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RESUMO

O objetivo desse trabalho é analisar Oscar Wacopagem epdnimo do livrghe Brief
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wadescrito por Junot Diaz, uma nova voz da litemtlatina nos
Estados Unidos, seu trabalho ganhou fama intemalceoajudou a manter uma vivida discusséo
sobre a cultura latina na nacdo americana. Esdsers&rd realizada usando dois diferentes
conceitos, pds-modernidade e identidade. Usarebioseitos mencionados de acordo com Stuart
Hall e Zygmunt Bauman, respectivamente, para iny&stas duas aparantemente diversas

identidades do personagem.



ABSTRACT

The aim of this paper is to shed some light onathalysis of Oscar Wao, the eponym character
in the novelThe Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Whag Junot Diaz. Written by Junot Diaz, a new
voice in Latino literarture in the United Statess Wworks have gained international critical
acclaim and helped to maintain a vivid discussiboud the Latino culture in the US. This
analysis will be done using two different concejisstmodernity and identity. | will use these
ideas according to Stuart Hall and Zygmunt Baunraspectively, to investigate the two
seemingly different personalities of the character.

Key-words: Literature; Postmodernity; Identity;
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1. INTRODUCTION

The objective of this paper is to argue that O8%ao - the main character of the book
The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Waas a representative of the postmodern individual
order to do that, | will discuss the concepts adnitty and postmodernity comparing it with
excerpts from the booRhis paper is divided into five sections. In thstfione, the introduction,
I will discuss the life of the author as well asr@information about the book, in order to give
the context of creation of the novel. | will alsesalss a limited part of the history of The
Dominican Republic that is presented in the boakthe concept of FUKU, a superstition that is
also a curse that dooms the New Latin World. In shbsequent section, | will explain the
definition of identity, an important concept thatieanpts to explain how and why people react as
they do. According to Bauman (1996, p. 19), idgnsta concept that “one thinks of whenever
one is not sure of where one belongs”. Thereftwe function of identity is to help the subject to
find his own place in the world. In the third secti | will analyze the term “postmodernity” and
its implication on our current society, focusing stip on the Latino society and how it is
depicted in the book. In the fourth section, | wiltorporate these two different concepts in
order to understand Oscar’s character, demongrdtow his persona is divided into two
different identities. In the last section, | wilfadv some conclusions based on the theoretical

approach discussed and presented in the paper.

1.1 ABOUT THE BOOK AND THE AUTHOR

The first edition ofThe Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wa@, novel written by Junot
Diaz, was published in 2007. The novel was awand@l the Pulitzer Prize for fiction the
following year and in 2015 was also elected byBBE as the best novel of the 21st century so
far. Michiko Kutani, fromThe New York Timedescribes the book aMario Vargas Llosa meets
Star Trek meets David Foster Wallace meets Kanyst". 'eThe book narrates the story of a
young, fat, black nerd who is in his search of tiaee. Furthermore, the book also narrates the
saga of his family departing from the Dominican &g and its arrival in the United States.

Oscar’s passion for geek culture and the politigalin the Dominican Republic are also themes



addressed in the bo@nd brilliantly sewed up in the plot, creating araive with vitality and
emotional richness.

The story is narrated by Yunior, a former brotherlaw of Oscar Wao. It starts by
presenting the reader to the childhood of Oscar'$Vaogallant kid born in New Jersey with
Dominican roots, in love with geek culture andhtxoes. After following his upbringing, the
author then shifts the narrative to his sister,alLdlhrough her diaries we are able to see the
disruptions that affected her youth, her troublés Wwoys from the ghetto and the fights she had
with her mother, Beli. Later on in the story, wesekve Lola and Oscar in their teens, while Junot
Diaz takes us to Santo Domingo during the time®Rafael Trujillo’s dictatorship. Oscar and
Lola’s mother, Beli, become the protagonist of skary; Beli’s turbulent life in Trujillo’s regime
is presented, as well as her parents’ stories (Gswé Lola’s grandparents). When the narrative
finally returns to Oscar in New Jersey, we haveay been presented with the story of three
generations of the De Leon family and its subsegjs@ga.

Regarding the narrative itself, one can claim itsatichness does not come only from the
imagetic force of the epic lived through Beli's age from Truijillo’s regime or from a possible
great moral question that afflicts our protagonidtere are no great philosophical matters that
may instill the reader's thoughts with great adjirs. Actually, the question that runs through
the entire book is much more direct, carnal andpm“Will Oscar ever get laid?” What is
impressive is not the question, but the reason tvbyreader starts to care about it. The richness
of the novel comes, therefore, from its honestyhbo linguistic and narrative terms. The book
presents an Oscar Wao divided between his love rttsvgeek culture and his passion for
women; his brief wondrous life is in a measure eivby this division in the core of the
protagonist’s identity who is incapable of orbitingth spheres at ease.

