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Since the turn of the century, a new generation of minority

writers has come to prominence whose work signals a radical turn to

a postrace era in American literature.1 Outlining a paradigm that I

term historical fantasy, I argue that in the twenty-first century, the

relationship between race and social justice, race and identity, and

indeed, race and history requires these writers to invent a new “imagi-

nary” for thinking about the nature of a just society and the role of

race in its construction. It also requires the invention of new forms to

represent it. In this light, I address the topic of race and narrative

theory in two contexts: in relation to the question of literary form and

in relation to history. Doing so will allow me to explain the reasons

for what I take to be the inauguration of a new stage in the history of

the novel by twenty-first-century US ethnic writers.

At the outset, I wish to make one thing clear about my use of

the term “postrace”: race and racism, ethnicity and difference are

nowhere near extinct in contemporary America. W. E. B. Du

Bois’s momentous pronouncement in 1901 that “The problem of

the twentieth century is the problem of the color line” could not

have been a more accurate assessment of the fate of race during

the twentieth century (354).2 Today race remains a central ques-

tion, but one no longer defined exclusively in shades of black or

white, or in the exact manner we once imagined. That is, apart

from the election of Barack Obama, one other matter marks the

present differently from the racial history of the American past:
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race can no longer be considered exclusively in the binary form,

black/white, which has traditionally structured racial discourse in

the US. If for no other reason than the profoundly shifting racial

demographics of early twenty-first-century America, a new racial

imaginary is required to account for the persistence of race as a

key element of contemporary American social and cultural poli-

tics. For these reasons, the term “postrace” does not mean that we

are beyond race; the prefix “post” here does not mean a chronolog-

ical “superseding,” a triumphant posteriority. Rather, the term

entails a conceptual shift to the question of what meaning the idea

of “race” carries in our own times. The post of postrace is not like

the post of post-structuralism; it is more like the post of postcolo-

nial, that is, a term designating not a chronological but a concep-

tual frame, one that refers to the logic of something having been

“shaped as a consequence of” imperialism and racism.

I believe it is worth exploring the aesthetic principles guiding

the emergence of a body of literature dealing with this conceptual

shift. I thus use “postrace” to refer both to the critical difference

between the social and aesthetic conditions of the twentieth and

twenty-first centuries, and the significance of this difference for

the form of fiction in the contemporary American context.3 This is

what I mean by “postrace.”

Now, in making my case about form and history in relation to

contemporary notions of race, narrative theory, and the novel, I con-

centrate on racial symbolism and its relation to the ways that life

experiences such as migration, diaspora, and the history of eco-

nomic, social, and legal injustice in the Americas are represented in

fiction as it addresses the enigma of race in contemporary America.

While the argument can be made with reference to a broad range of

texts and authors spanning the contemporary ethnic archive, I will,

of necessity, be acutely selective with my choice of examples here,

focusing on just two novels, Salvador Plascencia’s The People of

Paper (2005) and Junot Dı́az’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar

Wao (2007). Both illustrate well the postrace, neo-fantasy, transna-

tional turn in American ethnic fiction and the new aesthetic it is cre-

ating to deal with the meaning of race in a time when race

supposedly no longer matters. I trust that my comments will

suggest possibilities for richer and larger conjectures about race,

narrative theory, and the form of the novel in postrace America.

1. The Program Era and Ethnic Writing

I turn first to Salvador Plascencia and his magical novel, The

People of Paper. A graduate of the MFA creative writing program
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at Syracuse University, Plascencia exemplifies the contemporary

institutionalization of Chicano letters and the relationship of ethnic

literature to what Mark McGurl has called “the Program Era” of

American literature. Published by the McSweeney’s book publish-

ing house, Plascencia’s novel (and Dı́az’s, as we shall see pres-

ently) fits a pattern McGurl describes as “systematic creativity”

(72). At the same time, however, both The People of Paper and

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao bear all of the thematic

hallmarks of classic, realist Latino literature, Plascencia’s novel,

particularly so.

Set paradigmatically on the transnational US–Mexican

border, about immigrant Mexican agricultural workers struggling

against the sanitized, casual, mainstream racism without racists of

the postrace era US, without access to safe working and living con-

ditions or good schools, their life opportunities limited by condi-

tions of severe economic exploitation, living under constant

vigilance, and representing a heroic, even if doomed, fight against

tyranny and injustice, The People of Paper could be seen as

typical instance of realist protest Chicano narrative.

But it is not. The genealogy of Plascencia’s novel no doubt

includes aspects of Chicano fiction as represented in the works of

Américo Paredes, Tomás Rivera, Helena Maria Viramontes, or

Sandra Cisneros. However, its closest forebear may be Ron Arias’s

The Road to Tamazunchale (1975), a work that links The People

of Paper directly to the literature of marvels and wonders that

emerged from the Spanish imperial conquest of the Americas,

from Columbus’s first writings describing his deluded landings in

the Caribbean, Cortéz’s splendid epistolary fictions from

Tenochtitlán, Bernal Dı́az’s artful memoirs of conquest, and the

lusciously fantastical folktales and folklore on which many

Latinos were raised. Plascencia’s and Dı́az’s works also share

more with the form and aesthetics of Mark Z. Danielewski, Dave

Eggers, Jonathan Franzen, Michael Chabot, Jonathan Lethem,

Alex Shakar, or David Foster Wallace than with those of other

Latino writers, and either Gabriel Garcı́a Márquez or Toni

Morrison. Let us see how this is so.

The People of Paper tells in the drollest manner possible a

story of fantastical, impossible events dealing with sagas of war,

love, longing, and death, all set in the postmodern suburban and

postindustrial rural combat zones of southern California. If

soledad, solitude, is the guiding trope of Garcı́a Márquez’s

magical realist masterpiece, then surely melancolı́a, sadness, is the

topos of Plascencia’s tale. Both One Hundred Years of Solitude

and The People of Paper chart the loneliness and sadness of

impossible wars against tyranny and of the desire for autonomy,

576 Postrace American Fiction



the attempted elimination of saturnine patriarchs, and of one com-

munity’s struggle for equanimity within heartbreak, loss, grief, and

despondency. Plascencia’s, however, does it in the context of an

emerging aesthetic and historical revision of the American rela-

tionship to race.

The “Prologue” of the novel begins with a creation myth of a

woman made entirely of paper. Perfect origami organs, veins

made of tissue paper, “cardboard legs, cellophane appendix, and

paper breasts,” all made from the “spilling leaves of Austen and

Cervantes, sheets from Leviticus and Judges,” as the narrative

informs us (15)—the very stuff of magical realism, to be sure.

From this opening creation myth, the fable is taken over by multi-

ple narrators (eight in Chapter 1 alone)—the one identified as

“Saturn” chief among them—each narrating a crucial piece of the

story. The plot proper begins in a village near Guadalajara, where

we first meet Federico de la Fe (Frederick of the Faith), who is

convinced that his wife, Merced, has left him and their lovely

daughter, Little Merced, because of his uncontrollable “enuresis”

(18), his bed-wetting. Full of grief, remorse, and pain, Federico

decides to do what any self-respecting “lonely man who cannot

help but wet his bed in sadness” would do, as a blurb on the back

cover reads—he immigrates to the US. And therein lies a tale.

