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Abstract
Latin American magical realism is characterized by the reportorial
exposition of absolutely impossible “facts.” Spiced and flavored by its inclusion
“of social and political themes, Latin American magical realism has evolved into
an armored vehicle for social and political dissent which affords authors a

measure of protection from the kind of governmental censure and political

persecution which have so often dominated the history of Latin America.
.. Magical realists can deflect criticism by insisting on the fictionality of their work, -
L ' a fictionality which is underscored by its inclusion of the fantastic and magical.

"~ Gabriel Garcia-Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, Isabel Allende’s The

House of the Spirits, and Laura Esquivel's Like Water for Chocolate provide

excellent examples of a dynamic of conflict endemic to magical realism.

Social and political conflicts abound in Latin American magical realism,
and they are representative of even larger conflicts and concerns. In a regional
context, these concerns center around legitimizing the Latin American
experience to an international intellectual community. Toward this end, magical
realists adopt such strategies as retrospective arrangement, inter-authorial
solidarity, and a circular model of ﬁme -- strategies which lend credibility to
otherwise incredible narratives. In a universal and philosophical context, Latin

American magical realism is concerned with representing unresolved duality.

Toward this end, magical realists undermine their credibility and legitimacy by
including incredible tales of the illegitimate.

The theme of illegitimate children which is so common in the extended
family histories recounted by Garcia-Marquez, Allende, and Esquivel suggests
a genetic model of duality in which a struggle between many antithetical

elements finds expression. European civilization and native Indian culture, Man




and Woman, the political Right and the political Left, even Life and Death are as
contrary and difficult to synthesize as the magical and the real. The struggle for
synthesis -- for unity and harmony -- recapitulates the biological history of Latin
America and the superimposition of an Old World Caucasian consciousness
and gene pool on the indigenous Indians of the New World. Clearly, the
suggested synthesis of such a marriage would be represented by the

genetically rich, hybrid race -- the mestizo of Central and South America. But

. just how categorically such a synthesis has historically been repudiated is
"+ evidenced by the fact that the progenitors of the new race, the conquistadors,
- did not typically marry the Indian women, furthermore the literal meaning of the
name given to an entire race of racially mixed descendants presupposes their

repudiation. In Spanish, mestizo means half-breed, bastard, or mongrel dog.

Ultimately, magical realists are most concerned with obviating a facile
synthesis, maintaining an identity -- a genetic solitude -- that is as inviolable as
a gene on a chromosome. The dualities with which Latin American magical

realism is principally concerned are as unresolved as the terms magic and real.

Furthermore, magical realists present these terms as essentially unresolvable, ~

short of apocalypse. Just as fuel and air combine to form fire, to their mutual
destruction, these novels’ apocalyptic closures represent the result of a forced

and failed synthesis.
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A Genetic Model of Duality in Latin American Magical Realism: Gabriel Garcia

Marquez’'s One Hundred Years of Solitude, Isabel Allende’s The House of the

Spirits, and Laura Esquivel's Like Water for Chocolate.

Predilections, Definitions, and Duality

There are more butterflies than usual this summer. They fall down from
the sky like eagles to prey on the Lamb’s Ear and Tiger Lily, whose
embarrassed faces shine up from their beds of mulch where this strange
season of winds from the wings of Japanese Beetles and August heat in June
and July has battered them. The butterflies’ wings are as iridescent as this wet
ink; they flutter like fingers over a keyboard. Prodigious lovers, their curling
probosci sip secret nectars as six hairy hands graze sticky pistils like the paws
of a nursing kitten.

Biologists tell us that the Viceroy Butterfly mimics the Monarch Butterfiy,
to which it bears a striking resemblance. The Monarch caterpillar feeds on
Milkweed, rendering the taste of the adult odious; birds avoid the Monarch and
are duped by the Viceroy's mimicry into avoiding it equally absolutely. The
problem with this neat analysis of butterfly life is that, in over thirty years of bird
watching and butterfly collecting, | have never seen a bird attack a large
butterfly of any denomination: Monarch, Viceroy, Fritillary, or Swallowtail. The
internal logic and symmetry of the concept of mimicry is beautiful enough to be
a butterfly, and it should be studied as one: airy and arbitrary as a butterfly --

explaining nothing. An intellectual concept brings the separate species

o P e i e
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together in an apparent unity that is more poetic than scientific, for no serious
butterfly collector, and certainly no butterfly, has ever mistaken a Viceroy for a
Monarch. No Monarch has ever mated with a Viceroy, and none ever will.