Junot Diaz, the author of this novel, was bornamt8 Domingo in 1968 and immigrated
with his family to New Jersey when he was six yeads When he graduated from school, he
started to write his first booRrown, also narrated by Yunior. IDrown, the narrator tells us the
story of him growing up without his parents, stagtihe narrative whilst still in the Dominican
Republic and then continuing it in the United S¢atiunot Diaz experienced a similar situation:
his family also immigrated to the US when he washidd and, according to him, living in the
United States in his childhood was far from easyan interview conducted in 2010, Junot states
that:
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| can safely say I've seen the US from the bottpm. U may be a success story
as an individual. But if you adjust the knob anst jtake it back one setting to
the family unit, | would say my family tells a muahore complicated story. It

tells the story of two kids in prison. It tells tiséory of enormous poverty, of
tremendous difficulty. (DIAZ, 2010)

The story of his childhood also finds a certainagiat in Oscar Wao’s life. Even though
Oscar is an American citizen, born in the Unitedt&t, and Junot was born in the Dominican
Republic, both have roots in the Caribbean cultB@h have lived in the margins of society,
divided between books, poverty and the criminabfytheir neighborhood. Both were torn
between the perspective generated by the Latinetgoihat they lived in (a perspective of an
identification with masculinity and the notion ofogp and belonging) and their internal
pleasures (mostly books and sci-fi culture) whiéth dot find any support in the Caribbean
community in New Jersey.

In this section, | have attempted to provide aflwieerview of the novel analyzed here
and the life of its author. In the following sectjd will discuss some issues addressed in this
book which are Trujillo’s government and FUKU, arBiaican kind of curse referred to in the

story.

1.2 DOMINICAN REPUBLIC, TRUJILLO AND FUKU

It is not possible to talk about the Dominican Ramuof the 20th century without
mentioning its most illustrious and vicious sonh@&ml Rafael Trujillo. This political figure was
the dictator of the country from 1930 until his @ssnation in 1961. Trujillo ruled the
Dominican society with a fierce brutality. In a foote on the book, Yunior, the narrator,
classifies him as “one of the twentieth centuryssiinfamous dictators” (p. 2) or simply “He
was our Saurdfi (p. 2). Additionally, Trujillo, as Junot statespuld be considered, at first sight,
the prototype of the Latin American warlord; howevas power and his sphere of influence
affected all levels of society:

[Trujillo] came to control nearly every aspect dietDR’s political, cultural,

social, and economic life through a potent (andilfarh mixture of violence,

intimidation, massacre, rape, co-optation, andtetreated the country like it
was a plantation and he was the master. (DIAZ) p. 2

1 Sauron is thantagonist character in Tolkiet'srd of the Rings
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This main figure of the Dominican society is alspermanent character in the novel.
Even after his death, the memory of Trujillo serassreference to the current ailments of the
country and his marks are still seen in the preterg of the book. This issue works as if the
Dominican nation were some kind of tragic hero amdjillo its tragedy. The comparison
between the dictator’s figure and tragedy is nattigtous, since right at the beginning of the
book, the narrator makes a comment about FUKUtheravords, about the curse that permeates
the Latino society.

They say it came first from Africa, carried in thereams of the enslaved; that it
was the death bane of the Tainos, uttered jushesworld perished and another
began; that it was a demon drawn into Creationuifindhe nightmare door that
was cracked open in the Antilles. Fukd americanusnore colloquially, fuki
—aqgenerally a curse or a doom of some kind; spetificche Curse and the
Doom of the New World. (...) No matter what its remr provenance, it is
believed that the arrival of Europeans on Hispaniotleashed the fukd on the
world, and we've all been in the shit ever sincnt8 Domingo might be fukd’s
kilometer Zero, its port of entry, but we are dllus its children, whether we
know it or not. (DIAZ, p. 1)

This affliction caused by FUKU affects everyonelie Latino society, regardless if they
believe in it or not. Besides, after FUKU setslhie tragedy is already settled, just waiting for a
protagonist. In the novel, Trujillo becomes thespaification of FUKU; he is the transmitter and
spreader of destruction in the Dominican Republice dictator, as mentioned before, is a
permanent character in the novel, however, his peemce occurs in the background, as a
constant warning that he is the owner of the dgstifh the population of the Dominican
Republic. Trujillo, or FUKU, feeds the sense ofyeely in the novel.