Crossing the border in Tijuana, Federico senses that some-

thing is watching him, “a hovering force pressing down on him”

(26) and determines that someone named “Saturn” is watching

him, “mocking him” (28), and causing his sorrow.4 Arriving in

Los Angeles, Federico de la Fe enlists the help of local cholos and

gangbangers, agricultural rose and carnation harvesters, to wage

war against Saturn. Thus begins the story of what one character

describes as “a war for volition, and against the commodification

of sadness” (53), “one of the greatest wars against tyranny” ever

imagined (46). Blending the narrative traditions of social realism,

war stories, protest novels, sentimental romance, and magical

realism, the novel marshals fantasy to explore and understand

alternatives to the contemporary world.

Charged by Federico to hunt and kill Saturn, gang member

Smiley proceeds with map in hand to the top of the San Gabriel

mountain range near El Monte. There he finds and peels open a

rough, flaky spot in the sky, “exposing a layer of papier-mâché”

(103). Punching a hole in the sky, Smiley hauls himself up “into

the house of Saturn” (103), a messy, unpleasant place strewn with

dirty laundry, scattered books, “paper, unbound and scattered

everywhere” to find, none other than Borges-like, the forlorn

figure of the author himself, “Salvador Plascencia,” naked and

asleep, pathetically self-absorbed by the loss of his girlfriend,
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“Liz,” to whom the copy of the real book the reader holds in her/

his hands, The People of Paper, is dedicated (104). Naked,

unarmed, defenseless, the interpellated author seems like anything

but the all-powerful omniscient creator against whom Smiley and

Federico de la Fe wage war.

Like a latter-day Caliban urging the destruction of Prospero’s

books, Federico had instructed Smiley, if on failing to kill Saturn,

he was at least to “steal plotlines and the hundred and five pages

of the novel that have been written. Leav[ing] nothing behind but

the title page and table of contents, on which you write, ‘You are

not so powerful’”(105). In the celebrated essay on the “death of

the author,” Roland Barthes proposed the notion of the author’s

demise as a metaphoric restatement of New Criticism’s “inten-

tional fallacy” and of Erich Auerbach’s notion of the “tyranny of

truth” in Biblical narrative. Here, while Federico de la Fe does

indeed intend the “literal” assassination of the “author,” the goal

of his war is to end the tyranny of “omniscient narration” and the

performative power of the book to forge destiny.

With this rupture of the narrative boundaries among authors,

characters, and readers, real and implied, and with the author’s sur-

render of his power of narrative control, the trajectory of the novel

has been irretrievably altered. The story now becomes about being

forgotten, misprized, and condemned to the margins of the book of

life in the war against “the commodification of sadness.” Rewriting

borderlands history outside of the realist tradition, Plascencia asks

us to consider the nature of nation- and community-formation, the

ethos of justice, and the crossing of symbolic borders and inhabit-

ing the transnational imaginary, but all in the mode of multicultural

fantasy and romance at the boundary between fabula (as the stuff of

story) and sujet (as narrative emplotment).

2. Parabasis on the Border

In “Conjectures on World Literature,” Franco Moretti points

out that when the European form of the novel is adopted “in cul-

tures that belong to the periphery of the literary system,” the

modern novel arises not as an autonomous development but as a

“compromise between a western formal influence . . . and local

materials” (58), that is, between European form and local content.

Plascencia’s novel is a good illustration of this process of encoun-

ter, especially if we add, as Moretti suggests that we should, a

third term to the matter of the compromise: local form, giving us

“foreign plot; local characters; and then, local narrative voice”

(65). And it is with the addition of this last term, narrative voice,
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that we find that novels of the periphery are the most unstable in

form and content. Why and how this is so is what I must now

address, for it will also explain what I am calling the postrace turn

of American ethnic fiction.

I dwell on the plotting of the novel to insist on the fact that

while in Plascencia’s novel the historical conditions of typical

Chicano narrative are all present, they are so with a difference, as

a crack in the form, as a fault line running between fabula and

sujet, in the very parabasis of the breakdown between fiction and

reality. In classical Greek Old Comedy, parabasis is a point

midway in the drama when the protagonists exit and the chorus

alone remains on stage, faces the audience, abandons its dramatic

role and begins to address the audience directly, as mouthpiece for

the real poet, espousing opinion and commentary on the crucial

social and political issues of the day (de Romilly 85).

In sixteenth- and seventeenth-century commedia dell’arte,

the trope (turn) of parabasis remains an interruption of the plot

proper but signals something quite different. Now the interruption

does not return us to reality but instead creates a second-hand

further removal from reality. In commedia dell’arte, parabasis is

not created by content, or subject matter, the turn to the audience

to express an authorial opinion as in Greek Old Comedy, but

rather by a peculiarity of form. Improvisation, masked fools, satire

and music, clever pantomimic acting, juggling, or wrestling and

acrobatic tricks which have little or nothing to do with the plot

suspend its flow and supersede its content by insisting on the illu-

sory nature of the entire performance.5 Despite these differences,

in both the instances of Old Comedy and of commedia dell’arte,

parabasis consists in the rupture of the illusion of the separation

between the fictional and the real worlds, as the audience is drawn

into the illusion at the same time that the illusion reveals itself as

an illusion. In the history of dramatic representation, consequently,

parabasis has been read in binary, and contradictory, terms: some-

times representing a return to the world (we are witnessing only

an illusion), while at other times as the validation of the imaginary

(all of life is an illusion).

Friedrich Schlegel termed the contradictory duality of this

tropological moment irony, “eine permanente Parekbase,” a per-

manent parabasis, where the turn from illusion to reality and back

again is not stilled but revolves perpetually (Philosophical

Fragments 85).6 While in the tradition of classical rhetoric from

Quintilian on, irony is often taken to mean saying the opposite or

contrary of what is meant, Schlegel’s sense of irony requires a

more complex calibration of the turns of meaning.7 Instead of

explaining irony through the substitution of a word for its opposite,
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Schlegelian romantic irony obliges in some instances exact about-

turns of 180 degrees, but in others irony may require turns of 121

degrees, or 153 degrees, and so on, involving intricate ratios of

meaning. For Schlegel, the unpredictable nature of ironic interrup-

tions of meaning lead in the most extreme instances to nothing

less than full “incomprehensibility” (Philosophical Fragments

265).8 In The People of Paper, the fictional illusion of realistic

narration from the omniscient perspective is ruptured by the inva-

sion of the authorial world by the characters of the novel intending

to kill the author, thus compelling an ironic reading. But once this

intrusion occurs, shattering the illusion of realism, the illusion

cannot be put back together again by simply undoing or negating

the irony. Parabasis, par excellence.