Magical realism mimics mimit:ry in that it is a critical term born of the

blood of its primary texts and should be used as a metaphorical term of

analysis. Perhaps because the term is sticky as a stamen, perhaps because the

- dualities it suggests are as formidable as the Hickory Horned Devil, a huge and
""" hideous caterpillar, and the rare and beautiful Royal Walnut Moth into which it

" metamorphoses, critics have been cautious when talking about magical

realism. Raymond Leslie Williams remarks that “One Hundred Years of

Solitude is an utter joy to read yet, paradoxically, an elusive book to write about.
What we most enjoy reading is not necessarily the same as what we can most
comfortably explain or analyze” (69).1 | have a couple of collections: one of
butterflies, and the other of delayed publication notices which suggests that
some critics, like reluctant swimmers, are splashing their toes, waiting for the
water to warm -- water that, to me, seems already boiling -- ready, in the words
of Laura Esquivil, “like water for chocolate” (151).

Latin American magical realism continues to be an incendiary fictional
forum that has leaped over genreic boundaries in a rolling boil, making a big
splash in the realms of literature, painting, cinema, and music. The music of
Toni Childs provides an example of this influence as do the reconstructive
murals of Latino artists who are restoring the dome of Saint Mary of the Angels,
near Milwaukee, North, and Damen in Chicago. Although | will limit this

discussion to the literature of Latin American magical realists, it is interesting to

1 Nelly Sfier de Gonzalez, the head curator of the University of lllinois’s Latin American Studies
Library, identifies Williams'’s Gabriel Garcia Marquez as perhaps the best and most complete work
in English on the Colombian author.
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note that the impact upon the film world of some‘of the primary texts under

consideration has been enormous. Like Water for Chocolate sold more tickets

than any foreign film with English subtitles ever. The HouSe of the Spirits stars

such monsters as Glenn Close and Meryl Streep. And The Milagro Beanfield

War is directed by Robert Redford.2

As Williams notes, the popularity of these and other works is, however,

- " no guarantee that the genre is particularly well understood, even on the level of

" . definition. Edwin Williamson agrees with Williams when he notes that

For all the attention it has received since its publication, One

Hundred Years of Solitude remains an elusive and enigmatic

novel. Although accepted as one of the major examples of Latin
America’s contribution to modernist writing, the problem of
understanding how its highly acclaimed technique of magical
realism actually works is still unresolved. (45)
A crucial question for me is whether or not Latin American magical realism
represents a viable synthesis of the apparently antithetical terms magic and
real. These terms serve as signposts for the host of far reaching dualities --
social, political, cultural, racial, and philosophical -- with which magical realism
is intimately concerned. Of course these disparate elements are united in the
sense that they co-exist within unified works of literature. But is simple co-
existence and co-terminality synonymous with unity and synthesis? Like the
unresolved social and political conflicts that dominate the settings of so many
Latin American novels, the conflict between the magical and the real may

represent a paradox that is irresolvable.

2 For an account of Magic Realism in European cinema, see the appropriate chapters in Jean
Weisgerber (ed.), Le Realisme Magique: Roman, Peinture, et Cinema. Fredric Jameson deals
with Latin America cinema in “On Magic Realism in Film” in Critical inquiry 12, 301-25.
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In fact, my thesis is that this is the case. Latin American magical realism
is ultimately concerned with representing unresolved and unresolvable duality.

Gabriel Garcia Marquez’'s One Hundred Years of Solitude, Isabel Allende’s The

House of the Spirits, and Laura Esquivel’s Like Water for Chocolate provide

excellent examples of a dynamic of conflict endemic to magical realism, and

these three novels will serve as the primary texts for this thesis. In the extended

.. family histories which unfold in these works, the authors present a genetic

" " model of duality in which antithetical elements remain in solitude, as discrete

" and inviolable as genes on a chromosome. The parallel structure of the texts --
in that they all are comprised of extended family histories-- recommends them,
as does the fact that they spring from three different Latin American homelands
and include both male and female perspectives.
To briefly introduce the subject of definitions and how they effect one’s
perception of unity or duality, Michael Palencia-Roth, in his essay “Prisms of
Consciousness; The ‘New Worlds’ of Columbus and Garcia Marquez,”
observes that
Modern hermeneutic theory of interpretation is fdunded on the
commonsense notion that what we see depends on what we are
prepared to see and that what we understand depends on what
we already understand. What one already understands may be
called . . . the forestructure of the understanding: it determines the
structure of our understanding before we begin to understand.
(243)

