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Global Multilingualism, Local Monolingualisms

“Until I can take pride in my language, I cannot take pride in myself.”

- Gloria Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera

In the quote above, Gloria Anzaldua elaborates on the ways that Chicano Americans and
their bilingual experience are systematically excluded from broader society. In the chapter How
to Tame a Wild Tongue, Anzaldta recounts the dual pressures she received from school and from
home to speak English instead of Spanish. At school, the punishment for speaking Spanish was
“three licks on the knuckles with a sharp ruler,” and correcting an “Anglo” teacher on the
pronunciation of her name resulted in her “being sent to the corner of the classroom (Anzaldua
53). At home, her mother begged her to speak English, “mortified that [she] spoke English like a
Mexican (54). Anzaldua’s early experience was one that punished bilingualism, and enforced
English monolingualism, emblematic of a society that forced Chicanos away from Spanish and
strong-armed them into English.

The pressures faced by Anzaldua and other bilinguals are the result of conscious English-
only policies in schools, and a broader construction of a modern monolingual United States.
Historically, in the United States, nation and language were not tied as closely together
(Beykont). However, a large wave of immigration in the 20th century, and the nationalistic and
assimilationist backlash, created school policies that worked against bilingualism and toward
English monolingualism (Beykont) Thus, while the notion of a monolingual nation, especially in
the United States, is a recent construction, its power to disenfranchise bilinguals cannot be
understated—a recent example, as elaborated by Doris Sommer in her book Bilingual Aesthetics,
is the 1991 Supreme Court decision Hernandez v. New York, which upheld the right for

bilingual jurors to be excluded from trial on the basis that they may listen to original testimony



from non-English monolingual witnesses, rather than the “official” English translation (Sommer,
88).

Even in a systemically English-dominated society, Chicanos remain tied to the culture
and ethnicity of their upbringing. For Anzaldua, who believes that Chicanos live in a state of
being caught in between, the only recourse is “to create their own language...A language which
they can connect their identity to, one capable of communicating the realities and values true to
themselves—a language with terms that are neither espariol ni inglés, but both”—Spanglish is
the only way to honestly express bilingual biculturalism (55). In advocating for the creation of a
Spanglish, Anzaldua argues that bilingual experience is impossible to narrate in just one
language but that its expression requires the play of two.

When the Chicano experience is properly narratable in a language that reflects it,
Anzaldua argues, then the Chicano identity will be legitimized. Anzaldua writes that “Chicanas
who grew up speaking Chicano Spanish have internalized the belief that we speak poor Spanish.
It is illegitimate, a bastard language” (Anzaldua 58). Chicano Spanish is the illegitimate child of
an affair between the United States and Mexico, that leaves its children stuck in a “bastardized”
language looked down upon by both cultures. In Borderlands, Anzaldia famously claims that it
is the recognition of her language that will grant her ethnic identity legitimacy, equating
linguistic freedom and racial freedom. “Until I can accept as legitimate Chicano Texas Spanish,
Tex-Mex and all the other languages I speak,” she writes, “I cannot accept the legitimacy of
myself” (Anzaldua 59). Indeed, it is her place in the borderlands of the two languages, with a
foot on each side, that is the cause of her concern. It is her bilingual position, her speaking of
Chicano Spanish, rather than Mexican Spanish, that is cause for alarm. Lived bilingualism, she

argues, is not a paradigm of “or” but a paradigm of “and.” While she insists on her right to “write



bilingually and to switch codes,” she more interestingly takes it a step further, saying that “while
[she] still [has] to speak English or Spanish when [she] would rather speak Spanglish, [her]
tongue will be illegitimate” (Anzaldua). For Anzaldua, the legitimacy of her culture requires the
legitimation of a new, mixed tongue.

How can you legitimate a language? One mechanism of language legitimation is through
standardized written forms—Ieaving the novel a particularly suitable ground. Unlike visual
forms of media, literature requires language. There is no possibility of a book as silent as early
films, no novel that remains voiceless. Literature, instead, is the fruitful playground of language,
of language games and codes, where language is formalized, and forms are codified. Literature
expands language’s possibilities through play, through metaphor and simile, but also binds
meaning into place. Literature is the plane of the legitimate language versus the illegitimate
language. It is the place where we make the latter into the former. Literature is the realm of
dictionaries and thesauri, of one voice from one author that says one thing. Unlike other
storytelling genres such as television, plays, or movies, the novel does not require an ensemble
for its creation and reception. There is one author. Yet this one author is bound in codes and
conventions—their use of italics, accents, sentence structure, is interrogated relentlessly and
pressured into conformity. This conformity comes from the standards of the global publishing
industry, thus, even in a thesis focused on consciously bilingual literature, I must first broaden
my perspective.

At first glance, bilingual literature and multilingual publishing do not appear to be
opposites, yet the multilingual world is one of the biggest pressures to conformity to
monolingualism. To understand this duality, I will discuss the standardization and conformity

that occurs in order to make the global publishing industry run and what that means for literary



multilingualism. From the translation studies of the world, I will dive into the non-translation
studies of minority writers. Global multilingualism and local multilingualism are two sides of the
same coin—we must understand them both to make sense of the playing field, yet it may be the
case that only one of them can come out on top.

Does translation do the work of providing “perpetual motion and transfer,” movement
between “languages, cultures, and particular forms of knowledge”? (Lennon 9). At first this may
seem the case, as translation allows for the movement of ideas between languages. Yet viewing
translation as the movement of ideas from one language to another negates the fact that any
given idea may only be able to be contained in its language of creation. Additionally, the belief
in the ability for ideas to travel languages also allows readers to remain fully monolingual,
because they think the ideas will travel to them. It may, instead, be the case that translation
allows for “stasis, immobility, and resistance to [globalization]” since translation allows readers
to do no work (Lennon 9). Multilingual translation on a global scale enables local
monolingualism, while global non-translation requires local multilingualism—US Americans,
whose media is either already in English or translated, are never required to speak another
language. In contrast, it is no wonder that, of global non-native English speakers, those from the
Netherlands rank highest in proficiency when we consider that most media are subtitled rather
than dubbed—multilingual in nature (EF English Proficiency Index). Multilinguals can see what
monolinguals cannot—the deconstructionist play between languages, the meanings that fluctuate
between words, and the ways in which some words, and the feelings that they evoke, cannot
transition between languages. Globalization is not always synonymous with translation, but “is a
happy or unhappy figure for that which escapes understanding...and so also, even often, a mode

of incommensurability, of the incommensurable difference of languages, cultures, and forms of



knowledge” (Lennon 8). The translatable global reveals the incommensurable global, that which
cannot be standardized. Then, when translation is the only way of making meaning, that
incommensurability is erased, leaving behind only that which can make the transition. While
translation may let ideas fly, it also lets readers sink their feet firmly into the ground, immobile
in a monolingual state, resistant to the global world around them. Indeed, globalization and
translation are not synonymous.

In the current age, literature is built for the world, not for an individual language. The
publishing industry, with its powerhouse in New York City, often uses English as its base to
which and from which books can be translated to other languages. As critic Rebecca Walkowitz
writes in her book Born Translated: The Contemporary Novel in the Age of World Literature,
“English language writing is, like writing in other languages, an object of globalization; but it is
also, unlike writing in other languages, crucial to globalization’s machinery, both because of its
role in digital media and commerce and because of its role as a mediator, within publishing,
between other literary cultures” (Walkowitz 21). The contemporary novel, created
simultaneously for many cultures, or as Walkowitz coins, “born translated,” privileges English
both for its outsized role in global commerce and because as a global language, other languages
move through it. The current publishing system forces both English language writers and
“migrant writers” to “address multiple audiences” in their quest for publication (Walkowitz 21).
No longer can books relate to specific audiences, specific languages, if they want industry
support, but rather must appeal to a “global readership,” as critic Brian Lennon details. The
global readership of books, Lennon argues, consists of “a presumed monolingual Anglophone
readership at home, plus a presumed monolingual non-Anglophone readership abroad” (Lennon

9). It is important to note the division between the presumed Anglophonic-ness of the at-home



crowd, separated from the foreign non-Anglophones. This in and of itself reinforces national
language standardization by the presumption that the at-home audience is both monolingual and
anglophone. Because publishing as an industry needs to attempt to appeal to the largest audience
possible, these two disparate sources of readership “represent two sources of pressure for
editorial standardization: one directed toward readability for the largest possible Anglophone
home readership, and the other toward translatability for the largest possible multinational
readership abroad” (Lennon 9). As Walkowitz adds, to understand the future of multilingual
circulation, we must “recognize that Anglophone writing operates in many languages, even when
it appears to be operating only in English” (24). Contemporary publishable novels are written
either in English or through English, because they must reach a global leadership. Since they
must be both porous to other languages and accessible to Anglophone audiences, contemporary
novels are forced ever more into comfortable linguistic standardization.

Linguistic standardization is necessary for translation because linguistic outliers present
problems. The largest obstacles for the standardized translatable book are “words and phrases in
languages other than English,” as these represent both problems for the Anglophone target
audience and for the translator whose job it is to cross the linguistic divide (Lennon 9). Non-
English words are often implanted in English texts because they are not standard—their
meanings are tied to the relationship of the larger English-speaking paradigm, and thus they
cannot be translated successfully without losing this pivotal relationship. For both the publisher
and the translator, the existence of even weak bilingualism creates plentiful problems for the
release of books in today’s global publishing paradigm. The result of this, as Lennon writes, is
that “strong plurilingualism” in novels—the term he uses for a book in which other languages

intrude in significant quantities—is reserved for those independent non-global publishing



houses— those “not oriented in this way to translation” (Lennon 9). It is because of this pressure,
Lennon argues, that non-English words and phrases in otherwise English books must be
“managed.”