The effect of the radicalizations of form that accompany the

turn of parabasis is not a heightened realism, an affirmation of the

historical realm over a fictional act, a privileging of the reader over

the author, or simply a witty but empty allusion to the history of

the novel from Cervantes to Rushdie, but something else alto-

gether. In The People of Paper, the depiction of the author does

not return us to the historical world. At a crucial point in the plot

“Liz,” to whom the book is dedicated in the real world and the

Malinche figure and betrayer in the story, challenges author

Salvador Plascencia’s “lies.” Even while acknowledging her own

perfidious role in the plot, Liz insists that he “leave me out of this

story”: “You need to remember that I exist beyond the pages of

this book. One day . . . I will have children, and I don’t want them

finding a book in which their mother is faithless and cruel and

insults the hero. Sal, if you still love me, please leave me out of

this story. Start this book over, without me” (138). What is

remarkable here is that “Liz” foregrounds the fact that we are

dealing with not so much an unreliable narrator as a totally dis-

creditable author, “Salvador Plascencia,” whose own sins, of

selling out friends, family, community, and ideals for the sake of

mere authorial vanity—the commodification of sadness—are

wrapped in a veil of disingenuousness, at best, or deceitful bad

faith, at worst.

To resolve this bad faith, the “author” does literally in mid-

novel begin again, in full commedia dell’arte somersault, complete

with renewed title page and front matter, this time without “Liz”

or the dedication to her. But this new beginning is framed in

duplicity, resentment, churlishness, and downright vulgar nasti-

ness. If ever there was an instance when the reader’s sympathies

justifiably lay with “the world of fiction and imagination” over that

of the insipidly real author, then this is clearly one (226). The

problem of point of view in a fictional narrative of making
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fundamental distinctions among the personas of the fictional

author, fictional narrators, and fictional characters and their real

historical models becomes the substance of Plascencia’s narrative,

as such distinctions are precisely the ones that cannot be made, or

conversely, denied. This is the paradigmatic moment of novel crea-

tion itself and the instance of the link between irony and the form

of the novel. But with a difference.

Returning now to the matter of postrace representations of

race, here is where we are, in difference: the foreign nature of real-

istic omniscient narrative interferes with the very things that the

story is trying to say about the local histories of sadness on the

US–Mexico border. The “Legal Council” for the foundation that

funds the writing of the novel within the novel, The People of

Paper by the fictional author “Salvador Plascencia,” in disclaiming

responsibility for the opinions expressed in the book, agrees that

“the war on omniscient narration” is “the war against the commo-

dification of sadness” (218). What is at stake in this commodifica-

tion is the ethos of belief in the efficacy of realist protest fiction.

The formal aspects of the novel as minority metafiction underwrite

this conclusion. Now, if forms are the abstracts of social relation-

ships, the lived experience of the contemporary US–Mexico bor-

derlands, for instance, then, as Moretti suggests, formal analysis is

in its own modest way an analysis of power. Here, the contact of

foreign plot with local characters and local narrative voice results

in an awkward, disharmonic, and incoherent form espousing anti-

authoritarian difference against identity, and even nonidentity

against identity. The form of The People of Paper, as a border

novel riven by the trope of parabasis, transports us beyond the his-

torical contingencies of magical realisms and postmodern metafic-

tion into the realms of twenty-first-century structures of fantasy

that have only just begun to do what one section of the autistic

Baby Nostradamus’s narrative aptly describes as “the inadvertent

uprooting of the tree of knowledge” in exerting their force against

the realist imagination (PoP 161).9

3. The Commodification of Sadness

This is the critical pay-off of the formal play of The People of

Paper, with its whimsical use of the most avant-garde forms of

experimental prose fiction and what sets it apart from previous

novels in the US ethnic tradition and other representations of race

in late-twentieth-century fiction. Formally, it creates a set of perpet-

ually self-escalating acts of ironic consciousness, “eine permanente

Parakbase,” that does not allow us to return to the Real—historical,
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political, magical, postmodern, or otherwise. To read the novel in

reference to the Real requires that we extend the narrative’s ironic

fracturing of form into a symbolic allegory of social and racial rela-

tions. Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus have recently described this

kind of critical process as “the practice of symptomatic reading, a

mode of interpretation that assumes that a text’s truest meaning lies

in what it does not say, describes textual surfaces as superfluous,

and seeks to unmask hidden meanings” (1). Symptomatic reading

requires that we find the “truest meaning” in what a text does not

say, all the while ignoring textual surfaces “as superfluous” (1).10

To the extent that ethnic fiction has thematically insisted on the

necessity of ideological demystification, its analysis has favored

this kind of symptomatic unmasking in order to plumb its hidden

realities. Plascencia’s “commodification of sadness” thus works at

least in part as a reference to an earlier regime of ethnic fiction by

signaling the centrality of alienation and reification in the daily

lived, and felt, experience of the racialized worker protagonist.

But when parabasis and irony come into contact in the com-

plexity of its literary surface with the racialized imagination of ver-

nacular border cultures, their rhetorical force redirects our

attention. By entering into a realm of twenty-first-century fantasy

with the acrobatic flip of permanent parabasis, Plascencia’s novel

formally situates fantasy and the fantastic centrally at the core of

its formal project to demystify, in all sincerity, ideological fantasy,

particularly the ideological fantasy that allows the use of justice as

the perfect disguise for racial injustice. It does so, however, by

using various metafictional strategies that continually return us to

its surface formal modes, which together strive to depict accurately

the truth to which the text bears witness free of textual or histori-

cal coercions. This is ideological fantasy, an overlooked, uncon-

scious illusion beyond illusion.11 In Plascencia’s novel and Dı́az’s,

as we shall presently see, this illusion beyond illusion is a matter

of a public fantasy that is present in the complexity of the very

surface of the literary text.

For all of its postmodern playfulness, Plascencia’s The

People of Paper, like its forebears in the history of Chicano narra-

tive, is about the overlap of past and future, and about the forms

of power that shape who we are, who we might be, and how we

are conscripted by power into roles at the peripheries of power,

“unable to synthesize a cure for loneliness” (PoP 176).12 In con-

trast to its historical forebears in ethnic fiction, it attempts to claim

sincerely the utopian vision of achieved freedom and justice all the

while not believing in their attainability. In The People of Paper,

characters are reduced to a much more restricted form of concerted

action in the social and the symbolic realms: that of participating
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in a community of readers who have access to the same text read

in a similar way.

Because The People of Paper takes parabasis as its defining

trope, it remains an open form, permanently unfinished, precisely

because the process of ethnic and racial identity construction,

within the general, brutal structure of commodity fetishism and the

reification of labor, is, historically speaking, itself awesomely

incomplete. In Marx’s classic formulation, commodity fetishism is

“a definite social relation between men, that assumes, in their eyes,

the fantastic form of a relation between things” (321).13 That is,

commodity fetishism consists in the illusion that value resides in

objects rather than in the social relations between individuals who

produce the commodities. How, then, is a novel about “the com-

modification of sadness” to avoid the risk of reducing sadness and

the people who experience it, into objects, or worse, of participat-

ing in the naturalizing of social inequalities in relation to the ways

that commodities are produced and consumed? Is it the commodity

fetishism of reified labor (the life of poverty and exploitation of

these rose and carnation harvesters) or the commodification of

sadness (the purveying of their unending sadness and other pro-

foundly private thoughts and feelings as commodities for sale), or

both, that is at issue in the novel? How may we understand the dif-

ference? And what is it that novels may do to alter the conditions

of commodification and reification, especially within the historical

conditions of postmodern late capitalism in a supposedly postrace

era? Given the intractability of these questions, the price exacted

by the racialized parabasis of The People of Paper is nothing less

than hermeneutic bewilderment.