In other words, a preexisting critical perspective may in large part color one’s

understanding of new styles and techniques, such as those found in magical
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realism. The resultant definition of the new genre may reflect preconceived
biases which determine if one sees unity or duality reflected in the works of
magical realists. For this reason, it is necessary to scrutinize how the term has
been employed; is it a descriptive term of critical analysis, or is it, inevitably, as
Palencia-Roth seems to suggest, a prescriptive term? Williams observes that

the “panoply of different and even contradictory readings [of One Hundred

-~ Years of Solitude] has led Garcia Marquez to comment that critics, unlike

" novelists, find ‘not what they can, but what they want'3” (69). And William

' Spindler adds “The lack of an agreed definition [of magical realism] and the ~

proliferation of its use in various contexts have resulted in confusion . . . and
have led to the indiscriminate use of the term to describe almost any work of
literature or art that . . . departs from the established canons of realism” (75).

The term magical realism was first coined by Franz Roh in 1925 as a way .-

of talking about a school of twentieth-century German painters, especially the
neue Sachlichkeit artists of Munich. Their work was marked by the use of still,
sharply defined, smoothly painted images depicted in a somewhat surrealistic
manner. The themes and subjects were often imaginary, somewhat outlandish
and fantastic and with a certain dream-like quality. Gradually, the term caught
on in literary circles and by the 1980’s had become a well established “label” for
some forms of postmodern fiction that feature “the mingling and juxtaposition of -~
the realistic and the fantastic " (Cuddon 522). M. H. Abrams observes that
magical realists “violate . . . standard novelistic expectations . . . [by]
interweav[ing] a sharply etched realism with fantastic and dreamlike elements”
(122). Stephen Elliott defines magical realism simply as “a fantastic situation -~

realistically treated” (575) and further as “a technique used to heighten the

3 E1 Olor de la Guayaba [The Smell of the Guaval, 75.
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intensity of [a] realistic portrayal of social and political issues by introducing
grotesque or fanciful material” (333).

A working definition of magical realism will determine in large part

whether one sees duality or unity -- opposition and conflict, or resolution and
synthesis -- in the works of Latin American magical realists. Williamson writes

that “at the level of simple definition there can be little disagreement. magical

- . realism is a narrative style which consistently blurs the traditional realistic

- distinction between fantasy and reality” (45). While | would agree that “there

“can be little disagreement” over the detection of discreet elements in this art
form, the verb choice for how these elements are combined makes a
tremendous difference in one’s understanding of the ultimate message. If the
distinctions are “blurred,” if the elements are “interwoven,” then they combine to
form a unified tertium quid. But if they are “juxtaposed,” or if they merely
“mingle,” then they are simply co-terminously present without any real
suggestion of the resolution of conflict. Two brown haired people can have a
blond child because genes for blondness have been juxtaposed and mingled
with genes for brownness somewhere in their lineage. If the genes had truly
blended, this would be impossible, but they do not; they maintain their discreet
individuality, a solitude which is inviolate (except in the case of random

 mutations). The emphasis on genetic and racial themes in the family histories

of our primary texts encourages the employment of this type of genetic
metaphor as a model of duality. The centuries-long unresolved social and
political conflicts of the novels also recommend a dualistic interpretation of Latin

American magical realism.

Palencia-Roth believes that “the inner, psychological history of

T —————
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colonization in Latin American letters [a history which postulates the duality
between the colonizers and the colonized] passes through three major stages,
the last of which has not yet been compieted” (244). The first stage is marked
by the attempt by the colonizers to assimilate the newly discovered culture and
reality. "‘lronicalty,” he reports, “the attempt sometimes results in the
colonization of the colonizer” (244). In the second stage, “the colonial mentality
- is internalized; this occurs in succeeding generations, once the colony is well
N ~ established and its people have known no other reality but the colonial one”
' (244-45). He believes that the “principal psychological characteristic during
this stage seems to be ambivalence and duality. [The colonized are p]oised
between two worlds and insecure in a dual cultural identity. . . ." (244). He
postulates that the “third and final stage in the inner history of colonization is
rebellion and the attempt at emancipation, both of which involve rejection of the
colonial mentality” (245). He speculates that the “psychological emancipation
from the colonial mother culture (in this case, Europe and Spain) tends to occur
long after the political emancipation” (245).
Even as Palencia-Roth describes what might be called the emergence of
the third world, his third stage invokes a new battle between old adversaries
and rekindles incipient dualities. Even more telling in this dialectic of the
colonized is the fact that, despite centuries of revolution, this third stage “has not
yet been completed.” Do the texts support the conviction that this stage will ever
be completed; do they point toward synthesis rather than Sisyphusian struggle?
In the context of the texts, in which the indomitable matriarch is omnipresent, is
the “psychological emancipation from the colonial mother” a likely eventuality?

| think not.
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An Overview of the Argument

Latin American magical realism is characterized by the reportorial

exposition of absolutely impossible “facts.” Spiced and flavored by its inclusion
of social and political themes, Latin American magical realism has evolved into
an armored vehicle for social and political dissent which affords authors a

. measure of protection from the kind of governmental censure and political

o ' persecution which have so often dominated the history of Latin America.

