Yunior 

reveals to his audience that his life has begun a downward spiral for which his sole remedy is 

narration itself.  For example, he reveals to readers his reaction to Rafa’s absence in his life:  

I guess two years passed.  My brother was gone by then, and I was on my way to 
becoming a nut.  I was out of school most of the time and had no friends and I sat 
inside and watched Univision or walked down to the dump and smoked the mota I 
should have been selling until I couldn’t see. (39) 
 

As a means of attempting to cope with the loss of his loved one, Yunior turns to lethargy, 

television in Spanish, and both the use of and the selling of marijuana.  Yunior tries to resurrect 

Rafa through his comportment with women and most especially Nilda in order to attempt to 

erase the fact that he knows to be incontrovertible; that “[Rafa]’s gone, he’s gone, he’s gone” 

(40).  Yunior’s adolescent crush on Nilda when she and Rafa were engaging in coitus develops 

into an infatuation of a much higher magnitude amid Rafa’s absence.  It is a queer sexual 

relationship because in addition to heterosexual desire for Nilda, Yunior is engaged in, albeit 
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figuratively, a homosexual, incestuous, and necrophilic relationship with Rafa.  Just as he 

involuntarily hears their having sex and finds himself listening at the beginning of the narration, 

Yunior wishes to bring back that experience through a sexual relationship with Nilda.  However, 

as we discover upon this portion of the narration’s conclusion, this queer sexual desire remains 

unfulfilled.  On the other hand, Yunior encounters another way to preserve his memory of his 

deceased brother through narration.  Yet the narration is not the same as the experience, which 

Yunior begrudgingly discovers upon its conclusion.  Despite engaging in a sexual relationship 

with Nilda, narrating about Rafa and Nilda’s previous relationship, and the decline of Rafa’s 

health and his death, this holds no bearing on Rafa being gone and the solitude that Yunior feels.  

For Yunior, his prototype of the tíguere dominicano is absent.  This leads Yunior to assume the 

role of the tíguere in Rafa’s absence.  However, the tigueraje that he possesses is not the same as 

the one that Rafa did, as the death of Rafa eliminates the inter-male, competitive element of the 

tigueraje. 

 On the other hand, it is also important to note that Yunior, in addition to experiencing 

sadness as a result of Rafa’s death, he also finds Rafa’s absence to be an opportunity to transition 

into the role of the dominant male in his family.  Based on the aforementioned working 

definition of the tíguere dominicano, Yunior truly perceives Rafa to be this designation’s 

prototype.  In other words, while Rafa is still alive, Yunior continually tries to behave like a 

tíguere, but Rafa’s presence is a constant reminder of Yunior’s failure to achieve what he 

desires.  It is only in Rafa’s death, however, that Yunior feels that he can successfully transition 

to being a tíguere dominicano, as the point of reference of what a tíguere dominicano should be, 

from Yunior’s perspective, is finally gone. 
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 The paradox of Yunior’s sadness and opportunism in the wake of Rafa’s death is the 

fundamental crisis that perpetuates his narration of this story.  It is certainly a story that 

expresses his love for Nilda and his jealousy of Rafa.  This story also recounts his sadness for the 

loss of Rafa, but it is also a story of transition.  This story is Yunior’s narrative confession that he 

is not a real tíguere dominicano.  Rather, he is simply wearing the mask of a tíguere to cope with 

the loss of his brother and to fit in in his Dominican-American community.    

Masks of a Tíguere Latino  

 In Yunior’s narration, readers find the recurring theme of the absence of male role 

models and how he comes to terms with his identity in light of these feelings of loss and how this 

influences his coming-of-age process.  As previously discussed, in “Ysrael,” Yunior reveals to 

readers that his father has immigrated to the United States, leaving him, Rafa, and their mother 

behind, and Yunior also discovers that Ysrael experiences the same absence of a father-figure.  

In “Nilda,” Yunior discusses his coming to terms with the loss of Rafa.  Yunior furthermore 

expresses his sentiment of paternal abandonment in “Otravida, otravez.”   

Although Yunior is undoubtedly the primary narrator of Junot Díaz’s texts, there are 

occasional narrative shifts; this is certainly the case with “Otravida, otravez.”  However, it is an 

atypical narrative shift.  My reading of this story is that the narrative voice is Yunior’s, yet he 

imposes upon himself the mask of Yasmin and narrates from her perspective.  Yasmin is in a 

romantic relationship with Ramón, Yunior’s father and discusses the hardships that members of 

the Dominican diaspora experience in the United States.  Notwithstanding that there are 

innumerable possible interpretations and analyses of the nuances of this narration,6 the only thing 

that readers know for sure is that this story is narrated chronologically after the death of Rafa, as 
                                                
6 The role between Yunior and the other narrators when Díaz’s texts engage so-called narrative shifts is a topic to be 
approached in further research. 
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Yasmin refers to the photograph with “the dead son” (53).  Yunior’s imaginary creation of what 

he perceives his father’s life to be as a result of having left Virta, Yunior, and Rafa is the crux of 

the story. 

In the absence of his brother, Rafa, Yunior transitions to the absence of his father; yet 

another point of reference that he deems to be prototypical of the tíguere dominicano.  Yunior 

regards his father’s infidelity to his mother as a sexual element of the tíguere, and that, in 

addition to his previous immigration to the United States while his family remains in Santo 

Domingo, is an example of the delinquency associated with the term.  As we find in “Ysrael,” 

the justification to immigrate to the United States from the Dominican Republic is primarily 

socioeconomic, as Dominicans feel that the United States offers more earning potential.  

However, through his father’s behavior, Yunior discovers another nuance of the mask of the 

tíguere dominicano.  He discovers that the absence of his father that he has experienced is not 

solely as a result of wage and workplace ascension differences between the Dominican Republic 

and the United States.  Rather, while he and his family reside in the United States, he still 

experiences paternal abandonment, thereby debunking the aforementioned socioeconomic 

argument.     

Yunior claims to desire to be a tíguere, but his journey to inherit this designation of 

identity is painstaking and full of obstacles.  At the moment that Rafa is gone, Yunior 

immediately finds another point of contention that inhibits his defining himself as a tíguere.  

Therefore, although Yunior claims to want to be a tíguere and envisions his inheritance of this 

identity to be a natural progression in his coming of age, he continues to be held back by the 

dominant, male figures in his life that he has admired.  Notwithstanding the fact that the tígueres 

in Yunnior’s family have marginalized him into a subordinante, gendered position, he is 
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conflicted with assuming the tigueraje.  He looks up to his brother and his father, but he does not 

desire for his dominant, masculine identity to marginalize other men in the same way in which 

he has been marginalized and subjugated.  In summary, whereas Yunior claims to desire to 

transition to being a tíguere dominicano, he is really running away from this designation of 

identity, and he uses these recurring self-imposed obstacles to justify why he is not a tíguere, 

despite the fact that he feels like he is supposed to be one.   

In this story, while negotiating with the mask of the tíguere dominicano, Yunior adopts 

the mask of Yasmin, the woman with whom his father is having an affair.    Adopting this mask 

proves that Yunior reflects upon the definition of the tigueraje from the perspective of a woman, 

whereas in other stories the tigueraje is limited to his own perspective.  The diversity of his 

narration proves the conflict that he experiences vis-à-vis the cultural designation of the tíguere 

dominicano.  “Otravida, otravez” also provides a varying perspective on the tíguere dominicano, 

as it demonstrates a convergence of what Yunior perceives to be the consequences of a 

combination of sexual infidelity, abandonment, and the Dominican diaspora to areas in the 

United States.  Some of the ways in which Yunior negatively portrays his father’s life in the 

United States in his narration is through the financial struggles that he imagines him and other 

Dominican-Americans to experience:  “He’s been talking about the house he wants to buy, how 

hard it is to find one when you’re Latino” (51).  As Yunior narrates this struggle that his father 

has had in the United States through the lens of the character Yasmin, he reveals the power 

struggle to which many immigrants are exposed upon their arrival in the United States.  

However, in light of the discussion of the tigueraje, Yunior’s cultural commentary about 

Dominicans in the diaspora to the United States includes a propensity to have financial struggles.  

His narration through Yasmin reveals the irony of his father’s immigration to the United States 
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with the supposed goal of financial prosperity.  Therefore, although Yunior regards transitioning 

to being a tíguere dominicano as a natural progression in his own coming-of-age process, his 

exposition of the sort of tigueraje that his father possesses is actually antithetical to the adult, 

mature conception of the tíguere dominicano.  In other terms, in this story, Yunior actually looks 

down upon his father as if he were a mischievous boy getting into trouble on the streets of Santo 

Domingo.  At the same time, even though Yunior is painting the life of his father in a negative 

light, he still deems it necessary to adopt the narrative voice of Yasmin because his father, even 

in his absence, still possesses the dominant role in relationship to Yunior. 

Masks of a Pato/Tíguere 

In “Drown,” Yunior informs readers regarding his emotions of love, friendship, and 

homophobia.  He reveals his homophobia, yet this story is something of a romantic ode to 

friendship and love toward his friend, “Beto,” who happens to be homosexual: “[Beto]’s a pato 

now but two years ago we were friends” (Díaz 91).  Yunior attributes animosity or a lack of 

friendship with homosexuality, as he regards it to be threatening to the concept of tigueraje and 

his own attempts to assimilate to it.  Yunior distances himself from Beto because he comes out of 

the closet, and Yunior fears that Beto will reveal their secret sexual encounters together.  Yunior 

is cognizant of the societal perception of homosexuality, and he also experiences shame as a 

result of his sexual activity with Beto because he knows that it is threatening to the idealized, 

hyper-masculine values that Yunior’s father and older brother have emphasized to him.  Contrary 

to his suggestion that he is incapable of being friends with someone who is homosexual, his 

narration subsequently shifts into the past tense where he describes his boyish antics with Beto 

with a significant degree of nostalgia: 
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We were raging then, crazy the way we stole, broke windows, the way we pissed 
on people’s steps and then challenged them to come out and stop us.  Beto was 
leaving for college at the end of the summer and was delirious from the thought of 
it—he hated everything about the neighborhood, the break-apart buildings, the 
little strips of grass, the piles of garbage around the cans, and the dump, especially 
the dump. (Díaz 91) 
 

Beto experiences his own migration as he leaves for college, and readers discover that two years 

later, Yunior never left.  Although Yunior and Beto engage in the same activities as high school 

students, Beto abandons the community that marginalizes him because of his sexual identity, 

while Yunior reinforces it.  There is a parallel here with Yunior’s description of his New Jersey 

community and his depiction of Santo Domingo in “The Sun, the Moon, the Stars” in This Is 

How You Lose Her.  Just as Yunior’s description of Santo Domingo upon taking a vacation there 

with Magda is indicative of a first-world narrator looking down on the third-world other, readers 

see the same sentimentality in his description of his community in New Jersey.  This parallel 

closes the space between the first-world and the third-world and delineates that, Dominicans in 

the diaspora, create Dominican-American communities that are not entirely dissimilar from the 

communities with which they have been accustomed in the Dominican Republic. 

Beto’s disdain for his Dominican community is because of his, albeit in-the-closet, 

peripheral identity; a community where the supposedly perennial Dominican men “pass the fag 

bar, which never seems to close, [where] [p]atos are all over the parking lot, drinking and 

talking” (Díaz 103).  Yunior tells the story of “Alex,” who either “point[s] his plastic pistol at 

them, just to see if they’ll run or shit their pants” or “just puts his head out the window [shouting] 

[f]uck you!” and then laughing as he “settles back in his seat” (Díaz 103).  The stimulant for 

Yunior’s response proves that open homosexuality is not deemed acceptable in his New Jersey 

community or the communities that he has experienced in the Dominican Republic, which is not 
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unlike the perception of homosexuality in other communities.  Since heterosexuality is perceived 

as the normative sexuality and homosexuality is not, Yunior’s reinforcement of his community 

does not solely pertain to his comfort zone.  Rather, it is a community in which he is by default 

perceived as if he were heterosexual.  That is, the community that he inhabits perceives and 

assumes him to be heterosexual because it does not have any public expression of sexual identity 

to indicate otherwise.  However, there is another layer here.  This and other narrations that 

Yunior relates to readers pertain to his negotiation with Dominican masculinities.  Yunior finds 

his experiences with Beto and homosexuality in general to be threatening to his journey to 

become an alpha male.  Furthermore, Beto and other gay men reflect Yunior’s fear and 

suspicions that he (Yunior) is gay, so his criticism is exaggerated.  Also, his references to gay 

men as “they” and “them” is unconsciously self-referential and thereby drives a wedge between 

the binary of the subject and the object.      

  Prior to Beto’s leaving for college, readers discover that he engaged in two—according 

to Yunior’s narration—acts of oral sex with Yunior.  As Beto approaches Yunior the first time, 

Yunior asks, “What the fuck are you doing?” (Díaz 104).  However, the second time, Yunior 

“didn’t respond” (Díaz 105).  Yunior is perceived as heterosexual by his community because his 

sexual interactions with Beto remain secret.  However, even if they were not, Yunior’s role in 

their sexual encounter is aligned with Dominican conceptualizations of masculinity:  

Many men’s apparent attraction to sexual partners of both sexes, and their 
presumed interest in sexually “subordinating” or being “subordinated” by other 
men via oral and/or anal penetration, appears to be socially understood as a test of 
their degree of masculinity.  The merging of phallicism and homophobia has 
resulted in a peculiar construction of masculinity. (Moya 87-88) 
 

In their sexual relationship, Yunior is the party that is “subordinating,” and Beto is the one that is 

“subordinated.”  Therefore, Yunior’s sexual encounter with Beto serves as proof of Yunior’s 
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virility and of his tigueraje rather than the contrary and would be perceived in Dominican 

communities with relative normalcy: 

In the household culture bisexual behaviour is not an easily conceivable notion, to 
the extent that such ambiguity is generally expelled on the basis of denial.  In the 
Dominican Republic the hegemonic heterosexual male usually defines having 
sexual relations with both women and men as the attempt of a “really” 
homosexual man to deceive society about his sexual orientation. (Moya 88) 
     

Yunior nevertheless insists upon this interaction remaining a private matter, as “[t]he emphatic 

social stigma attached to the homosexual identity in predominantly patriarchal societies imposes 

public silence among sexual relations between men.  The stigma against male homosexuality 

partially results in the perception of this role as feminine, weak and lacking power” (Moya 89-

90).  Although it is argued that these sexual experiences with Beto represent Yunior’s sexual 

initiation and therefore his coming of age, homosexuality is an element of identity that Yunior 

represses and Beto embraces.  Moreover, Yunior embraces the tíguere dominicano designation 

of identity, while Beto rejects it.  In this sense, Yunior moves toward the so-called center while 

Beto moves toward the so-called periphery.  Méndez writes: 

Beto returns as something more than a gay man, he returns as a man that has been 
able to fulfill the narrator’s dream of leaving the community and bettering himself 
[. . . .] It is Beto who initiates Yunior into a new world of sexual and cultural 
possibilities, but then leaves him as well as the Dominican community of New 
Jersey.  In this way Beto’s return implies dealing with feelings placed in the back 
burner, which is why “pato” names not Beto’s condition so much as Yunior’s 
hurt. (166)  
                     

Méndez’s analysis brings the idea of diaspora as a source of transformation to readers’ attention.  

Yunior’s own journey into the world of homosexuality results in his own homophobia.  Beto’s 

homosexual experiences result in his embracing his own homosexuality.  Furthermore, through 

leaving, Beto is capable of being successful.  Through change, characters are transformed; they 

become self-actualized.  Both Beto and Yunior’s senses of self are affirmed through Beto’s 
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departure, yet Beto embraces himself, the other, and the alterity that is hegemonically attributed 

to him by the other.  In this sense, Beto is true to himself in the engagement of his identity 

among the center and the periphery.  On the other hand, Yunior denies his homosexual 

experience, the alterity that would theoretically pertain to him because of this experience, and he 

conforms to the hegemony through which alterity is reproduced.  Therefore, Yunior’s 

transformation is a hegemonic one; a transformation through which elements of himself are lost 

as a result of his apparent ‘need’ to belong. 

 Beto’s return plays a fundamental role in the diasporas that transform Yunior’s identity.  

Upon Beto’s return, Yunior’s mother informs him that she spoke with Beto (Díaz 95).  Yunior 

tells her, “You should have told him I moved” (Díaz 95).  Through this dialogue, readers come to 

understand the profound animosity that Yunior feels upon Beto’s return; an idea that Méndez 

outlines.  Through memory, Yunior is thrust back into his sexual experiences with his friend.  

Although Yunior supposedly identifies as a tíguere dominicano, the aforementioned “pato” 

possesses the dominant position in their relationship.  This role reversal challenges the fixed 

conceptualizations of Dominican masculinities that delineate that the man that is penetrated is 

gay, not a man, and necessarily the party that is subordinated in relationship with other men and 

that the man that penetrates is not gay, a man, and the one that necessarily plays the dominant 

role.    

Masks of a Tíguere with Authority 

In “How to Date a Browngirl, Blackgirl, Whitegirl, or Halfie,” Yunior provides his 

readers with a ‘how-to’ guide for seducing four racial types of women.  (W)rites of Passage: 

Developing New Conceptions of Ethnicity in the Contemporary Latino Bildungsroman by 

Eugenia Viviana Hurtado Benavides suggests that his narration in the second person implies his 
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need for control (128).  In the first person, the subject and the object of the narration are the 

same.  In other terms, the narrative lens is reflected back upon the subject, and the narrator 

himself holds the lens.  In the third person, the narrator is distanced from the narrative object by 

holding the lens while it reflects upon something else.  In a second person narration, which is a 

rarity in fiction, Yunior hands the lens to readers, and it is a lens that reflects upon hyper-

sexualized versions of different races of women.  This is an arrogant form of narration, as it 

assumes that all readers either already are or desire to be tígueres, or promiscuous, misogynistic, 

sexual opportunists.  Using this narrative strategy, Yunior also assumes that the sexual desires of 

readers correspond with his own.  This narration does not necessarily suggest that Yunior does 

not feel that he is in control.  Therefore, this story serves as a satire that pokes fun at the cultural 

concept of the tíguere dominicano and its inherent superficiality.   