There are three ways that other languages are “managed”—containment, tagging, and
translation. To be “contained” is to be “confined to single words, phrases, or brief exchanges of
spoken dialogue” (Lennon 10). These brief interludes of other languages into the dominant
English work “as touches of cultural verisimilitude (or its simulation) that ‘season’ the text ever
so lightly with the foreign without dulling its domestic flavor” (Lennon 10). Often, words that
are contained are unnecessary for understanding of the major elements of the plot, they are there
to be seen and noticed more than to be completely unequivocally understood.

The second strategy of management is through “tagging,” often with use of italics, for
two reasons, first “to mark them as voiced” or “as breaks in a continuum of subvocalized prose,”
and second “to mark them as ‘foreign’ language” (Lennon 10). When foreign languages are
‘voiced,” or spoken aloud, while the rest of the English text is presumed to be “subvocalized,” or
in a narrative space rather than a diegetic space, English becomes the language of thought while
other languages are exoticized. When languages are consciously marked with italics as “foreign,”
it builds further barriers around one standardized version of a language, and does not allow for
bilingual movement between languages, or bilingual creation of border languages. Tagging non-
English language in dominantly English texts allows for normativity and standardization in the
place of border relaxation and the acceptance of non-standard language usage.

The third and most obvious way that languages are managed is through translation,
“usually in direct apposition, as in “The Mexican said Hola, or hello” (Lennon 10). In

translation, “languages other than English are administered, so to speak, in an ethnographic or



pedagogic mode presuming the lowest common denominator, Anglophone monolingualism”
(Lennon 10). Even books whose whole mission is to point out these linguistic codes bow to
them—in Borderlands/La Frontera, Anzaldua frequently turns to translation in direct apposition
to manage the Spanish her text weaves into itself, such as the sentence couple “Muchachitas bien
criadas, well-bred girls don't answer back” (Anzaldta 54). When a book translates words such as
those above, it claims those words as different from the larger standardized language code and
others them from within. While a claim of difference seems menial at most, it is these choices
that standardize claims of inside-of-language and outside-of-language, and thus construct the
borders. While a book could place rare words in its own language into its text without providing
circumlocution for its understanding, instead requiring an unsavvy reader to use a dictionary for
understanding, standard language codes do not allow this to be the case with words from another
language.

All these strategies of management of non-English languages allow for the
standardization of English as the easy, consumable language, and edit out the world of difference
that exists even in predominantly Anglophone spaces. Managing language so severely to appease
the monolingual, translation becomes indicative of “stasis,” both for the ideas that cannot be
translated, and for the people that are never exposed to any linguistic movement. In trying to
appease the liberal notion of the novel that everyone can read and understand each other’s
experiences we standardize the experience until there is no difference left. Because books are
built for global multilingualism, those for whom the system is built, predominantly US
Americans are never forced into local multilingualism.

Here, Walkowitz’s concept of literary belonging becomes interesting. Walkowitz

describes how language can confer belonging, with an emphasis on how multilingualism



complicates this belief. Migrant writers, “who may compose in several languages and whose
political and literary affiliations often diverge...are less likely to believe that language confers
belonging, or that belonging limits language” (Walkowitz 22). Monolingual writers, and
especially Anglophone monolingual writers, to whom the global publishing industry bows, can
get caught in the idea of a national belonging to language, which is consolidated through
literature. We often think about a “national literature” when talking about the books of the past,
such as “European novels of the 19th century,” for which the creation of a cohesive national
literature was important (Walkowitz 25). The construction of nation through literature is
circular— “literary works belong to the nation because they are the embodiment of its internal
Spirit or genius, and we know this nation has a Spirit or genius because it has literary works to
show for it” (26). Yet Walkowitz argues that these concepts crumble when, instead of a book
created by a native speaker existing mostly, if not entirely, in the dominant national language,
books exist in several countries and languages concurrently. Migrant writers, and writers whose
works are translated concurrently with their publishing, author books for the world, not any one
nation. Yet belonging, though much more complicated, may still be in play. Instead of thinking
of a book, then, as beginning in a specific language that is not ours and therefore does not belong
to us, “born translated novels” imply “that the book we are holding begins in several languages”
(Walkowitz 25). This replacement of unique belonging to widespread, yet still individual
belonging, replaces an unconsciously particular literature with a global and sanitized literature
posing as a particular literature. Walkowitz argues that books no longer belong to individual
nations but are caught in an uneasy logic of global un-belonging. This departure from national
representation, says Walkowitz, is often signaled by “blocking original languages, invoking

multiple scales of geography, and decoupling birthplace from collectivity” (30). In doing so,



authors allow books a wider reach, yet they also divorce the book from any particular place. The
book becomes an abstract property of the world, losing specific connections, and political tones,
that allow the narrative power in the first place. When this process becomes the only way into
publishing, as Lennon would argue, then all books become belongings of the global instead of
the local, and that which cannot, or refuses to, become global, is swept aside as unpublishable.

Walkowitz’s argument requires that novels be born simultaneously in different
languages, placing works from migrant writers—but that exist intra-textually in multiple
languages—outside of her framework. Walkowitz argues that migrant writers are less likely to
believe that language confers belonging, but for generational migrants like Anzaldua, as well as
Junot Diaz, Roberto Fernandez, and Giannina Braschi, who I will discuss later, language usage is
an incredibly important marker of belonging. These migrants use their texts to make cultural
claims from linguistic bases, portraying communities through language usage, and the incredibly
specific ways that languages mix within their borders. These works, though they exist
concurrently in multiple languages, have said languages mixing on the page, as opposed to being
kept apart by different translations. Thus, the books bring together languages instead of holding
them apart. Migrant writers, then, do not always author texts for the world, but also author texts
for particular places.

The birth of the study of World Literature allows cross-cultural comparisons but brings
with it a large set of issues—most notably, the homogenization of language and the maintenance
of English hegemony. The phrase ‘world literature,” as Emily Apter writes, “evokes the great
comparatist tradition of encyclopedic mastery and scholarly ecumenicalism” (Apter 41). This
quote pulls out the problematic liberalizing nature of World Literature in its focus on “mastery”

of the whole world, as well as bringing together cross-cultural “ecumenicalism” by erasing
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difference. It has a liberal focus on “inclusiveness” and “cultural similitude,” yet by doing so,
“often has the collateral effect of blunting political critique” (Apter 41). Because political
critique is focused within a certain locality often in a certain language or conflux of languages,
when world literature studies yank texts out of contexts, divorce them from their languages, they
lose local meaning, especially meaning that makes itself in the border space of languages. While
we may idealize World Literature as a “politically abstracted meeting ground...where languages
and cultures of all people freely mix,” this homogenization of difference and abstraction of
politics, context, and language removes crucial elements of a text and its readings, removing the
text’s ability to talk to a specific community, or about oneself (Apter 320). Emily Apter proposes
a different view of world literature— ““a parlous collection of national canons each dedicated to
‘possessive collectivism,’” where the term “possessive collectivism” establishes the “area of
translation theory that focuses on how communities treat languages as a form of exclusive
cultural property that entitles them to impose monolingualism, or a policy of other-language
abstinence, on its speakers” (Apter 320). Thus, World Literature as a discipline can only support
a homogenization of the world, a replacement of the local in favor of the global. Its focus on the
cultural properties of nations, and homogenized national canons, fails to address the gray zones
of immigrant speakers, of those who fall outside of national canons, and those who resist
homogenization. As Apter writes, World Literature as a discipline is guilty of affirming “a
psychopolitical structure of possessive collectivism,” and in doing so, replaces a local
monolingual hegemony with one that is global.

The translator stands in an uneasy position of maintaining the monolingual hegemony
only through their position outside of it. Lennon, referencing translation theorist Lawrence

Venuti, explains that “any ostensibly global language can only become and remain maximally
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worldly, as such, precisely through the plurilingualism of those who administer it” (31). English
can only remain a global language through its bi-, tri-, or plurilingual translators. It is because of
these translators that “no one but a monolingual native speaker can write in English without
calculating the advantages and disadvantages of publication in English,” and without
understanding the system of “transnational brokers who can make (or not make) that happen”
(33). Yet this dispersal of English as a global language makes a system in which translation is
rendered practically invisible. Even when we recognize that this is not the case, and that
translators have much agency over their products, we “condemn fo invisibility those who decline
to be translated” (32). Poignantly, what does it mean to tell a story about language for which the
language of its telling matters?

Language memoirs, as a microgenre, use various means to communicate bilingual
experience. Many, built for publication, still conform to monolingualism. In trilingual author
Sylvia Molloy’s language memoir Vivir Entre Lenguas, for example, the entire story is narrated
through the Spanish language. She claims that “siempre se es bilingiie desde una
lengua...aquella en la que uno se aposenta primero, aquello en la que uno se reconoce” (Molloy
2). Yet whether it is the case that bilinguals are positioned from one language, is the creation of
an entirely monolingual book to narrate a bilingual experience still accurate? Or rather, in doing
s0, in narrating a text from a single language, does the bilingual “transform [themselves] into a
fictional character: here, a monoglot,” as Lennon claims of Ilan Stavans’s memoir? (Lennon 14).
The transformation of the polyglot to the sanitized and standardized monoglot for publication is
yet another marker of the pressures and impossibilities of bilingualism within the international