" Magical realists can deflect criticism by insisting on the fictionality of their works,

a fictionality which is underscored by its inclusion of the fantastic and magical.

Gabriel Garcia Marquez’'s One Hundred Years of Solitude, Isabel Allende’s The

House of the Spirits, and Laura Esquivel's Like Water for Chocolate provide

excellent examples of a dynamic of conflict endemic to magical realism. Their
structure invites comparison, yet they offer an array of perspectives.

Social and political conflicts ébound in Latin American magical realism,
and the dualities they imply are, in turn, representative of even larger conflicts
and concerns. In a regional context, these concerns center around legitimizing
the Latin American experience to an international intellectual community.
Toward this end, magical realists adopt such strategies as retrospective
arrangement, inter-authorial solidarity, and a circular model of time -- strategies
which lend credibility to otherwise incredible narratives. In a universal and
philosophical context -- a context which Williams identifies as “transcendental
regionalism” (156) -- Latin American magical realism is concerned with
representing unresolved duality. Toward this end, magical realists undermine

their credibility and legitimacy by including incredible tales of the illegitimate.

e T
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The theme of illegitimate children which is so common in the extended

family histories recounted by Garcia Marquez, Allende, and Esquivel suggests a
genetic model of duality in which a struggle between many antithetical elements
finds expression. European civilization and native Indian culture, Man and
Woman, the political Right and the political Left, even Life and Death are as
contrary and difficult to synthesize as the magical and the real. The struggle for

; éynthesis -- for unity and harmony -- recapitulates the biological history of Latin

. ' America and the superimposition of of an Old World Caucasian consciousness

" and gene pool on the indigenous Indians of the New World. Clearly, the
suggested synthesis of such a marriage would be represented by the
genetically rich, hybrid race -- the mestizo of Central and South America. But
just how categorically such a synthesis has historically been repudiated is
evidenced by the fact that the progenitors of the new race, the conquistadors,
did not typically marry the Indian women, furthermore the literal meaning of the
name given to an entire race of racially mixed descendants presupposes their

repudiation. In Spanish, mestizo means half-breed, bastard, or mongrel dog.

The conquistadors also brought the Catholic faith to Latin America where
it has been embraced with an unparalleled fervor. The Catholic Church has
been instrumental in resisting the synthesis of critical dualities with which Latin
American magical realism is principally concerned. The Church’'s message of
love and forgiveness has been an immeasurable blessing, but at the same time,
orthodox doctrines have often perpetuated cultural discrimination in favor of the
high-born -- the legitimate. The doctrine of original sin has lent ontological
justification to an entire race’s semantically engendered sense of inferiority. A

profound ambivalence toward the Church is reflected in the works of Latin
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American magical realists and is accompanied by numerous references and
allusions to the Bible.
Ultimately, magical realists are most concerned with obviating a facile
synthesis, maintaining an identity -- a genetic solitude -- that is as inviolable as
a gene on a chromosome. The dualities with which Latin American magical

realism is principally concerned are as unresolved as the terms magic and real.

. Furthermore, magical realists present these terms as essentially unresolvable,

':' ' short of apocalypse. Just as fuel and air combine to form fire -- to their mutual

" destruction -- these novels’ apocalyptic closures represent the result of a forced
and failed synthesis.

This thesis is divided into sections that are designed to reconstruct and
elaborate on an interpretation of Latin American magical realism which
emphasizes a genetic model of unresolved duality. These sections include:
Predilections, Definitions, and Duality; An Overview of the Argument; The Social
and Political Climate of the Caribbean; The Authors’ Political Orientations;
Magical Realism as an Armored Vehicle for Social and Political Dissent; Social
and Palitical Conflict as a Metaphor for Broader Issues; Philosophical Duality; A
Genetic Model of Duality; Bridging the Gap: Legitimacy and Credibility (a
discussion which includes three techniques that help establish legitimacy and
credibility: retrospective arrangement, inter-authorial solidarity, and a circular
model of time); Incredibility; lllegitimacy; A Repudiated Synthesis; The Church
and the Bible: Duality in the Name of Unity; Resignation, Resilience, and Racial
Survival; and “Shot-gun” Synthesis: Apocalyptic Closure.