Yunior provides listeners with different suggestions in impressing different stereotypes of 

women: “Order everything in your busted-up Spanish.  Let her correct you if she’s Latina and 

amaze her if she’s black” (Díaz 145).  He advises that if she’s a white girl, “Tell her that you 

love her hair, that you love her skin, her lips” (Díaz 147).    On the other hand, Yunior contends 

that if she’s a halfie, “[y]ou’ll wonder how she feels about Dominicans.  Don’t ask.  Let her 

speak on it” (Díaz 147).  Yunior’s choice of “browngirl,” “blackgirl,” and “whitegirl,” rather 

than “brown girl,” “black girl, and “white girl” is an example of objectification and 

depersonalization that Yunior finds among tígueres.  The connective tissue among the types of 

women that Yunior presents to readers is his perception of female gender identity as an object of 

masculine sexual desire and conquest, notwithstanding racial and cultural identity.   

For example, in the case of the “Latina” and the “Blackgirl,” based on his experience 

with other characters and the racial identity that he attributes to them, Yunior makes some very 
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strong and baffling suppositions about their cultural identities.  He assumes that the “Latina” 

necessarily speaks Spanish and that the “Blackgirl” does not.  Language is certainly an important 

element of cultural identity, yet cultural identity and the perception of appearance are potentially 

discontinuous; a potentiality that the narrator either does not recognize or that he recognizes yet 

refuses to address.  He assumes that all women that he identifies as “Latina” speak Spanish and 

all women that he identifies as “Blackgirl” do not. 

The characteristics that Yunior associates with these female characters are based on his 

perception of personal experience.  The masks that he attributes to these characters define their 

racial, ethnic, and cultural identities.  He deals with stereotypes of women based on cultural 

assumptions rather than any sort of empirical evidence.  The irony of this is that this story poses 

to be revelatory of the diversity of the cultural identities that he has encountered as a young man. 

However, his narration turns out to be counter-productive and to ultimately fall short of his goal.  

This story is also ironic in the sense that Yunior imitates a narration that would come from a 

tíguere dominicano in the diaspora to the United States; a cultural construct of Dominican 

masculinity with which he is conflicted and to which he struggles to assimilate.  The irony here 

is the authority that his narration exhibits.    

This alludes to the relevance of gendered identity and sexual orientation in this 

discussion. Yunior consciously portrays himself to readers as heterosexual and very sexually-

active. On the other hand, he subconsciously reveals to readers that he is a misogynist that feels 

that the only elements of female identities that are important are the ones that he perceives and 

narrates. In other terms, from his perspective, Yunior’s definitions of female cultural identities 

are the only ones that matter.  That being said, Díaz’s text provides readers with a commentary 
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on the inherent problem of representation in the sense that some have a voice, and others do not, 

and that stories are told by those in a dominant position.   

 Yunior’s engagement and negotiation with his own identity is a very pertinent question to 

consider in light of this story: 

Yunior’s subjectivity is as much a social construction as it is a product of his 
previous experiences as a racialized subject in the Dominican Republic, and 
subsequently also as a racialized ‘other’ in the United States—but clearly under 
different racial regimes.  So in this sense his approach in engaging in intimate 
interactions with these women goes beyond recognizing their racial demarcations, 
what occurs in reality is that with each new woman he ‘dates,’ he is forced to face 
the limitations of the discourses that have been instilled into him as a Dominican-
American man. (Méndez 156) 
 

Yunior makes several over-arching suggestions that do not waver regardless of the woman he 

dates:  “Wait for your brother and your mother to leave the apartment” and “[c]lear the 

government cheese from the refrigerator” (Díaz 143).  He also suggests to hide pictures “of your 

family in the campo” and “of yourself with an Afro” (143).  These suggestions serve as a point 

of contrastive analysis in regard to the way that Yunior portrays himself versus the way that he 

portrays others. According to his narration, he withholds certain parts of his identity when 

interacting with the women that he dates. However, he openly gives this same information to 

readers. Although disparities between public identity and private identity are quite common for 

most people, it is apparent that Yunior regards his discourse to be a safe, narrative space in 

which he can express himself freely without fear from judgement from others. One can easily 

surmise that Yunior has experienced rejection as a result of the reaction of women to government 

cheese (implying poverty), pictures of his family, and pictures of himself with an Afro; all of this 

being, of course, from his perspective.  In this sense, “How to Date a Browngirl, Blackgirl, 

Whitegirl, or Halfie” is a defense-mechanism. It is Yunior’s way of coping with the rejection that 
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he has experienced from various types of women, and this sentiment converts into his self-

portrayal as an authority figure and his simplistic, essentialist definitions of women.  Similarly 

with the case of Beto, Yunior dehumanizes his sexual partners through his stereotypical and 

simplistic definitions; thereby trying to convince readers and himself that he is truly a tíguere 

dominicano.          

Masks of a Nerdy Tíguere  

In The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, Yunior tells readers about Oscar’s life as an 

adolescent, referring to his nerdiness, his glasses, and characterizing him as a paragüayo—a term 

that, according to Díaz’s word choice in his footnote, means a wallflower (19).  Yunior also 

states that Oscar “used a lot of huge-sounding nerd words like indefatigable and ubiquitous when 

talking to niggers who would barely graduate from high school” (Díaz 22).  Furthermore, 

Oscar’s sister Lola indicates to him, “you’re going to die a virgin unless you start changing” 

(Díaz 25).  These characterizations of Oscar imply that he is marginalized in his Dominican 

community as a result of the difference between his identity and the cultural concept of the 

tíguere dominicano.   

Oscar certainly fits the criteria of the tigueraje in regard to being intelligent, and he even 

has had girlfriends earlier in his life.  Yunior states that as a seven-year-old, Oscar “was (still) a 

‘normal’ Dominican boy raised in a ‘typical’ Dominican family, his nascent pimp-liness was 

encouraged by blood and friends alike” (Díaz 11).  He continues by indicating that “[t]he little 

guy loved him-self the females, had ‘girlfriends’ galore” and describes that he was a “little 

macho” and quite the “hombre” (Díaz 12, 14).  Through this description, readers discover that as 

a child, Oscar’s behavior was aligned with the tigueraje.  Yunior’s description of Oscar is similar 

to his description of Rafa in “Drown” and “Nilda.”  Ultimately, according to Yunior’s narration, 
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Oscar is much more of a tíguere dominicano as a young boy than Yunior is.  Furthermore, their 

engagement with the cultural concept of the tigueraje is dissimilar.  Oscar’s identity is aligned 

with the tigueraje as a child, yet he moves away from this designation as he approaches 

adolescence and adulthood.  Contrastively, as a young boy, Yunior’s identity is not aligned with 

the tigueraje, but he assimilates to this cultural construct of identity as he approaches 

adolescence and adulthood.  Another difference between Oscar and Yunior’s engagement with 

the tigueraje is the stimulant that creates the negotiation of identity for them.  Becoming a 

tíguere dominicano for Yunior is a coping mechanism that he uses to deal with the loss of his 

brother, Rafa.  Oscar distances himself from being a tíguere dominicano because of a breakup 

with his childhood girlfriend Olga: “He no longer went anywhere near the girls because at best 

they ignored him, at worst they shrieked and called him gordo asqueroso!  He [. . .] forgot the 

pride he felt when the women in the family had called him hombre.  Did not kiss another girl for 

a long long time” (Díaz 17).  Yunior’s and Oscar’s negotiations with the tigueraje occur as a 

result of loss that is out of their control.  In this moment of discernment, their identities are 

transformed as a means to cope with this sentiment of loss, even if the changes are involuntary.   

That being said, Oscar’s being distanced from the cultural designation of the tíguere 

dominicano does not imply his lack of desire to have romantic relationships with women.  For 

that matter, Yunior characterizes Oscar’s affection as “that gravitational mass of love, fear, 

longing, desire, and lust that he directed at any and every girl in the vicinity without regard to 

looks, age, or availability” (Díaz 23).  Despite his apparent desire for women, he is not the 

dominant, Dominican male that he was prior to experiencing a breakup with Maritza.  This is 

comparable to Yunior’s inability to be a tíguere dominicano in the presence of Rafa or his father, 

regardless of his desire, albeit begrudgingly at times, to assimilate to the tigueraje.  Desire is not 
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the deciding factor in the process of becoming a tíguere dominicano.  Instead, it is determined by 

playing the dominant role versus playing the subaltern role in a relationship among Dominican 

males.  Yunior is unable to be a tíguere because his father and subsequently his brother play the 

dominant role of the tíguere dominicano, which positions Yunior in the subaltern role, thereby 

making him, essentially, not a tíguere dominicano.  After having endured a breakup, Oscar finds 

himself in the subordinate role of the relationship with Maritza, which ultimately makes him lose 

his tigueraje.  In this way, Oscar’s lost tigueraje reformulates previous conceptions of the 

cultural term as a dominant/subaltern relationship in which males are involved.  Oscar’s 

experience reveals that women in a dominant role of a relationship impede one defining himself 

as a tíguere dominicano. 

This description of Oscar’s desire to be involved romantically with women also comes to 

readers through the narrative lens of Yunior.  Yunior’s portrayal of Oscar’s desire mirrors his 

own desire.  He feels that Oscar should desire to want to be a tíguere dominicano in the same 

way that Yunior has in the past.  However, Yunior neglects to recognize the paradigm of the 

tigueraje that has marginalized him in the face of Rafa and his father.  In other terms, Yunior 

neglects to recognize that although he desires that Oscar would accommodate himself to the 

tigueraje, his presence is the true reason for which Oscar is incapable of this sort of assimilation. 

Notwithstanding Yunior’s attempts to live vicariously through Oscar’s coming-of-age 

process, Yunior regards Oscar as heroic because he possesses the courage to resist the temptation 

to conform to the cultural ideals of the tigueraje; a courage that Yunior does not have.  This 

interaction is extremely important to Yunior’s coming-of-age process.  Having already been 

exposed to several types of Dominican masculinities (some of which he aspires to become and 

others of which he does not) Yunior sees in Oscar a version of what he once was.  Oscar serves 
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as a counter-point for the tíguere dominicano.  Whereas Rafa and Yunior’s father cause Yunior 

to consider a cultural designation of identity that the other possesses, Oscar causes him to 

consider this cultural construct within himself.      

However, when discussing the tigueraje, we are not just talking about masculinity and 

romantic or sexual involvement with women.  Oscar and Yunior’s negotiations of the cultural 

designation of the tíguere dominicano also include Dominican identity.  For Yunior, the concepts 

of tíguere and Dominican man are mutually-inclusive.  If a man is not a tíguere, then he must not 

be a true Dominican.  He intimates that Oscar is “embarking on a new cycle of [his] life” and 

undergoing some “[c]hanges” which Yunior describes as trying to “polish up what remained of 

his Dominicanness”(Díaz 30).  Yunior believes that Oscar’s loss of his tigueraje as a result of his 

childhood breakups with Olga and Maritza and a long string of rejections of women implies a 

loss of Dominican identity as well.  However, Yunior recognizes the arbitrariness of the mutual 

inclusivity of the tigueraje and Dominican identity through an ironic tone: “[o]ur hero was not 

one of those Dominican cats everybody’s always going on about—he wasn’t no home-run hitter 

or a fly bachatero, not a playboy with a million hots on his jock” (Díaz 11).  Yunior also 

indicates that “except for one period early in his life, dude never had much luck with the females 

(how very un-Dominican of him)” (Díaz 11).  In this way, Yunior looks upon Oscar with a 

certain degree of nostalgia, and he provides readers with a cultural commentary on the concept of 

the tíguere dominicano.  Yunior sees a great deal of authenticity in Oscar, as he does not give in 

to social pressure to mask himself with the tigueraje.  Consequently, this highlights Yunior’s 

inauthenticity as a tíguere dominicano.  In other terms, Yunior sells out, and Oscar remains true 

to himself, and this is the cause for Yunior’s admiration of him.  This interaction ultimately 

serves to decenter the tígueraje.                 
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Black Masks of a Dominican (York) in Paterson, on the Shore, and on the Island          

Although homosocial interactions between males is an important point of contention in 

Yunior’s negotiation with the tigueraje and, therefore, his coming-of-age process, we find that 

Dominican women, especially when having experienced diasporas to the United States, can play 

the dominant role in relationships with men.  In the next two sections of this chapter, the focus 

moves from Yunior to Lola and Beli, although the narration nevertheless comes to readers 

through Yunior’s voice.  Through the telling of Lola’s negotiations of her Dominican identity in 

the diaspora, Yunior regards her as being the dominant party in their relationship.  Lola, as a 

Dominican woman in the diaspora, emasculates Yunior and causes him to further question the 

tigueraje in the face of an interaction between Lola and her mother.  This is an important 

interaction to consider because Yunior is constantly questioning his own identity through 

defining the identities of people that are close to him, whether family members or friends.  Lola’s 

story about her mother disempowers Yunior’s struggles in interactions with others.  In other 

terms, Yunior finds that his difficulty in conforming to the gender roles of others is 

commonplace, rather than unique to his particular experiences:  

This is how it all starts: with your mother calling you into the bathroom.  You will 
remember what you were doing at that precise moment for the rest of your life: 
You were reading Watership Down and the rabbits and their does were making 
their dash for the boat and you didn’t want to stop reading, the book has to go 
back to your brother tomorrow, but then she called you again, louder, her I’m-
not-fucking-around voice, and you mumbled irritably, Sí señora. (Díaz 51)7 
 

Through the suggestion that “This is how it all starts,” Yunior frames Lola’s examining her 

mother’s breast as a moment that is extremely important in Lola’s negotiation of identity and 

coming-of-age process.  This is also an instance of parallelism with “Nilda,” thus demonstrating 

                                                
7 I do not address the parallelism between Yunior’s use of a second-person narration in Lola’s story and his use of a 
similar narrative style in This Is How You Lose Her and “How to Date a Browngirl, Blackgirl, Whitegirl, or Halfie” 
in this doctoral dissertation.  This is a topic to be explored in further research.   
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that Yunior uses metafiction and frames stories in this way to catch the attention of the reader 

and to indicate that the stories that he narrates lead to significant moments of discernment that 

perpetuate changes in the lives of the central characters.   

Lola’s adherence to her mother’s wishes although she does not desire to do so implies, 

albeit obvious, that Lola’s mother is in the dominant role and Lola is in the subaltern role in the 

relationship.  Yunior states that Lola abides with her mother’s request: “So you close your eyes 

and your fingers are pushing down and you’re thinking of Helen Keller and how when you were 

little you wanted to be her except more nun-ish and then suddenly without warning you do feel 

something.  A knot just beneath her skin, tight and secretive as a plot” (Díaz 53).    Yunior 

reveals that this is an embarrassing experience for Lola.  However, this is not the first time that 

Lola has been embarrassed by her mother’s breasts: “These breasts have always embarrassed 

you and when you walk in public with her you are always conscious of them” (52).  Lola 

perceives her mother’s breasts to be a sign of both femininity and the difference between her and 

her mother: “Even at that age you were nothing if not your mother’s daughter.  You were twelve 

years old and already as tall as she was, a long slender-necked ibis of a girl” (Díaz 52).  Yunior 

underlines Lola’s difference from her mother prior to this experience of inspecting her mother’s 

breast.  Despite its embarrassment, this moment for Lola serves as a moment of contentment in 

her difference from her mother and, therefore, a moment of discernment in her coming-of-age 

process and the negotiation of her identity: “And at that moment, for reasons you will never quite 

understand, you are overcome by the feeling, the premonition, that something in your life is 

about to change [. . .] it’s in that bathroom where it all begins.  Where you begin” (53-54). 

 Yunior uses this story of initiation to frame the negotiations of identity that Lola 

experiences as a result of migrations involving the Dominican Republic and the United States.  
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Yunior establishes that both he and Lola share a reluctance to accommodate themselves to the 

normative, gender standards of the family members with whom they interact.  Both adolescence 

and migration play a role in this reluctance, insofar that adolescence is an awkward stage in the 

formative process, and Lola and Yunior are exposed to conflicting cultural standards of 

adulthood as a result of their diasporic experiences.  However, the two most notable differences 

between Lola and Yunior is that Lola does not possess a desire to become a traditional, 

Dominican woman in the way that she perceives her mother to be.  In this sense, Yunior envies 

and admires Lola, just as is the case with Oscar.  Lola and Oscar both show resistance to the 

cultural powers that attempt to designate their cultural identities.  Yunior does not possess the 

same courage to resist. 

Yunior characterizes Lola as “a lot more practical.  Now that her crazy years were over—

what Dominican girl doesn’t have those?—she’d turned into one of those tough Jersey 

dominicanas, a long-distance runner who drove her own car, had her own checkbook, called men 

bitches” (Díaz 24-25).  Through this characterization of Lola, we can see, from Yunior’s 

perspective, the supposedly normative behavior of Dominican women in the diaspora to the 

United States.  Through his describing her as a New Jersey Dominican woman rather than 

merely a Dominican woman, we find that Dominican women are more independent and 

empowered in New Jersey than on the Island.  Through this word choice as well as the transition 

from Yunior’s narration of Oscar and his family to Lola’s narration of Oscar, herself, and other 

members of her family, we find that through diasporas and the negotiation of racial identity, it 

seems as if Lola learns what it means to be a Dominican woman in New Jersey, a Dominican 

woman on the Island, and most importantly, what it means for her to be a Dominican woman.   
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After having revealed to readers the episode in which she was forced to give her mother 

an informal mammogram, Lola reveals the struggles that she endures being Dominican in New 

Jersey and being Dominican York in Santo Domingo.  While she is still living at home with her 

mother and Oscar, Lola laments, “The puertorican [sic] kids on the block couldn’t stop laughing 

when they saw my hair, they called me Blacula, and the morenos, they didn’t even know what to 

say: they just called me devil-bitch” (Díaz 54).  Through this quotation, readers envisage the 

hostile environment to which Lola is subjected based on her racial identity.  In her narration, she 

does not mention what other Jersey Dominicans call her, if anything other than Lola.  In this 

sense, Lola perceives the characteristics that distinguish her from members of other communities 

in Paterson.  She implicitly reveals to readers that she is self-conscious of her hair, as she deems 

it culpable for her being called “Blacula” and “devil-bitch.”  However, it is imperative to note 

that she internalizes her racial and ethnic difference because of the word choice of her narration 

in describing the members of the other communities that call her these names.  In other terms, if 

she were to state to readers that kids with blonde hair called her Blacula, then it would seem as if 

racial identity were the most pertinent issue at hand, rather than ethnic and cultural identity.  On 

the other hand, Lola characterizes her others as “puertoricans [sic]” and “morenos.”  