standard.
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Global literature, then, is not the answer for the expression of bilingualism, as its constant
need for worldliness and ease restricts and limits the possibilities of language play. Turning away
from worldliness, scholars of minority and locality writing have put new pressures on the idea of
non-translation studies, that which stands in the way of worldly literature. As I’ve already
explored, the pressures of the publishing industry force homogenization for mass audience, yet a
mass audience may be exactly the opposite of what some books work towards. Writers and
scholars, in the face of the “explosion of world literature studies” are putting pressure to “halt the
absorption of many literatures into a supersized English language curriculum” (Walkowitz 32).
While this may not make sense from a liberal standpoint (that prioritizes the ease and ability of
understanding across cultures that literature affords), this revised focus on non-translation shifts
from absorption and homogenization to respecting heterogeneity. Instead of focusing on that
experience that can be translated across the world, “minority self-expression” may require “the
obstruction of circulation” that hampers the easy passing from minority to dominant culture
(Walkowitz 32). This is especially poignant for minorities whose status is constructed by
language because resistance to lingual homogenization is a strategy for self-expression. It is the
use of “non-standard versions of a national language” that allows a work to oppose “political and
cultural homogenization, both the kind imposed by other speakers of that language and the kind
imposed by translators and publishers (Walkowitz 32). The usage of Spanglish in Anzaldua’s
text is one way to obstruct circulation, because it blocks the majority culture from full grasp of
the text, as large sections slip through their grasp. Brian Lennon’s version of non-translation
studies, as we’ve already seen, focuses on the publishing industry’s pressure, and believes that
“the most original books...will be unpublishable or barely publishable or perhaps only

publishable by independent publishing houses” (Walkowitz 32).
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From this idea of the unpublishable as a marker for non-translation studies, Emily Apter,
reading Barbara Cassin’s notion of the untranslatable allows us to view a separate entryway into
non-translation studies. Barbara Cassin, a French philosopher, created a “Dictionary of
Untranslatables—" important philosophical terms that defy translation. For Apter, here using
Diderot, the untranslatable is “an ordinary speech-act or term of common usage whose
signification is supposedly unambiguous but which is anything but” (Apter 121). The
untranslatable, then, is not the word that one cannot find an ostensibly good translation for, but
rather, the word that appears concrete in its translocation, but whose meaning cannot be fully
shifted. Rather than having unambiguous words close language gaps, Apter argues that they open
chasms—it is the words whose meanings we think we know that have the broadest gap between
the word and the associated qualia. Untranslatables are those words “for which translation is
interminable,” words that express “the persistence [of translation]” (Walkowitz 34). These
untranslatables resist translation because “their meaning is tied to the arrangement of phonemes
or to the historical relationship among specific languages” (Walkowitz 33). These are meanings
that cannot fully be encapsulated outside of their contexts, but whose attempts to do so are
interminable. For Apter, Cassin’s book “fully activates the Untranslatable” by showing “the
making of worldscapes contoured by mistranslation, neologism, and semantic dissonance (38-
39). Thus defining the untranslatable by the failure to homogenize it—mistranslation and
neologism—Apter shows the barrier to globality that the untranslatable creates. Yet the
untranslatable is not simply a barrier; when characterized by mistranslation and neologism, it is
clear the untranslatable also provides a space for new meanings to be made—creation through
linguistic heterogeneity. Attempts to translate the untranslatable may reveal open linguistic

chasms, but they also provide an opportunity to fill them, to create new meaning. The
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untranslatable is a trap for globality as it shows the triumph of microcosmic understandings over
one completely macrocosmic understanding, yet in trapping globality, the untranslatable
provides a fresh landscape for new meaning to be made, as attempts to pass through language
bring new meanings into play. The untranslatable restricts a singular global understanding while
showing the myriad local understandings and the play between them.

Apter’s Against World Literature also details the ways that the act of translating or not
translating constructs nations and builds cultural and ethnographic barriers through linguistic
ones. This process is highlighted in two works by Palestinian filmmakers Khaled Jarrar and
Emily Jacir. Reflecting on Emily Jacir’s 2003 billboard that reads “TRANSLATE ALLAH,”
Apter elaborates Jacir’s argument that “‘Allah’ should be translated as ‘God’ because ‘God’ is
the correct, standard English translation of the word” (Apter 99). Leaving Allah in Arabic, “the
American media have effectively isolated (and Othered) it as an Arabic word used only by
Muslims to refer to God” (Apter 99). Here, the choice to leave a word in its native language, to
not attempt translation, creates a disconnect between the Western Christian (and Jewish) concept
of God and the Middle Eastern Muslim concept. This completely disregards the history of the
term— “for over five hundred years before Muhammad, Jewish Arabs and Christian Arabs in the
Arab world called God by the name ‘Allah,”” which remains true for millions of Arab Christians
(Apter 99). In this example, translation could effectively overcome a barrier of understanding
between cultures that once shared a language, yet the constant effort to leave Allah in Arabic
makes the Muslim God seem distant from his Christian and Jewish counterparts. In leaving a
word untranslated, the American media has constructed a linguistic barrier to cultural
understanding and insulated further the American audience from the world. Allah serves as a

boundary between American Christians and Muslims. Another work by a Palestinian filmmaker,
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Khaled Jarrar’s Live and Work in Palestine displays the work of language to delimit and
legitimize nations. In this piece, Jarrar created a “State of Palestine” passport stamp and, at the
Ramallah Central Bus Station, invited people to get their passports stamped. Apter argues that
“the stamp functioned as a mobile checkpoint [between Israel and Palestine], challenging the
legitimacy of Israeli border stations in the West Bank as well as the refusal to grant Palestinian
statehood” (Apter 101). Jarrar’s stamp functioned as a linguistic action that demarcated a specific
zone as “Palestine,” an act that shifts the signifier without shifting the signified, delegitimizing
the signifier “Israel” from the signified plot of land, while simultaneously legitimizing
“Palestine” in its place. Similarly, in another work, Apter remarks that Jarrar “uses the names
‘Palestine,” ‘Palestina’ and ‘Palestinian Territory’ in multiple languages and alphabets as visual
elements of a map that translates a non-state into existence” (Apter 102). Language offers
legitimacy—the speech “action” is one that enforces and reinforces the connection between the
signifier (Palestine or any other country name) and the signified (the specific plot of land), an
action that has real geopolitical significance. Language delimits border zones and marks spaces
of crossing or not-crossing. For Jacir, translation and non-translation are used offensively and
oppressively to delimit an Othered position. For Jarrar, self-referential language builds the
borders around an area of land and conjures the notion of a nation. Thus, the power of language
and translation is not only confined to its ability to spread information, but also, in a world that
increasingly relies on translation to keep functional monolingualism acceptable, its ability to stop
the spread of information, to cut off portions of the world from one another. This strategy, when
taken into the realm of literature, is best described by Doris Sommer’s concept of literary

Particularism.
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Facing off against the notion of Universalism, or the notion of literature as belonging to
the world and with the mindset of spread, Doris Sommer’s Particularism, which stems from her
reading of minority writers in Latin American, favors the regional that cuts itself off from the
world. Sommer rejects the liberal belief of literature and instead looks at what happens when
books resist their readers. As she writes, “the slap of refused intimacy from uncooperative books
can slow readers down, detain them at the boundary between contact and conquest, before they
press particularist writing to surrender cultural difference for the sake of universal meaning”
(Sommer IX). The idea of “refused intimacy” is critical in Sommer’s book, as she details her
encounter with Rigoberta Mencht’s testimonial novel, which makes a performance of the fact
that it will not reveal its secrets. In cases like this, books demand respect without understanding
of their cultural differences. For Sommer, this respect of difference is important for building
democracy— “learning and teaching to read literature in ways that acknowledge difference can
be the most basic training for the Democratic imagination” (Sommer 6). Yet our goal, as shown
repeatedly through various viewpoints within this chapter, has too often been of bridging
distances, rather than realizing their distance. Overcoming limits, Sommer argues, “makes the
writer ultimately redundant,” and forms us as readers that want to absorb texts rather than listen
to them (Sommer X). The point of particularist texts, through Sommer’s lens, is to showcase this
“impossible distance between reader and text, and thereby [raise] questions of access or
welcome...[producing] constraints that more reading will not overcome” (Sommer 8). This is not
ambiguity that offers itself up for further interpretation, nor is it a refusal to narrate, but rather “it
is the rhetoric of selective, socially differentiated understanding” (Sommer 9). Sommer spends
time discussing how liberal notions of what books should do have truncated our ability to

understand texts that offer us difficulty. The liberal, she argues, “[takes] up an unyielding book

17



to conquer it and to feel enriched by the appropriation and confident that [their] cunning is equal
to the textual tease that had, after all, planned its own capitulation” (Sommer 10). Using a
“labyrinth” metaphor to elaborate this style of thinking, Sommer mocks how we as readers often
feel that our job is to open a book up to find its meanings, to travel down all the threads of
passages until the secrets reveal themselves to us. Particularist texts, however, stand in
opposition to this. Instead of a labyrinth, the particularist text is “a walled city that announces no
trespassing. Readers can enter only if they accept unfamiliar invitations that reach out in order to
keep us at arm’s length” (Sommer 10). Particularist texts keep themselves away from us; their
secrets are off limits. The work of particularist texts is to create boundaries between insiders and
outsiders for those outsiders, for them to recognize this impassable blockade between them and
the culture they are attempting to coax into homogeny.

Particularist texts, then, sprout forth from minority cultures, because their work is to
resist the homogenization and absorption into the majority culture. American and European
culture is built upon the consumption of other culture’s products, and readers are the prime
devourers of culture. When majority audiences encounter minority texts, often, they try to totally
understand the minority work, an attempt to grasp the minority culture, yet “the paradox of
striving for complete understanding is that it misunderstands the particularity of its object”
(Sommer 27). To understand, says Sommer, “is to establish identity; and this requires
conceptualization that generalizes away otherness” (Sommer 27). In doing so, readers both
violate the writer through “empathic identification” and eliminate particularity through
“ontological identification” (Sommer 27).

Sommer’s readings of Rigoberta Mencht’s testimonial, Elena Poniatowska’s Here'’s to

You, Jesusa, and The Ballad of Gregorio Cortez, among many others, showcase the various ways
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that particularist texts create themselves as a walled city. For Mencht, distance comes through
the performance of secret-keeping, which identifies the reader of her text as outside of the
purview of her cultural secrets. For Poniatowska, Jesusa’s lack of attempts for empathy, and her
constant dismissals, mark the distance between her seeming transparency and that which she will
not reveal. In The Ballad of Gregorio Cortez, Cortez’s proud refusal to communicate in English
demarcates the boundary of understanding that can only be partially overcome by the pitiful
mistranslations that, because of his maintenance of a particularist position, end in Cortez’s death.
Particularism is characterized, then, by the refusal to reveal oneself to the outsider, refusal to
speak on the outsider’s codes, and refusal to bow to the antics of a dominant culture.