In an anticipated armistice with those who would argue that | could not

possibly understand the Latin American experience foregrounded in the fiction,
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| will accede that perhaps | do not. | do not know what it is like to awaken to find
myself the only living person on a train of two hundred cars, loaded with three
thousand dead, bound for the dumping ground of the ocean (Garcia-Marquez,
312).4 1 haven't lived the experience of surviving the Odyssey of return to my
village, where the voices of protest have been massacred, to find that the official

version that, “nothing has happened in Macondo, nothing has ever happened,

~.. and nothing ever will happen. This is a happy town,” has been universally

- ~accepted out of fear (316). | do not have ancestral memories of centuries of

" persecution; | do not know what it is like to be told who | can and cannot marry;
and although | am fluent in Spanish, even this is not the same as being born
into the avian music of the language.

Still, in some ways, the profound differences between my experience and
that of the Latin American authors being discussed may prove to be a strong
suit. By this | mean that the dualities implied between my world and the world of
the novels suggest precisely the type of unresolvable dualities imbricated in the
works of Latin American magical realists. No matter how much | study the texts,
| will never capture the experience of having friends and family members
eliminated or disappeared by a censorial junta, in much the same way that the .~
magical will never achieve synthesis with the real. The European reality of
monarchs and viceroys is by nature foreign to the Latin American reality of
monkeys and macaws. Though they may be juxtaposed and intermixed, they
never truly blend -- they remain essentially separate and solitary. Thus, in many

ways, my task, as | approach these important contemporary texts, recapitulates

4 One Hundred Years of Solitude, published in 1967 as Cien Anos de Soledad, and
subsequently translated into over thirty languages, is a primary text in this work. Although other
works by the same author are referred to, unless otherwise noted, citations to Garcia-Marquez
refer to the 1991 Harper edition of One Hundred Years of Solitude, translated by Gregory
Rabassa.
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the tone and task of magical realists who juxtapose dual realities which
mutually constitute dual realms of magic and miracle. As Earl Shorris has

suggested, “Perhaps no Latino writer can write a book about Latinos” (13).

The Social and Political Climate of the Caribbean
Unresolved social and political conflicts foregrounded in the fiction of

. Latin America ultimately point toward the unresolvable nature of even more

"~ universal dualities shared by all men everywhere, and by Latinos in particular.

" A discussion of Latin American magical realism as a vehicle for social and
political comment and dissent deserves priority treatment because the inclusion
of these elements is an important part of the definition of the sub-genre for some
critics. It is not enough to point out, as David Danow does, that in “what has
come to be known and appreciated world wide as Latin American ‘magical
realism,’ [impossible] pieces of information are . . . presented in precise factual
manner as basic reportage” (65). For Stephen Elliott, as for others, what is
equally important is that the techniques of Latin American magical realists are
used to “heighten the intensity of [a] realistic portrayal of social and political
issues by introducing grotesque or fanciful material” (333).

The dual role of the Latin American writer as an artist and also as a social
and political “voice” proceeds from a dual predicament unique to Latin
American intellectuals. In the first place, contemporary Latin American writers
have an important message to encode; they are frequently highly active in the
political environment of their countries, and they choose to use their creative
talents to expose the oppression and repression that have so often been the

social and political reality in Latin America. As Jorge Castaneda reports,

e .
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“through the long night of South American military dictatorships and dirty wars,
intellectuals [have] denounce[d] human right abuses, [and] resisted attempts at
censorship, often becoming, at great personal risk, the core of the resistance
against authoritarian rule” (178-9). The active and chosen involvement of
writers in the political evolution of their countries is complemented by the fact

that, in Latin America, social and critical comment has traditionally been

- . required and expected of writers and other intellectuals. Writing in countries

- ' where open opposition to military and political regimes is so brutally prohibited

" as to be nearly inconceivable, intellectuals, Castaneda states,
. have always fulfilled a central function -- and perhaps played a
disproportionate role -- in Latin American societies and politics. . . .
Partly as a result of the weakness of representative institutions,
key intellectuals [have] occupied a decisive space in many Latin
societies . . . [and] a thin line between intellectual activity and
political activism has made for a tenuous distinction. (177)
Castaneda goes on to explain that, in Latin America, “where societies are
polarized, and knowledge and social recognition are rare, almost anyone who
writes, paints, acts, teaches, and speaks out, or even sings, become ‘an
intellectual™ (177).

Cast, willingly or not, into the arena of social and political critique, Latin
American intellectuals “for nearly five centuries . . . . dating back to <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>