The main character, Oscar, despite being born oerisan soil, carries this curse with
him. He is inevitably connected to the culture thaiduced FUKU, and no matter how long or
how much he distances himself from Santo Domingowill have to, sooner or later, come to
terms with FUKU. In this regard, FUKU, as a curieanalog to a stereotype: It follows the
immigrant wherever he goes; it carries the discotrdba tragedy, a sense of inevitability. In a
sense, both of them have no racional reason t¢, é&isthey do. In an essential part of the book,
Beli, his mother, summarizes this feeling of powsshess: “but if these years have taught me
anything it is this: you can never run away. Nog¢revhe only way out is in.” (DIAZ, 2007, p.
209). Some of the ailments that the US suffers ha twentieth century (the Kennedy
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assassination, the war in Vietnam) are also cabgelBUKU, according to the narrator, but as
Yunior points out, this is not something directglated to the USA, it is “just a little gift from
my people to America, a small repayment for an stnjvar. That’s right, folks. Fukd.” (Ibid p. 4)

In this section, | have presented the way in wHithKU is associated with General
Trujillo’s dictatorship in the novel and how these issues are fundamental to the development
of Oscar’s fate. In the next part of this papewill present the concepts of identity used to
analyze the character of Oscar Wao.
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2. IDENTITY

2.1 CONCEPT

Identity is the particular characteristics belomgito any singular person; it is the
property in which a person manifests his individyalComparing it to human senses, if the five
senses are the way through which we perceive thelwaur identity is the way through which
the world perceives us. According to Stuart H&le tefinition of ‘identity’ in a common sense

language is identification [that]

is constructed on the back of a recognition of s@m@mon origin or shared
characteristics with another person or group, dhwin ideal, and with the
natural closure of solidarity and allegiance esshleld on this foundation.
(HALL, 1996, p. 2)

Hence, ‘identification’ is a construction of thebgect, it depends on how the subject feels
related to the group that he belongs to. Even mibiealso a concept in constant transformation
within the subject, for he does not need to hawe dame level of empathy or sentiment of
belonging to the group throughout his entire [faus, identity is not the same as belonging, as
Stuart Hall points out: “Belonging, is a tricky ampt, requiring both identification and
recognition.’(2000). He also categorizes identitytiree different concepts: “those of the (a)
Enlightenment subject, (b) Sociological subject &) Post-modern subject.” (1996, p.597)

The Enlightenment subject is a concept based omd#eethat a person, by itself, is the
one who determines their identity. It does not aeper is influenced by the exterior. This
concept is extremely individualistic, and it opp@sxternal influence on the subject. It sees the
subject as free from external pressure but, atsrae time, the subject is a prisoner within
himself, incapable of transforming and evolving.eTéecond concept is the approach of the
Sociological subject: this echoes the dynamism aice complex world, the notion that the
individual is not a complete entity, that he iseafed by the world surrounding him and that he,
himself, affects his exterior. In other words, thdividual is himself and the sum of what he

appropriates from others around him. Moreover,dhiéure that surrounds him interferes in his
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inner core and changes his perception of the wéwdording to this concept, he still has one
identity in himself, but this identity is built icooperation with society. There is, thus, a diakogu
between the self and the culture that helps toesti@ subject. According to Stuart Hall:

Identity, in this sociological conception, bridgée gap between the "inside"
and the "outside" - between the personal and théqworlds. The fact that we
project "ourselves” into these cultural identitiasthe same time internalizing
their meanings and values, making them "part of beglps to align our
subjective feelings with the objective places weupy in the social and
cultural world" Identity thus stitches (or, to uaecurrent medical metaphor,
"sutures") the subject into the structure. It diabé both subjects and the
cultural worlds they inhabit, making both recipribigamore unified and
predictable. (HALL, 1996, p. 597)

Therefore, the sociological concept works as gloat wnifies the subject and his
surroundings, creating the notion that identitg isoncept that embraces relations and, therefore,
is mutable, in constant transformation. At the saime that the sociological concept is aware of
the individual's capacity of development, it sgltrceives the individual as the owner of only
one identity. By weighing too much importance ogisty, the sociological concept ultimately
sees patterns of behavior that restrict the suyljeating him to be only a representation of this
interaction with the culture that surrounds him,ifaslentity were necessarily the sum of this
influence.

The third concept is the Postmodern subject. Tloacept considers the various
idiosyncrasies of the subject, endowing him withltiple identities. Thus, the individual is no
longer the owner of only one identity formed by ttenjuncture of the self and society. He is a
fragmented being, capable of operating, actingthimking in various ways, most of the times
incompatible amongst themselves. Hall (1996) orgamabrings light to the concept exposing
that

the subject assumes different identities at diffetemes, identities which are
not unified around a coherent "self." Within us ae@ntradictory identities.
pulling in different directions, so that our idditations are continuously being
shifted about. (HALL, p. 598)