Bilingual novels sit at an interesting position in this theory. In and of themselves,
bilingual works are acts of resistance against a monolingual world. As Lennon demonstrates, in a
world built for diverse monolingualism, bilingual texts are broadly unpublishable, even when
they are published. Because they are texts that speak to the encounter of languages, the original
language of the text matters and meaning cannot be divorced from the specific set of words
chosen by the author at the instance of writing. Bilingual texts fit Cassin’s definition of
continuing translation—if one were to translate a bilingual book, where would they stop? Would
they translate all the Spanish into English? Then this would not capture the experience of the
book at all. Must one then translate all that was originally English into Spanish so that readership
would be the same? Bilingual books are always both translating themselves and resistant to
translation.

In addition, because bilingual books often appear from smaller bilingual communities
submerged in a larger monolingual frame, they work as nation-builders, constructing linguistic

borders around their communities. The book is only bilingual if (1) we believe that Spanish and
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English are two different languages, and (2) we do not accept the legitimacy of Spanglish. In
either of these cases, bilingual books mark a community of readers who can make sense of them
and delimit this community in a particularist fashion from the larger world. There are no
completely unattainable secrets in a bilingual book, yet without proficiency or fluency in both
languages and dialects being used, bilingual books build de facto, if not de jure borders between
insiders and outsiders. In portraying the story of bilingual communities, bilingual books
constitute specific sites of particularism on the basis of the language of the text—Ilinguistic
particularism. Linguistic particularism, as shown through these texts, marks a specific act of
border-building around communities of bilingual speakers. These texts resist homogenization
and globality in favor of the particularity of their locality.

The four books that I analyze in the next two chapters are on a spectrum of linguistic
particularism. For obvious reasons, all four of the books on which I focus the bulk of my
research are tales of Spanish-English language speakers. Two books, Dominicana and The Brief
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao are focused on Dominican-American characters, while Raining
Backwards focuses on Cuban Americans and Yo-Yo Boing! focuses on Puerto Rican-Americans.
In chapter one, I detail the forms that each of these books take—how they portray language on
the page, and what that means within the text. In chapter two, I detail what language means for
the characters—how their bilingual and bicultural identities interact with a larger monolingual

and monocultural world.
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Language Play: Formal Approaches to Bilingual Novels

In this chapter, I will be looking at the forms taken on by narratives surrounding
bilingualism and bilingual characters in the United States. This chapter, with its focus on form,
will discuss the structural elements of storytelling that convey bilingualism, language learning,
and the immigrant experience. This includes but is not limited to: how the author encounters
Spanish, whether that be through translation devices, containment, or a lack of explanation; when
and how Spanish enters the novels and what its entrance signifies; and how cross-language
interactions and language barriers are portrayed. As the previous chapter discussed, publishing
industry standards try to force linguistic conformity, but each of these texts demonstrates
different ways of coping with, or simply abiding by, such standardization. Within these four
books, there are similarities in language portrayal, but they are not unified—each has its own
idiosyncrasies that reflect both their individual status within the publishing industry’s guidelines
as well as the purpose of language within the books. Within this chapter, I refer to a spectrum of
Spanglish from “weak Spanglish” to “strong Spanglish.” For my purposes, “weak Spanglish”
refers to entrances of Spanish into English that are treated in a contained sense, are translated or
described, and are unnecessary to understand or progress the plot. In contrast, “strong Spanglish”
denotes contexts in which Spanish entrances into English are necessary for understanding the
plot and are not contained, translated, or described, thus providing a barrier of language
understanding to comprehension of the text. Dominicana, written by Angie Cruz, is a 2019 book
designed for mass-publishing that conforms to liberal expectations and treats English as the
language of thought for all characters, forcing the Spanish-speaking characters out of mastery of
the language of their own thoughts. It focuses its depiction of the language barrier on showing

accented speech, portraying an inability by its characters to speak or understand English, which
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is undermined by its own insistence for conformity to English. The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar
Wao, written in 2007 by Junot Diaz, is told through multiple narrators whose vocabulary
includes Spanglish and Spanish phrases. Through its use of Spanish, The Brief Wondrous Life of
Oscar Wao creates language borders around a community, while also showing the ramifications
of language usage for immigrants who don’t quite fit in their monolingual paradigms. My third
case study, Raining Backwards, was written by Roberto G. Fernandez and consists of a series of
interlaced vignettes. While much of the book is in English, it is an English that often co-opts the
phrasing, idioms, and style of Spanish—which I will refer to as Anglicized Spanish. Within this
text, it is critical to attend to which words are in Spanish and English, and whether it is a
Spanish-dominant or English-dominant character speaking them. My final novel of study, Yo-Yo
Boing! by Giannina Braschi, was published in 1998 by the Latin American Literary Review
Press. Its radical use of Spanglish, Spanish, and English mixed throughout, provides a
discombobulating journey through code-switching. Language takes center stage as almost the
entire novel is written as a dialogue between two bilingual characters who correct each other’s
mistakes, fill in gaps of understanding, and parry Spanish with English at a dizzying rate. Yo-Yo
Boing!’s radical portrayal of true code-switching showcases total linguistic particularism, where
language barriers limit the audience, not the text, and where all secrets are kept from those who
cannot follow.

Undermining Identity: Angie Cruz’s Dominicana

We begin with the book most suited for both widespread publishing and translation,
where language is no barrier for the audience, instead only for its characters. Dominicana was
published in 2019 by the Flatiron imprint of Macmillan, indicating its suitability for, and

conformity to, wide industry standards for publication. The book takes a stereotypical novel form
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that follows a single protagonist and narrator, Ana Cancion-Ruiz. Beginning in the Dominican
Republic, the book follows fifteen-year-old Ana as she marries and moves to New York City.
Originally completely unfamiliar with English, Ana is adrift in a dizzyingly incomprehensible
world. However, this incomprehensibility holds true only for the character herself—through its
overreliance on English, the readership is let in on more of the world than Ana herself
understands, even though the novel is told through the first-person. Because of this, the novel
undermines itself, unable to show the true incomprehensibility of Ana’s experience.

One interesting facet of all four books is the way that each deal with dialogue. Within
Dominicana, most dialogue possesses tags (“Johnny says,” (7); “He mumbles.” (125)), but no
dialogue retains quotation marks. Because of the lack of quotation marks, it becomes difficult to
distinguish between Ana’s internal monolog, her narration out to the reader, and the dialogue
from other characters, until a dialogue tag appears. For lengthier sections, these tags may appear
halfway through the quote, at the end, or sometimes, be entirely missing. The effect of making
these three aspects of the text indistinguishable is that Ana’s voice is not privileged within her
text; while she is the first-person narrator, her thoughts and speech bleed together with the
speech of others, who are often more forceful than her. Indeed, her own speech is often left
unspoken, wrapped up in “I want to say,” left in the world of thought, and in the unprivileging of
her voice, the voices of others take her place (241). Because of this dialogue mechanism, Ana
often gets lost in her own story, unwilling to meaningfully display Ana’s experience.

While Dominicana does include Spanish, it skirts around meaningfully encountering the
language barrier through the translation method of description, which allows understanding for
non-Spanish speakers, while at the same time, restricting the activity of Spanish in the text.

Description is a translation technique in which the translator leaves a word in the source
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language untranslated, but fittingly, describes the meaning of said word in the target language.
Dominicana uses description quite eloquently. When Ana’s mother is coaching her on what to
say to Juan, the man Ana is to marry, she says, “Tell him how much you enjoy to cook. Be
specific. Don’t just say food, say pescado con coco, so he knows you’re the kind of woman
who’s not afraid to debone a fish or grate coconut” (16). Here, while “pescado con coco,”
remains in Spanish, the text around it elegantly explains away any confusion. From the sentences
before it, we understand it is a Dominican dish, while the phrase directly after it clarifies both
“pescado” as “fish” and “coco” as “coconut.” Similarly, at the beginning of the text, Ana narrates
to us that her mother plans her future so stringently because of her failure to control the life of
Ana’s older sister Teresa. Teresa, Ana describes, “already has her brown eye on El Guardia, who
guards the municipal building in the center of town” (3). While the second phrase of this
sentence does add information that doesn’t appear in the first phrase either in Spanish or English
(that the building he guards is a municipal building in the center of town), surely, we can
imagine a sentence that instead says, ‘already has her brown eye on El Guardia, who works in
the center of town.” Yet the text refuses to let the semantic information of “El Guardia” live in
Spanish, transporting it to English with “who guards.” Dominicana’s insistence to explain and
describe its Spanish relegates the language to being solely an accessory, not an integral part of
the narration. When Juan refers to Ana as “pajarita” throughout the text, often coupled with
“don’t worry” as in “Don’t worry, pajarita” (41) or “Don’t worry. I won’t let anything bad
happen to you. You’re my pajarita” (56). While the term originally appears in Spanish on page
41, it is quickly described away only six pages later. On page 47, instead of “pajarita,” Juan uses
the English translation “little bird,” coupled with the same exact phrasing— “Don’t worry, little

bird, I’'m going to take care of you” (47). Another use of description comes after Malcolm X is
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killed at the Audubon Ballroom across the street from Ana’s apartment. Watching the TV, she
reads on the screen “Special report! Especial! Special! Report! Reportaje!” (78). Interspersing
the Spanish “Especial Reportaje” with the English “Special Report,” Dominicana allows Spanish
to appear in the text, but restricts it only to flavor instead of allowing it to carry semantic
meaning.

