14. “Chiste Apocalyptus”
Prospero in the Caribbean ang the Art of Power
Ramén Saldivar

In part 1, chapter s, “poor Abelard 1944-46,” we hear three jokes that goa
long way towarg explaining why so much of the middje portions of Junot
Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao js taken up with the sad history
of the Dominjcan Republic. From the Perspective of narrative form, it is

and daughter for Trujillo’s certain abuse, Abelard js “buttonholed by some
‘buddies’ on the Street and invited for 3 foyy drinks at Club Santiago.”s Try.
ing “to shake off his sense of imminent doom by talking vigorously aboyt
history, medicine, Aristophanes, by getting very very drunk,” Abe|ard asks
the “boys” for help in relocating 3 bureau he had bought for hjs wife that
afternoon (a pretense to seeing his mistress, really), Fumbling for the keys



to open the trunk of his car, Abelard may or may not have uttered the fol-
lowing words of the first joke: “I hope there aren’t any bodies in here."* In-
nocent enough, really, even if the car of our concern was a Packard, the very
kind of car that cast a shadow on Dominican history, by being the kind of
car “in which Trujillo had, in his early years, terrorized his first two elec-
tions away from the pueblo.”

This mild first “trunk joke” leads to a second one: “During the Hurricane
of 1931 the Jefe’s henchmen often drove their Packards to the bonfires where
the volunteers were burning the dead, and out of their trunks they would
pull out ‘victims of the hurricane.’ All of whom looked strangely dry and
were often clutching opposition party materials.” The punch line to joke
number two: “The wind, the henchmen would joke, drove a bullet straight
through the head of this one. Har-har.”® With joke number two, the nar-
rative is clearly edging toward more dangerous ground than the first joke.

Whether the third joke was actually uttered is even much less certain
than the possibilities of Abelard’s having told joke number one or that Tru-
jillo’s henchmen really uttered joke number two. In fact, part of the horror
of the subsequent torture, humiliation, and final destruction of Abelard at
the hands of the secret police is that it is not at all certain, in fact is highly
unlikely, that Abelard actually spoke joke number three. The occasion of
joke number three claims that “when Dr, Abelard Luis Cabral opened the

trunk of the Packard, he [is purported to have said}, ‘Nope, no bodies here,
Trujillo must have cleaned them out for me.’”” In this narrative sequence, a joke
uttered or not determines the course of one man’s, one family’s doom.

Two weeks after the events in question, “two atomic eyes opened over
civilian centers in Japan and, even though no one knew it yet, the world
was remade. Not two days afier the atomic bombs scarred Japan forever . . .
three Secret Police officers in their shiny Chevrolet” wind up the road to
Abelard’s house and “Already it’s the Fall.”8 Apocalypse and the Fall, simul-
taneously, on a personal level as well as on the level of world history. In the
history of the Abelard family, for the next nine years one apocalyptic shock
follows upon another, leaving Abelard, at the end, a mindless remnant of
the elegant human specimen he had once been. “Poor Abelard,” indeed.

In order to round out the reader’s justified sense of rational explanation,
Yunior poses the question that instrumental understandings of the course
of history require: Did Abelard say the jokes or not? “Did he have a handin
his own destruction?"® Was his tragic demise “an accident, a conspiracy, or
a fuki?™® In response, Yunior claims, “The only answer I can give you is the
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indigenous peoples and thus intersected with structures of knowledge of
other new populations brought to America from Africa. From descriptions
of a set of symbols and how to combine them to create well-formed sen-
tences in Latin, and then, by extension and metonymy, to books of magic, a
grimoire thus becomes the grammar of magic, the rhetoric of magic spells,
the syntax of charms and divinations, as well as the form of books on how to
summon or invoke supernatural entities such as angels, spirits, or demons,
conveying the protocols of belief systems outside the pale of accepted
patterns of belief. In time, the very books themselves, as mystical book ob-
jects, come to be imbued with magical powers.