4. Transcendental Buffoonery in the Postrace Novel

“Novels,” says Schlegel, “have a habit of concluding the way

the Lord’s Prayer begins: with the kingdom of heaven on earth”

(Philosophical Fragments 2). Pervaded by irony and wrought by

what Schlegel would call “a truly transcendental buffoonery”

(Philosophical Fragments 6), a complete disruption of logic and

sense by laughter and nonsense, The People of Paper does not

respond to this aphorism. Because of its unbridled buffoonery and

alignment with Schlegelian irony, The People of Paper does not

offer a counter-ironic, comedic, and positive utopia of what social

relations might ideally look like—at one level surely a guiding

desire of all ethnic literature. Instead, it provides a shocking

glimpse of the negative possibility that social bonds might, at any

moment, totally dissolve. Indeed, through its guiding trope of

American Literary History 583



parabasis, The People of Paper requires that we consider just how

fragile these social bonds are, something normally, and probably

mercifully, masked from us in the everyday world. It does not give

us achieved totality, or even an ironic totality. It does not because

the commodification of sadness cannot be, as it may in Lukács’s

explanation of the function of irony in the novel, “irradiated by

hope or memory” (126).

Even on the last pages of the novel, echoing the cadences of

Garcı́a Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, and culminating

with a big dot depicting the parasol under which Federico de la Fe

and Little Merced exit the novel, or in full return to the regime of

the imaginary citing the ending of the “Ithaca” section of

Ulysses,14 The People of Paper forcefully insists upon us a differ-

ent question—of the possibility and the necessity of an aesthetic

idiom sincerely (not ironically) committed to social justice, an aes-

thetic idiom not fixed, debased, counterfeited, fetishized, or com-

modified precisely because not yet pinned to particular formal or

historical referents which might never come to be. It does so ironi-

cally, even while it concedes that it cannot deliver it: “And while

Saturn thought about all these things, preoccupied with a future

that would never be, no matter his strength, Little Merced helped

Federico de la Fe button his Pendleton shirt and pack his bag.

Together they walked out of their stucco . . . and Little Merced . . .

raised her parasol, shading her and her father. They walked south

and off the page, leaving no footprints that Saturn could track.

There would be no sequel to the sadness” (245).

How could there be a sequel to sadness? To its commodifica-

tion? To the colonization of the racialized mind? How could we

conceive of narrativity constantly interrupted at every point of its

narrative? What kind of a narrative monstrosity could even

imagine such a complete breakdown of form, character, and narra-

tive voice? And to what end? The answers to these questions are a

good starting point for a theory of race, narrative, and the form of

the novel in postrace America.

5. Historical Fantasy in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar
Wao

Before offering some answers to these questions, I propose

one other element to the case I am making about race and narra-

tive in the twenty-first-century American novel. Much of what I

have said concerning The People of Paper and its turn toward

post-postmodern fantasy and parabasis could also be said about

the 2008 Pulitzer Prize and National Book Critics Circle
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Award-winning novel, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, by

Junot Dı́az. In this case, however, it is not postmodern metafiction

that is at stake in the realignments of American racial history and

narrative form, but historical fiction, as such.

In Dı́az’s case, the story of the dispossessed takes the form

of what I call “historical fantasy” and “speculative realism” to

signify the odd amalgam of historical novel, bildungsroman,

postmagical realism, sci-fi, fantasy, and super-hero comic

romance that structures the story of Oscar Wao. With this

coinage, I want to retain the contradictory impulse suggested by

the forcible joining of the gravitas of history with the spectral

quality of fantasy. Looking for ways that African presences can

be brought into and reconstructed in a Caribbean context,

uniting the Native American, African, and European strands that

have formed the deep history of the Americas, Oscar Wao turns

historical fiction inside out in the hope of undoing the aesthetic

and social history of the New World. In States of Fantasy,

Jacqueline Rose proposes that “there is no way of understanding

political identities and destinies without letting fantasy into the

frame” (4). Understanding the constitutive role of fantasy in the

post-postmodern world is precisely Junot Dı́az’s point as he

takes up the role of the hipster rhapsode of the Atlantic to

create a fantasy world that is “wondrous” and all-too-real,

“brief” and yet epical in historical scope.

As in The People of Paper, this connection between fantasy

and history, bewildering in the continual oscillation of the narra-

tive’s multiple referentiality to both the real and the imaginary,

cannot be depicted mimetically by the novel but nevertheless

forms the unwritten base that conditions and transcends the literal

meanings of both history and fantasy. In the process, this mix of

history and fantasy creates something new, something we might

call historical fantasy. It is the generic equivalent of what I have

identified as the rhetorical function of parabasis and the irony of

irony in Placencia’s The People of Paper. Its province in the aes-

thetic is a hybrid amalgam of realism, magical realism, metafic-

tion, and genre fictions such as science fiction, graphic narrative,

and fantasy proper. Historical fantasy works as the rhetorical

engine that drives the narrative of The Brief Wondrous Life of

Oscar Wao in the ambiguous direction and with the unsettling

quality of the trope of parabasis in The People of Paper. Like par-

abasis, historical fantasy is a way of describing the “something

more” that the literary works I refer to as postrace fictions do in

linking fantasy, history, and the imaginary in the mode of specula-

tive realism in order to remain true to ethnic literature’s utopian

allegiance to social justice.
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In Oscar Wao, this play of history and fantasy is represented

most prominently through the figure of Oscar de León, the over-

weight, “ghetto-nerd” and “hardcore sci-fi and fantasy man” and

focal point of The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (6). Oscar is

a first-generation Dominican American, a product of two nations.

This duality is, however, doubly fraught, not doubly comforting as

Oscar is not at home in either Santo Domingo or Paterson, New

Jersey. This homelessness is what the second epigraph to the

novel, from Derek Walcott’s poem “The Schooner Flight,” is

getting at: “I had a sound colonial education / I have Dutch, nigger,

and English in me, / and either I’m nobody, or I’m a nation” (qtd.

in Dı́az n.p.). Walcott’s words are not an acclamation of the free-

wheeling identity of postmodernism, bereft of history and passion.

Instead, the oscillation between “nobody” and “a nation” does

reflect the anxiety of belonging but it does not imagine redemption

in the dispersal of identity. When, at the beginning of the third

section of his poem, Walcott’s poetic voice, Shabine, adds that “I

had no nation now but the imagination” (qtd. in Breslin 199), he

names a different kind of dispersal. The name “Shabine,” the

Antillean creole word for mulatto, mestizo, signals hybridity as the

answer to the dispersal of identity, but, crucially, only as an effect

of the imaginary. It is not at all clear in Walcott that “the imagina-

tion” really allows one to leap from oppression to freedom, the

heart miming confidence in its dispersal of identity. So as we enter

the story of Oscar de Léon, this uncertainty requires us to consider

what it means to be a mestizo, a latter-day “nobody,” or even, “a

nation” and what the answers have to do with the “imagination.”