There are other entrances of Spanish into the text, but they equally carry little semantic
meaning. As with many other texts, curse words are allowed to stay in Spanish, as in when Juan
“bursts into the apartment” upset, yelling “Cono! Cabrones! Idiotas!” (125), or when Juan is
kicked out of a bar and he yells “Coilo, carajo!” (92). Swear words maintain emphatic power
across languages and are often left untranslated purely because all that one needs to know is that
they are offensive markers of anger. Yet by translating so many other words, and leaving the
swears in Spanish, the text marks Spanish as a language connoted with high emotionality—when
all logic plays out in English, but all highly emotional moments include Spanish, it upholds
stereotypes of hotheaded Latinos. Some nicknames, such as “El Guardia,” and “El Jefe” (in
reference to Trujillo) are allowed to remain in Spanish, but these are described away or
mentioned in one-off sentences (“Trujillo was shot dead. In his own car! After being El Jefe for
thirty-one years!” (3)), and thus carry little information value. Dominican food is also kept in

99 6

Spanish, such as the aforementioned “pescado con coco” as well as “platanos,” “yucca,”
“chayote” and “mamajuana,” which all appear in one paragraph where Ana imagines the feast
that would have taken place for her departure if there had been time (37). These, as Lennon
writes, are “touches of cultural verisimilitude that ‘season’ the text ever so slightly’” (10). Yet

because they do not progress the plot in any way, or block readers from understanding the scene,

they exist in the spectrum of the weakest Spanglish.
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Dominicana does not just portray Spanish through one-off cultural touchpoints, but also
through an Anglicized Spanish that pushes Spanish language conventions into English. This
Anglicized Spanish has the effect of rendering English as a direct translation from Spanish,
maintaining Spanish grammar, phrasing, or idioms, and thus sounding incorrect or foreign in
English. This is not the dominant form of expression for Dominicana but does appear sparingly.
When Ana’s mother tells her to describe her cooking skills for Juan, she uses the phrase “tell him
how much you enjoy to cook” (16). This reads as a direct translation of the proper sentence in
Spanish (dile cudnto te gusta cocinar) where “to cook” remains in the infinitive. In English, the
gerund “cooking” would be grammatically correct, where the infinitive feels stilted and
incorrect. Similarly, when Ana tells her mother that the phone call she just picked up is from
Juan’s mistress, she calls her “the woman of Juan” (305). This retains the Spanish grammatical
conventions where possession is tacked on behind the noun, not in front of it. Retaining Spanish
grammar foreignizes the speech of these characters for the reader—as I will elaborate in my
discussion of Raining Backwards, Anglicized Spanish can have the effect of particularizing the
text when used in bulk, when it cuts off the reader from understanding of the text. However, in
Dominicana, because it is used so sparingly, and only in voiced lines from Dominican
characters, it has the effect of cutting these characters off from the language of thought of the
text and makes them foreign within this story. Accenting their speech through Anglicized
Spanish, Dominicana portrays these characters as exotic and divorced from the language of
meaning, English. Dominicana also includes the short idiomatic expressions “what happiness”
and “punto and final” in (mostly) direct translations to English. These expressions, however, are
not difficult in phrasing or meaning for an English-speaking audience to understand— “what

happiness” is grammatically incorrect but semantically indistinguishable from its English
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counterpart, and while the grammatical meaning of “punto y final” will be lost for the English
speaker, its inclusion of “final,” as well as the context it appears in, make it simple to derive
appropriate meaning from. Through both of these Anglicized Spanish contexts, in grammatical
mistakes and directly translated idioms, the characters in Dominicana are made linguistic
foreigners, separated from the language of the text, without mastery of their representation.

It is clear from the beginning of Dominicana that while the text takes place in the mind of
a Spanish speaker, the language of her internal monolog is English. This is evident from the fact
that the bulk of the text is in English but becomes startlingly apparent when Ana is practicing her
letters and words while walking to school. She spells out each word individually— “D-e-s-e-0,”
“A-l-t-u-r-a,” “P-r-o-g-r-e-s-0” (27). When spelled, when they are just letters and not words,
when they don’t yet have semantic meaning attached to them, they remain in Spanish. Yet as
soon as the letters are converted into words— “Desire,” “Height,” and “Progress,” they are
transformed into English. There is an inherent tension in the text, then, from the opposition
between the narrative that takes place within Ana and between Spanish-speakers, and the
narrative that takes place between different language speakers. The assumption in scenes
consisting of Spanish speakers is that their thoughts, words, and actions are rendered completely
in English, and English becomes a method for dispersing meaning rather than the specific
language the characters speak. However, this is undermined by the characters’ apparent
unmastery of English through Anglicized Spanish, which marks its users as not entirely
competent at the meaning-transmitting English. At the same time, an examination of cross-
language encounters shows that English speakers possess the same level of mastery at the
language used for intra-Spanish conversations, marking Spanish speakers as adrift and

incompetent in any language.
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Dominicana does not always compensate for cross-language barriers, but when it does, it
is through textually accented language that portrays the users as incompetent, while the lack of
compensation undermines the use of English as a transmitter of meaning by the Spanish
speakers. Ana’s inability to speak English and her quest to learn it is a central theme within the
novel, yet the textual portrayal of English undermines this inability. One day, when Ana hears a
knock on her door, she goes to answer it, to the building super who says “Miss, can [ come in?
We have a problem” (93). Ana replies “No problema,” to which the super responds, “Si,
problem,” and “urgently points to himself, then to the inside of the apartment” (93). Once inside
the apartment, the super sees Ana’s bucket of water that she uses to mop the floor, and says,
“No! No! No! Don’t do this!” (94). “I’'m not stupid, I say in Spanish. What’s wrong with
cleaning the floor?” Ana tells us (94). Throughout this encounter, the textual emphasis is on
Ana’s inability to understand English and American cultural norms, yet the English-speaking
super talks in the same language as Ana, both in her internal monolog and in her communication
in Spanish. Instead of modifying the language the super speaks so that it is incomprehensible to
both Ana and the reader, Dominicana makes everything comprehensible to the reader, failing to
portray the linguistic reality of the moment in a situation where it matters. Not only does the
English-speaker’s speech remain in the language of thought, but it is Ana’s register that changes,
as she replies “No problema.” This divorces the language of her tongue from the language of her
mind, leaving her as the incomprehensible character in a narrative that purports to be her own
story. Her process of language learning and discovery is outpaced by the understanding of the
reader, as Ana gives the super “a piece of paper” and “put a pen in his short, square-tipped
fingers” where he writes “no water on floor. Water leaks downstairs” (94). Here, although Ana

cannot understand the words written on the page, the reader can. When the super leaves, Ana
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takes “the worn, black leather-bound Spanish-English dictionary from the shelf” and begins the
process of translating the message to understand (94). Because the English reader already
understands the contents of the message, Ana is placed at a disadvantage in her own story. More
meaning is transmitted through English than Ana can understand. Thus, the use of English as
both the textual language and the language of characters’ thoughts leaves its Spanish-speaking
characters in a linguistic bind while letting the readership frolic in underserved understanding.
This is not just the case for Ana, but also César, who, when placed in English-dominant
situations, is suddenly reduced to linguistic incompetency. Trying to enter a bar with Juan, César
is stopped, and gets angry. “What the fuck, says César, pointing to Juan. Thas mi
brotha...Brotha. Mi brotha!” (92). Here, César’s speech is accented to showcase his
unfamiliarity with English, while the bouncer’s speech is not: “Look man, I don’t want trouble”
(92). Similarly, when Ana faints and César rushes her to the hospital, the scene, narrated from
the perspective of Spanish-speaking Ana, emphasizes César’s inability to speak Spanish, while
the whole of the scene remains in English. The doctor speaks in English: “If you sign here, you
can go home. During pregnancy fainting is not uncommon” (106). Ana’s inability to understand
English is bafflingly communicated in the same register: “I wait for César to translate” (106).
Meanwhile, César is the character whose speech becomes modified: “Escu me...plis, sl6” (106).
César’s speech is rendered overdramatically accented, as the word “sl¢” and “slow” are
practically phonemically identical. One reading of this overemphasis may be that it is Ana’s
interpretation of César’s English, which she still cannot understand. Instead of understanding the
English “slow,” she could be understanding the Spanish rendering of the word “sld.” Yet why do
this while maintaining the doctor’s speech in unaccented English? Instead of painting a realistic

portrait of Ana’s inability to understand English, this scene instead puts the reader in the position
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of most competent, able to master both the internal speech of the Spanish-speaker and the
external speech of the English speaker.

Dominicana overall undermines its own narrative of language incomprehensibility and
learning by putting the reader in the position of most understanding while trying to maintain a
sensical first-person narration style. If Ana cannot understand what is going on around her, why
does the reader get to? Why is the reader more competent and aware than Ana’s own internal
understanding and narration of the scene before her? Because of the clashes between English as a
transmitter of meaning from Spanish-speakers and English as an intertextual language, the book
defeats its own internal narrative.

The Monolingual’s Quagmire: Junot Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao

Like Dominicana, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao tells the story of a community
of Dominican-Americans and their journeys between the New York Metropolitan Area and
Hispaniola. Published in 2007 by Riverhead books, an imprint of Penguin Group, The Brief
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao was written by Junot Diaz, whose prolific use of Spanglish caught
attention from both the publishing world and the popular press. Diaz’s writing in The New
Yorker was the first to incorporate Spanish words in the famously style-guided magazine. Thus,
although his text is built for mass-publication, it is also known for its linguistic confusion, used
as a narrative element. Indeed, Diaz said in an interview with The New York Times that he
didn’t want his book to be a “native informant,” a cultural insider that translates their culture for
an outsider (Stewart). The book instead embraces a more particularist view of its language usage,
only translating here and there, while strong Spanglish is given its moment to shine. Because the
book is narrated mainly through the first-person perspective of Diaz’s recurring character

Yunior, the entire novel feels strongly voiced, and even when other characters talk, they retain
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the voiced characteristics of Yunior’s speech. Certain areas of life are more segmented into
Spanish than others—highly emotional and personal topics like family, sex, and sexuality are
often narrated through Spanish. Through the heavy use of Spanglish, The Brief Wondrous Life of
Oscar Wao builds language borders around the areas of New Jersey the characters live in.