Hence, we are no longer a unique and singularioreabt affected by society; we are
not even the construction of a bond between thieas®l the culture surrounding us. We are

individuals capable of constant transformation,atdg of assuming various identities according
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to what suits us, each of them giving us comfod, at the same time, demanding something
from us. The society around the individual is nader uniform and monolithic, while the
individual is capable of perceiving its complexéynd reacting towards it. The concept of a

unitary, coherent and orderly identity is a delasidall (1996) goes on:

as the systems of meaning and cultural representatiultiply, we are
confronted by a bewildering, fleeting multiplicibf possible identities. any one
of which we could identify with - at least tempohar(HALL, p. 598)

In conventional societies, the past is celebratedamired for what it encompasses and
the experience passed through generations is kvdmvever, this celebration has lost much of
its meaning in a society that values dynamism. ldertkke subject is no longer tied to the
obligation of being a part of the representatioisfsociety, because this subject itself hasdost
lot of its “experience passed through generatiofe’there are no more reasons to hold onto just
one permanent identity: the subject now faces tbssipility of dividing itself into many
different identities.

Jeffrey Weeks, a sociologist, goes along with theory and points out in his essalge
Value of Differencehat

identity is about belonging, about what you haveammon with some people
and what differentiates you from others. At its iussic it gives you a sense of
personal location, the stable core to your indigldy. But it is also about your
relationships, your complex involvement with otharsd in the modern world
these have become ever more complex and confuSagh of us live with a
variety of potentially contradictory identities, igh battle within us for
allegiance: as men or women, black or white, ditagy gay, able-bodied or
disabled, ‘British’ or ‘European’. The list is patgally infinite, and so therefore
are our possible belongings. Which of them we foons bring to the fore,
‘identify’ with, depends on a host of factors. Atetcentre, however, are the
values we share or wish to share with others. (W&E.990, p.88)

The postmodern individual, consequently, does metdnto follow the paradigm of the
single and fixed narrative associated to modernldenis also no longer a servant of the single
ideology that emanates every truth about cultuhgs freedom creates a sense of flux, allowing
the subject a bigger maneuverability and disassngiatself from the historical burden. The
individual can mix and transform himself accordiieghis will, he is finally free to choose his
own path according to his own will.

Identity has a social and political importance agkment of inclusion and exclusion by
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the government over one’s life. For example, bgag of a minority group in a xenophobic
country can be determined regarding one's fate. tmuch more personal level, identity has its
importance because it helps the subject to perdeive he has been represented in his society,
the way he is seen by it and what is expectedrafihithat same society. But most importantly,
identity and the perception of identity helps thibject to be capable of giving a meaningful
answer to his role in the society that he liveama also helps him to decide what he will make
of himself despite this representation. In the ewntof a literary production, it is in the
character’s answer to this confrontation - of tliderior vision of him -, a personal answer,
particular, unique, that resides much of the powkmarrative. The identity to which the
character belongs does not limit him to a narromdad arrangement; moreover, it helps him
stand out amongst others. This individualizationegi depth to the character, strengthens the
consciousness that he is part of a greater sceieisociety, that his actions have consequences
and are not random and gratuitous, that the pewplend him will judge him according to these
actions. To the reader, it emphasizes the sensthtadrthe character’s actions matter and that he
Is aware of that.
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3. POSTMODERNITY

3.1 ORIGINS AND CONCEPT

Postmodernity is a socio-cultural concept assagiatethe condition of awareness of
Western civilization in the second half of theh2tentury. According to Perry Anderson Tie
Origins of the Postmodernitghe term was used for the first time during th&d9, by the
Spanish Frederico de Onis, as description of astiarmovement. But only in the 1950’s the

term began being used as an expression relatiting toature of an epoch:

It was not until some twenty years later that tleemt emerged in the
Anglophone world, in a very different context - as epochal rather than
aesthetic category. (ANDERSON, 1998, p. 4)

After the second half of the 20th century, the témodernity” was no longer capableof
encompassing all the cultural and artistic nuanoésthe period. The discomfort and
incompatibility of the existing modern narrativea® amplified by the horrors practiced in the
name of Civilization during the Second World Waewnarratives begin to flourish attempting
to explain this era. The independence of couniniégrica that were until then colonies provides
new historic discourses, capable of comprisingedéit voices that had until then been silenced
by the colonists. These new historic discoursedbledanew cultural interpretations, and the
subjects that up until then would relate to thecemt of culture passively, began to interpret
their identities more personally. The intention we necessarily to replace a discourse with
another, but to dismantle them, provide them waiw interpretations; it is self-reflective rather

than destructive. According to Zygmunt Bauman miiwokintimations of Postmodernity

Postmodernity (and in this it differs from modetrisilture of which it is the
rightful issue and legatee) does not seek to dqutestone truth for another, one
standard of beauty for another, one life idealdnother. Instead, it splits the
truth, the standards and the ideal into alreadymlgcucted and about to be
deconstructed. It denies in advance the rightlairad any revelation to slip into
the place vacated by the deconstructed/discrediled. It braces itself for a life
without truths, standards and ideals. (BAUMAN, 200.3)

As explained by Bauman, Postmodernity restorekdonmorld what modernity had taken
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away: the capacity to reevaluate itself. To him,deraity brought hierarchy and an imposed
consensus, a dichotomy of a high and a low cultwhele postmodernity was a response to that
arrangemen “It is against such a disenchanted world that th&rmpodern re-enchantment is

aimed” (BAUMAN, 2003, p.11).