A hint to a possible answer lies in the first epigraph of the

novel: “Of what import are brief, nameless lives . . . to Galactus?”

(qtd. in Dı́az n.p.). The epigraph from Stan Lee’s and Jack Kirby’s

comic-book series has to do with fantasy and the fantastic, espe-

cially as it refers to stories of “brief, nameless lives.” As a genre

and a form, fantasy is always linked to imagination and desire. Its

value seems to reside “in its ‘free-floating’ and escapist qualities”

and its propensity to inhabit the space between reality and dream

(Jackson 1).15 With respect to the imagination, the products of

fantasy gain power from appearing “to be ‘free’ from many of the

conventions and restraints of more realistic texts: they have refused

to observe unities of time, space and character, doing away with

chronology, three-dimensionality, and with rigid distinctions

between animate and inanimate objects, self and other, life and

death” (Jackson 1–2). From W. H. Auden, C. S. Lewis, J. R. R.

Tolkien, T. H. White, and other modern fabulists of fantasy, a lit-

erary tradition has emerged that claims the transcending of reality,

the possibility of escaping the human condition, and constructing
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alternative realities that recapture and revivify lost moral and

social hierarchy (Jackson 2).

6. Macondo Meets McOndo in the Transnational
Imaginary

Especially since the last decades of the twentieth century,

another kind of fantasy has emerged to vie with earlier forms. In

its relation not just to the imagination but also to desire, this kind

of fantasy often takes a salacious, illicit turn. As Jacqueline Rose

points out, “In common parlance, fantasy is what you get up to

when the surveying mind and surveying society are both looking

the other way. Doubly licentious, it creates a world of pleasure

without obligation to what is either permissible or possible,

outside the realm of fantasy, to do” (2). Fantasy in this sense links

desire and imagination, utopia and history, but with a more pro-

nounced edge intended to redeem, or perhaps even create, a new

moral and social order. Its province is not modern literature but

popular culture, in the genres of TV cartoons, action hero comic

books and graphic novels, science-fiction romance and space

opera, video role-playing games, anime films, and a whole range

of other techno neo-fantasy genres, with sci-fi chief among them,

wrapped up with adolescent daydreams, wish fulfillment, and

desires for a better world.16

And so, respecting our hero Oscar’s generic predilections

for fantasy and “outsized love of genre” (Dı́az 21n6), Yunior—

simultaneously a flawed major character in the novel, and the

“humble Watcher” of its fantasy history—begins the narrative

of Oscar’s brief wondrous life by explaining (92): “It might

have been a consequence of our being Antillean (who more

sci-fi than us?) or of living in the DR . . . and then abruptly

wrenchingly relocating to New Jersey—a single green card

shifting not only worlds (from Third to First) but centuries. . .

. Who can say? . . . You really want to know what being an

X-Man feels like? Just be a smart bookish boy of color in a

contemporary U.S. ghetto. Mamma mia! Like having bat wings

or a pair of tentacles growing out of your chest” (21–22n6).

As he begins the story of Oscar’s “brief and wondrous life,”

Yunior turns to the forms of tales of myth and wonder, discov-

ery and conquest.

From the experiences of diasporas, structures of uneven

development, and racial self-hatred, to the burden of intellectual

double consciousness from inhabiting two incommensurable

worlds, the recurring motif of doom which structures this sci-fi
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fantasy is something Yunior terms fukú. Its “Ground Zero,” he

attests, is not atomic holocaust or cataclysmic Armageddon, the

stuff of classic sci-fi apocalyptic fiction, or even post-9/11

nightmares of terror, but the terminal visions inspired by the

instantiating historical moment of American modernity, that is,

Columbus’s arrival in the Americas: “They say it came first

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. Fukú americanus, more colloquially, fukú—generally a

curse or a doom of some kind; specifically the Curse and

Doom of the New World” (1). Directly countering the exalted

status of Columbus as heroic “discoverer” of the New World,

the opening sentences of the novel ascribe to him the vastly

different role of being both “midwife and one of [the] great

European victims” of the doom attendant to the conquest of the

Americas (1).

As in The People of Paper, we begin with a scene of

origins—here a return to the Antillean islands where contact first

occurred and historical crimes ensued, where the wonder and

magic of the new world were revealed in the horrendous contexts

of genocide (“the death bane of the Tainos”) and slavery (“the

screams of the enslaved”). So, at the beginning, we know that the

story of Oscar’s life, heir to the curse of imperial conquest and

colonization, will also be the story of how 500 years of continental

history shape the personal destiny of even the most seemingly

inconsequential of individuals. Originating in an instance of

world-historical consequence, fukú is carried into the present by

homegrown monsters like Rafael Trujillo, “one of the twentieth

century’s most infamous dictators” (2n1), as the first of the novel’s

footnotes informs us.

Like the vaudou of the sister-nation on the island of

Hispaniola, Haiti, fukú is a symbolic residue of the violence of

conquest in the Antilles. Your only defense against its lingering

malevolence?

Not surprisingly, it was a word. A simple word (followed by

a vigorous crossing of index fingers).

Zafa.

It used to be more popular in the old days, bigger, so to

speak, in Macondo than in McOndo. . . . Even now as I write

these words I wonder if this book ain’t a zafa of sorts. My

very own counterspell. (7)
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In this initial attempt at an explanation of the source of the novel’s

horror, fukú and zafa seem two sides of the same vernacular coin,

represented aspects of the indigenous response to the world histori-

cal savagery of European imperialism in the new world. Fukú and

zafa are also joint elements of the modernist aesthetic project to

repair the horrors of the real world with words, an early modern

version of an imaginary relationship to a real situation. This is also

a prototypically Garcı́a Márquez moment: the end of the book at

the beginning as a “word” of counterspell against the doom of

fukú, the story having come full circle even before we have fully

entered its hermeneutic. This time, however, the picturesque and

magical stereotypes the publishing world has come to demand of

Latino writers, dealing with underdevelopment and exotic atmos-

pheres, collective social injustices, spiritual or metaphysical phe-

nomena, and rural settings, have been superseded by the

transnational middle-class experiences of diasporic subjects in

both the urban Caribbean and the US.