Consequently, the difference that these individuals observe pertains to racial, ethnic, and/or 

cultural identity.  That is, Lola does not refer to “puertoricans [sic]” and “cubanos,” nor does she 

refer to “blancos” and “morenos.”  This proves that, from Lola’s perspective, based on her Afro-

Dominican identity, she characterizes both racial groups and ethnic and/or cultural groups as her 

other.  Furthermore, she feels as if she is constructed as subaltern by both types of groups, which 

she seems to interpret as being characterized as subaltern based on both her racial and her ethnic 

and/or cultural identities.  It seems as if Lola’s remedy for this feeling of subalternity is to cut her 
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hair both in defiance of her mother who constantly referred to her as a “muchacha tan fea” (Díaz 

54), as well in conformism to the Paterson communities that call her names.  Yunior states, 

“Recently she’d cut her hair short—flipping out her mother yet again” (Díaz 25).  This act of 

cutting her hair may be interpreted as an attempt to assimilate to the New Jersey community that 

she inhabits, to dissimilate from the Afro-Dominican element of her identity, to exercise her own 

empowerment, and to demonstrate that she possesses control over her body.   

After she runs away to live with her boyfriend, Aldo, on the Jersey Shore, only to have 

her family find her and bring her home, she is sent along with Oscar to live with their 

grandmother in Santo Domingo for the summer.  Díaz writes, “If you think it was tough being a 

goth in Paterson, try being a Dominican York in one of those private schools back in DR.  You 

will never meet bitchier girls in your whole life” (71).  Lola is considered by Dominicans as 

Dominican York, which is certainly in line with the terminology used to refer to Dominicans in 

the diaspora to the United States.  I wish to explore the words that Lola uses to describe herself 

and/or that others use to describe her amid her cultural diaspora from the Dominican Republic to 

New Jersey in addition to her diasporic return to the Dominican Republic.  In her narration, Lola 

uses the word “goth” to refer to her identity in Paterson, New Jersey, and she uses the term 

“Dominican York” to describe her identity in the Dominican Republic.  As she narrates her 

experiences in New Jersey, Lola neither mentions being “goth” nor being considered by her 

peers as “goth.”  Moreover, she neither mentions being Dominican York nor being considered by 

others in New Jersey as Dominican York.  Her identity is not static, and as she inhabits different 

spaces, she is explicitly aware of the differences in how she is perceived.  However, although 

Lola’s others use disparate terms to refer to her identity, their perceptions are unified through 

their tendency to designate her with people groups with which she may or may not identify.  
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Through Lola’s narration, she describes herself as the other in respect to both the United States 

and Dominican hegemonic structures.   

As readers see in Lola’s attempt to dissimilate from Dominican identity and assimilate to 

New Jersey identity through the act of cutting her hair, she furthermore attempts to dissimilate 

form Dominican York identity and assimilate to Island Dominican identity while she is visiting 

Santo Domingo.  Lola reveals to readers: “So much has changed these last months, in my head, 

my heart.  Rosío has me dressing up like a ‘real Dominican girl.’  She’s the one who fixed my 

hair and who helps me with my makeup, and sometimes when I see myself in mirrors I don’t 

even know who I am anymore” (Díaz 71).  This quotation calls to readers’ attention that 

displacement often transforms the displaced individuals.  Additionally, as she is colloquially 

regarded as Dominican York, she attempts to mask herself as a supposedly authentic Dominican 

that has not been a subject of the Dominican diaspora to the United States.  Lola, depending on 

her environment, is labeled in a variety of ways.  In New Jersey, the labels of “Blacula” and 

“Devil-bitch” are imposed upon Lola.  She attempts to destroy these through the cutting of her 

hair.  In the Dominican Republic, on the other hand, the label of Dominican York is imposed 

upon her.  This is yet another label that she attempts to destroy through attempting to self-impose 

a Dominican mask for her observers.  However, we must also recognize that the Dominican 

masks that she wears are for public display.  Through the artificiality of hair display, makeup, 

and clothing, readers see that Lola’s Dominican masks can be taken off at her will, even though 

said unmasking very well may result in alienation from her family members and peers.  The key 

difference is that the mask is chosen as a public representation of the identity of the self, whereas 

a label is imposed upon oneself by the other. 
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Regarding the manner through which both Lola and others observe her racial identity in 

the Dominican Republic, it is fundamental to note the importance of contextual subjectivity.  For 

example, although she masks herself as Island Dominican, this does not necessarily deter others 

from imposing upon her a label:  “You ain’t so great, are you, gringa, the girls on the other teams 

hissed at me and I could only hang my head” (Díaz 74).  Through their reference to Lola as 

“gringa,” readers may discover that even though she attempts to mask herself as a purportedly 

appropriate Dominican, she is nevertheless labeled as Dominican York.   

Lola eventually encounters Max Sánchez, with whom she is romantically involved and 

refers to as a “sweet morenito” (Díaz 72).  At the same time, she states that she is “fond of 

[Max]” especially when “[h]e holds open doors, he calls me his morena” (73).  The fact that she 

uses the diminutive form when referring to Max and neglects to do so in reference to herself 

implies that she is aware of the precariousness of racial labels in different cultural contexts.  

Also, the use of the diminutive form in reference to Max and a lack thereof when referring to 

herself implies Lola’s dominant position in relationship to Max.  She uses the term “morenito” to 

refer to Max as a means to dismantle the racial cues that she deems to no longer apply to her as a 

result of her migratory experiences involving the Dominican Republic and the United States.  

Her recognition of her own limitations within the racial system of the Dominican diaspora to the 

United States is a moment of discernment in her coming-of-age process. 

The challenges that Lola faces when interacting with her peers in regard to her identity, 

both in the Dominican Republic and in the diaspora, mirror the challenges that Yunior has faced.  

He describes her as possessing apathy for the differences that distinguish her from those with 

whom she interacts, making this a notable difference between Lola and Yunior.  He intimates 
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that she lacks the desire to conform to the cultural powers that attempt to designate her identity, a 

trait of which he is envious.   

Masks of Beli in Baní 

In addition to her own experiences as an adolescent, both in New Jersey and in the 

Dominican Republic, the story of her mother’s experiences as an adolescent informs Lola’s 

coming-of-age process.  This gives Lola a different perspective of her mother; a perspective with 

which she can identify and to which she can relate as a result of her experiences:   

[La Inca] was about to say something else and then she stopped.  And that’s when 
it hit with the force of a hurricane.  The feeling.  I [Lola] stood straight up, the 
way my mother always wanted me to stand up.  My abuela was sitting there, 
forlorn, trying to cobble together the right words and I could not move or breathe.  
I felt like I always did at the last seconds of a race, when I was sure that I was 
going to explode.  She was about to say something and I was waiting for whatever 
she was going to tell me.  I was waiting to begin. (Díaz 75) 
   

The suggestion that “[Lola] was waiting to begin” is a moment of initiation that is certainly 

reminiscent of her previous experience in which her mother calls her into the bathroom.  This 

proves that Lola does not have one moment of education in her life that drastically affects her 

coming of age.  Instead, coming of age is a continual process as she comes to terms with her 

identity. 

 Through framing Beli’s story, Yunior reveals that the challenges that she faces are as a 

result of her racial identity in a context in which she is the other: 

She lived in those days in Baní.  Not the frenzied Baní of right now, supported by 
an endless supply of DoYos who’ve laid claim to most of Boston, Providence, 
New Hampshire.  This was the lovely Baní of times past, beautiful and respectful.  
A city famed for its resistance to blackness, and it was here, alas, that the darkest 
character in our story resided. (77-78) 
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 The characterization of Baní of possessing a “resistance to blackness” underlines the racial and 

cultural cues in the Dominican Republic.  In this closed system, all Dominicans are white and all 

Haitians are black.  Yunior also reveals to readers that Beli is an orphan: 

 If I had to put it to words I’d say what she wanted, more than anything, was what 
she’d always wanted throughout her Lost Childhood: to escape.  From what was 
easy to enumerate: the bakery, her school, dull-ass Baní, sharing a bed with her 
madre, the inability to buy the dresses she wanted, having to wait until fifteen to 
straighten her hair, the impossible expectations of La Inca, the fact that her long-
gone parents had died when she was one, the whispers that Trujillo had done it, 
those first years of her life when she’d been an orphan, the horrible scars from 
that time, her own despised black skin.  But where she wanted to escape to she 
could not tell you. (79-80) 
 

In addition to experiencing racial difference in the Dominican community of Baní, Beli also is 

the racial other in her own adoptive family.  Furthermore, this reveals to readers that Beli is 

orphaned as a result of the 1937 Haitian Massacre and that Beli possesses cultural roots to Haiti.  

The challenges that she faces as a result of her racial otherness in the Dominican Republic 

inform her coming-of-age process.  Furthermore, hearing of the struggles that Beli has endured 

as an adolescent informs her coming-of-age process.  That is, Lola discovers the historical 

reasons for which she experiences discrimination based on her race.   

Yunior reveals that Beli attends school with a “Chinese girl whose father owned the 

largest pulpería in the country and was known, dubiously, as Trujillo’s Chino” who “never 

managed to learn more than a gloss of Spanish” (84).  He writes, “In the beginning the other 

students had scourged her with all the usual anti-Asian nonsense.  They cracked on her hair (It’s 

so greasy!), on her eyes (Can you really see through those?), on chopsticks (I got some twigs for 

you!), on language (variations on ching-chong-ese.)” (Díaz 84).  In her relationship with Wei, 

Beli finds a peer with whom she would be able to self-identify based on their shared racial and 

cultural otherness in the context of the Dominican Republic.  However, as Wei’s father is 
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characterized as “Trujillo’s Chino,” Beli discovers that Wei, notwithstanding the treatment that 

she receives in school, is part of the Dominican mainstream that positions blackness as the other: 

“[Wei] was who Beli sat next to her first two years of high school.  But even Wei had some 

choice words for Beli.  You black, she said, fingering Beli’s thin forearm.  Black-black” (84).  

With someone whom she considers a friend, Beli still experiences the otherness that is associated 

with her race.     

As an adolescent, Beli is also romantically involved with a boy at school: “Jack Pujols of 

course: the school’s handsomest (read: whitest) boy, a haughty slender melniboién of pure 

European stock whose cheeks looked like they’d been knapped by a master and whose skin was 

unflawed by scar, mole, blemish, or hair, his small nipples were the pink perfect ovals of sliced 

salchicha” (89).  Yunior equates whiteness with attractiveness and having what he perceives to 

be a clear, direct bloodline with European ancestry.  This association is aligned with Dominican 

and Haitian perspectives on race.  Furthermore, he uses irony when characterizing Jack’s cheeks 

as pink to the degree that they look as if they have been “knapped by a master.”  The irony here 

is that those of “pure, European stock” are precisely those “master[s]” that have marginalized 

persons of non-European heritage in the Dominican Republic for centuries.  Furthermore, Yunior 

characterizes Jack as wealthy:  “Beli at thirteen only had eyes for the Jack Pujolses of the world.  

As is usually the case in these situations, the high-class boys she so desired didn’t reciprocate her 

interest—Beli didn’t have quite enough of anything to snap these Rubirosas out of their rich-girl 

reveries” (Díaz 88).  This description of Jack underlines Beli’s identity as a racial other in her 

community in Baní.  Her cultural context does not deem her as good enough for the allegedly 

pure, white, European elite that position her as an outsider.     
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 After Beli and Jack are caught together in a closet at school, Yunior reveals to readers 

that “(The fucking of poor prietas was considered standard operating procedure for elites just as 

long as it was kept on the do-lo, what is elsewhere called the Strom Thurmond Maneuver.)” 

(100).  This is more so the case with Beli, as she is of Haitian descent.  This implies that in the 

Dominican Republic at this time, black women can be used as objects of sexual desire by white 

men, yet romantic relationships between black women and white men should not be a public 

matter.  After this incident, Yunior relates to readers that it “[t]ook a while for shit to calm 

down—the neighbors loving the whole thing (I told you that blackie was good for nothing!)” 

(Díaz 102).  Although Jack is just as involved in the interaction with Beli, she is the one that is 

ostracized; primarily because of her race.   

Later on in the narration, Beli meets a man who Yunior terms “The Gangster” at a club 

called “El Hollywood.”  As she is dancing, Yunior reveals to readers that “[e]ven the bandleader, 

a salt-and-pepper veterano from a dozen campaigns throughout Latin America and Miami, 

shouted her out: La negra está encendida!  La negra está encendida indeed!” (114).  Again, 

Yunior paints a picture in which black women are perceived as an object of sexual desire in the 

Dominican Republic at this time.  The Gangster approaches her:  

Let’s just say their first contact was not promising.  How about I buy you a drink? 
He said, and when she turned away como una ruda, he grabbed her arm, hard, and 
said, Where are you going, morena?  And that was all it took: a Beli le salío el 
lobo.  First, she didn’t like to be touched.  Not at all, not ever.  Second, she was 
not a morena (even the car dealer knew better, called her india).  And, third, there 
was that temper of hers.  When baller twisted her arm, she went from zero to 
violence in under .2 seconds.  Shrieked:  No.  Me.  Toques.  Threw her drink, her 
glass, and then her purse at him—if there had been a baby nearby she would have 
thrown that too. (115) 
 

Beli has a very volatile response to The Gangster referring to her as “morena.”  Her response 

implies that she is self-conscious of the color of her skin and denies her blackness at the same 
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time.  As he uses the racial slur “morena” to refer to her, she is increasingly aware of the 

otherness that is culturally associated with her racial identity and national descent in the 

Dominican Republic.   

 These interactions are very important to Beli’s coming-of-age process as they cause her 

to consider her cultural roots and racial identity that marginalize her in the Dominican Republic.  

Furthermore, having heard this story from La Inca, Lola comes to understand the reasons for 

which she endures criticism because of her racial otherness; both in the Dominican Republic and 

in the United States.  

It is important to note the structure that Yunior sets up to facilitate his own coming-of-

age process.  He continually defines himself amid the identity of the other and, to justify this 

process, he portrays others as defining themselves in the context of their others.  In this instance, 

Lola’s coming-of-age process informs that of Yunior.  Beli’s coming-of-age process informs that 

of Lola.  Yunior does not paint a portrait of just one individual.  On the other hand, he paints the 

portrait of a community.  Through his narrative building, readers discover that Lola and Beli are 

engaged in a community as a result of their similar experiences in regard to the negotiation of 

their racial identities and the socioeconomic climates that they inhabit.   

Masks of Yunior 

In This Is How You Lose Her, the story “Alma” involves a second-person narrative 

structure in which Yunior is both the subject and the object: “You, Yunior, have a girlfriend 

named Alma, who has a long tender horse neck and a big Dominican ass that seems to exist in a 

fourth dimension beyond jeans.  An ass that could drag the moon out of orbit.  An ass she never 

liked until she met you” (45).  He also uses a very sexually explicit anecdote that both describes 

his relationship with Alma and reflects his sexual relationship with his own narration:  
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She’s more adventurous in bed than any girl you’ve had; on your first date she 
asked you if you wanted to come on her tits or her face, and maybe during boy 
training you didn’t get one of the memos but you were, like, umm, neither.  And 
at least once a week she will kneel on the mattress before you and, with one hand 
pulling at her dark nipples, will play with herself, not letting you touch at all, 
fingers whisking the soft of her and her face looking desperately, furiously happy.  
She loves to talk while she’s being dirty, too, will whisper, You like watching me 
don’t you, you like listening to me come, and when she finishes lets out this long 
demolished groan and only then will she allow you to pull her into an embrace as 
she wipes her gummy fingers on your chest. (46-47) 
 

Yunior remains to be the narrator of this story, yet he is also the “you” to which he refers.  

Yunior is also the “you” from Alma’s perspective.  When Alma asks him where he would like to 

ejaculate, his reference to missing one of the memos during boy training implies his continual 

challenges with coming to terms with his identity in the face of the tigueraje.  Yunior provides 

readers with a concrete example in which his behavior is not representative of a tíguere 

dominicano.  Ejaculating “on her tits” or on “her face” are both options that he deems acceptable 

expressions of the tigueraje.  However, Yunior chooses “neither” as a means of deferring this 

performative act of masculinity.  In this way, Yunior presents to readers the closed system of 

performative options in this context for one to truly be a tíguere dominicano.  His reference to 

“boy training” implies the direct connection between masculinity and a sexual encounter of this 

sort.  That being said, Yunior continues to struggle with the differences between his masculine 

identity and the expectations of masculinity in the Dominican Republic and its diasporas. 

Furthermore, Yunior continually identifies himself in the face of another, and this is also 

integral to identification as a tíguere dominicano.  Yunior does not take the dominant, sexual role 

in relationship to Alma.  Instead, he observes while she masturbates.  In this regard, she is in the 

dominant position and he is in the subaltern position in this sexual relationship.  Even if he had 

ejaculated “on her tits or her face,” it is clear that Alma is the one that grants permission as to 
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what is acceptable in their sexual relationship.  Therefore, because of his identity and the 

dynamic of the relationship, Yunior finds himself incapable of conforming to the tigueraje.  

Whether he ejaculates “on her tits or her face” or refuses, he reinforces Alma’s dominant role.  