Evidently, this transformation is by no means id=iteverywhere, and in the Latino
culture it will project itself in its own way. Theoncept of Latino identity is problematic in its
own construction because it assumes a cultural gemsation in the Latin countries that is not
necessarily expressed day-by-day in the societyhisnbook Latinos in AmericaJorge J. E.

Gracia raises the issue:

The difficulties raised by social identities arenyacomplex, and confusing.
They have at least two sources: first, the veryonothat there are overall and
general social identities for groups at all; secothg fact that this kind of
identity seems to dissolve into many other, moretiqdar, identities.
(GRACIA, 2008, p.3)

The issue raised by Gracia is pertinent. How adewsad faithful can the application of
the concept of identity be to a group from varidifferent nationalities, with religions, manners
and languages distinct from one another? Jorgei&mncludes his essay affirming that the
different identities (that of a nation and thataofaggregation of countries) can coexist within the
individual, as long as “we adopt the Familial-Hrstal view of Latino identities”, a view that

proposes

[...] that ethnic groups, such as Latinos, Mexicamrs Dominicans, are best
conceived as constituting extended historical feamilvhose members have no
identifiable properties, or set of properties, the¢ shared by all the members
throughout the existence of the familial groups;t Wbat the historical
connections that tie them give rise to propertidsctv are common to some
members of the groups and, in context, serve ttiindisish them from other
social groups. (GRACIA, 2008, p.18)

The problem is then put to rest. As a group, thinbasociety has a historical connection
that separates them from the rest of America. fisrical connection is enough to make them
feel as a common culture. Nevertheless, the opitlianhpart of the USA society has about Latin
American countries’ immigrants is that they canchgegorized into a single group that would be

antagonistic to WASPvalues. Thus, even if the Latinos do not recogtiizenselves as part of a

2White Anglo-Saxon Protestant
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characteristic culture, the WASP population doexdkding to Samuel P. Huntington:

The persistent inflow of Hispanic immigrants thexwt to divide the United
States into two peoples, two cultures, and twoulagegs. Unlike past immigrant
groups, Mexicans and other Latinos have not assiedlinto mainstream US
culture, forming instead their own political andduistic enclaves — from Los
Angeles to Miami — and rejecting the Anglo-Protastaalues that built the
American dream. The United States ignores this lehgeé at its peril.

(HUNTINGTON, 2004, p.30)

Whether this rhetoric has its value or not, theamsgion of the Latino population in the
United States is meaningful and the investigatibbatino identity has its importance. The sense
of a common identity is often constructed baseda symbolic shared past and through related
characteristics. ImThe Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wadthis shared past is conveyed by a
common curse that afflicts all Latin America, whishthe FUKU. It also seems to Yunior that
the characteristic that binds together those béhgnig this common culture is their proneness to
engage in sexual relationships. For Yunior, whatasth mentioning about the other sex is their
outlook: the outcome of the girls that Oscar dateltis childhood, what is important to Yunior is
the physical appearance that they ended up hakoig;s friends were to him just “the sort of
hot-as-balls Latinas who only dated weight-liftingprenos or Latino cats with guns in their
cribs” (Ibid, p. 26). Basically, all the comments girls, even when they are not necessarily in a
sociological level that comes from Yunior are rethto a sexual connotation. This view of
Yunior of the social relationship between the gesdes just a means for intercourse affects how
the latino community is seen by the WASP commuitéglf. By stereotyping women solely as
an object of lust, it leads to the idea that theesatereotype (men incapable of controlling their

lust) can be applied to them.
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4.  OSCAR WAO AND THE REPRESENTATION OF POSTMODERN IDENTITY