From the preface of the book, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao takes on a voiced
quality through grammatical incorrectness in narration and a focus on onomatopoetic and
rhyming sounds. In the preface, ostensibly written from the perspective of Diaz, although it is not
entirely clear, the text reads that between Trujillo and the fuku of the Island, “them two was
tight” (3). This phrasing accomplishes two things. First, because of the grammatically incorrect
usage of “was” as opposed to “were,” the narration is shifted from a Standard English often used
for narrated texts into a spoken dialogue non-standard style. The usage of a non-standard style
also racializes the narration, pushing it out of the standard associated with Whiteness in the
United States, and closer to an African American Vernacular English (AAVE) register. Second,
the use of italics as emphatic devices also lends itself to voiced speech, as we thus read the italics
as a vocalized emphasis. Later in the preface, Diaz writes “If you even thought a bad thing about
Trujillo, fud, a hurricane would sweep your family out to sea, fud, a boulder would fall out of a
clear sky...” (3). Here, the onomatopoetic usage of fud both further lends voice to the narration
and makes it more clearly racialized as specifically Afro-Latino voice, as the accent marks the
onomatopoeia as a Spanish-speaker’s invention. Later in the book, the text says that Oscar
“wasn’t no home-run hitter,” using the double negative that is present both in AAVE and
Spanish. By using such a strong characterized voice throughout the narration, The Brief

Wondrous Life lets characters who do not speak Standard English to be portrayed in a realistic
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manner. The book forces the readership, not its characters, to make adjustments, and allows for
the free expression of strong voice without modification.

Like Dominicana, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao refrains from using quotation
marks in its dialogue. Instead, tags (when they do appear) differentiate dialogue from monolog.
Yet the effect in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao is startlingly different from in
Dominicana, due to the overall difference in voicing styles. Where Dominicana has little voice,
and thus the dialogue seems to overwhelm Ana, in The Brief Wondrous Life, the opposite takes
place. Since Yunior has such an active voice throughout the text, the dialogue reads almost as
Yunior’s portrayal of the events more than their reality. This is aided by the fact that Yunior adds
his own commentary into events—this ranges from describing a location as a “Minas Tirith”
(78), to the inclusion of “(how ironic)” (96), to the more general constant beginning of sentences
with “And,” and “So.” Here, all dialogue reads as if spoken by Yunior, though attributed to the
characters whose names appear.

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao contains both weak and strong Spanglish. In the
weak Spanglish cases, the text explains the words or couches them in contexts where their exact
meaning does not matter. The longest explanation for any word comes after the first time
“parigliayo” is used in the text (5). Using one of many footnotes within the novel, Yunior
explains “The pejorative parigiiayo, Watchers agree, is a corruption of the English neologism
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‘party watcher...”” (5). The footnote goes on to explain the term in more depth and call Oscar the
definition of a parigliayo. This footnote is critical for two reasons. The first is its explanatory
existence at all. While Diaz has professed his desire not to be a native informant, parigiiayo is a

classic Dominican term that recurs often throughout the book in discussion of Oscar. If not to be

a native informant, why else would Diaz include such a description? In other cases, Dominican
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words are couched in English idioms. One example of this is when the novel writes “The
bochinche spread through their sector of Bani like wildfire” (136). By couching the unfamiliar
word “bochinche” within the idiomatic expression “spread like wildfire,” English readers can
understand that “bochinche” means “rumor” or “gossip.” In other cases, words are isolated and
contextualized so their meaning comes across without help, such as when describing Oscar’s
sister Lola, the text says, “she’d turned into one of those tough Jersey dominicanas, [who] had
her own checkbook, called men bitches, and would eat a fat cat in front of you without a speck of
vergiienza” (24-25). By contextualizing “vergiienza” both within the phrase “without a speck of”
and the larger concept of Lola being a “tough dominicana” who “called men bitches,” while the
exact meaning of “verglienza” as embarrassment or shame may not come across, it does not need
to, as we understand from the context that Lola would not be deterred by us.

One final way in which weak Spanglish comes into play is through the twisting of
Spanish within English grammatical structures. This can be seen most clearly in an example
from page 24, when the narrator describes Oscar’s tio Rudolfo’s advice on getting girls. Rudolfo
offers “Listen, palomo: you have to grab a muchacha y méteselo. That will take care of
everything. Start with a fea. Coje that fea y méteselo!” (24). The narrator then offers, “Tio
Rudolfo had four kids with three different women so the n***** was without a doubt the

family’s resident méteselo expert” (24). In Rudolfo’s speech, Spanish is represented with

2 ¢ 2 ¢

“palomo,” “muchacha,” “méteselo,” “fea, and “coje.” “Palomo” can be understood to be a
nickname or reference to Oscar, while “muchacha” is a word that has crossed lexicons enough to
be understood by a wide audience. While “coje” is unlikely to be widely known, its direct
translation exists within the same line in almost the same construction— “grab a muchacha,”

“Coje that fea.” Of these, only one of these words is both necessary for understanding and
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unlikely to be known by an English audience: “méteselo.” Even then, “méteselo” does not need
to be entirely understood to get the sexual connotation. And it is “méteselo” that never appears
translated. Instead, it is twisted from a Spanish verb into an English noun—Rudolfo “was
without a doubt the family’s resident méteselo expert” (24). Twisting the word from a Spanish
verb to an English noun, Diaz causes the word to lose its place in Spanish, and instead become
more like an English word—while Spanish doesn’t allow for the same level of hasty word
construction by verbing nouns and nouning verbs, English certainly does. The transportation of
méteselo to a purely English sentence, and its placement as a noun rather than a verb, places it at
the Spanglish crossroad, yet it still does not put up a barrier to understanding. The weak
Spanglish within the book, through description and isolated words, lets readers in while keeping
them at a fingertip’s distance—the bargain seems to be that as long as you can interpret the
situation without complete understanding, you are allowed to pass to comprehension.

The strong Spanglish, on the other hand, sends a harsher message about the permeability
of the Spanglish-speaking community it comes from—with a higher barrier for entry, it warns
away monolinguals with incomprehensibility. Strong Spanglish and Spanish appear most
frequently through dialogue, and the main perpetrators of Spanish in the novel are Dominicans in
Hispaniola. Spanish is the language all of the text should naturally be in, so these Spanish and
Spanglish perpetrators in Hispaniola are still being modified for our consumption. While their
strong Spanglish does provide a barrier of entry, it is a much lower barrier than would naturally
exist, allowing a wide, if not complete, grasp of the text.

A bandleader in a club notices a young Belicia dancing and says “La negra esta
encendida!” to which the narrator comments “La negra esta encendida indeed!” (114). In

reference to that same night, a dinner companion of Belicia’s future boyfriend remarks “Hey,
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Dionisio, isn’t that the girl que te dio una pela last week?”” (118). Dionisio later tells Belicia that
her scars look “like a painting of a ciclon and that’s what you are, mi negrita, una tormenta en la
madrugada” (127). Specifically among the Islanders, Oscar’s mom, Belicia, instigates Spanish
and Spanglish in conversations. When Belicia is young and in trouble, she cries out to her mother
in Spanish— “Mamd, me mataron a mi hijo. Estoy sola, estoy sola” (154). As an adult in New
Jersey, Belicia calls a young Oscar’s girlfriend’s mom “una maldita borracha,” and upon
capturing an escaped Lola, shouts “Ya te tengo...Te tengo” (70). When Oscar confesses that girl
problems are troubling him, his mother has a fit, shouting “T ta llorando por una muchacha?...
Dale un galletazo...then see if the little puta respects you” (14). Oscar’s grandmother also uses
Spanish and Spanish-heavy Spanglish, like when she calls to her daughter, “Hypatia Belicia
Cabral, ven acd” (80). Because these entirely lack translation, they mark places of particularist
language usage, and build borders between those who can cross into comprehension—the
bilingual—and those who cannot. In many of these cases, words are unfamiliar to an English
monolingual, may not have close cognates (like madrugada), and can progress the plot (like
Belicia’s capture of Oscar’s sister “ya te tengo”). Spanish also makes entries through the
narrator, like in his description of Oscar’s grandfather: “Un hombre muy serio, muy educado y
muy bien plantado” (211), or his use of the Spanish idiom “Platano maduro no se vuelve verde”
(208).