For this reason, Yunior plays the role of both the subject and the object in the narration.  

Although he recognizes the gap between the tíguere dominicano and his identity, he nevertheless 

does not manage to use a first-person narration.8  In this way, he admits to the shortcomings that 

he perceives in his own identity, but he does so with hesitation.  As is the case throughout his 

narration, Yunior is conflicted with the meaning of the tigueraje and what it means for his 

identity and life.    

 Subsequently, Alma discovers that Yunior has been cheating on her because he has 

written about it in is journal (47).  When she confronts him, he has the following reaction:  

Instead of lowering your head an copping to it like a man, you pick up the journal 
as one might hold a baby’s beshatted diaper, as one might pinch a recently 
benutted condom.  You glance at the offending pages.  Then you look at her and 
smile a smile your dissembling face will remember until the day you die.  Baby, 
you say, baby, this is part of my novel.  This is how you lose her. (48) 
 

Yunior loses Alma as a result of his being in conflict with the tigueraje.  Having a relationship 

with another woman and “copping to it like a man” would be aligned with being a tíguere 

dominicano.  However, notwithstanding the affair, Yunior does not stand his ground in the face 

of Alma, who plays the dominant role in the relationship.  For that matter, yet to no avail, the 

affair itself is an attempt on Yunior’s part to subvert the power differential that positions him as 

subaltern and Alma as dominant.   

 

                                                
8 An additional interpretation of this narrative relationship is that Yunior plays the narrative role of the subject and 
readers play the role as the object.  This interpretation yields to considering Yunior’s narration as an act of 
masturbation in which readers are observers.  This idea is explored in chapter four. 
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Conclusion 

Being in conflict and negotiation with the tigueraje is a continual struggle for Yunior.  He 

constantly attempts to be a tíguere dominicano and then reverts to what he deems to be his true 

identity.  Dominican masculinities are about relationships of dominance and subalternity.  For 

this reason, Yunior attempts to step into a dominant role in the absence of a dominant, male 

figure.  When Yunior’s father immigrates to the United States, Rafa steps into the role of the 

dominant male.  When Rafa dies, Yunior steps into the role of the dominant male.  However, it is 

not that simple. 

One of the most significant parts of Yunior’s experiential process is his discovery that 

Dominican masculinities are extremely complex.  He discovers that despite his desire to play the 

role of the tíguere dominicano, he often has the tendency to revert to his true identity; an identity 

that is not aligned with the tigueraje.  He comes to terms with the fact that Beto, an open, 

homosexual man can play the dominant role in the relationship.  Yunior also realizes that 

notwithstanding his façade of being the tíguere in his relationship with Oscar, he is incapable of 

invoking a desire in Oscar to play the dominant role in the same way that Rafa and his father 

have instilled this desire in him.  Furthermore, in Yunior’s narrative shifts to the adolescent 

stories of Lola and Beli and their interactions with males, he comes to terms with the fact that 

women can play the dominant role in relationships with men. 

Diasporas involving the Dominican Republic and the United States mark Yunior’s self-

definition and coming-of-age process.  The multicultural experiences of his and those with whom 

he interacts lead to his being conflict with the tigueraje.  He continually attempts to wear the 

mask of the tíguere dominicano, but he discovers that it does not fit on his face.          
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CHAPTER IV 

MASKS OF NARRATION, HISTORY, AND LOSS IN THE WORKS OF  

EDWIDGE DANTICAT AND JUNOT DÍAZ 

Introduction 

When discussing the textual representations of migratory experiences from the 

Dominican Republic and Haiti to the United States in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, 

the concept of loss is often brought to light.  In the works of Junot Díaz and Edwidge Danticat, 

one of the sources of loss that the narrators experience is the dictatorial regime of Rafael Trujillo.  

Even though most of the narrators and other characters have not experienced the violence 

associated with this dictatorship firsthand, they integrate themselves in the experiences by 

inheriting and narrating the stories of those that have gone before them and rewrite history 

through providing readers with viewpoints that diverge from historical discourses that are fueled 

by power. 

Amabelle in Danticat’s The Farming of Bones and Yunior in Díaz’s This Is How You 

Lose Her also experience the loss of romantic lovers.  These narrators use various strategies in 

regard to the way in which they represent the lovers that they have lost as a coping mechanism 

for the pain that they feel.  An essential burden of the human condition is to be unaware or 

unsure as to why events in the past have occurred; especially those events that have caused 

humankind pain.  This chapter explores the propensity on the part of the narrators of Edwidge 

Danticat and Junot Díaz’s texts to come to terms with the loss that they experience by centering 
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themselves within the painful stories that they relate to readers and thereby taking ownership of 

the events that have caused them pain. 

Furthermore, Sophie, Amabelle, and Yunior have experienced loss of friends and family 

members as a result of the violence imposed on Haitians and Dominicans by the Trujillo 

dictatorial regime.  By inserting themselves in the stories of significant people in their lives that 

they have lost, the narrators of these texts recover and immortalize the stories and the characters 

that have influenced their coming-of-age processes.  These processes involve both reflection and 

production in the sense that the narrators consider how the stories have influenced their own 

identities and relate these stories to their audiences.  Ultimately, the loss of family members and 

friends and the consequential reflection and production cause the narrators of these texts to 

consider their identities and the roles that they play in the world that surrounds them. 

Masks of History 

As is the case in most postcolonial texts, the texts of Edwidge Danticat and Junot Díaz 

incorporate historical elements on the island of Hispaniola that have stimulated a necessity to 

migrate from the Caribbean to the United States.  Aside from the fact that the island of 

Hispaniola was conquered by European colonial powers, Haiti and the Dominican Republic have 

also been subjected to considerable United States colonialism in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries.  Furthermore, inhabitants of Haiti and the Dominican Republic have endured a great 

deal of violence as a result of the dictatorial regimes that were in power in the twentieth century.  

Consequently, Edwidge Danticat and Junot Díaz’s texts have fundamental historical elements, 

and a comparative and contrastive, metahistorical analysis of these texts show how the narrators 

and other characters come to terms with challenges associated with their cultural histories.   By 

wearing masks of history, the narrators inform readers about high culture and rewrite history in a 
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way in which they are at the center; ultimately subverting the power differential created by 

hegemonic, historical discourses and high culture itself.   

A critical look at history always yields to questions of representation.  Just as is the case 

in all discourses, history is undoubtedly positioned to benefit individuals or communities in 

power.  History is used to exert power over others and to prevent any threat to power.  In the 

introduction to The Power of Forms in the English Renaissance, Stephen Greenblatt indicates 

that historical representation tends to be one-sided:   

The earlier historicism tends to be monological; that is, it is concerned with 
discovering a single political vision, usually identical to that said to be held by the 
entire literate class or indeed the entire population [. . . .]  This vision, most often 
presumed to be internally coherent and consistent, though occasionally analyzed 
as the fusion of two or more elements, has the status of an historical fact.  It is not 
thought to be the product of the historian’s interpretation, nor even the particular 
interests of a given social group in conflict with other groups.  Protected then 
from interpretation and conflict, this vision can serve as a stable point of 
reference, beyond contingency, to which literary interpretation can securely refer. 
(5)    
 

Historical representation tends to have a singular perspective and supposes itself to be the sole 

factual discourse, which creates a stable point of reference for all discourses that are not 

included.  However, through recognizing that history is monological and that it should not be so, 

and through considering the probability of divergent viewpoints in historical representation, one 

finds that the only stable point of reference to which discourses can securely refer is that of 

instability.  Instead of considering the one historical interpretation driven by the momentum of 

power, we must consider all of the interpretations available to simply begin to approach the truth:  

“The new historicism erodes the firm ground of both criticism and literature.  It tends to ask 

questions about its own methodological assumptions and those of others” (Greenblatt 5).  

Hayden White furthermore refers to the authority of history that should be decentered:   
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But in general there has been a reluctance to consider historical narratives as what 
they most manifestly are: verbal fictions, the contents of which are as much 
invented as found and the forms of which have more in common with their 
counterparts in literature. (82) 
 

White makes no distinction between history and fiction in the sense that history can be fictional, 

and fiction can be historical.  However, the most notable difference between history and fiction 

is that history is granted authority as a result of the power behind its contents.  When considering 

the history of the Caribbean, readers often encounter the recurring themes of colonialism, 

slavery, and dictatorships.  However, the authors of history are the communities in positions of 

power: colonizers, slave-owners, and dictators.  It is unlikely that those that are colonized, 

slaves, and dissenters from a dictatorial regime would be able to aggregate historical discourses 

with divergent viewpoints because they are not in a position of power.  Questioning the 

monological nature of history and the power that grants it authority leads us to the conclusion 

that history can and should be constructed from multiple perspectives on both sides of the power 

differential.  In this sense, history can and should be dialogical. 

Masks of Trujillo 

In his introduction to The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, Yunior refers to the 

Dominican myth of the fukú americanus, whose sole remedy is zafa.  He characterizes the fukú 

as the myth that “just happens to be the one that’s got its fingers around [his] throat” (Díaz 6), 

even though “[t]here are a zillion of these fukú stories” (Díaz 6).  Yunior furthermore indicates, 

“Even now as I write these words I wonder if this book ain’t a zafa of sorts.  My very own 

counterspell” (7).  In this reference to the metafictional nature of his narration, Yunior indicates 

that the narration will provide him with an escape from the myth that has plagued him, his family 

members, his friends, and his countrymen for centuries.  Readers also discover in the 
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introduction that Yunior employs history as a means to escape the myth of the fukú americanus.  

However, the manner through which Yunior uses historical form in his narration simultaneously 

calls into question the authority of both history and the content of his narration.  Through the use 

of footnotes, Yunior points to the idea that his narration possesses at least a certain degree of 

historical authority.  On the other hand, his use of name-calling, profanity, and humor points to 

the contrary.  In “El realismo cómico de Junot Díaz: Notas sobre The Brief Wondrous Life of 

Oscar Wao,” Efraín Barradas contends that the narrative voice can be considered as 

“desenfadada o desfachatada ya que trata de manera ligera, humorística, hasta cómica, una 

realidad profundamente seria, hasta trágica” (101).  Barradas furthermore indicates that Díaz 

uses irony and humor to confront Dominican national history (101).  Although Barradas 

contends that humor and irony are narrative strategies that Yunior employs and alludes to the 

evident parallelism between this narrative technique and that of magical realism, Barradas 

interestingly characterizes this humor and irony as lacking in anger.  By revealing Trujillo’s 

atrocities to readers in an ironic, humoristic, matter-of-fact tone that lacks intense emotion, 

Yunior destabilizes the power of the trujillato.  Although anger would certainly be an 

appropriate response to the crimes of the Trujillo dictatorship, by engaging with Trujillo in an 

emotionless way, Yunior does not allow the trujillato to incite anger in him in the narrative 

present.         

In addition to questioning the narrative authority of historical accounts, Yunior’s 

introduction in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao also calls into consideration the narrative 

authority of fictional discourses.  By marrying fiction and history, Yunior challenges any 

presuppositions associated with both genres.  In this sense, Yunior questions history’s historicity 

and fiction’s fictionality while underscoring narrative unreliability as the culprit for lapses in 
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mimesis in historical discourses and abounding mimesis in fictional narrations.  In regard to the 

use of footnotes in the introduction in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, the content 

questions the very historical form that the narration presupposes.  At the same time, the historical 

form calls into question the nature of the content.  Thus, the convergence of this sort of content 

and form that do not traditionally belong together leaves readers with questions in regard to 

Yunior’s narrative reliability and whether we are dealing with a historical work or a work of 

fiction.  The answer to this question, however, is both.  The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao is 

a fictional work that includes historical elements that question its fictional premise and a 

historical fiction that questions its own historicity.  This narrative strategy destabilizes the 

hegemonic power and authority of historical discourses of Dominican national history as well as 

the academic discipline of history as a whole. 

By assuming this narrative strategy, Yunior masks himself and his narration in a way that 

informs readers in regard to the Trujillo regime in the Dominican Republic.  It also adds 

authenticity to his personal accounts with the characters involved in the events and reflections 

that he relates to readers.  Simultaneously, his personal accounts detract from the veracity of the 

historical narration.  Even though this approach obscures the audience’s perspective of Yunior, 

as we see the mask instead of the face, it also alludes to the complexity of his identity and the 

power of the contrary forces that make him the character that he is.  In The Brief Wondrous Life 

of Oscar Wao, the balancing act among myth, history, and personal experience that he 

accomplishes in his narration reflects his own grappling with these discourses and how they have 

influenced his identity and the struggles that he encounters.  In other terms, Yunior struggles 

with the difference between fact and fiction, and this crisis is reflected in his narration.         
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In Harvest of Empire: A History of Latinos in America (2000), Juan González provides 

historical information on Trujillo’s regime that creates a dialogue with Yunior’s narration:  

“Trujillo, who was notorious for his corruption and ruthlessness, rose rapidly to commander of 

the rechristened national army, then was elected president in 1930 during a campaign in which 

his soldiers terrorized all opponents” (72).  As is often the case with dictators in the twentieth 

century around the globe, Trujillo had military experience and rigged an election; thereby 

guaranteeing his absolute power under the guise of democratic processes.  González continues by 

characterizing Trujillo’s exercising of his power through nepotism, rape, murder, and genocide: 

For the next thirty years, either as president or through handpicked successors, 
Trujillo perfected the most notorious dictatorship in the hemisphere, running the 
country as a private fiefdom for his family and friends.  Known throughout the 
country as El Jefe, or The Boss, his atrocities became legendary.  He routinely 
kidnapped and raped Dominican women, even the wives and daughters of his 
subordinates.  He tortured, jailed, or executed thousands, including eighteen 
thousand Haitians massacred by his army in October 1937.  His spies even 
tracked down and murdered his opponents in exile. (72-73) 
  

Through characterizing Trujillo’s atrocities as “legendary,” González alludes to the mythical 

nature of this dictatorial regime, which Yunior refers to as the fukú.  Even though the actions of 

Trujillo were historical occurrences, they were so terrible to the degree that they became 

unbelievable.  This is the connective tissue between the myth of the fukú and the history of 

Trujillo and his regime.  González continues by providing a perspective of the Dominican 

Republic from outside of the country, in which United States Ambassador to the Dominican 

Republic, John Bartlow Martin, refers to Trujillo’s exercising of his own power through the 

control of information and fear among Dominican citizens (120-121).  The ambassador 

characterizes Trujillo’s power as “almost unimaginable” (González 120), which alludes to the 

unreal, mythical nature of his dictatorial regime.  In regard to the pervasive control of 
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information, González gives readers the perspective of a U.S. ambassador that is, therefore, a 

perspective of the Dominican Republic from outside.  From this perspective, the power that 

Trujillo possessed was unimaginable.  At the same time, however, this was a reality for citizens 

of the Dominican Republic at the time. Frank Moya-Pons’s The Dominican Republic: A National 

History (1998) confirms Bartlow Martin’s explanation of the fear that Trujillo incited upon 

citizens of the Dominican Republic, especially in the wake of assassination attempts: 

“Conspiracies spread far and wide, but were promptly discovered, and by mid-1960 the jails 

were full of hundreds of political prisoners from every social class, while the government 

stepped up its old methods of open terror, threats, and spying on Dominican and foreign citizens” 

(372).  This informs the myth of the fukú in the sense that the Trujillo era was an 

incomprehensible reality for the Dominican Republic both from within and outside. 

The myth of the fukú is central to Yunior’s narration; particularly in the prologue.  Yunior 

begins his narration by indicating, “They say it came from Africa, carried in the screams of the 

enslaved; that it was the death bane of the Tainos, uttered just as one world perished and another 

began; that it was a demon drawn into Creation through the nightmare door that was cracked 

open in the Antilles” (Díaz 1).  The first phrase of the prologue alludes to the mythical nature of 

what Yunior is about to relate to readers, as “They” and “it” do not have any sort of antecedent.  

Although Yunior subsequently reveals to readers that the “it” to which he refers is the mythical 

concept of the fukú, he neglects to indicate its narrative origins.  In this regard, in addition to 

coming to the Antilles from Africa as a result of forced migration of slaves, the fukú also travels 

to the Antilles through the African cultural practice of the oral tradition.   

Interestingly enough, the fukú and history are both communicated through repetition of 

the narrations that the narrator has heard and then relates to a different audience.  This is far from 
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coincidental.  As a result of Yunior’s contention that fukú has figuratively plagued slaves brought 

to the Caribbean from Africa and the Taínos, readers discover that the true agent of the fukú is 

power and hegemonic domination of other cultures.  Notwithstanding the fact that both history 

and the myth of the fukú are both related to audiences through repetition, the most notable 

difference between history and the fukú is that history is the story of communities in a dominant 

position, and fukú is the story of communities in a subaltern position.  Readers are aware of the 

fact that Yunior’s narration discusses the violent history of the Dominican Republic and the 

Dominican diaspora.  Yunior indicates that the myth of the fukú is not necessarily germane to the 

Western Hemisphere, but he specifies the version of the curse that has plagued his existence as a 

Dominican and a member of the Dominican diaspora to the United States: “Fukú americanus, or 

more colloquially, fukú—generally a curse or a doom of some kind; specifically the Curse and 

the Doom of the New World” (Díaz 1). 

However, the fukú americanus has unique force in the Caribbean in consequence of the 

variety of hegemonic powers that have subjugated its cultures; namely, European colonial 

powers, United States occupation, and dictatorial regimes.  For that matter, Yunior indicates to 

his audience that even though his story pertains to the Dominican historical and cultural 

experiences, the fukú americanus also applies to the historical and cultural experiences of Puerto 

Rico and Haiti: “You should see how many responses [to a blog post] I’ve gotten.  They just 

keep coming in.  And not just from Domos.  The Puertorocks want to talk about fufus, and the 

Haitians have some shit just like it.  There are a zillion of these fukú stories” (Díaz 6).  