The character who best represents the Latino itgtentthe book is Yunior. He is the
narrator of most of the novel and it is a formestber in law of Oscar. Yunior, as the narrator, is
the means by which the reader perceives the igemtit Oscar as “inauthentic”. The
“contradictions” perceived in Oscar’s identity adesplayed to us through the perception of
Yunior. The narrator has not acquired yet the céipalo accept that a human being can sustain
multiple identities but, at the same time, he isgmenough to recognize that these identities can
exist. Yunior himself has a fair amount of knowledsf what can be considered “nerdy”, but he
hides that from the world. He even states thatliBes if like me he[Oscar]'d been able to hide
his otakuness maybe shit would have been easidririor but he couldn’t.” (lbid, p. 21). In a
way, Yunior represents the subject with the Sogiglal Identity. He is an individual who is able
to relate with his surroundings and has the capagitecognize the importance of it in his own
upbringing, but, at the same time, he is limitedthig view. Being unable to distinguish and
accept the two different identities in Oscar, tlagrator reveals that he still notices the world
without the latent idiosyncrasies of the periodeTimrest between the two different cultures
gains traction in the incapacity of one of thematwept the plurality of the other. The problem
for Yunior is not just the fact that Oscar is achevithout any appeal, but that the division

between the Latino culture and the nerd culturgrésoncilable.

It would have been one thing if like some of thedneoys I'd grown up with he
hadn’t cared about girls, but alas he was stillghssionate enamorao who fell
in love easily and deeply. (Ibid, p. 23)

To Yunior, the cultural difference between the madions is self-evident and meaningful;
to him, not having much luck with girls is a “veap-dominican” (Ibid, p. 11) characteristic of
Oscar’s. To the narrator, identity is intrinsicayated to nationality, and nationality, specifiza
the Latino one, is essentially related to sexudlitythis case, to heterosexuality). Therefore, in
order for Oscar become a “man”, he has to, accgrtirvunior, have a sexual relationship with
a woman as soon as possible: “this is a Dominiddnwie’re talking about, in a Dominican
family: dude was supposed to have Atomic Level @swupposed to be pulling in the bitches
with both hands.” (Ibid, p. 24)

Thus, the novel starts by presenting the storygtietto kid called Oscar De Ledim. the
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beginning of his childhood, Oscar De Leon was nudran archetype of a Dominican boy, aware

of his body and interested in girls:

In those blessed days of his youth, Oscar was $omgedf a Casanova. One of
those preschool loverboys who was always tryingigs the girls, always
coming up behind them during a merengue and gittiegn the pelvic pump,
the first nigger to learn the perrito and the ofwlanced it any chance he got.
(DIAZ, p. 11)

In fact, by the age of seven Oscar lived his “Goldege” and had two girlfriends
simultaneously, Maritza and Olga. His life, howeuweok a completely different course from
what was expected when, right after he ended tlaioeship with one of the girls, he was
dumped by the other. After his “girlfriend” leftrhi for another boy, Oscar starts to reveal the
outlines of what he will be for the rest of the sbva self-conscious, overweight, ghetto nerd
incapable of relating his identity and his persopassions to the expectations of the people

around him.

The white kids looked at his black skin and hisoafind treated him with
inhuman cheeriness. The kids of color, upon hedringspeak and seeing him
move his body, shook their heads. You're not Docaimi (Ibid, p. 49)

The identity (or identities) then become the crupi@nt of the narrative. The way Oscar
relates with others is almost entirely based onpéeseption of this identity. Oscar is almost
incapable of communicating differently other th&nough nerdy references, and people can'’t
interact with him because his appearance does atmhmvith what is expected from him. He is a
Latino boy who does not act like one. This inapildf interaction frustrates the character,
because his love aspirations cannot be fulfilletheut a minimum of communication between

him and his love object:

You really want to know what being an X-Man feelsee? Just be a smart
bookish boy of color in a contemporary U.S. gheltiemma mia! Like having
bat wings or a pair of tentacles growing out ofrycliest. (lbid, p. 49)

Books, then, become an escape to Oscar, his molaideepened, his communication
with his Latino friends becomes meaningless begaaseording to Yunior, “he used a lot of
huge sounding nerd words like indefatigable andjuibdbus when talking to niggers who would
barely graduate from high school” (Ibid, p. 22)sHilentity, at this decisive moment when his

communication skills begins to deteriorate, whea $eparation from the social and personal
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level commence to wide, starts to dissolve. Onahe hand, Oscar is another American nerd
who loves graphic novels, fantasy and sci-fi; atill e the other hand, Oscar is a passionate
and fervently romantic with his Latino blood. Battentities are presented, through the eyes of
the narrator, in an excluding way. Oscar no longas the Latino sex appeal of his early
childhood (although he has the passion of one) endddition, he does not abdicate his geek
love originated in American books, movies and graplovels. Oscar is still in love with his ‘ex-

girlfriend’ Maritza and he has a fervor inside hibbyt he is incapable of externalizing this

passion the way a Latino boy is expected to:

His bedroom window looked out over the front of heuse, and so he always
peeped her while he was painting his D&D miniatuoesreading the latest
Stephen King. (Ibid, p. 18)

From the excerpt, we can see how the world ingidehbuse, intimate and lonely, contrasts with
the exterior world, unconcealed and sociable. H@wethe exterior world is sociable to those
who do not carry inside themselves such differefgntities. His family considers him a
paryguaio,which the narrator explains as “a corruption of EBmglish neologisnparty watche”
(Ibid, p. 19), in other words, someone who seesatti®n taking place instead of being a part of
it. Oscar is no longer capable of practicing spanmsgoing after women, which is what is
expected of a Latino man in his society, he “hadenof the Higher Powers of your typical
Dominican male” (Ibid, p. 19). Oscar becomes aghaamongst his equals for having traces of a
different culture that does not value the idealmanliness.