Referring to the sassy, iconoclastic, literary movement

“McOndo” initiated by Chilean author Alberto Fuguet, Dı́az aligns

himself with “the voice of McOndo” which Fuguet describes as “a

blend of MacDonald’s, Macintosh computers, and condominiums”

and a spoof of magical realism (15). Whatever the rhetorical

valence of fukú, it is clear at the outset that its domain is not that

of the marvels of magical realism; instead, it is linked to the real

history of cultural and political domination played out between

disparate worlds in the Americas. Emanating from the very cradle

of American self-conception in the Antilles, a powerful blend of

European, Native American, and African imaginary constructions

of the New World, fukú has its dreadful origins more in McOndo

than in Macondo.17

7. Fantasy, History, and the Imaginary

The novel’s trajectory of doom, then, even if not quite up to

the apocalyptic ending of One Hundred Years of Solitude, or the

post-millennial anxieties of a whole slew of contemporary disaster

narratives in the wake of 9/11, is catastrophic enough. Set off by

the rich and playful language of Yunior’s prose, shifting from

English to Spanish to vernacular Spanglish and urban

“Negropolitan” youth slang, it describes horrific realities:

It’s a well-documented fact that in Trujillo’s DR if you were

of a certain class and you put your cute daughter anywhere

near El Jefe, within the week she’d be mamando his ripio
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like an old pro and there would be nothing you could do

about it! . . . Hiding your doe-eyed, large-breasted daughter

from Trujillo . . . was anything but easy. (Like keeping the

Ring from Sauron.) If you think the average Dominican

guy’s bad, Trujillo was five thousand times worse. . . . if the

procurement of ass had been any more central to the

Trujillato the regime would have been the world’s first culoc-

racy (and maybe, in fact, it was). In this climate, hoarding

your women was tantamount to treason; offenders who didn’t

cough up the muchachas could easily find themselves enjoy-

ing the invigorating charm of an eight-shark bath. (217–18)

Hypermachismo as an instrument of brutal repression, the hot-

blooded Latin lover and thug turned head of state. But the experi-

ences Yunior narrates are not weird or fantastic, exotic or based

in a third world divided from metropolitan US—Macondo unre-

lated to McOndo. In the world of Oscar Wao, the simultaneity of

modernization and dependency has become the new norm,

indeed, the paradigm of the new norm in the Americas. The

great achievement of Oscar Wao is, then, Dı́az’s ability to

balance a coming-of-age story—humorous and hauntingly poign-

ant episodes of the fierce and traumatized intensity of Oscar’s

longing for love—with meditations on the real history of horrors

in the Americas—focused on the De Léon family’s encounters

with the insane megalomania of the dictatorship of Rafael

Trujillo. All this combined with the sci-fi, role playing, comic

book fantasy life of one of the least heroic of disappearing

fantasy heroes imaginable.

In the end, the counterspell to the fukú of the atrocities of

the history of the Americas takes three distinct iterations to bring

the narrative to conclusion. The first ending follows from Oscar’s

murder at the hands of the brutal “jealous Third World cop”

(291) with whose girlfriend, Ybón Pimentel, “a semiretired puta”

(279), Oscar has finally consummated something approaching

love. Of this jealous boyfriend, Yunior tells us that he was “one

of those very bad men that not even postmodernism can explain

away” (294). For the ending of the novel to work, it must

give us a sincere explanation for murder, cruelty, and evil,

without resorting to sentimentalism, postmodern irony, or meta-

fictional play.

A second attempt at an ending concerns Yunior and offers

his “hope” and “dream” that Oscar’s young niece will escape the

doom of fukú and of those condemned to repeat its curse, thus

attaining Oscar’s hope for “a stronger loving world” (331). This

sentimental wish for an achieved happy ending is compromised
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when Yunior reads “the last horrifying chapter, ‘A Stronger

Loving World’” of Oscar’s treasured, “dog-eared copy of

Watchmen,” and finds these words in the only panel that Oscar

has circled: “After the mutant brain has destroyed New York

City,” Dr. Manhattan replies, “Nothing ends, Adrian. Nothing

ever ends” (331).

In the third attempt at an ending, we get yet another dif-

fracted view of Oscar and his catalogue of failed hopes. Yunior

mimes Oscar speaking from the dead, when “almost eight months

after he died, a package arrived,” including chapters from Oscar’s

“never-to-be-completed opus, a four-book . . . space opera called

Starscourge, and . . . a long letter to Lola, the last thing he wrote,

apparently, before he was killed” (333). Another promised package

containing “everything I’ve written on this journey. . . . (It’s the

cure to what ails us, he scribbled in the margins. The Cosmo

DNA)” never arrives (333). Oscar’s letter does contain, as Yunior

reports, “some amazing news”: “guess what? Ybón actually kissed

him. Guess what else? Ybón actually fucked him. Praise be to

Jesus!” (334). Yunior continues: “He reported that he’d liked it . . .

but what really got him was not the bam-bam-bam of sex—it was

the little intimacies that he’d never in his whole life antici-

pated”(334): “So this is what everybody’s always talking about!

Diablo! If only I’d known. The beauty! The beauty!” (335). In the

context of his merciless murder, a replay of the brutalities experi-

enced by his grandfather and mother and of the apocalyptic ending

of Watchmen, this wispy paean to “The beauty!” is completely

compromised, as if put under erasure, by the unmistakable echoes

of Conrad’s “The horror! The horror!” from Heart of Darkness.

The three endings, coupled with Yunior’s ventriloquy of the

proverbial voice from the grave, deny the efficacy of the classical

plots of the love story, the heroic story of deferred success, and

the story of triumphant emergence. If it is justice we seek in

love, in life, and in the world, then justice, poetic or otherwise,

is precisely what we do not get at the end of Oscar Wao. Our

hero, murdered cruelly, mercilessly, is not redeemed by romance;

nor is utopian desire enough to atone for the history of the

Dominican Republic, forged in both imported and homegrown

tyranny. Given the magnitude of the crimes assembled in the

chronicle of Oscar’s family’s story, none of the three endings can

even hope to account for, let alone blunt, the force of the kind of

world-destroying evil “that not even postmodernism can explain

away.”
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8. Historical Fantasy and Speculative Realism

In The Sense of an Ending, Frank Kermode writes: “It is not

that we are connoisseurs of chaos, but that we are surrounded by

it, and equipped for co-existence with it only by our fictive

powers” (64). The powers of the imagination and the desire for the

wholesale transformation of American history drive Junot Dı́az to

find a way to coexist with the chaos, not because one finds peace

in chaos but because in the context of the brutal histories of con-

quest, colonization, exploitation, and oppression in the Americas it

is less duplicitous to stake an ending on chaos than on the teleolo-

gies of emergence, realism, or romance. While romanticism gives

us fantasy coalescing with reality, and literary modernism gives us

the defamiliarization of reality, and postmodernism gives us the

ludic play of metafiction, Oscar Wao gives us something else—the

mimetic representation of fantasy. Not fantasy, as such, but its imi-

tation, at double and sometimes triple remove.

Why? If mimesis is, by definition, the imitation of the real,

where does the mimesis of fantasy, the staging of fantasy, rather

than the representation of fantasy itself, leave us within the realms

of the imaginary or the real? Without a comic book, sci-fi, fantasy

ending, Oscar Wao requires us to read the story of the histories of

conquest, colonization, diaspora, and struggle for social justice in

the Americas by forging links between the fantasy of the imagi-

nary and the real of history. The name that Dı́az gives this phantas-

matic force is fukú but its formal embodiment is in “the

speculative genres” of fantasy. With its link to history, in this

novel, fantasy is no longer simply a private, licentious matter cre-

ating a world of pleasure without obligation to what is permissible

or possible outside the realm of fantasy.

