
CRITICAL 
INTERPRETATIONS OF 
OSCAR WAO
Magic realism, unnatural narration, gender, 
and race



Magic Realism (source: Wikipedia)
• portrays magical or unreal elements as a natural part in 

an otherwise realistic or mundane environment.
• Particular to Latin American writing: Gabriel Garcia 

Marquez



Magic Realism (source: Wikipedia)
• The narrator is indifferent, a characteristic enhanced by 

this absence of explanation of fantastic events; the story 
proceeds with "logical precision" as if nothing 
extraordinary took place.[13][14] Magical events are 
presented as ordinary occurrences; therefore, the 
reader accepts the marvelous as normal and 
common.[15]v

• Magical realism plot lines characteristically employ hybrid 
multiple planes of reality that take place in "inharmonious 
arenas of such opposites as urban and rural, and Western 
and indigenous."[1



Magic Realism (source: Wikipedia)
• Magic realism contains an "implicit criticism of society, 

particularly the elite."[27]

• Prominent English-language fantasy writers have said 
that "magic realism" is only another name for fantasy 
fiction.



Gender Constructs (source: Weese)
• Narrator, and other characters, perpetuate stereotypes of 

Dominican hyper-masculinity. 
• Trujillo, other footnotes



Unnatural narration (from Weese)
• Who is telling us this story?
• Unnatural narration: omniscient 1st person narration. How 

can he know all this stuff?
• Mostly plausible story told in implausible way



Unnatural narration (from Weese)
• This “defamiliarizes and de-naturalizes cultural 

constructions of gender, revealing them to be authored by 
particular voices with vested interests, rather than simply 
to be the ‘natural order of things’” (Weese 99).

• The unnaturalness of the narration causes us to question 
the gender stereotypes, precisely the stereotype of 
Dominican masculinity, that the narrator continually puts 
forward

• Just like the narration is unnatural, so too is the construct 
of Dominican masculinity



Nonlinear plot 
• “The novel’s nonlinear plot demonstrates the ways in 

which histories, regions, and time periods are continually 
acting upon one another” (Kunsa 217) 

• Causes us to reconsider our understanding of how history 
happens

• “While multiple histories come together to create the given 
conception of race at a specific moment in a specific 
place, a conception will be altered as the time and/or 
place shifts” (Kunsa 218). 



• “The important point here is not to identify Diaz’s novel as 
belonging definitively to the mode of either magic realism 
or of the fantastic, but to examine how the incorporation of 
fantastical or unnatural events in the story blurs the 
bounds between the real and the not-real, invoking 
hesitation in the reader in such a way that the events call 
attention to and raise questions about the ‘naturalness’ of 
ideological constructs about gender and power 
perpetrated by various characters in the novel” ( Weese
95). 



Race, skin colour, and hair (from Kunsa)
• Just like the novel causes us to question gender 

constructs, it causes us to question racial ones



Racial implications 
• Spanish colonists initially forced indigenous population 

(Tainos) to work in gold mines under dehumanizing 
conditions

• Population of Tainos went from 500,000 in 1492 to 60,000 
in 1508

• Spaniards began important African slaves to work in 
sugarcane fields

• By 1600, black slaves outnumbered Spaniards 8-1
• Scene of Beli beaten in sugarcane fields



Dominican Republic
• Indigenous population: Tainos
• Colonized by:
• Spain (three different times)
• France (two different times.
• Haiti
• USA (twice)
• Achieved independence in 1924 (except for 1955-56)



Hispaniola



Relationship between DR and Haiti
• http://fpif.org/really-happening-dominican-republic-

deporting-haitian-residents/

• Relationship to today’s politics:
• http://www.latimes.com/politics/washington/la-na-pol-

essential-washington-updates-50-000-haitians-living-in-u-
s-must-1511223433-htmlstory.html



blanqueamiento
• After Dominican Republic was colonized by Spanish and 

French (white), it was colonized by Haiti (black)
• After they achieved independence: deep hatred of 

Haitians and racism against black people
• Skin colour becomes very nuanced: 22 terms used by 

Dominicans to describe skin colour
• Skin colour becomes very important. 
• Skin colour is relative and categories are flexible



Nuances of skin colour and race
• Colored:

• In the USA: other than white
• In the Dominican: other than black



Hair
• Hair becomes an important racial signifier



• “In shifting from place to place, era to era, Oscar Wao
destabilizes our comfortable, fixed notions of racial 
classification and, in so doing, illuminates the 
fundamentally historical, social, and cultural nature of race 
and its innate flexibility and malleability” (Kunsa 221)
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