Therefore, the concept of a mythical curse is not limited to the Dominican cultural experience 

but rather is also part of Puerto Rican and Haitian cultural experiences.  In this portion of his 

narration, in addition to creating an aesthetic that is very much Dominican but also Caribbean, 
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Yunior creates and interesting commentary on relationships of power among the Dominican 

Republic, Haiti, and Puerto Rico.  Yunior uses the nicknames “Domos” and “Puertorocks” to 

refer to persons with cultural ties to the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico, respectively, yet 

he does not use a nickname to refer to those with cultural ties to Haiti.  On the other hand, he 

reveals to readers the name of the Dominican and Puerto Rican curses, yet he does not refer to 

the name of the curses’ Haitian counterpart.  Yunior provides a counter-narrative to give a voice 

to Caribbean cultural communities that have experienced hegemony through the syncretism of 

myth, fiction, and history both in respect to form and in content.  However, readers discover an 

ironic otherness associated with the Haitian cultural experience which reflects the power 

differential between the Dominican Republic and Haiti on the island of Hispaniola.  

Furthermore, this reflects a Hispanic designation of Haiti as a cultural and linguistic other in the 

Greater Antilles.             

Yunior also refers to the power relationship between the Dominican curse and Trujillo: 

“No one knows whether Trujillo was the Curse’s servant or its master, its agent or its principal, 

but it was clear he and it had an understanding, that them two was tight” (Díaz 2-3). In regard to 

Trujillo and the fukú, Yunior questions which is in the dominant position in the relationship.  

Yunior does not know Trujillo’s ruthlessness is the result of the Dominican curse or if the 

Dominican curse is the result of having a president of the Dominican Republic like Trujillo.  

However, Yunior has a similar relationship with the fukú.  Even though the Dominican curse 

prompts him to narrate, he is in control of his narration and the way in which the fukú is 

constructed for his audience.   
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Later referring to Trujillo as the “Dictatingist Dictator who ever Dictated” (Díaz 80), 

Yunior composes a fragment, “Our then dictator-for-life Rafael Leónidas Trujillo Molina1” (Díaz 

2), which is subsequently followed by the first footnote of the text: 

1. For those of you who missed your mandatory two seconds of Dominican 
history: Trujillo, one of the twentieth century’s most infamous dictators, ruled 
the Dominican Republic between 1930 and 1961 with an implacable ruthless 
brutality.  A portly, sadistic, pig-eyed mulatto who bleached his skin, wore 
platform shoes, and had a fondness for Napoleon-era haberdashery, Trujillo 
(also known as El Jefe, the Failed Cattle Thief, and Fuckface) came to control 
nearly every aspect of the DR’s political, cultural, social, and economic life 
through a potent (and familiar) mixture of violence, intimidation, massacre, 
rape, co-optation, and terror; treated the country like it was a plantation and he 
was the master. (Díaz 2) 

 
Accompanying the use of a historical form, it is ironic that this description of Trujillo and his 

regime is in the form of a footnote.  Over the course of Trujillo’s ruling of the Dominican 

Republic, innumerable locations became named after him; including the capital, Santo Domingo, 

which was officially referred to as Ciudad Trujillo.  For that matter, in addition to locations in 

the Dominican Republic, children were named after the dictator as well.  In Díaz’s Drown and 

This Is How You Lose Her, readers discover that Yunior’s older brother’s name is “Rafa,” which 

is of course short for “Rafael;” an ironic reference to Rafael Trujillo.  This is also a parallel in 

Danticat’s The Farming of Bones, in which Amabelle reveals to readers that one of the twins that 

Amabelle births in her role as a midwife is named “Rafael, for the Generalissimo” (36).  The 

irony here is that Trujillo’s name was everywhere during his regime, but as readers, the first time 

we see it is in a footnote.  This footnote points to Trujillo’s evident insecurities, manifested in the 

need to name places after himself.  Yunior expands on this insecurity through his suggestion that 

Trujillo had a Napoleon complex which led to his wearing of platform shoes.  This footnote is 

ironic in the sense that Trujillo exercised complete control over the Dominican Republic and 
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considered himself to be the supreme ruler of the Dominican Republic, yet in his absence, his 

legacy amounts to a footnote. 

The suggestion that Trujillo was a “mulatto” who “bleached his skin” points to the 

political, white supremacy exercised on the island of Hispaniola.  This characterization of 

Trujillo alludes to both his racial and cultural identity, but it also refers to the cultural and racial 

makeup of the Dominican Republic.  This reference to the process of whitening underscores that, 

in addition to whitening his own skin, Trujillo also engaged the Domincian Republic in its own 

process of whitening through the genocide of those that were not white or that were perceived as 

if they were not white based on the criteria of the hegemonic structure in place at the time.  

Yunior’s characterization of Trujillo as the “Failed Cattle Thief” implies that he was ironically 

one of the persons of Haitian cultural heritage that participated in the supposed “occupation” 

(according to his own propaganda campaign) of the Dominican Republic.  Readers come to 

discover that if Trujillo had not been the president of the Dominican Republic, amid the 

socioeconomic, racial circumstances that he created, he would have been considered as if he 

were Haitian and subjected to the same enslavement and murder that he authorized as the 

Dominican Republic’s chief of state.       

 One nuance in the first phrase of this footnote is Yunior’s use of the second person when 

referring to familiarity, or lack thereof, with the Dominican history that he proposes.9  As Yunior 

is a member of the Dominican diaspora to the United States, this second-person narration raises 

some questions in regard to his intended audience.  Ultimately, this narrative strategy closes the 

space between the Dominican Republic and the United States.  Yunior’s characterization of the 

                                                
9 The narrative use of the second person in Yunior’s narration is not limited to this footnote.  For that matter, 
second-person narration is discussed later in this chapter in the context of Junot Díaz’s This Is How You Lose Her.  
The cases are different, as the narrative “you” in both contexts address different audiences. 
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narrative “you” as lacking in familiarity with Dominican history insinuates that he refers to an 

audience that is not Dominican.  As a result of the context of his narration, this means that 

Yunior, albeit in general terms, addresses communities in the United States.  However, at the 

same time, Yunior is a member of the Dominican diaspora to the United States, and the 

perspective of his narration is positioned accordingly.  The colloquial nature of the narration 

alludes to the positioning of Yunior’s narration as from the United States perspective, as he has 

the freedom to characterize Trujillo in an unflattering manner.  This is not to say that no one in 

the Dominican Republic would have negative things to say about Trujillo.  However, the 

historical circumstances of censorship and extreme consequences for dissidents influence the 

narrative process.  Instead, Yunior’s narration goes against the momentum of Dominican history, 

and his migratory experiences involving the United States and the Dominican Republic enable 

this cultural transformation in his identity and, consequently, his narration.   

As he claims to be an authority figure that is knowledgeable in regard to Dominican 

history that addresses audiences that are not, Yunior implies that he is not a member of the 

community that he addresses.  In other terms, in this context, the narrative “you” does not belong 

to the same community as the narrative “I.”  That being said, the narrative “you” that Yunior 

addresses consists of United States communities and Dominican communities.  The narrative “I” 

consists of communities that have experienced migrations between the Dominican Republic and 

the United States.  This is a point in support for the categorization of The Brief Wondrous Life of 

Oscar Wao as a multicultural narration. 

In addition to being a multicultural narration in the Dominican and United States sense of 

the word, the convergence of historical form and content that would not be considered as 

academic implies that Yunior’s narration is also multicultural in terms of class.  By using both a 
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high-culture form and a colloquial register, Yunior bridges the gap between high culture and 

popular culture.  This approach manages to criticize the relationship between popular culture and 

high culture.  Instead of high culture and popular culture being mutually-informative, as 

Yunior’s narration is, Yunior critiques high culture’s tendency to be exclusive of popular culture.  

This is an issue of social class, and Yunior condemns the bourgeoisie’s archaic definitions of art 

and, through the repetition of this hegemony, its tendency to marginalize “other” artistic forms.  

For this reason, in addition to being a convergence of history, “literary” fiction, and “popular 

fiction,” Yunior’s narration weaves in other genres, such as science fiction and fantasy.  This 

proves that all of these genres of discourses have contributed to Yunior’s identity.  However, this 

narrative technique is not merely an expression of individual, personal identity, and it is much 

more than a criticism of the bourgeoisie’s conceptualization of what constitutes “real” art.  

Instead, Yunior’s allusion to the shortcomings of high culture mirrors his overarching criticism 

of the class system in the Dominican Republic during the reign of Trujillo’s regime.  The higher 

social class that Yunior criticizes consists of Trujillo and his inner-circle.  In this introductory 

footnote, as Yunior addresses a narrative “you” as a community with which he does not identify, 

interestingly enough, he insinuates that “those of you who missed your mandatory two seconds 

of Dominican history” are those that were the agents of Dominican history itself.   

Frank Moya-Pons’s The Dominican Republic: A National History (1998) reveals the 

socioeconomic and political processes that Trujillo used in order to exercise complete control 

over the Dominican Republic.  This was conducted through business acquisitions, propaganda, 

and genocide.  Trujillo’s first step was the acquisition of any industry imaginable in the 

Dominican Republic: 
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Trujillo’s economic and financial empire grew so large that at the end of his life 
in 1961 he controlled nearly 80 percent of the country’s industrial production and 
his firms employed 45 percent of the country’s active labor force.  Combined with 
his absolute control of the state, which employed 15 percent of the labor force, 
this meant that nearly 60 percent of Dominican families depended on his will one 
way or another. (Moya-Pons 365) 
 

This degree of a president’s personal economic power is common among other dictators in Latin 

America as well as throughout the world.  Under the guise of liberating the Dominican 

Republic’s previous economic dependence on the United States (Moya-Pons 366), Trujillo 

managed to play the role of both president and chief executive officer of the Dominican 

Republic.  However, Trujillo did not only make himself absurdly wealthy by acquiring assets 

from other wealthy Dominicans.  Rather, as has been commonplace for the sociopolitical 

structure of a dictatorship, Trujillo’s wealth resulted in controlling Dominican citizens’ access to 

the most basic needs for comfortable human life:   

It was commonly said that during the Trujillo regime the situation reached such 
extremes that the Dominicans could not obtain food, shoes, clothing, or shelter 
without creating a profit in one way or another for Trujillo or his family.  From 
the beginning, the Dominican government was a tool for his personal enrichment, 
and the reorganization of the state was a pretext for his own exaltation. (Moya-
Pons 365) 
 

Trujillo’s acquisition of personal wealth through the overarching control of commodities in the 

Dominican Republic is one of the sources of Yunior’s criticism of him and his inner-circle.  This 

takes place both implicitly through his criticism of the bourgeoisie’s concept of high culture and 

explicitly through references to Trujillo’s control of economic structures in the Dominican 

Republic and the simile that compares the country as a plantation over which he was the master.                

Yunior’s introductory footnote also serves as a thematic microcosm of his narration as a 

whole; including Drown and This Is How You Lose Her.  This footnote provides readers with a 

justification for the challenges that Yunior encounters in his narrative process; with coming to 
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terms with the challenges that he and his family members have faced and effectively 

communicating this to a multicultural audience.  This footnote also alludes to many of the 

themes discussed in Edwidge Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory, The Farming of Bones, and 

Krik? Krak!.  Although Danticat’s texts mention Trujillo, it is not to the same degree that one 

sees Trujillo in Díaz’s texts.  Whereas Trujillo is central to Yunior’s narration, Danticat’s 

narrators center Haitian characters’ experiences under the Trujillo regime.  These are both 

effective, although different, approaches to the subversion of the trujillato.   

In Krik? Krak!, by Edwidge Danticat, a story entitled “Nineteen Thirty-Seven” is also a 

historical narration that pertains to the Trujillo dictatorship.  The title of the story is of course a 

reference to the Parsley Massacre, which resulted in the genocide of tens of thousands of 

Haitians residing in the Dominican Republic.  Just as is the case in The Brief Wondrous Life of 

Oscar Wao, even though both narrations narrate the atrocities of Trujillo, Gracina’s narration 

comes from a very different perspective than Yunior’s narration.  Even though the Haitian and 

Dominican nations were subjected to a lack of freedom under the rule of Trujillo, Dominicans 

were not subjected to genocide like Haitians were.  Gracina’s characterization of Trujillo is 

reflective of more fear than Yunior’s is, as Haitians experienced more fear under Trujillo’s 

regime than Dominicans did.  That being said, Gracina’s characterization of Trujillo is one of 

reverence and does not reflect the same irony that Yunior’s narration employs.  In reference to 

the Massacre River and the murder of Haitians, Gracina describes Trujillo as “El Generalissimo, 

Dios Trujillo, the honorable chief of state” (Danticat 33).  The word choice of “honorable” 

shows a great deal of respect for the Dominican dictator, and the label of “Dios” refers to 

Trujillo’s sense of entitlement of absolute power over the Dominican and Haitian nations.  
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Furthermore, in The Farming of Bones, while on the sugarcane plantation in the Dominican 

Republic, Amabelle describes a portrait of Trujillo that was painted by Señora Valencia: 

Above Papi’s head loomed a large portrait of the Generalissimo, which Señora 
Valencia had painted at her husband’s request.  Her painting was a vast 
improvement on many of the Generalissimo’s public photographs.  She had made 
him a giant in full military regalia, with vast fringed epaulets and clusters of 
medals aligned in neat rows under the saffron braiding across his chest.  Behind 
him was the country’s red and blue flag with white crosses in the middle, along 
with the coat of arms and the shield: DIOS, PATRIA, LIBERTAD.  GOD, 
COUNTRY, LIBERTY.  But the centerpiece was the Generalissimo himself, the 
stately expression on his oval face, his head of thick black hair (the beginning of 
gray streaks carefully omitted), his full vibrant locks swept back in gentle waves 
to frame the wide forehead, his coy gentle smile, and his eyes, which seemed 
oddly tender.  Bedroom eyes, many had called them. (Danticat 43) 
  

Señora Valencia’s portrait of Trujillo portrays him in a positive light.  Amabelle admits that 

Valencia’s representation of Trujillo is inaccurate from his real appearance represented through 

photographs.  By addressing this distinction between Trujillo’s actual appearance and Valencia’s 

portrait of him, Amabelle questions the veracity of representation as conducted by individuals in 

a position of power.  This raises some interesting questions in regard to representation and the 

construction of history.  Ultimately, Amabelle represents Valencia’s representation of Trujillo.  

Her contention that the portrait takes certain departures from Trujillo’s appearance implies that 

Valencia’s representation of Trujillo is flawed or inaccurate.  However, this also leads to 

questions in regard to the accuracy of Amabelle’s representation.  Amabelle’s description is far 

more representative of an organic whole than Valencia’s, as Amabelle’s narration includes a 

viewpoint that diverges from her own. 

 Amabelle’s description of the portrait of Trujillo also points to the importance of a 

positive appearance for his regime.  The way in which Trujillo represented himself to Dominican 

citizens was very different from the social and political activities in which he was engaged.  



 
 

162 

Through an intense propaganda campaign, Trujillo portrayed himself to Dominican citizens as 

truly the opposite of the man that he actually was.  Through this propaganda, Trujillo’s control 

over the Dominican Republic, in addition to being political, social, and economic, was also 

psychological.  Moya-Pons indicates that prior to the Parsley Massacre, Trujillo “traveled to the 

frontier at the beginning of October 1937, and there gave a speech announcing that the 

occupation by Haitians of the frontier territories must not continue” (368).  Trujillo’s 

characterization of presence of persons with cultural ties to Haiti as an occupation is absurd.  

Occupation of a country is an act of political and socioeconomic power, which was not the case 

with Haitian migratory experiences to the Dominican Republic.  Instead Haitian presence in the 

Dominican Republic prior to the Parsley Massacre was evidentiary of Dominican exertion of 

political and socioeconomic power over Haitians on the island of Hispaniola.  The word choice 

of “occupation” is also significant because it creates an incorrect comparison between Haitian 

presence in the Dominican Republic and actual United States occupation of the Dominican 

Republic.  Although the Dominican Republic was dependent upon Haitian slaves for the 

production of sugar, the Dominican Republic was in the position of power in this relationship.  

On the other hand, the United States was in the dominant position in its relationship with the 

Dominican Republic during the occupation.  Through describing Haitian presence as an 

occupation, Trujillo framed the Parsley Massacre as a justified act of Dominican independence, 

which could not have been any farther from the case.   

In reference to the Parsley Massacre, Moya-Pons indicates the way in which Trujillo was 

constructed through propaganda:        

Trujillo wanted to make the slaughter look like a simple frontier incident between 
Dominican peasants and Haitian livestock thieves which had occurred when the 
Dominicans, tired of being robbed, decided to attack the Haitians and managed to 
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kill some of them.  The truth is it was an act of genocide, but the government’s 
apologists mounted an intense propaganda campaign defending Trujillo as the 
“savior of the nation.” (369) 
 

Furthermore, Trujillo’s process of dominicanization on the Dominican-Haitian border 

“reinforce[d] Trujillo’s ideology that postulated that he was the true savior of the country’s 

Hispanic and Catholic tradition.  It became the central theme of the dictatorship’s propaganda. 

(Moya-Pons 370).  Trujillo was able to conduct this propaganda campaign through his control of 

radio and television stations and newspapers (Moya-Pons 375).  Moya-Pons’s references to 

Trujillo being constructed as the savior of the Dominican Republic and as an agent of Hispanic 

and Catholic traditions informs the inclusion of “DIOS, PATRIA, LIBERTAD” in Valencia’s 

portrait of him.  As Amabelle and Moya-Pons point out, one of the central features of Trujillo’s 

propaganda campaign was the declaration that he was divinely appointed to be the president of 

the Dominican Republic.  Amabelle’s depiction of the portrait of Trujillo painted by Valencia 

alludes to the potency of the regime’s propaganda campaign in the sense that it permeated the 

Dominican consciousness to the degree that it debased the intellect of even the most affluent 

members of the country.        

Later in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, Yunior relates to readers the 

circumstances under which Trujillo was assassinated, and he does so through a conversation 

between La Inca and Beli:  “It’s Trujillo.  Gunned down [. . . .]  No one knows anything yet.  