One specific character, a friend of Belicia’s from her youth, is painted as even stronger of
a Spanglish speaker. Constantina, described by Yunior as a girl “whose cuerpo was all pipa and
no culo,” is dually painted as young rabble and a Spanglish speaker. She is described as arriving
to work “straight from a night of partying, smelling of whiskey and stale cigarettes,” and her

dialogue consists of phrases such as “Muchacha, you wouldn’t believe el lio en que me meti
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anoche,” “Forget that hijo de la porra, that comehuevo. Every desgraciado who walks in here is
in love with you,” and “Now you look candela” (113). Here, Constantina’s Spanglish highlights
her lower-class status through the intense slang and offensive words she uses. Because this
would naturally be in Spanish, not Spanglish, the usage of Constantina’s particular slang
highlights her roughness, her association with a freer lifestyle, and her lower-class status.
Spanglish speaking becomes a characteristic of all the characters in The Brief Wondrous
Life of Oscar Wao. This has a dual effect. Besides raising the bar of entry for readers, it also
constructs a linguistic border around the areas characters frequent. As discussed in chapter 1,
language constructs national borders, and the ramifications here are that Diaz constructs the
Spanglish nation of Paterson, New Jersey. To add to the bordering effect of language, Spanglish
is also used to construct specific novel place names as Spanglish-speaking, rather than Spanish-
or English-speaking places. Chief among these is the concept of “Nueva York” (120) or “Nueba
Yol” (72). While it is easy to write off both references to New York as classic and simple
translations and corruptions by Spanish, they also represent novel constructions of the city.
When the characters discuss Nueva York and Nueba Yol, they construct a Spanglish version of
the city, a place that as Yunior describes, “became a straight shot of Spanish for almost a
hundred blocks” (12). Nueva York and New York are not exactly synonymous, but rather are
translations that, with them, carry the weight of both cultural and linguistic expectations. As Lola
describes, “because [she’s] from Nueba Yol [her boyfriend] talks about how rich he’s going to
become” (72). The reality of New York for Lola, where she runs away from home and lives in a
shack for a while, is vastly different from the imagined “Nueba Yol” of her boyfriend, who
associates it with wealth and success. Similarly, it is when speaking of immigration from Bani to

New York that the text refers to the city as “Nueva York” (120). Again, this is the Dominican
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Islander’s construction of the city, rather than the actual New York. Thus, Spanish can be used to
imagine new realities of cities for future immigrants, but it can also be used to construct borders
around immigrant communities. When talking about the reversal of the Dominican diaspora
during the summer, the text writes, “From Washington Heights to Roma...From Brijeporr to
Amsterdam” (271-272). Spanglicization of Bridgeport, Connecticut to Brijeporr filters the
American city through a Spanish lens to construct something new—a bilingualized city.
Brijeporr is not entirely English, nor could it be constructed without an English base. The use of
the modified Brijepotr is a border-creation move that constructs a new idea of the city as a
Spanglish city. The bilingual imagination creates both Nueba Yol and Brijeporr in a border-
making act that marks those imagined cities as Spanglish.

Within the novel, Spanish-English language switching has the particular power of
portraying Oscar’s ties to, and problems with, Dominicanness. It is displayed throughout the
book that Oscar is not the typical Dominican man. He is obese, a parigiiayo, not sexually
promiscuous or good with women at all, and a nerd. Because of Oscar’s size and mannerisms,
other Dominican-Americans reject his Dominicanness. In one scene, Yunior’s friend Harold,
after learning that Oscar is sexually inexperienced, says “Tt no eres nada de dominicano” (180).
Switching to Spanish for this sentence, Harold rejects Oscar’s Dominicanness in a language that
he would only be able to understand if he were Dominican. Thus, Harold both accepts and rejects
Oscar’s cultural claim—if he can converse in Spanish, this would support his Dominican claim,
even if his appearance and personality make him undominican. Oscar replies in English, saying
“I am Dominican, I am” (180). Replying in English, Oscar claims comprehension but fails to
claim the language as his own. While he may understand Hector’s use of Spanish, the fact that he

does not speak back in Spanish, but rather in English, shows the bicultural and bilingual tension
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present, as well as Oscar’s inability to fit in. In another scene, when Oscar arrives at college,
Yunior describes that “The kids of color, upon hearing him speak and seeing him move his body,
shook their heads. You’re not Dominican” (49). Here, Oscar fails the cultural markers of speech
patterning and Dominican rhythm and finds his cultural identity again in question. In this scene,
however, he responds in Spanglish— “And he said, over and over again, But I am. Soy
dominicano. Dominicano soy” (49). Here again, Spanish is used as a marker of Dominicanness,
as Oscar speaks in Spanish to attempt to claim his Dominican identity. Oscar fails to successfully
negotiate his bilingualism—instead of dialoguing with his peers in the languages they offer, and
indeed, the languages they use to deny his identity, he uses the other language in each instance.
On one level, Dominican identity is constructed and claimed through Spanish usage, while on
another, Oscar’s failure to dialogue without bilingual code-switching keeps his identity in
question. He is not Dominican, but rather Dominican-American.

Language usage within The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao shows ethnolinguistic
construction of gender identity. For the Dominicans within this book, masculine gender identity
is tied to sexuality. Throughout the book, it is shown that for men, Dominicanness is tied to
hypersexuality and heterosexuality. When Oscar comes home from a date, Lola pounces, asking
“Did you fuck her?... I know you Dominican men” (40). Oscar, however, is shown to fall outside
of this trend— “He wasn’t no... playboy with a million hots on his jock™ (11). This is a perpetual
problem for Oscar, especially because the gendered construction of Dominican man is tied so
tightly to hyper- and heterosexuality. Lack of hypersexuality and effeminacy are heavily
castigated and carry the cultural weights of “maricon” rather than the translated slur “faggot.”
When characters deride supposed softness, they do so using “maricén,” as when a crying Oscar

is taunted by his age-mates who say, “look at that mariconcito” (16), or when Beli’s gangster
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boyfriend rejects her idea of a name for their child: “what kind of maricén name is that? (137).
Similarly, when Beli later derides Lola’s rock posters, she says “Aqui no yo quiero maricones”
(60). Slurs, then, carry more than just derisive meaning but also the cultural weight of gendered
expectations. The opposite of the hypermasculine Dominican man is not a “faggot,” which is
culturally American, but rather a Spanish “maricon.” This holds true for female homosexuality
as well—when Lola shaves her head in a punk style, “everybody was convinced she’d turned
into a lesbiana” (37). Here, the placement of homosexuality within Spanish is even more
fascinating, as it is simply the addition of a semantically repetitive “a”—if she is a lesbian, it is a
prerequisite that she would be female, as the “a” denotes. The only difference, then, between
“lesbiana” and “lesbian” is the placement of “lesbiana” within a Spanish, rather than an English,
semantic structure. The choice of Spanish slurs over English ones shows the weight that culture
plays in the construction of gendered identities. Similarly, sex and sexually charged descriptions
are often in Spanish rather than English. When Oscar’s uncle tells him to “grab a muchacha y

9 ¢

méteselo,” both the female and the sexual parts of the sentence (“muchacha,” “méteselo”) stay
within Spanish (24). When Lola converses with her grandmother about her mother’s beauty, she
says “she was very guapa,” to which her grandmother replies “Guapa soy yo. Your mother was a
diosa” (75). Placing “guapa” and “diosa” in Spanish, the text marks the cultural constructions of
beauty—beauty is in the eye of the culture, and “guapa” and “beautiful” may not be exact
translations if what makes someone guapa vs beautiful are different. Notably, while Eurocentric
beauty standards, especially in the 1990’s and early 2000s when the book was set and written,
lauded skinniness, Belicia’s descriptions focus on her curves, which fall outside of white

supremacist beauty standards. These descriptions also take place in Spanish—Belicia is marked

as the neighborhood “tetia,” whose “tetas were globes so implausibly titanic...” and who had “A
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culo que jalaba mas que una junta de buey” (92). Again, placing Belicia’s “tetas” and “culo” in
Spanish and emphasizing their size mark her as in an Afro-Caribbean Dominican beauty
standard, which exists ethnolinguistically in Spanish, rather than English.

Much like Dominicana, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao uses incorrect speech to
portray the patterns of linguistic outsiders—in this case, a Chinese man that Belicia works for in
Bani. When Beli first gets hired by the Chinese-Dominican Juan, his speech patterns mark him
as a non-native speaker of the language he is interacting within. He says, “Business terrible...
Too much politics. Politics bad for everything but politicians...No excess money...And already
many impossible employees...No obligated be without shame. We try you up. Probationary
period. Can’t promises build. Political conditions give promises no hospitality” (104). In his
dialogue, the text emphasizes his unfamiliarity through short sentences with a lack of connectors
between them, a lack of verbs in many sentences, incorrect word choice (as in “we try you up”)
and incorrect word order (as in “can’t promises build”). Yet this dialogue, within the narrative of
the story, does not exist in English, but rather in Spanish—both characters are in the Dominican
Republic, with one speaking a standard Spanish, and the other speaking a Chinese-influenced
Spanish. While diegetically, the pair speak in Spanish, the text converts the conversation into
English, but compensates by marking the English as incorrect. The speech is not accented like
the speech in Dominicana, but instead capitalizes on incorrect usage and grammatical
inconsistencies to portray its message. Juan’s inability to speak Spanish contrasts to his brother
José’s fluency. In a later scene, Juan struggles to fire Beli— “We have you go, Juan said. / I
don’t understand. / He licked his lips and tried again, We have to you go” (128). While in the
first scene, Juan’s incomplete Spanish did not stop his message from getting across clearly, Beli

cannot hear the hard truth of her firing within a grammar that has her reaching to form her own
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conclusions. Instead, José must step in: ““You’re fired, José said. Please leave your apron on the
counter.” (129). Because the book is fluent in Spanish, English, and Spanglish speakers, it is
Juan, who comes from a third country, whose speech becomes marked. Because the book
chooses to focus on grammatical inconsistencies rather than accented speech, his incorrect usage
highlights difficulties learning language, rather than just marking him as a cultural outsider. As
José is able to speak Spanish, his speech is portrayed as grammatically correct, and any accent he
may have is disregarded by the text.

Throughout The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, Spanish, English, and Spanglish
whirl past at a dizzying rate. The book is voiced through a strong narrator whose speech seems to
modify the voices of all the characters it portrays. By incorporating both Spanish and English
into its text in so many different ways, the text breaks the linguistic borders that supposedly mark
the United States and the Dominican Republic. In place of these old borders are the newer lines,
marked by the discrete community of Dominicans who use Spanglish to communicate. Breaking
the borders of Spanish and English, the book creates a slang-filled Spanglish that works as a
border-building tool for Dominicans.