Into this history of the grimoire enters the history of Abelard. As José
David Saldivar has pointed out, Abelard was nothing if not a bookish book-
man." In the novel, Yunior describes him as “widely read in Spanish, English,
French, Latin and Greek; a collector of rare books, an advocate of outland-
ish abstractions, a contributor to the Journal of Tropical Medicine, and an
amateur ethnographer in the Fernando Ortiz mode” and, moreover, as “the
author of four books."® None of these books, neither the “Lost Final Book
of Dr. Abelard Luis Cabral"—the grimoire naming Trujillo as “a supernatu-
ral, or perhaps alien, dictator who had installed himself on the First Island
of the New World"—nor the “hundreds he owned,” survived his fall and
destruction at the hands of the torturous police.?! “All of them lost or de-

stroyed,” “confiscated and reportedly burned,” including “every paper he
had in his house,” and leaving “not one single example of his handwrit-
ing."2 An eerie replay of Caliban's advice to “destroy Prospero’s books.”

In The Tempest, Caliban is represented as a less than human monster. Yet,
Prospero has given him the tools to understand the fact that he has been

made less than human:

You taught me language, and my profit on’t
Is, I know how to curse you. The red plague rid you

For learning me your language!*

Too dim-witted to organize his own rebellion, Caliban finds wandering the
island the greedy, drunken, shipwrecked sailor Stephano and urges him on
as an ally against Prospero. And sensing that Prospero’s power comes from
the force of his language, his words, and most importantly, his books, Cali-
ban understands that to take Prospero’s power he needs “first to possess

his books.”
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relation to Caliban reinforces the connection between science and magic,

human and monster, that vectors the force of power and knowledge in a

colonial context.?® Certainly in Junot Diaz’s most recent fiction, particularly
in the short story “Monstro,” this connection is at the core of the critique
of racism and colonialism.? What distinguishes Diaz’s monsters from Cali-
ban is that they narrate their own history, unhinged from the framework of
Prospero's design and the romantic account of the victory of culture over
monstrosity.

In the past, some theorists, philosophers, and social critics have recog-
nized aesthetic aspects to politics. Yet the rubric in which they have worked
has always been that of ethically based thinking about pelitics. Certainly,
there is an important link between ethics and politics, but this link is nei-
ther necessary nor sufficient to understand political life.3® What The Brief
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wae continuously shows is that there is 2 wide chasm
between ethics and politics. As a result, political theory guided by impulses
of right, justice, or rectitude—all laudably desired ends of political action—
often turns out to fall short of what occurs in the lived experience of any
particular set of individuals. The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao asks us to do
something incredibly different than to bet on a functional relationship be-

tween ethics and politics. It asks whether we can think of examples of how
other forms of political theory might be useful to comprehending actual
experience.

In particular, can we think of how aesthetic theory might be a useful tool

for comprehending actual experience in a realistic manner? The notion of
imagination, especially as codified in Prospero’s books—the master’s tools,
emblems and avatars of power—is the nexus between aesthetic theory and
political theory. That political theory and aesthetics share the key concept
of the imagination must force us to think whether the connection is merely
contingent, semantic, or holds a deeper meaning. In The Brief Wondrous Life
of Oscar Wao, it turns out that when we press the question of the role of the
imagination in both political and aesthetic terms we see that the imagina-
tion is fundamental to the way that we experience political belonging in a
nation-state of any kind.

The experiences Yunior narrates are not weird or fantastic, exotic or
based in a third world divided exotically from the metropolitan United
States, Macondo unrelated to McOndo, as it were. In the world of The Brief
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, the simultaneity of modernization and depen-
dency, indeed, the interdependence between the modern, postmodern,

382 RAMON SALDiVAR

and never modern has become the

: NEw norm, evep i
ew norm in the Amerijcas. The grea : e P

t achieveme 9
of Oscar W, e nt of The Brief W :
4o, then, is Diaz’s ability to balance 2 coming-of-aéfe s::j;ous ;Ife

and z

meditati i
discove :;:r;l: ;l:e I'u.story of horrors in the Americas since the first d
Rary of one of thz S]f:;ft, lrlole {Jlay;'.ng. comic book fantasy-life in the i;fg? y
. . eroic of disappearing 1
imagine g tantasy heroe
gine through the power of ar¢ and the book as grimoire T;ig ]:: a‘:DuId
. case

where the Biidun
) gsroman leads us
tional imaginary, § Us Inexorably to the realm of the transna-

.If We conceive of the Syntax of codes,

on etl.mxcnty, race, and gender, point
N national identities as the basis for

f s N
p

/ ] l p
]

realis .
M, post-postmodern, postborderlands ang neo

“CHISTE APOCALYPTUS" 383



contemporary era of American literature. The Brief Wandrous Life of Oscar Wao
requires us to consider the nature of the formation of nation and commu-
nity, 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.