Instead, fantasy now becomes a public progressive energy

aiming toward the world it only seems to have left behind. No

other experience captures the ambivalence of love and recrimina-

tion, allegiance and defection, exoneration and guilt that drives

each of the characters of Dı́az’s novel. No other condition reveals

in the same way the tie that binds them most powerfully to each

other and to their determining histories at the very moment it

appears to have set them free. It is exactly what Rose means when

she maintains that “Fantasy is not therefore antagonistic to social

reality; it is its precondition or psychic glue” (3).18 In Oscar Wao,

this linking of the imaginary and the real through historical fantasy

is what makes group identifications, family relationships, and even

the desire for love between individual persons seem both inevita-

ble and unachievable at one and the same time. And it is why no

realism, historical, magical, modern, or postmodern alone can
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accurately represent the desire in the heart miming, shadowing,

beating to the tune of a world of achieved justice. In this uncon-

scious dream of identification with another across the social web,

fantasy loses its illicit nature and enters the ethical world at

large.19

In both The People of Paper and The Brief Wondrous Life of

Oscar Wao, the representation of social justice is not and should

not be taken to be the same thing as its felicitous performance.

How, then, could one possibly conceive of a narrativity to still the

chaos unleashed by modern political terror? How to create ethnic

romance from consciousness colonized by self-hate and self-

doubt? What kind of “beauty” is it that Oscar claims to have dis-

covered in the final days of his life that might counter the horror

of his murder? What would a literature of political and racial

romance, sensation, gothic, marvels, fantasy, and absolute other-

ness appropriate to transporting us to the margins of the imaginary

and the symbolic accomplish that earlier forms of US ethnic litera-

ture have not? What would its referential world look like? And

most significantly, what could it accomplish as a symbolic repre-

sentation of real history?

9. The Poetic Justice of Parabasis and Fantasy

It is the nature of romantic literature and novelistic irony to

pose these kinds of questions. But when fantasy and metafiction

come into contact with history and the racialized imagination, ver-

nacular cultures, and the stories of figures from the American

global south, they become something else again, a fantasy-shaped

realism that bids to create a new form, a sur-realismo, a global

south realism, within the speculative regions of fiction. And now

we are back to the role of history and form in the novel. Sharing

the goal of ethnic writers to imagine a state of achieved social

justice, Plascencia and Dı́az employ all of the classical forms and

themes available to ethnic writers to tell their protest stories.

However, both writers also draw from the traditions of vernacular

narrative, popular culture, and the literary avant-garde for another

reason: to show the parabasis of constant and complete rupture

between the redemptive course of American history with its

origins in conquest and the psychic facades that bar the way to

memories of that traumatic past.

This is what marks postrace fictions as transformative rather

than merely different from previous kinds of ethnic literature. That

is, in postrace fiction, neither literary realism, nor modernist

estrangement, nor postmodern play, nor magical realist wonder can
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suffice as formal stand-ins for the concrete content of justice. Here

the representation of social justice requires a formal medium incor-

porating states of fantasy that occupy and override previous

attempts to represent the real.20 This postrace, postmagical realism,

and post-postmodern Real is not a symptom of deeper or latent

ideological meanings. And what is more, the representation of the

Real and its constitutively associated states of fantasy comes with

a specific set of formal requirements, introducing amalgamations

of novelistic form and generic styles that by virtue of their surface

complexities inaugurate a new stage in the history of the novel.

Postrace fiction employs these new forms of fantasy to

reverse the usual course of fantasy, turning it away from latent

forms of daydream, delusion, and denial, toward the manifold

surface features of history. To be sure, linking fantasy to history

does divulge the possible emptiness of historical verbal forms and

the ways that history marshals illusions. But more importantly, in

these fictions, fantasy compels our attention to the gap or deficit

between the ideals of redemptive liberal democratic national his-

tories concerning inclusiveness, equality, justice, universal rights,

freedom guaranteed by rule of law, and the deeds that have consti-

tuted nations and their histories as public collective fantasies.

Accounting for this democratic deficit and locating those who pass

unacknowledged by it is the dynamic of the new postrace novel.

This is a material phenomenon that can be explained histori-

cally. That is, in the same way that magical realism emerged his-

torically at mid-twentieth century as a new form to fill the

narrative needs of communities of the global south moving from

underdevelopment and dependence into modernity, postmodernity,

and decolonization, so the mode I refer to here as historical

fantasy materializes today. Its purpose is to narrate the emergence

of transnational, cosmopolitan, economic, and cultural orders

whose desperate inequities are most readily experienced by

persons from diasporic, transitory, and migratory communities in

the borderlands between the global north and south who lack rec-

ognition under dominant ideas of social membership. The magical

realist novel presented the world in such a way as to entice readers

to react with wonder at the marvelous nature of American reality.

The postrace novel effects a transition away from wonder toward

fantasy as a posture of mind and heart. While this transition could

perhaps be less a sociological than an aesthetic one, its effects on

the literary history of fictional forms and the cultural imaginary of

our times are nevertheless as momentous and powerfully transfor-

mative as any of the epochal transitions (realism, modernism, sur-

realism, magical realism, postmodernism, and the rest) witnessed

during the twentieth century.

Accounting for this

democratic deficit and

locating those who pass

unacknowledged by it is

the dynamic of the new

postrace novel.
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Going beyond the defamiliarizing strategies of postmodern

metafiction, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao and The

People of Paper represent the postrace attempt to explain aestheti-

cally, in the formal terms of novelistic irony, why race in the

twenty-first century still matters, not as a line to be crossed or as

the substance of difference (it may be those things too) but as a

real effect of imaginary patterns of behavior.21 Both novels articu-

late a fantasy to the second and third degrees that paradoxically

might serve as the real basis for understanding the conditions

under which a postrace world might be conceivable as a real possi-

bility within the imaginary of fiction. Composed in the wake of

the postmodern, they do not presume to resolve questions of injus-

tice, oppression, or inequality, or to effect social change. This kind

of ideological unmasking was heroically the utopian goal of

earlier ethnic fiction. Plascencia and Dı́az and other writers of

their generation represent instead a new province for the ethnic

novel. Using the different modes of parabasis and fantasy in a

variety of symbolic combinations that I have attempted to describe,

they intend to represent new formal strategies rooted in a desire

for social change. The workings of parabasis and historical

fantasy in novelistic form are but two effective ways of depicting

the overlay of literature and politics in the Americas, which

Plascencia calls the commodification of sadness and Dı́az depicts

as fukú, to label the relentless beatings, rapes, murders, tortures,

and other lesser cruelties and gleeful sadisms perpetrated in the

names of (say) love, ethics, rights, justice, or freedom.

Whether fantasy can effect political change or not is ulti-

mately beside the point, and in fact part of the misapprehension

concerning the working of fiction that the authors I am calling

“postrace” are attempting to redress. Instead, these novels

perform the critical work of symbolic action, denoting the public

work of the private imagination, but only after routing it through

the pathway of fantasy in the service of the profoundly unsym-

bolic racialized imagination. That is, what matters is that histori-

cal fantasy is not merely phantasmal depiction of deep

ideological mystifications. Rather, it works also as a basis for

recognizing and understanding the construction of the new politi-

cal destinies we may witness taking shape among diasporic

groups in the US today. These destinies transcend and exceed the

boundaries of nation-states and national histories and their attend-

ant twenty-first-century racial identities along the entire spectrum

of Du Bois’s twentieth-century color line as they seek the radical

transformation of existing social structures.