Except that he’s dead19” (Díaz 154).  In the subsequent footnote, Yunior indicates that “U.S.-

backed assassins of the higher classes” were following Trujillo’s Bel Air (Díaz 154).  Yunior 

uses a myth to recount the way in which Trujillo was assassinated:  

And now (so goes the legend) El Jefe cries, Coño, me hirieron!  The second 
shotgun blast hits Zacarías in the shoulder and he almost stops the car, in pain and 
shock and surprise.  Here now the famous exchange: Get the guns, El Jefe says.  
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Vamos a pelear.  And Zacarías says: No, Jefe, son mucho, and El Jefe repeats 
himself: Vamos a pelear.  He could have ordered Zacarías to turn the car back to 
the safety of his capital, but instead he goes out like Tony Montana.  Staggers out 
of the bullet-ridden Bel Air, holding a .38 in his hand.  The rest is, of course, 
history. (Díaz 155) 
 

Yunior’s suggestion that this story that he recounts to his readers is a legend implies that it is 

mythical in nature.  Considering that Yunior hears about this conversation and then narrates it to 

readers implies that history is based on repetition and can be distorted accordingly.  The way in 

which Trujillo is represented when facing his death challenges the perception of him as a strong, 

fearless leader.  By suggesting that Trujillo “cries Coño, me hirieron” implies that he is weak in 

the face of adversity.  

 Additionally, Yunior’s comparison of Tony Montana and Trujillo ultimately 

characterizes Trujillo as an ego-driven criminal for whom power was of the utmost importance.  

This allusion to Scarface also creates a connection with the Cuban diaspora to the United States, 

as Tony Montana is a Cuban exile in Miami that assumes a life as a significant cocaine dealer.  

This allusion is another point in the argument that suggests that Yunior narrates from a 

perspective of the Dominican diaspora of the United States.  At the same time, however, this 

suggests that the concepts of dictatorship and exile to the United States are not unique to the 

Dominican Republic.  Furthermore, this contends that the fukú is not limited to the Dominican 

cultural experience.   

Yunior’s allusion to Scarface also creates an interesting power relationship between the 

dictator and the members that he exiles.  According to Yunior’s narration, Trujillo dies in a 

similar manner that Tony Montana dies.  Consequently, this allusion implies that the power 

differential between exiles and dictators is closed in the face of death.  Simultaneously, both 

Tony Montana and Trujillo refuse to relinquish their power even in the face of death.  They 
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desire to die on their own terms and do not make any indications of remorse for the crimes that 

they have committed.      

 In this footnote, Yunior also declares in reference to this legend “[t]hat the rest is, of 

course, history” (Díaz 155).  Through his colloquial use of the word “history,” Yunior suggests 

to readers that his account of the death of Trujillo is divergent from historical representation.  

This ultimately challenges the traditional conception of history in the sense that it provides 

readers with a perspective of Trujillo as a weak character rather than a strong one.  However, 

even though he describes it as a legend, that is not to say that Yunior’s account is not historically 

accurate.  Instead, he provides his audience with a commentary on the ways in which history and 

myth are constructed.  Yunior ultimately contends that there is very little difference between 

myth and history, as they are both constructed and attain cultural momentum through repetition 

and the continual suggestion that the events that they recount are accurate and true.  

 In these texts by Edwidge Danticat and Junot Díaz, the narrators represent Trujillo in 

both similar and different ways as a means to question one of the darkest times in the history of 

the island of Hispaniola.  All of the narrators logically challenge the conception of Trujillo in any 

positive way.  Gracina and Amabelle demonstrate more fear in their representation of Trujillo, 

whereas Yunior’s representation is vulgar and ironic.  Nevertheless, Trujillo’s dictatorial regime 

has caused sentiments of loss for all of the aforementioned narrators.  Through their narrations, 

these narrators rewrite history and simultaneously empower themselves and decenter the power 

that Trujillo exercised on the island of Hispaniola for three decades.     

Masks of Lost Lovers 

In This Is How You Lose Her, after having experienced the framing of the entire 

collection—the loss of his brother, the loss of women, and the Dominican existence that he loves 
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and loathes—Junot Díaz transitions to a second-person narration in the story entitled “Alma.”  

He begins the story: “You, Yunior, have a girlfriend named Alma, who has a long tender horse 

neck and a big Dominican ass that seems to exist in a fourth dimension beyond jeans.  An ass 

that could drag the moon out of orbit.  An ass she never liked until she met you” (45).  There is 

an evident parallel between this story and Díaz’s “How to Date a Browngirl, Blackgirl, 

Whitegirl, or Halfie,” in the sense that both incorporate a second-person narration.  However, 

one notable difference is that in this story, Yunior is both the narrator and the narrative “you” to 

which he refers.  In the introduction to this story, Yunior uses a very sexually explicit anecdote 

that both describes his relationship with Alma and reflects his sexual relationship with his own 

narration:  

She’s more adventurous in bed than any girl you’ve had; on your first date she 
asked you if you wanted to come on her tits or her face, and maybe during boy 
training you didn’t get one of the memos but you were, like, umm, neither.  And 
at least once a week she will kneel on the mattress before you and, with one hand 
pulling at her dark nipples, will play with herself, not letting you touch at all, 
fingers whisking the soft of her and her face looking desperately, furiously happy.  
She loves to talk while she’s being dirty, too, will whisper, You like watching me 
don’t you, you like listening to me come, and when she finishes lets out this long 
demolished groan and only then will she allow you to pull her into an embrace as 
she wipes her gummy fingers on your chest. (46-47) 
 

In this passage, Díaz plays with the role between the subject and the object through his second-

person narration in which he incorporates a dialogue that is integrated in the prose without any 

sort of formalistic separation.  We know that without the incorporation of dialogue the narrative 

“you” is Yunior.  However, Yunior’s declaration, “You like watching me don’t you, you like 

listening to me come,” despite its evident sexual implications, raises some interesting questions 

in regard to who is watching and who is coming in this narrative relationship.  We can certainly 

literally interpret this passage and deduce that Yunior observes and listens to Alma masturbate to 
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the point of orgasm.  A figurative analysis of this interaction is that Yunior’s narration is an act 

of masturbation to the point of his textual climax, and the narrative “you” to which Yunior refers 

is both himself and the audience.  My analysis consists of a consolidation of these 

interpretations.  Yunior observes Alma masturbate to the point of orgasm.  Furthermore, 

Yunior’s experience of narration is sexual in nature.  The content of this passage is certainly 

sexual, but Yunior is also engaged in a sexual relationship with his audience, as he invites us to 

some of the most private and intimate experiences in his life. 

 Let us explore the role of power in these sexual interactions.  Through this act of 

masturbation, Alma is in control of her orgasm, and Yunior plays the role of the watcher.  In this 

regard, Alma is in a position of power while Yunior resides in the margins of this sexual 

encounter.  This argument toward a power differential stems from an alternative to this sexual 

experience.  If Yunior were to have sex with Alma that resulted in her orgasm, then Yunior 

would be either in a position of power over her, they would both be in a position possessing 

equal power, or Alma would be in a position of power over Yunior.  These power relations are 

merely hypothetical, as readers do not possess information about Alma and Yunior’s sexual 

habits.  However, notwithstanding the hypothetical nature of these sexual relations that could 

apply to any heterosexual couple, in Yunior’s and Alma’s case, if they were to have sex, Yunior 

would at least in theory be involved in and engaged with the interaction.  This does not apply to 

the particular sexual encounter with Alma that Yunior narrates to readers.  Even though he is 

present for the act of masturbation, he does not participate in the physical act of sex with Alma.  

On the other hand, although he does not have sex with Alma during these masturbatory sessions, 

Yunior is nevertheless involved in Alma’s sexual experience.  Yunior’s presence and observance 

of this act of masturbation is one of the factors that lead to Alma’s orgasms. 
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 The parallel between Alma’s masturbation and Yunior’s narrative strategy indicates that 

in the narrative process, Yunior plays with the power of narration.  By personifying himself, 

Yunior reinforces his narrative control yet relinquishes his control over the events that occur 

while interacting with Alma and many other women.  This reflects Yunior’s sentiments of not 

possessing control over his relationships with women.  Also, by conjuring a character in his own 

likeness that bears his name, the narrative Yunior places the culpability on the character named 

Yunior for the breakups that he has experienced and for all of their consequential pain.  

Furthermore, this narrative strategy enables Yunior to see himself in the way that the audience 

sees him. 

 Although the narrative strategy in which the narrator is also another character in a 

narration is uncommon, it is an extremely logical approach to explore occurrences in the past and 

the reasoning behind them.  Through this narrative strategy, Yunior convinces himself and 

readers that he is not the same as the Yunior that loses Alma and other women.  As readers, we 

have the confidence that Yunior has come-of-age at the point in which he relates stories from his 

past to us. 

 Additionally, considering the parallel with Alma’s act of masturbation, the interpretation 

of the narrative “you” as the audience creates an inequality of power between the audience and 

the narrator in which the narrator is in the dominant position.  This suggests that Yunior’s 

audience is not engaged in the narration other than merely listening.  At the same time, the 

presence of the audience enhances Yunior’s narrative experience.  However, Yunior places 

blame on his audience for the loss of women that he has experienced.  Let us consider Alma’s 

reaction to discovering that Yunior has been cheating on her and Yunior’s subsequent reaction:  
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Yes—it’s an opposites-attract sort of thing, it’s a great-sex sort of thing, it’s a no-
thinking sort of thing.  It’s wonderful!  Wonderful!  Until one June day Alma 
discovers that you are also fucking this beautiful freshman girl named Laxmi, 
discovers the fucking of Laxmi because she, Alma, the girlfriend, opens your 
journal and reads. (47) 
 

Alma is Yunior’s first reader, and the contents of the journal that is intended for an audience that 

does not include her ultimately lead to their breakup.  As the narrative “you” refers to both 

Yunior and members of the audience of the narration, Yunior the narrator blames himself for the 

loss of Alma.  Additionally, however, Yunior also blames the hypothetical audience for his 

narration-in-progress.  The possibility of a potential audience facilitates Yunior’s narration, just 

as Yunior’s presence on the bed facilitates Alma’s orgasm.  Without a potential audience, Yunior 

would possess less of a desire to narrate, Alma theoretically would not have discovered that 

Yunior had been unfaithful, and they would perhaps still be together.  When Alma confronts 

Yunior with the contents of his journal, he has the following reaction:  

Instead of lowering your head an copping to it like a man, you pick up the journal 
as one might hold a baby’s beshatted diaper, as one might pinch a recently 
benutted condom.  You glance at the offending pages.  Then you look at her and 
smile a smile your dissembling face will remember until the day you die.  Baby, 
you say, baby, this is part of my novel.  This is how you lose her. (48) 
 

Through Yunior’s simile comparing his narration to waste that is ordinarily discarded, readers 

discover that the narrator hates his story for all the pain that it has caused him.  However, readers 

also discover that Yunior’s lack of confidence in his relationship with his narration and with 

Alma leads to Yunior losing her.  If Yunior were to react with pride when Alma discovers his 

journal, then they would, from Yunior’s perspective, perhaps still be together.   

It is here that the parallel between Yunior’s narration and Alma’s orgasm falls apart.  

Whereas Alma is content and shameless in masturbating in front of Yunior and possessing the 
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dominant role in the relationship, Yunior is unable to replicate the same confidence in his 

narrative relationship with readers.      

In Edwidge Danticat’s The Farming of Bones, the narrative voice, Amabelle, comes to 

terms with the loss of her lover, Sebastien Onius.  There are several notable differences between 

the loss that Amabelle and Yunior experience.  Whereas Yunior is culpable for his failed 

relationships and his exes have continued to live and have relationships with other men, 

Amabelle is not culpable for the loss of Sebastien; as he dies during the Parsley Massacre.  Both 

of these characters experience the loss of a loved one.  However, the different processes through 

which they experience loss raise some interesting questions in regard to which of these 

characters is in a privileged position in comparison to the other.  Amabelle endures the painful 

loss of Sebastien under extremely violent circumstances, but she does not have to experience 

Sebastien’s choice of another woman.  Yunior, on the other hand, even though he does not 

experience the death of any of the women with whom he has been romantically involved, he 

experiences the pain of not being chosen. 

Yunior reveals the name of Alma, but he does not provide readers with the name of his 

ex-fiancé.  She very well could be Alma, but she could also be any number of other female 

characters in his narrations of Drown, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, or This Is How 

You Lose Her.  On the other hand, in Edwidge Danticat’s The Farming of Bones, Amabelle uses 

the opposite narrative strategy when memorializing the lover that she has lost: consistent 

repetition of his name.  For that matter, Amabelle begins her narration with the phrase, “His 

name is Sebastien Onius” (Danticat 1).  After the Parsley Massacre that claimed his life, 

Amabelle reveals to readers that Sebastien’s story is incomplete:  “His name is Sebastien Onius 

and his story is like a fish with no tail, a dress with no hem, a drop with no fall, a body in the 
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sunlight with no shadow” (281).  Through these similes that compare with Sebastien’s premature 

death, readers come to understand the abnormality and nonsensical nature of the Parsley 

Massacre.  Moreover, Amabelle places herself in comparison with Sebastien and the 

incompletion of his story:   

His name is Sebastien Onius.  Seven years before his own death, he saw his father 
die.  Death to Sebastien Onius was as immense as a tree-tossing beast of a raging 
hurricane.  It was an event that split open the sky and cracked the ground, made 
the heavens wail and the clouds weep.  It was not for one person to live alone. 
(282) 
 

Amabelle observed the death of her parents, which is one of the points of commonality that led 

to her and Sebastien’s amorous relationship.  When she refers to Sebastien’s death as “not for 

one person to live alone,” she refers to her own experience and her sentiments of the 

incompletion of her own story as a result of Sebastien’s absence. 

Furthermore, Amabelle integrates Sebastien within the audience of her narration:  

“Sometimes I can make myself dream him out of the void to listen” (Danticat 282).  Imagining 

that Sebastien is a member of the group to whom Amabelle speaks serves as a remedy for the 

pain that she feels as a result of his absence in her life.  Readers come to discover that in addition 

to being Amabelle’s coming-of-age story, The Farming of Bones is an epistolary homage to 

Sebastien’s life and provides him with a textual immortality in order to counteract the mortality 

that he experienced in the Parsley Massacre.  Additionally, by making Sebastien one of the 

principal themes of her narration, Amabelle creates a textual environment in which she can 

engage with Sebastien and relive the experiences they had together prior to his death.  

Furthermore, through comparing Sebastien with her audience, readers come to understand that in 

addition to speaking to Sebastien, she speaks to all of the Haitians that perished in the Parsley 

Massacre. 
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As is the case in Yunior’s narration in “Alma” and “The Cheater’s Guide to Love,” 

Amabelle employs a second-person narration.  “‘Tell me, please, Sebastien,’ I say.  ‘I must 

know.  Did you and Mimi suffer greatly?’” (Danticat 283).  Through employing this narrative 

strategy, Amabelle engages with Sebastien in a personal way, even though her speaking to him 

does not result in a response from Sebastien.  However, she identifies with the death that he 

experienced, as it mirrors the personal death that she feels as a result of his absence:   

“Sebastien, the slaughter showed me that life can be a strange gift,” I say.  
“Breath, like glass is always in danger.  I chose a living death because I am not 
brave.  It takes patience, you used to say, to raise a setting sun.  Two mountains 
can never meet, but perhaps you and I can meet again.  I am coming to your 
waterfall.” (Danticat 283) 
 

Amabelle’s reference to the waterfall in this passage is significant because it symbolizes her 

rebirth after having endured the loss of Sebastien during the Parsley Massacre.  Also, the 

waterfall is very important to this exchange with Sebastien because the waterfall is the place 

where Amabelle and Sebastien first had sex.  Therefore, the waterfall represents the birth of 

Amabelle’s life with Sebastien and the later birth of her life without him. 

In the final story of This Is How You Lose Her, “The Cheater’s Guide to Love,” Yunior 

continues to use a second-person narration through which he copes with his sentiments of loss of 

his fiancé as a result of his continual infidelity:   

You try every trick in the book to keep her.  You write her letters.  You drive her 
to work.  You quote Neruda.  You compose a mass e-mail disowning all your 
sucias.  You block their e-mails.  You change your phone number.  You stop 
drinking.  You stop smoking.  You claim you’re a sex addict and start attending 
meetings.  You blame your father.  You blame your mother.  You blame the 
patriarchy.  You blame Santo Domingo.  You find a therapist.  You cancel your 
Facebook.  You give her the passwords to all your e-mail accounts.  You start 
taking salsa classes like you always swore you would so that the two of you could 
dance together.  You claim that you were sick, you claim that you were weak—It 
was the book!  It was the pressure!—and every hour like clockwork you say that 
you’re so so sorry.  You try it all, but one day she will simply sit up in bed and 
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say, No more, and, Ya, and you will have to move from the Harlem apartment that 
you two have shared.  You consider not going.  You consider a squat protest.  In 
fact, you say won’t go.  But in the end you do. (176-177) 
 

In this passage, the narrative Yunior seems to place blame on a myriad of factors that have led to 

his infidelity.  However, through Yunior’s beginning every sentence of this portion of the 

narration with the word “You,” readers come to discover that Yunior actually places the blame 

for this failed relationship on his previous self.  Even though Yunior is divided between the 

narrative self and the narrative you in this story and readers are consequently given the 

impression that Yunior has undergone some sort of coming-of-age transformation, this portion of 

the narration also points to the fact that the narrative Yunior still places blame on another.  The 

Yunior that attempts to repair things with his fiancé blames other factors that have led to his 

infidelity, and the narrative Yunior that recounts this story to readers does the same thing.  

Through this narrative strategy, Yunior blames himself for this loss of his fiancé, yet he still 

blames his previous self that, as he contends to readers, is different from the Yunior that relates 

the story.  Yunior takes responsibility for the choices that he has made to lead to the loss that he 

experiences, but he defers the responsibility at the same time.       