This culture that Oscar identifies himself with tise nerd culture. Centered in the
imagination, in the occupation of oneself with higsbthat are considered intellectual or
academic, nerd culture is, largely, antisocial. @wio the fact that nerd culture focuses on
themes that are mainly abstract, with aims beybed¢alm of the real world, without demands
of a constant interaction with other people, anabie to sustain itself in isolation, the nerd &nd
to, in some cases, not care about his physicalchtteness. Oscar’s interested in mangas, animes
and fantasy/sci-fi fiction helps to shape his peaity, nurturing in him the sensation of escape

from a real world that is hostile to him.

You couldn’t have torn him away from any movie & $how or cartoon where
there were monsters or spaceships or mutants onsttay devices or destinies
or magic or evil villains. (lbid, p. 21)
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The epigraph that opens the book is an excerpt agmoem, “The Schooner Flight”, by
the poet Derek Walcott, that says “either I'm nopod I'm a nation”. Such an epigraph already
gives the reader a hint of the identity problent tha character might face. This binary view of
the relations between two countries, the UnitedeStand the Dominican Republic promotes a
forced opposition between the identities of itsalitants. Either you represent your nation as a
whole or you will be considered a pariah by botlesi To Oscar, this division of the self lies
between an intellectual/asexual identity that it expected by his community and another one
that is sexual and anticipated. Oscar is awaraisfambiguity that spares no one, he is aware of
the Latino reputation that he has to follow ancelien states that “No Dominican male has ever
died a virgin” (lbid, p. 176) a sentence which Yamagrees with in a previously scene, and
admits that it is “against the laws of nature foDaminicano to die without fucking at least
once” (Ibid, p. 174). This preoccupation is not jssme sort of dilemma that every boy in their
teens, trying to satisfy their sexual desires lmdate, it is in a broader sense a cultural
expectation that pervades the whole Latino so@ety goes beyond a gender issue. So much so,
that Lola even affirms to Oscar that “you’re goitmydie a virgin unless you start changing.”
(Ibid, p. 24)

This division of the consciousness of the chardeased on his ethnicity is crucial for the
identity formation of OscalAccording to Michael Peter Smith in his essPostmodernism,
urban ethnography, and the new social space ofietdantity,

Since consciousness springs from both people'srialatdrcumstances and
from their perceptions and cultural understandiafjghese circumstances, an
ethnographic approach is increasingly viewed asinaiispensable route to
knowledge of the ways in which consciousness igadlgt formed and how it
changes over time and space.

In postmodern social analysis, the subject is deced precisely because there
are no clear-cut roles waiting for subjects to ggcim pursuit of their historical
mission. Rather, there are a multiplicity of rotbst people come to play in
history. These produce a "self" experienced na asgle, completed identity,
but as multiple, incomplete, and partial identitismed in historically specific
relation to the different social spaces people hithaver time. (SMITH, 1992,
p. 497)

According to Smith, the decentralization of thentlly comes from the liberty the
individual has in a world that doesn’t expect airted role from him anymore. In Oscar’s case,
the nerd identity comes from this free world, tlaésn’t demand respect for tradition. However,

at the same time, the price he pays for this fdeatity is the discomfort and inadequacy that
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comes, largely, from the pressure of his Latinerfds and relatives. An ethnographic culture
cooperates to form this second identity, basedractition and expectation. At one point in the
book Oscar's uncle advises him: “Listen, palomal lyave to grab a muchacha, y metéselo. That
will take care of everything. Start with a fea. €dhat fea y metéselo!” (lbid, p. 24). The
pressure that comes from Yunior, his friends anekmta is, in a sense, a pressure of a whole
patriarchal society. Oscar ends up becoming aildmabitant torn between two cultures, one that
does not expect anything from him, and another deejanding, that bestows and curses him
with the burden of heritage.