As a marker of utopian fantasy in the spheres of the fictional

imaginary and the political real, the term “postrace” fiction may
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have little to do with the brute realities of historical epochs, or

racial politics and more with the desire for this transformation of

society as a whole. It does have everything to do with the meaning

of race in a text and the way that meaning is presented by the text.

Moreover, it certainly indicates desires for forms of social belong-

ing that link the realm of public political life to the mysterious

workings of the heart’s fantastic aspirations for substantive justice,

social, racial, poetic, or otherwise. For this reason, the reality of

this new world fantasy is not simply gratuitous, nor merely virtual;

it might well be quintessentially postmagical, post-postmodern,

and postracial.

Notes

1. See from among the numerous authors whose works fit my description,

Marta Acosta, Michael Chabon, Percival L. Everett, Sesshu Foster, Dexter

Clarence Palmer, Colson Whitehead, Karen Tei Yamashita, and Charles Yu. For

this generation of writers, born for the most part in the 1960s and 1970s, the

heroic era of the fight for civil rights is not a memory but a matter of history.

2. The entire quotation reads, “The problem of the twentieth century is the

problem of the color line; the relation of the darker to the lighter races of men in

Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea” (354).

3. Among the now voluminous literature on the topic of “postrace,” see espe-

cially the defining work of Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, Racism without Racists:

Color-Blind Racism and the Persistence of Racial Inequality in the United States

(2003). The most significant new work on the contemporary meaning of race is

that of Hazel Markus and Paula Moya, Doing Race: 21 Essays for the 21st

Century (2010). Markus and Moya argue for a definition of race and ethnicity as

“social, historical, and philosophical processes . . . actions that people do” (4).

4. Why Saturn? Saturn was a major Roman god of agriculture and harvest. He

was identified in classical antiquity with the Greek deity Cronus (Chronos, time),

and the mythologies of the two gods are commonly mixed. Saturn has always

been associated with the letter of the law and Gnostics have identified Saturn

with the god of Early Scripture, whom they regarded as a tyrannical father,

obsessed with rigid enforcement of the law. Someone born under the sign of

Saturn is saturnine: cold and steady in mood; slow to act or change; of a gloomy

or surly or sullen disposition; has a sardonic aspect, a saturnine smile, for

example. See Molly Hall, “Saturn,” About.com, 28 Jun. 2011, ,http://astrology

.about.com/od/advancedastrology/p/Saturn.htm..

5. See Martha Fletcher Bellinger, A Short History of the Drama (1927),

153–57. See also Winifred Smith, The Commedia dell’Arte: A Study in Italian

Popular Comedy (1912), 1–20; and Robert Henke, Performance and Literature

in the Commedia dell’Arte (2002).

6. On “parabasis,” see Michael Chaouli, “The Politics of Permanent Parabasis,”

Studies in Romanticism 42 (Fall 2003): 323–40; and Ayon Roy, “Hegel Contra
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Schlegel; Kierkegaard Contra De Man,” PMLA 124.1 (2009): 107–26. For a dis-

cussion of “Parekbase,” see Schlegel, “Charakteristik der geichischen Komödie,”

Kritische Friedrich-Schlegel-Ausgabe (1958), ed. Ernst Behler, vol. 18, 88.

7. See M. F. Quintilian, The Institutio Oratoria of Quintilian (1995–98),

trans. H. E. Butler, 9.2.44, 401. Cited by Claire Colebrook, Irony (2004), 1, 8–9.

8. See Schlegel, “On Incomprehensibility (1800),” Lucinde and the Fragments

(1971), 25–71. See in particular Schlegel’s survey of kinds of irony, notably “the

irony of irony” (266–67) and the extended discussion of parabasis in Paul de

Man’s “The Rhetoric of Temporality,” in Blindness and Insight, 219–22. Here

and in “The Concept of Irony,” De Man reads Schlegel as claiming that in its

unending turn, Parekbase resists the belief in “an organic world postulated in a

symbolic mode of analogical correspondences or in a mimetic mode of represen-

tation in which fiction and reality could coincide” (222).

9. This is what Lacan means when he writes that “it is in relation with the real

that phantasy functions. The real supports the phantasy, the phantasy supports the

real” (41).

10. In their critique of “symptomatic criticism,” Best and Marcus have argued

for the benefits of what they refer to as a kind of “descriptive” or “surface

reading” that abandons the ideologies of disclosure and unveiling. See Best and

Marcus. In “Live Free or Describe: The Reading Effect and the Persistence of

Form,” Ellen Rooney cogently warns against too facile use of the “depth” and

“surface” metaphor.

11. On the “ideological fantasy,” see Slavoj Žižek, The Sublime Object of

Ideology (1989), 30–33.

12. On the nature of classic Chicano narrative forms, see Ramón Saldı́var,

Chicano Narrative: The Dialectics of Difference (1990).

13. The topics of commodity fetishism and reification are immense, having

been addressed by all of the major Marxists theoreticians of the last 150 years

since the classic statements of Karl Marx in Capital, Georg Lukács in History

and Class Consciousness, Theodor Adorno in Negative Dialectics, and, more

recently, Fredric Jameson in The Political Unconscious. See also, Marcial

González, Chicano Novels and the Politics of Form: Race, Class, and Reification

(2009).

14. The “Ithaca” episode of the Random House edition of Ulysses ends with a

large dot; the revised edition by Hans Walter Gabler does not. Thanks to Michael

Hames-Garcia for his suggestion that the concluding dot represents Little Merced

and Federico de la Fe transiting out of the novel under cover of a parabolic

parasol to shield them from Saturn.

15. See also the definition of the “fantastic” in Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic:

A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre (1973). For Todorov, the fantastic rep-

resents the ambiguity between reality and dream, truth and illusion. “The concept

of the fantastic is . . . to be defined in relation to those of the real and the imagi-

nary” (25).
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16. See Fredric Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called

Utopia and Other Science Fictions (2005), 2.

17. On the limits of magical realism and its relation to McOndo and postmod-

ernism, see Wendy B. Faris, Ordinary Enchantments: Magical Realism and the

Remystification of Narrative (2004).

18. Here and throughout this section, I draw heavily from Rose’s illuminating

discussion of the power of fantasy as a personal and social reality.

19. See Rose, 2–3. I follow Rose’s formulation closely even as I adjust it to

explain the work of fantasy in formal, generic, and historical terms.

20. On the relationship between “justice” and “literature,” see Winfried Fluck,

“Fiction and Justice,” New Literary History 34.1 (2003): 19–42; Martha

Nussbaum, Poetic Justice: The Literary Imagination and Public Life (1995); and

Rose, States of Fantasy, 78–95. Donald Pease makes a compelling argument

about the function of fantasy in the contemporary US political climate in “Barack

Obama: Changing America’s State of Fantasy,” a paper presented at the

Imagining Culture: Norms and Forms of Public Discourse in America conference

at the Frei Universität, Berlin, 2009.

21. As Rose puts it, “in an unequal society the law falls unevenly on the desper-

ate and the powerful” (82). Here too, Markus and Moya’s argument about “race

as a doing” is salient (17–20).
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