After having experienced a breakup with his fiancé, despite having put forth considerable 

effort to repair the relationship, Yunior goes into a downward spiral in which he tries to cope 

with the loss that he feels through alcohol, running, yoga, women, and writing.  He ultimately 

discovers that narration is the remedy for the loss that he experiences, although readers have 

discovered in the case of his relationship with Alma, that it has also been the cause of this loss.   

He takes out a folder under his bed that contains “Copies of all the e-mails and fotos from the 

cheating days, the ones the ex found and compiled and mailed to you a month after she ended it.  

Dear Yunior, for your next book.  Probably the last time she wrote your name” (212).  His 
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posterior reference to the “cheating days” implies that Yunior is no longer engaged in the same 

infidelity that has previously led to his failed relationships.  Albeit briefly and notwithstanding 

that this is still related to readers through Yunior’s narrative lens, Yunior creates a narrative shift 

to his ex-fiancé’s voice.  However, just as is the case with Alma’s comments to Yunior while 

masturbating, Yunior still plays the role of both the subject and the object of the narration.  In 

this instance, however, instead of speaking to a past Yunior that has made mistakes that have led 

to failed relationships, Yunior speaks to a future version of himself.  Yunior concludes the 

narration by saying:  

The next day you look at the new pages.  For once you don’t want to burn them or 
give up writing forever.  It’s a start, you say to the room.  That’s about it.  In the 
months that follow you bend to the work, because it feels like hope, like grace—
and because you know in your lying cheater’s heart that sometimes a start is all 
we ever get. (213) 
 

Through this declaration, readers are left with the sentiment that Yunior will continue to grow 

through his reflective and narrative experiences and that the story of his journey is far from 

complete.  Narration is Yunior’s remedy for the loss that he has experienced.  Thorough his 

many attempts to cope with his failed relationships, writing is the only remedy that offers him 

any sort of sustainable solace for the pain that he experiences.  Through using a second-person 

narration in which he is both the narrative subject and object, Yunior constructs himself as both 

culpable and justified in his actions that have led to his failed relationships with women.  

Furthermore, through this narrative strategy, Yunior exerts power over his painful story; a story 

in which he feels powerless. 

 In Edwidge Danticat’s The Farming of Bones and Junot Díaz’s This Is How You Lose 

Her, the narrators, Amabelle and Yunior respectively, utilize a second-person narration when 

discussing the lovers that they have lost.  One notable difference is that Amabelle uses the 
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narrative “you” to refer to the lover that she has lost, and Yunior uses the narrative “you” to refer 

to his previous self.  One similarity is that both of these narrations engage their audiences in a 

very personal way and thereby integrates the audiences within the narrations.  This enables 

readers to experience the pain of the narrators in a direct and engaged way that is not provided 

with more traditional third-person and first-person narrative techniques.    

Masks of Lost Friends and Family Members 

Just as Yunior reveals to readers that the fukú originates in Africa, another tradition that 

permeates the texts by Junot Díaz and Edwidge Danticat is the oral tradition and storytelling.  In 

the diaspora to the United States, narration serves Yunior, Sophie, Amabelle, and Gracina to 

memorialize their countries of origin.  Additionally, these narrations aid these narrators in 

remembering and honoring significant people in their lives that they have lost, and these 

narrations depend significantly on the oral tradition.  Oral discourses serve as a remedy for the 

narrators of these texts because they integrate feelings of familiarity amid cultural circumstances 

in the diaspora that are not as familiar.  

Rocio G. Davis suggests that the purpose of storytelling is “to establish solidarity with an 

implied audience by recounting a series of tales linked by their content or by the conditions in 

which they are related” (66).  The storyteller and the listener both engage in a community based 

upon mutual relatability of the ideas of the story and its responsive sentiments.  The key to this 

engagement is the relationship between the content of the story and both to the narrator and the 

audience.  In Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (1982), Walter Ong alludes 

to the importance of the oral tradition for the human consciousness: “Speech is inseparable from 

our consciousness and it has fascinated human beings, elicited serious reflection about itself, 

from the very early stages of consciousness, long before writing came into existence” (9).  
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Consequently, orality is important to the consciousness of both the narrator and the audience.  

Orality and listening are actions that result from need rather than desire.  Rocio G. Davis 

additionally addresses the importance of orality and narration by defining the “short story cycle” 

as “a structural scheme for the working out of an idea, characters, or themes, even a circular 

disposition in which the constituent narratives are simultaneously independent and 

interdependent” (65-66). 

In Semiotike (1969), Julia Kristeva discusses the plural concept of the text and its 

tendency to include intertextualities:  

The text is therefore a productivity, which means: 1.  Its relationship to the 
language in which it situates itself is redistributive (destructive-constructive), 
consequently it is approachable through logical categories more than purely 
linguistic categories; 2.  It is a permutation of texts, an intertextuality: in the space 
of a text plurally enunciated, taken from other texts, they cross themselves and 
neutralize themselves.  (113, translation mine) 
  

Kristeva, through her reference to “neutralization,” implies a power differential in terms of the 

texts that construct the organic whole.  Just as divergent texts that dialogue with one another 

create a balanced, neutral text, divergent viewpoints and their corresponding discourses 

neutralize one another.  Consequently, the true perspective is the organic whole constructed by 

divergent discourses that represent the same event.  In “From Work to Text,” Roland Barthes 

complements Kristeva’s argument that the text transcends the traditional concept of a text:  “The 

logic regulating the Text is not comprehensive (define ‘what the work means’) but metonymic; 

the activity of associations, contiguities, carryings-over coincides with a liberation of symbolic 

energy” (158).  Just as history is charged by power, per Barthes, any text has its associations.  

Edwidge Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory includes a great deal of orality as a means to 

memorialize family members that have died:  
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Whenever she was sad, Tante Atie would talk about the sugar cane fields, where 
she and my mother practically lived when they were children.  They saw people 
die there from sunstroke every day.  Tante Atie said that, one day while they were 
all working together, her father—my grandfather—stopped to wipe his forehead, 
leaned forward, and died.  My grandmother took the body in her arms and tried to 
scream the life back into it.  They all kept screaming and hollering, as my 
grandmother’s tears bathed the corpse’s face.  Nothing would bring my 
grandfather back. (5) 
   

Sophie suggests that her relatives that were present at the time of her grandfather’s death used 

words in order to attempt, albeit to no avail, to initiate his return to life.  However, Tante Atie’s 

telling of this story to Sophie resurrects her grandfather in both the mind of the storyteller and 

that of the listener.  Through Tante Atie’s narration of the death of her father, she reinforces her 

own ideas of the identity of her family, and she also immortalizes the life of her father and 

memorializes the circumstances under which he lost his life.  On the other hand, Sophie, instead 

of Tante Atie, relates this story to readers.  Through Sophie’s narration, she continues the 

tradition of memorializing her grandfather; a tradition that was passed on to her from Tante Atie.  

Furthermore, Sophie’s narration with this story is a point of engagement between her, her family 

members, and her audience.  In other terms, by narrating this story, Sophie is engaged with her 

family members that were present for the death of her grandfather.  At the same time, however, 

considering that she was not present, this story allows Sophie to engage in a community with her 

audience; members that, like her, were not present for the death of Atie and Martine’s father. 

The survival of a story is not the overarching reason to tell a story.  Rather, these stories 

must also be told in order to reinforce the identification of self within a community.  In addition 

to memorializing her father, Tante Atie also tells Sophie the story of his death in order to 

remember the community of her family that, from her perspective, no longer exists.  This 

sentiment of loss stems from the absence of her father, but it also involves Martine’s migratory 
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experience to the United States.  This sentiment of loss that Sophie experienced is a parallel with 

Yunior’s, Rafa’s, and Ysrael’s boyish, summer antics in the campo in Junot Díaz’s Drown.  All 

of these characters’ fathers have migrated to the United States, which for them creates a 

sentiment of loss.  In reference to the kite that Ysrael is flying, Ysrael indicates that it came from 

“Nueva York, he said.  From my father” (Díaz 16).  Yunior responds to Ysrael by revealing to 

him and to readers that his and Rafa’s father is in New York as well.  Amid the diasporic 

circumstances that make their fathers absent from their lives on a day-to-day basis, both Yunior 

and Ysrael feel the need to clarify with others that their fathers have migrated from the 

Dominican Republic to New York.  This serves as a defense mechanism for the feelings of loss 

that they experience as a result of the absence of their fathers.  By indicating that their fathers are 

in New York, Ysrael and Yunior reinforce within their own psyches the hope that they have to 

migrate to New York as well.  For that matter, Ysrael tells Yunior and Rafa that he is going to 

have surgery on his face and that American doctors are going to conduct the surgery (Díaz 17).  

In response to this, Rafa contends that Ysrael is lying.  Through this dialogue, Yunior, Ysrael, 

and Rafa attempt to dispel any doubts that they may have in regard to whether they will one day 

migrate to New York to be with their fathers.  This also serves as an explanation as to the 

reasoning behind their fathers being absent in their lives.  Therefore, this narration is one of need 

in the sense that it confirms these important, internalized feelings that these characters have to be 

reunited with their fathers.       

In Breath, Eyes, Memory, Sophie certainly relies on narration as well as a coping 

mechanism for the absence of her mother.  Sophie relates to readers that in her dreams, she 

desires for her mother to pursue her, which reflects the sentiment of loss that she feels amid 

Martine’s absence:  “I sometimes saw my mother in my dreams.  She would chase me through a 
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field of wildflowers as tall as the sky.  When she caught me, she would try to squeeze me into the 

small frame so I could be in the picture with her.  I would scream and scream until my voice 

gave out” (Danticat 8).  Readers discover that the picture frame to which Sophie refers is the one 

“on the night table by Tante Atie’s pillow” (Danticat 8).  In Sophie’s dreams involving her 

mother, Martine, she subconsciously desires to be pursued by Martine.  This serves as a coping 

mechanism for the sentiments of loss that she feels as a result of the absence of her mother.  

Furthermore, she desires to be in the picture with her mother in the picture frame on Tante Atie’s 

nightstand because this would be a representation of a circumstance in which she and Martine 

were together. 

Additionally, Sophie’s and Atie’s recitation of the following poem delineate the 

importance of narration for the loss that they experience amid Martine’s absence:  “My mother is 

a daffodil, / limber and strong as one. / My mother is a daffodil, / but in the wind, iron strong” 

(29).  Sophie reveals to readers that as Tante Atie recites the poem, “at first she stuttered but 

soon her voice took on an even flow” (Danticat 108).  After reciting the poem, Tante Atie says to 

Sophie, “‘I have never forgotten those words.  I have written them down’” (Danticat 109).  This 

serves as an example of the way in which the oral tradition is passed down through generations 

as a remedy for loss of a woman of the previous generation.  The metaphor of the daffodil 

certainly alludes to Martine’s migratory experience to the United States.  The seeds represent the 

diaspora, but the speakers of the poem are left with the sentiment that even in the context of 

migratory experiences, their loved ones will always remain rooted in their native Haiti.   

In the conclusion of the prologue of The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, Yunior 

makes a metafictional reference to his own narration:  “Even now as I write these words I 

wonder if this book ain’t a zafa of sorts.  My very own counterspell” (Díaz 7).  Yunior declares 
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the possibility that his narration is the zafa as a means to escape the fukú that has plagued his 

Dominican existence.  Just as is the case in Tante Atie’s and Sophie’s need to narrate the story of 

their family member that perished in the sugarcane fields, Yunior possesses a need to narrate in 

order to memorialize the lives of friends that he has lost.  Most notably, Yunior memorializes 

and honors Oscar in his narration.   

Immediately after the prologue of The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, Yunior begins 

his narration by characterizing Oscar as “[o]ur hero” (Díaz 11).  At the end of Yunior’s narration, 

Oscar returns to the Dominican Republic to repair his relationship with Ybón.  Oscar is 

abducted, but Yunior indicates that “[t]his time Oscar didn’t cry when they drove him back to the 

canefields” (Díaz 320).  Oscar is taken into a sugarcane field, and Yunior reveals that “the cane 

had grown well and thick and in places you could hear the stalks clack-clack-clacking against 

each other like triffids and you could hear krïyol voices lost in the night.  The smell of the 

ripening cane was unforgettable” (Díaz 320).  The reference to voices speaking in Creole 

certainly alludes to the enslavement of Haitians on sugarcane plantations and, as we know from 

Díaz’s and Danticat’s texts, the cane fields serve as a symbol of the violence that has taken place 

in the Dominican Republic for centuries.  For that matter, there is a parallel between Sophie’s 

beating the cane as an act of retribution for the death of her mother in Breath, Eyes, Memory, 

(Danticat 233) and the cane fields being the location where Oscar meets his demise. 

Yunior reveals that Oscar speaks to the men that have detained him right before he is shot 

in the sugarcane fields:  

He told them that what they were doing was wrong, that they were going to take 
great love out of the world.  Love was a rare thing, easily confused with a million 
other things, and if anybody knew this to be true it was him.  He told them about 
Ybón and the way he loved her and how much they had risked and that they’d 
started to dream the same dreams and say the same words.  He told them that it 
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was only because of her love that he’d been able to do the thing that he had done, 
the thing they could no longer stop, told them if they killed him they would 
probably feel nothing and their children would probably feel nothing either, not 
until they were old and weak or about to be struck by a car and then they would 
sense him waiting for them on the other side and over there he wouldn’t be no 
fatboy or dork or kid no girl had ever loved; over there he’d be a hero, an avenger.  
Because anything you can dream (he put his hand up) you can be. (Díaz 321-322) 
 

Through this revelation that Yunior relates to readers, we come to discover that speaking was 

extremely important to Oscar in his final moments.  As The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao is 

framed by the discussion of the myth of the fukú, Yunior reveals to readers that immediately 

prior to speaking the word “fire” that leads to his death (Díaz 322), Oscar promises an impending 

curse on his assailants and their children.  In this regard, Oscar takes ownership of the fukú that 

has plagued his family for decades.  However, Oscar frames this fukú that he thrusts on his 

assailants through love instead of hatred, anger, or malice.  This moment of narration at the end 

of Oscar’s life is significant, as he possesses the ability to speak even in the face of Dominican 

power.  This is a capability that he does not possess earlier in Yunior’s narration. 

 By repeating the story of Oscar’s death, Yunior memorializes his best friend and makes 

him heroic in a circumstance that is decidedly similar to the circumstance in which Trujillo 

perished.  In the face of death, Yunior constructs Trujillo as an arrogant coward.  On the other 

hand, Yunior depicts Oscar as a hero that is full of love.     

Conclusion 

 Characters in Krik? Krak!, The Farming of Bones, Breath, Eyes, Memory, This Is How 

You Lose Her, Drown, and The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao all experience sentiments of 

loss that are related to their respective audiences through these narrations.  Consequently, they all 

represent parties that they feel have wronged them in one way or another.  In This Is How You 

Lose Her, Yunior represents himself in the past using a second-person narration because he feels 
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that the actions of his past self have created his sentiments of loss.  In The Brief Wondrous Life of 

Oscar Wao, The Farming of Bones, and Krik? Krak!, the narrators represent Trujillo in various 

ways that are not particularly flattering because he is culpable for the loss of family members and 

friends.  In Yunior’s narration, the representations of Trujillo are central, yet extremely 

irreverent.  On the other hand, in Danticat’s texts, representations of Trujillo are peripheral, 

thereby subverting the power of the dictatorial regime in a different way.  For that matter, 

Trujillo is also culpable for the diasporas that these characters have experienced; whether from 

the Dominican Republic to Haiti or from the Dominican Republic to the United States.   

 These narrative strategies are all about power.  By experiencing loss, these characters 

also experience a lack of power.  However, they become empowered through their narrations in a 

variety of ways.  This narratively occurs by closing the power differential between themselves 

and the stimuli for their sentiments of loss, by providing their audiences with an organic whole 

of past events that have caused them pain, and, finally, by memorializing the characters that have 

been important to them.       
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS: MASKS AND MOMENTS OF DISCERNMENT 

All societies are constructed by and experience migration.  However, societies also have 

concepts of cultures that compose the mainstream as well as cultures that are regarded as 

peripheral because they do not fit in and/or are threatening to the mainstream culture and the 

power that establishes it.  However, the case of the Caribbean and the United States is 

particularly migratory, as these areas have experienced a considerable amount of migration for 

centuries and therefore are communities constructed by a myriad of different cultures.  This is 

the root of the challenges that diasporic characters face when migrating from the Caribbean to 

the United States, and this is what sets the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense apart from other 

manifestations of the genre.  The Bildungsroman is the coming-of-age novel in which a 

marginalized character, through an experiential process, discovers the role of his or her identity 

in the midst of the very hegemonic powers that shape it.  The Bildungsroman caribeñounidense, 

instead of being a subcategory of the genre of the Bildungsroman, is a reformulated extension of 

the genre.  In more traditional definitions of the genre, marginalized characters are expected to 

assimilate to the mainstream society that he or she inhabits, and this process toward and ultimate 

accomplishment of assimilation is the source of gratification of the protagonist, the narrator (if 

not the protagonist), and the audience.  Similarly, characters are expected to assimilate to the 

mainstream culture of the society that he or she inhabits in the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense.  

However, one notable departure that the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense takes from the more 
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traditional Bildungsroman pertains to the sense of accomplishment and gratification of the 

characters involved in the narration.  In the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense, characters gain a 

sense of gratification when the protagonist acknowledges and accepts his or her cultural 

difference from the mainstream culture of the society that he or she inhabits.  In other terms, the 

protagonist does not give in to the hegemonic powers that expect him or her to assimilate.  This 

is the real difference between the Bildungsroman and the Bildungsroman caribeñounidense.  The 

Bildungsroman honors and valorizes the mainstream culture of its particular context, and the 

Bildungsroman caribeñounidense honors and valorizes minority cultures.      