It is evident, that this multi-identity does nouse just a mismatch and misunderstanding
of the world in Oscar. He has some friends that hppen to be nerds with whom he spends
some time and, to a point, is capable of questptirese differences in identity and evaluate
them: “Wondering aloud, If we were orcs, wouldn't we,aatacial level, imagine ourselves to
look like elves?” (lbid, p. 178). The questionagyiously, purely abstract, but the examination is
valid. Would it not be possible, then, for a guyhwdisparate and contradictory personalities see
himself in a more optimistic way? In some momeflscar seems to be able to reconcile these
disparate sides; there are solitary occasions Wkaioes not feel the external pressure of having
the obligation to belong to a determined culturewidver, the confrontation with the opposite
sex exposes the weakness that this division entails

At the end of the noveOscar finally fulfills the requirement to acquireDeminican
identity, a sexual relationship with a prostititéon. It is through the service of a prostitutettha
seems to be the only way for an outcast like Osoafulfill such a demand, but Oscar's
personality does not allow him to relate to Yborthis manner. Oscar’s desire for romance is
stronger than pure carnal desire, therefore theraatirse has to be preceded by the act of
wooing. The requirement for the identity to becoawthentic is then achieved not only by the
carnal act itself, but also by the process and cimenmt that the character shows, by Oscar’s
effort to lose weight to please Ybon, for the phgbitransformation of the hero. Yunior states
that “Something had changed about him. He had gatbene power of his own” (lbid, p. 319).
We see that this transformation becomes compleenwe realize that he has no fear when he
has to confront Ybon’s boyfriend, the “capitan”. @hhis henchmen prepare themselves to beat
up Oscar, the narrator observes that: “This timea©slidn't cry when they drove him back to
the canefields” (Ibid, p. 320). Oscar now finalgems to be at peace, he seems to be aware that
he has done the right thing: “He told them thawats only because of her love that he’d been
able to do the thing that he had done, the thieg ttould no longer stop” (p. 321). This “thing”
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Yunior tells the reader later on is that “Ybon athyi fucked him. Praise be to Jesus!” (p. 334).
Oscar is then ultimately seen as an ‘authenticviddal by Yunior, a person that now has a

Latino identity. This transformation was only pdssithrough the carnal act with Ybon, an act
that transcends life, and even Oscar's death canase it.
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5. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

Identity and its affirmation by the individual iilsa problem experienced nowadays in
our societies. Oscar Wao suffers the misfortunéadfing identities that are perceived by his
peers as disparate in a social system that doeacagept this kind of multiplicity. His desire to
exhibit his nerd identity is as honest and latenthes willingness to be part of what Yunior
understands as a Latino identity. An honesty soendihat Yunior describes one of Oscar’s
favorite moments shared with a girl: this situatiarwas the day on the E bus when he informed
some hot morena, If you were in my game | wouldegpou an eighteen Charis?!” (lbid, p.
174). Oscar’s desire to see these two identitiesnaled cause a deep pungent feeling, a
reaction of empathy in the reader. The postmodeadler is able to see himself hopelessly as
fragmented as Oscar Wao. Nonetheless, this empmthycontrast minimized by the critical and
realistic view of Yunior. If the reader can rel&eOscar’s fragmentation on the one hand, on the
other he understands that real life demands a taotéentic” attitude of the subject and that this
clash between the personal and the social lifencétads up with the suppression of one of the
identities. In the modern world of Yunior one ofetlidentities needs to prevail so that the
individual can find peace with himself. In Oscac&se these two identities, ironically, are only
reconciled on the brink of death, which is when &@ses able to externalize and vocalize his
identity clearly: “The words coming out like theglbnged to someone else, his Spanish good
for once.” (Ibid, p. 321). Oscar finally becomesdm in the eyes of Yunior, and he does that

without losing its own nerd identity. He

told them if they killed him they would probablyelenothing and their children

would probably feel nothing either, not until thegre old and weak or about to
be struck by a car and then they would sense hiitingdor them on the other

side and over there he wouldn't be no fatboy okdmr kid no girl had ever

loved; over there he’d be a hero, an avenger. Becanything you can dream
(he put his hand up) you can be. (lbid, p. 322)

Oscar no longer has two exclusive identities. Thefidence and joy experienced by

Oscar finally reaches his culmination: “Diablo! dhly I'd known. The beauty! The beauty!”

3 Charism in most RPG games represents likeabilisuby and the ability to relate to others. The nemgighteen
would be the highest number possible for a humamgbe
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(Ibid, p. 335). Love, at the end, is the confirmatof this liberation.

Discussions on identities and their roles in shggime culture of a people is quite a
touchy topic. The Latin culture is far too focusad the sexualization of the individual, on the
patriarchalism and ‘machismo’, all topics that amvered to a greater or lesser extent in the
novel studied. However, the study of these chariatites, so peculiar to Latin American people,
has not, to me, seemed to be carried out propgrignthropologists and scholars of the area. |
say this based fundamentally on the difficulty fdun finding papers and essays that address
these prevailing behaviors in the system of retabased on the importance of the patriarchal

figure. This is an issue that, sooner or laterase people will have to discuss.
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