In my own wark of the past few years, I use a particular battery of terms
to get at some of these issues having to do with the intersections, overlaps,
and contact paints between the Global North and South: chiefamong them
being the idea of alternative modernities to describe the knowledge that
exists in the borders between Global Nerth and South.® The writings of
intellectuals from this domain of overlap draw their power from subjection
and, in turn, help to give form to the condition. This is what I term vernacu-
lar poetics—an imagination of borderland experience in which exclusion
from the domain of rationality and history rules. If, as Winfried Fluck has
argued, “Fictional texts represent made-up worlds, even when they claim to

be ‘realistic,’” then how is it possible for fiction and its “made-up worlds”
to reveal something meaningful about history?* In his discussion of Wolf-
gang Iser’s reception aesthetics, Fluck uses the term negative aesthetics to
refer to one way fantasy and the imaginary intersect with history. Negative
aesthetics refers to the potential of literature to “expose the limitations and
unacknowledged deficiencies of accepted systems of thought.™**
In the case of contemporary ethnic fiction, negative aesthetics allows
us to conceive how fantasy functions in relation to history to create an
imaginary vision that goes beyond the formulations of realism, modern-
ism, magical realism, and postmodern metafiction to articulate precisely
what is absent in realism, magical realism, 2nd metafiction. Formally, the
role of the imaginary is thus crucial to the functioning of contemporary
ethnic fiction, for in allowing the experience of something not literally rep-
resented, it compels readers to “provide links” across the “blanks” created
by the intentional “suspension of relations” between meaningful segments
of the text.®> But beyond literary modernism’s defamiliarizing function of
compelling “the reader to become active in making sense of what often ap-
pears incomplete or incomprehensible,” the literary works I refer to here
as examples of a search for a new racial imaginary do something more in
linking fantasy, history, and the imaginary.¢
Ifitis justice we seek in love, in life, and in the world, then justice, poetic
ot otherwise, is precisely what we do not get at the end of The Brief Wondrous
Life of Oscar Wao, Murdered cruelly, mercilessly, Oscar is not redeemed by
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and colonized by the long historical legacies of coloniality and modernity,
at the novel's end Oscar does not so much disappear as he continues to per-
form his disappearance as a subject of history from the story of his own
emergence. In contrast to the fantasy of heroic individual sexual desire,
figured by Yunior’s compulsive and destructive hypermasculine sexuality, a
sexuality for which Oscar always longs and by which he is finally destroyed,
Oscar’s historical fantasy leads elsewhere. It binds him more closely to
Beli, Lola, Ybon, Abelard, and all of the women and men caught in the total
terror of real dictatorial regimes such as the historical Trujillato, even if
narrated in the form of “the more speculative genres,” as Oscar describes
them. The terror created by really bad men masks “The beauty!” which is
but another name for life.!

How could one possibly conceive ofa narrativity to still this chaos? How
create romance from consciousness colonized by self-hate and self-doubt?
What kind of beauty could we even imagine to counter the horror before
and after the beauty? And to what end? What would a literature of politi-

sensation, fantasy, gothic, marvels, and absolute
s to the margins of the Imaginary and
have not? What would its

cal and racial romance,
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referential world look like?
It is the nature of romantic literature to pose these kinds of questions.

But when fantasy and metafiction come into contact with history and the
racialized imagination, vernacular cultures, and the stories of figures from
the American Global South, they become something else again. And now
we are back to the role of history. Being a Latino/a writer in the United
States, appropriating history and the concerns of the distinctively modern
experience of the borderlands with the Global South does not require ot-
thodox narrative structures and realist codes of representation. Sharing the
goal of most ethnic writers to imagine a state of achieved social justice, Diaz
certainly employs all of the classical forms and themes available to ethnic
writers to make his point. Diaz draws from the traditions of vernacular nar-
rative, popular culture, and the literary avant-garde, however, not simply
to reiterate them, but precisely to show the constant and complete rup-
ture between the redemptive course of American history and its origins in
conquest.*?
Going beyond the defamiliarizing strategies of avant-garde literature,
works like Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao attempt to articulate an

imaginary fantasy to the second and third degrees that might, paradoxi-
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