When a character migrates from the Caribbean to the United States, he or she does not 

dissimilate from one culture in order to assimilate to another.  Instead, the subject is engaged in 

multicultural negotiation among the many cultures that compose his or her identity in addition to 

the many cultures that make up the United States.  This makes migration a truly transformative 

experience in regard to a diasporic character’s personal identity and his or her public 

representation of identity.  Identity changes; as does the public representation of it.  When 

undergoing a migration, residual elements from the home culture remain, and elements of the 

new culture are integrated in identity.  Consequently, the character subjected to a diasporic 

experience is regarded as an outsider both in the home culture and the new culture.  Through 

navigating the nuances of his or her multicultural identity, the character has a moment of 

discernment in which he or she recognizes that acceptance in mainstream communities in the 

Caribbean or the United States is unattainable or undesirable.  It is through these moments of 

discernment that characters engage in multicultural masquerades. 

The experience of a crisis of identity and the challenges of self-representation of identity 

in the context of migration is certainly not limited to the caribeñounidense experience.  



 
 

185 

Whenever a person migrates, s/he has a different set of hegemonic structures that marginalize 

him or her.  At this point, this person can assimilate to the hegemonic culture of the place to 

which s/he migrates, stay true to the culture of her or his place of origin, or recognize that either 

of the aforementioned options is unattainable or undesirable.  In this recognition or, what I call a 

moment of discernment, the person may choose to play the part so to speak; to wear the mask 

that s/he feels corresponds to the hegemony that s/he perceives in any given context.  

Consequently, s/he believes that s/he belongs in all of the contexts that s/he encounters.  In other 

terms, the person wears the mask of the new culture in the diaspora and wears the mask of the 

home culture when returning to the place of origin.  We must of course note the artificiality of 

the mask.  Through masking himself or herself in accordance to the hegemony that is the source 

of his or her marginalization as a means to belong, the lack of belonging that s/he experiences 

becomes amplified.  In other terms, the more that a person engages in these performative acts, 

the more aware s/he becomes that these acts are performative. 

As discussed in chapter one of this dissertation, the Bildungsroman is the coming-of-age 

novel in which protagonists have interpersonal experiences that cause them to reflect upon their 

places in the world.  The stimulus for this reflection is often multicultural in the sense that 

involves the intercultural negotiation between personal identity and the normative cultural 

standards of the society that the protagonist inhabits.  However, when migration is involved, 

characters are exposed to more than one culture and, therefore, are subjected to more than one set 

of normative cultural standards.  When cultures conflict in regard to expectations for its citizens, 

it can be extremely difficult or even impossible for a person or character to satisfy all of the 

standards of the communities involved.  This is the heart of the diasporic Bildungsroman 

caribeñounidense.  Amid multicultural circumstances with varying sources of power at play, 
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characters cannot fully assimilate to the cultural context to which they migrate, nor can they 

entirely dissimilate from the context with which they are more familiar.  The cultures of their 

experiences are both (or all) ingrained in these characters’ identities.  This crisis of identity 

leaves these characters with a choice.  They can either choose not to assimilate to the culture to 

which they migrate and be perceived as outsiders, or they can mask themselves with the culture 

to which they migrate and be perceived as an accepted member of the new society. 

This question of assimilation raises the issue of whether we are discussing Latinos who 

migrate or Latinos that are born in the United States to migrant parents.  All of the texts selected 

for this dissertation by Edwidge Danticat and Junot Díaz include migratory characters and 

characters that do not migrate.  However, all of the narrators of these texts migrate between the 

island of Hispaniola and the United States, or between the Dominican Republic and Haiti in the 

case of Amabelle, at one point or another.  This dissertation focused on the coming-of-age 

processes of characters that were in fact migratory.  However, this does not give an all-

encompassing perspective of the Latino experience in the United States.  Second-generation, 

third-generation, etc. Latinos also have multicultural backgrounds and experiences that create 

challenges for their coming-of-age processes in the United States.  However, Latinos that are 

born and reared in the United States do not face the same challenges as Latinos that are born in 

Latin America and immigrate to the United States at a young age.  One notable difference 

between Latinos born in the United States and Latinos that migrate to the United States as 

children is that migratory Latinos have expectations for their lives in the United States prior to 

migrating.  Migratory Latinos may believe that there is no mainstream expectation for 

immigrants to assimilate in the United States.  At the same time, Latinos that migrate to the 

United States may expect that assimilation to United States cultures will be an easy feat for them.  



 
 

187 

Conversely, Latinos born in the United States do have multicultural experiences that inform their 

identities through inhabiting the United States and also being engaged with cultural communities 

(family, friends, neighbors, etc.) associated with their parents’ and/or grandparents’ country of 

origin.  For Latinos born in the United States, this multicultural identity in the United States is 

assumed at birth prior to any intellectual, formative processes.  Migratory Latinos, however, are 

capable of perceiving the cultural differences associated with migratory experiences prior to the 

actual migration. 

The term, “migratory Latinos” should not be confused with Latin American immigrants.  

Latin American immigrants and migratory Latinos both have expectations of United States 

cultural experiences prior to migrating.  However, Latin American immigrants and migratory 

Latinos are at different formational stages when the migration occurs.  This is not to say that 

Latin American immigrants do not undergo any process of acculturation when migrating to the 

United States.  However, United States cultures contribute to the formative processes of 

migratory Latinos more so than is the case with Latin American immigrants.        

The appearance of assimilation to the normative standards of the culture to which a 

character migrates should not be confused with veritable, complete assimilation to a new culture 

from the perspective of neither the migrant nor the hegemonic mainstream.  When migration is 

involved, complete assimilation to the new culture is, albeit an uncanny contradiction, possible 

and impossible at the same time.  The heart of this contradiction is the labels of cultural identity 

that United States mainstream cultures attribute to immigrants.  Let us consider the ways in 

which a migrant with cultural ties to the Dominican Republic that resides in the United States 

may be variously labeled in regard to cultural identity both in the United States and on the Island.  

In the Dominican Republic, this person could have the labels “Dominican,” “Dominican York,” 
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or “American” attributed to his or her identity.  In the United States, this person could be 

perceived as “Dominican” or “Dominican-American,” but he or would likely not be labeled as 

“American.”  United States mainstream cultures have the tendency to include the name of 

national origin and hyphenating it with the word “American” (i.e. Haitian-American, Indian-

American, Mexican-American, Israeli-American, Italian-American, etc.).  This nomenclature is a 

double-edged sword.  One of the benefits of this system of label assignment is that it includes the 

culture of the country of origin in the immigrant’s designation of cultural identity.  On the other 

hand, the shortcomings of this designation are that the term “American” is qualified by another 

cultural identity that comes first.  In other terms, the term “Dominican-American” implies that 

one is Dominican first and American second in regard to cultural identity.  This system of 

labeling of cultural identity in the United States implies that, from United States mainstream 

perspectives, a first-generation, transculturation from the Dominican to the American is never 

complete. 

Despite the fact that the intent of the mask is to hide one’s true identity in favor of one 

that could be perceived as more acceptable to the mainstream culture of the society to which a 

character migrates, the mask does not necessarily accomplish this intention.  Mainstream cultures 

expect migrants to fully assimilate to the normative standards of the society that they inhabit, yet 

these expectations for migrants are decidedly difficult to accomplish.  Furthermore, migratory 

characters may, in recognition of this difficulty, choose to dissimilate entirely from the new 

culture and revert to a self-imposed mask of the home culture.  Nevertheless, this mask of the 

home culture should not be confused with true identity.  Instead, the mask of the home culture is 

reflective of the migratory character’s perception of his or her home culture.  The unrealistic 

expectations of assimilation on the part of the mainstream culture perpetuate the desire to 
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dissimilate; to wear a mask of the home culture; a mask that is a migratory character’s 

representation of the home culture that is part of his or her identity.                       

This process of masking, both from the hegemonic other and from the self, also applies to 

the racial identities of people with cultural ties to the Caribbean in the diaspora to the United 

States.  A first-generation, immigrant Latino with cultural ties to the Dominican Republic may 

consider himself or herself to be white, whereas he or she may be perceived as black in the 

United States; notwithstanding that he or she may not identify within African American 

communities.  On the other hand, if he or she identifies within African American communities in 

the United States, he or she may be perceived in Dominican and Dominican-American circles as 

Haitian or as an American.  However, one of the reasons that a person with cultural ties to the 

Dominican Republic, that is also perceived in the United States as black, may identify within 

African American communities is because of the white-centered, hegemonic system of race 

designation in which those that are perceived by the mainstream as not being white are deemed 

to be a person of color.  In other terms, the hegemonic racial system in the United States tends to 

group all communities that are not white together.  This is proof of the reach of hegemonic 

power.  One of the results of this exclusive, racial system is that the aforementioned “people of 

color” have begun to personally identify with African American communities as a means to 

distance themselves from white hegemony.  Additionally, social class plays a role in this 

interaction.  In the Dominican Republic, whiteness is associated with Dominican cultural identity 

and blackness is associated with Haitian cultural identity.  This is just one example of the 

complex racial systems that one finds when discussing the Caribbean and the United States, and 

this is especially the case amid a discussion of migration between the two. 
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Additionally, persons with cultural ties to the Caribbean that migrate to the United States 

are often subjected to ostracism by family members that remain in the home country or even by 

family members of older generations that migrate as well.  This also applies to second-

generation, third-generation, etc. Latinos that are born and raised in the United States.  This can 

often cause younger migrants to feel as if they are more American than Caribbean.  Therefore, as 

a coping mechanism for feeling that he or she has lost the culture of his or her home country, 

characters engage with the stories of the family members that have gone before them.  By 

inserting themselves in the stories that they did not experience firsthand, they contribute to and 

honor the culture of their home countries and recover fragments of the cultures that they have 

lost as a result of their migratory experiences.  At the same time, these narrations can also have 

the tendency to be stereotypical of the Caribbean and thereby reinforce United States mainstream 

projections of the Caribbean.   

In chapter one, we explored theories in regard to the Bildungsroman both in the 

traditional sense and in terms of ways in which the diasporic Bildungsroman challenges and 

reformulates the contingencies of the genre.   We defined the term “caribeñounidense” as 

representative of people groups that experience migration involving the Caribbean and the 

United States, and we concluded that the texts by Edwidge Danticat and Junot Díaz, in addition 

to expressing cultural differences between the United States and the Caribbean, also unify these 

cultural spaces.  Furthermore, we explored some tenets of postcolonial theory, cultural studies, 

and the role of power in the Bildungsroman as it applies to Caribbean migration to the United 

States.  Additionally, this chapter posited that diaspora is one of the essential elements of the 

Caribbean cultural experience.  This is the case because the Caribbean’s cultural composition has 
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included cultures from all over the globe as a result of migration to the Caribbean.  Furthermore, 

Caribbean cultures have disseminated other cultures throughout the world. 

In chapter two, we explored the narrative, coming-of-age processes of characters in 

Edwidge Danticat’s The Farming of Bones, Breath, Eyes, Memory, and Krik? Krak!  Through 

employing the cultural theories of Stuart Hall in “Negotiating Caribbean Identities,” we 

discussed the role that power plays in the construction of cultural identity.  Stuart Hall ultimately 

contends that cultural identity always occurs in a context in which there is a power differential.  

Per theories on race by Frantz Fanon, we examined the concept of the mask as it pertains to 

identity and the process through which dominant communities impose masks on subaltern 

communities.  In Peau noire, masques blancs, Fanon points to the dominant tendency to perceive 

blackness through its own white, hegemonic lens.  However, through creating a narrative 

phenomenology in which blackness is both the subject and the object, Fanon proposes an 

aesthetic in which blackness possesses the power to overcome this hegemony by unmasking 

and/or masking oneself.  This chapter analyzed the relationships between these female narrators 

and family members, ultimately discovering that the narrators relate their family members’ 

stories to readers as a coping mechanism for feeling like an outsider during the enslavement and 

murder of Haitians under the Trujillo regime.  This chapter also explored the sexual and racial 

politics of the Dominican plantation.  Moreover, we also considered the sexual politics of the 

process of a mother or grandmother testing her daughter’s or granddaughter’s hymen as a means 

to verify that she is still a virgin.  This occurs in order to preserve the honor of the woman that is 

tested and the family to which she belongs.  This cultural practice is carried over from the 

Haitian political climate in which women were subjected to the normalization of rape committed 

by officials of the state.  One of the most notable, overarching themes in Danticat’s texts is 
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trauma as a result of migratory experiences and violence.  Danticat’s narrators come to terms 

with the hegemonic powers that are agents of this trauma, which leads to their coming of age 

amid challenging circumstances.  Ultimately, we discovered that Danticat’s texts empower 

female, Haitian, diasporic communities through the narrative process.      

Chapter three explored the common narrator, Yunior, in the works of Junot Díaz.  This 

chapter called into question the way in which Yunior narrates the Dominican Republic from a 

perspective of the Dominican diaspora to the United States.  We concluded that Yunior’s 

construction of the Dominican Republic from a migratory perspective is conflicted.  His 

narration depicts the Dominican Republic from the contradictory lenses of the hegemonic power 

and the third-world other.  This proved that the Dominican Republic and the United States are 

both very much ingrained in his identity and influence his perspective and, consequently, his 

narration accordingly.  We also considered the multicultural, racial negotiation of Lola and Beli 

both on the Island and in the diaspora to the United States.  We concluded that through 

interpersonal interaction, Lola and Beli both discover the limitations of their racial identity in the 

face of the hegemonic other.  For Lola, this involves United States and Dominican hegemonic 

systems; both contexts in which she struggles to identify racially.  Beli is subjected to Dominican 

hegemonic conceptions of race, and she discovers the limitations and sexual politics of her racial 

identity.  This chapter also explored the cultural concept of the tíguere dominicano (a macho, 

dominant, Dominican male) and Yunior’s negotiation with Dominican masculinities.  This 

negotiation takes place through considering his masculinity in relationship to the masculinities of 

his family members, friends, and lovers.  We found that although Yunior attempts to wear the 

mask of the tíguere dominicano and comport himself as the dominant, Dominican male, this 

mask is not aligned with his true identity.    
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In chapter four, from a comparative and contrastive perspective, we considered the 

narrative strategies that Junot Díaz and Edwidge Danticat employ to represent Trujillo and the 

actions of the Trujillo regime.  Whereas Trujillo is central to Yunior’s narration and employs a 

great deal of comical, vulgar, irreverent, and ironic characterizations of the dictator, ultimately 

challenging the absolute power that Trujillo exercised over Dominican and Haitian citizens 

during his rule of the Dominican Republic.  On the other hand, Danticat’s texts centralize Haitian 

characters that have suffered at the hands of the Trujillo regime instead of Trujillo himself, 

which is a different, yet effective, approach to subversion.  This chapter also explored the role 

between myth, fiction, and history as represented in Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of 

Oscar Wao.  We arrived at the conclusion that myth and history are both constructed through 

repetition.  The fukú is the Dominican curse in the context of this author, yet it also has 

counterparts in other areas of the Caribbean.  The myth of the fukú is the story of those in a 

subaltern position, whereas history is the story of those in a position of power.  Yunior employs 

fiction, myth, form, and content to criticize historical narratives.  This chapter also considered 

the narrative techniques of the narrators of Edwidge Danticat and Junot Díaz’s texts in regard to 

the lovers, friends, and family members that they have lost.  In terms of the lovers that they have 

lost, Amabelle and Yunior incorporate a second-person narration, albeit in different ways, to 

cope with the pain that they experience.  Yunior uses the narrative “you” to criticize the actions 

of his previous self, and Amabelle employs the narrative “you” to address her beloved Sebastien 

that perished during the Parsley Massacre.  Furthermore, this narrative technique engages the 

audiences by involving them in a way that a third-person and first-person narrations do not 

accomplish.  Additionally, this chapter analyzed the narrative strategies in Díaz’s and Danticat’s 

texts in order to honor and memorialize significant family members and friends as a result of 
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migratory experiences to/from the United States and/or violence on the island of Hispaniola.  We 

concluded that through orality, repetition, and narration, the narrators in these texts memorialize 

the family members and friends that they have lost.  In summation, by narrating painful stories of 

loss, these narrators reclaim power amid circumstances in which they feel utterly powerless. 

However, the discussion of masks and moments of discernment in the Bildungsroman 

caribeñounidense as it pertains to Edwidge Danticat and Junot Díaz is far from complete.  This 

dissertation principally explored the coming-of-age processes of first-generation Latinos that had 

a migratory experience at a young age.  This study could be expanded upon in further research 

with the goal of analyzing the coming-of-age processes of second-generation, third-generation, 

etc. Latinos that were born and raised in the United States.  This would also include the role that 

return to the country of cultural origin (other than the United States) plays in a character’s 

process of cultural identification. 

Furthermore, this dissertation principally explored female identities in the works of 

Edwidge Danticat and male identities in the works of Junot Díaz.  Edwidge Danticat’s texts have 

female narrators, and Junot Díaz’s texts’ narrator is male.  An additional topic to investigate to 

expand upon this doctoral dissertation would be to analyze the construction of masculinities from 

a female narrative perspective in the works of Edwidge Danticat.  By the same token, one could 

investigate the construction of female identities from a male perspective in the works of Junot 

Díaz.      

In conclusion, the main contribution that this project aims to make is to reveal the 

limitations of traditional concepts of the Bildungsroman in the context of the works of Edwidge 

Danticat and Junot Díaz, proving that the traditional Bildungsroman is not inclusive of the 

multicultural experiences of protagonists that are involved in migration between the island of 
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Hispaniola and the United States and migration between Haiti and the Dominican Republic.  

This dissertation proves that for migratory protagonists, adherence to the hegemonic powers that 

marginalize them is a feat that is extremely difficult to accomplish, and this is apparent through 

analysis of diasporic characters from the perspectives of both the Island and the United States.  

When characters have this moment of discernment, the protagonists wear masks that represent 

the cultures of their countries of origin and the cultures of the country to which they migrate.  

This enables them to appear as if they adhere to the hegemonic powers of all of the cultures that 

compose their identities.  At the same time, this masking is not just about adherence to 

hegemony.  Rather, the process of multicultural masking enables our migratory characters to 

define themselves at the same time that they honor all of the cultures that construct their 

identities.   
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