The Tip of Your Tongue: Roberto Fernandez’s Raining Backwards

Raining Backwards tells the story of a Cuban American community in Miami, and the
internal conflicts between generations of members, as well as the conflicts with White
Americans that arise due to fears of immigration. The book was published in 1988 by Arte
Publico Press, an independent press that specializes in Hispanic authors, and who originally
published Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street. The 1980s, as Stephanie Alvarez
writes, started the trend of Latinos writing in English (Alvarez 446). Indeed, Fernandez was

encouraged by his editor at Arte Pblico Press to write the book in English for “greater appeal”
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and a “larger audience” (Alvarez 446). While Fernandez was encouraged by the industry, then,
to shape his language for monolingual publishing, he still obfuscates his full meaning through his
extensive use of calques—Iiteral translations that warp the English to sound like Spanish. In
addition to this Anglicized Spanish, the book also lacks a narration-driven plot, and has a
vignette structure, both of which increase the importance of the Anglicized Spanish dialogue as
the main driver of both plot and meaning throughout the text. Incursions of Cuban Spanish into
the dominant English tell the dual tale of a community hanging onto its roots, as well as the
linguistic and cultural changes that Miami undergoes with the influx of immigration.

The Cuban characters in Raining Backwards are mostly confined to English, but many,
especially among the older generation, use an Anglicized Spanish. Anglicized Spanish arises
through the overactive use of literal translation to the point that the English language becomes
warped into Spanish grammar or expressions. For the monolingual reader, while the words may
make sense individually, their phrasing takes them outside of standard English semantics. “The
bilingual reader,” as Alvarez writes, “becomes the insider and the authority of language is
subverted” (446). This Anglicized Spanish appears in the dialogue of mostly the older
generation. One character, when deciding whether to go to a dinner party, says “I don’t know
why you expect me to have dinner with a woman who makes of her husband a cuckold”
(Fernandez 41). Here, “makes of her husband a cuckold” adds an extra preposition and pronoun
(of her) than needed in English, but that is necessary in Spanish. A first-generation immigrant
names Jacinto, when describing his position as a man, says “I am a man, so I am more strong...”
(77). While there’s nothing grammatically incorrect about “more strong,” the English word
“stronger” would be used in any translation that wasn’t exactly word for word. By choosing to

maintain a structure exactly analogous to “mads fuerte,” the book foreignizes the speech from
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English, and molds it into a Spanish structure. Similarly, when Jacinto tries to explain his
excitement, he offers “That night I celebrated. How you say in English “I threw the house out of
the window.” You know, I had a big party” (80). In the first half of this dialogue, Jacinto forgets
“do,” a word that is necessary in many English questions but is without a Spanish equivalent. In
the second half, he uses a Spanish idiom for “going all out,” translated directly into English
(Alvarez 451). Idiomatic expressions like this abound within Raining Backwards and produce an
effect of understanding on the word level, but not on the meaning level—for the monolingual, or
the cultural foreigner, while the strings of words may make sense, their meaning as a unit is lost.
Alvarez presents a full list of the idioms and their translations in her 2014 article “Subversive
English in ‘Raining Backwards’: A Different Kind of Spanglish.” Notable idioms include the
usage of The Good Night to refer to Christmas Eve, or “La nochebuena” (39), “He was born to
be a tail and no head,” idiomatically equivalent to “I’d rather be a big fish in a small pond than a
small fish in a big pond,” (77; translation from Alvarez 451), and “I am like a tomb,” which is
the equivalent of “my lips are sealed (42; translation from Alvarez 453). Throughout Raining
Backwards, Anglicized Spanish takes two forms: first, through misuse of English and the
redesign of English to appear grammatically like Spanish; and second, through the use of
idiomatic calques. The misuse and redesign of English foreignizes the speech patterns of the
speakers, but does not impede meaning, while the use of calques impedes meaning, but does not
foreignize the speech patterns. Used together, these two elements have the effect of creating a
linguistic population within the text who speak both from a different cultural perspective
(through the idioms) and linguistic perspective (through the Anglicization of Spanish).
Spanish-speaking characters, while they do use Spanish words at some points, almost

always communicate in English. In fact, the longest unfettered section of Spanish within the text
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is spoken by primarily English-speaking Americans. When Spanish-speaking characters use
Spanish, it is a weak Spanglish that does not impede meaning due to its isolation within English,
or the existence of its English equivalent nearby. One character says “I guess Mima noticed the
look of despair on my face. “What is the matter? ;Que pasa? She said...” (76). Here, “what’s the
matter” and “;Que pasa?” directly border each other, so the isolated Spanish only exists as a
cultural touchstone. Similarly, when Barbarita complains about babysitting her young neighbor,
she says, “Can you imagine him yelling to me: “Barbarita wipe it, wipe it, limpia, limpia,” while
raising his culito in the air” (66). Again, the neighboring “wipe it, wipe it” and “limpia, limpia,”
while not direct translations, allow contextual comprehension of what “limpia” means. While
“culito” does not have a translation nearby, it is isolated, and therefore cannot assert its
Spanishness any more than just as flair. Non-Cuban Americans also use Spanish, both in isolated
words and in one notable longer expression. Sometimes, this Spanish is directed at Spanish-
Speakers, and its usage signals linguistic condescension, such as when the police attempt to
disperse a crowd, saying “ATTENTION PLEASE. MAY I HAVE YOUR ATTENTION
PLEASE: WOULD YOU PLEASE DISPERSE AND GO HOME. GO CASA! THIS AREA IS
BEING CORDONED OFF BY ORDER OF THE POLICE. POR FAVOR, GO AS QUICKLY
AS POSSIBLE. PRONTO!” (23). Here, the placement of the random Spanish “casa,” “por
favor,” and “pronto,” shows the most menial attempts at communication—while the message of
“home, please, quickly” could be taken up, it is surrounded by English such that the phrasing is
inhospitable to the Spanish it contains. Another scene involving an English monolingual using
Spanish comes when Ernie Rehder, a television reporter, hosts a local beauty pageant. Mixed
into his monolog that explains the event are Spanish words such as “seforitas” and “caballeros,”

not rendered in italics, which as Alvarez argues, may show their Anglicized pronunciation
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(Fernandez 135; Alvarez 454). Support for Alvarez’s point comes later in Rehder’s dialogue
when he says, “Inside the mercado, pronounced [mair-ka-doe], against the walls, there are stalls
and booths for mall tradesmen” (135). The pronunciation guide that Rehder offers attempts to
import Spanish phonetic structures into English, but, while it may be successful with the vowel
sounds “ai” as a render of the Spanish “e” and “oe” as the equivalent of a strong Spanish “o0,” but
without the phonetic alphabet, there is no way to mark the difference between the English use of
the rhotic r (as in Rehder) vs the Spanish use of the tapped r (as in mercado). Rehder is an
example, then, of an English-speaker whose usage of Spanish reflects an importation of those
words into English—his usage is that of the weakest of Spanglish, one of loan words that are
shared between languages. Spanish cannot even fully own the pronunciation of “mercado.”

The longest spoken Spanish phrase comes in a scene halfway through the book, when a
group of White Americans gather in what they call the Tongue Brigade, an attempt to control
Spanish-speakers, criminalize the use of Spanish, and scare them out of Miami through
intimidation. At their meeting, their leader, a teen named Marylou, orders the room to say the
Pledge of Allegiance, but asks “Did everyone learn it in Spanish like I told you last week?”” (99).
When asked why they would say the pledge of allegiance in Spanish, Marylou replies “To
confuse them, of course” (100). The group dutifully chants “Juro fidelidad a la bandera / de los
EEUU y a la republica / que representa una nacion / bajo Dios con libertad y justicia / para todos.
/ Amen” (100). These 6 lines of Spanish also couldn’t properly and grammatically be called
Spanish, because they are missing all their accent marks, linguistically rendering in a no-man’s
land; they are neither Spanish enough to be proper Spanish but clearly attempts at the language.
In addition, the use of the capital “EEUU” instead of what would normally be said in dialogue as

“los Estados Unidos” points to the ironic usage of this Spanish Pledge of Allegiance. The teens
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say the pledge without any comprehension of their specific word usage, evidenced by the
“EEUU” rather than the “Estados Unidos,” and also have no idea how to truly pronounce them,
evidenced by their lack of accent marks. Yet all of this reading of the quote is only open to the
bilingual reader of the book. As Marylou says, they say the pledge in Spanish “to confuse
them”—the Spanish-speakers or readers who know that what the teens say is incorrect, even if
the teens have no idea why. The politics of this decision, and the true confusion, deeper than just
knowing that they are saying the pledge in Spanish, is only to the bilingual.

Both between characters and between the book and the reader, bilingual in-jokes in
Raining Backwards portray the humorous reality of communication across language and culture.
The most notable bilingual in-jokes between the text and the reader come through the
mistranslations in the community’s newspaper, set in the book as its own vignettes. Called The
Southern Pearl, the community’s paper is full of Anglicized Spanish, overtranslations, and
mistranslations. Instead of referring to the Cuban town all the characters are from in its Spanish
Cienfuegos, the newspaper overtranslates it to “One Hundred Fires” (31). This overtranslation
marks an attempt to become culturally and linguistically American, though most translators
would never translate a place name. While overtranslation shows the effort to conform, literal
translations and mistranslations show the difficulty of successfully crossing the language barrier
for those not fully bilingual. Giving news of a community member’s eye surgery, the paper
writes “she will undergo surgery to correct a waterfall in her left eye which is causing her
difficulty with her vision” (34). For the monolingual, these mistranslations have the opposite
effect of weak Spanglish. While weak Spanglish has the tendency to make readers skip over the
words in question, out of knowledge that they aren’t necessary, mistranslations pull at the

monolingual, making them wonder what they’re missing out on, why they don’t understand a
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sentence whose words are entirely within their grasp. Language errors, then, are feasts only for
the bilingual, that cut off enjoyment of the predicament from either language’s monolinguals,
who will either not understand at all (in the case of a Spanish monolingual) or will become stuck
on the mistranslation without understanding (in the case of an English monolingual).
Mistranslation is abundant within The Southern Pearl, especially within advertisements, that
extol a butcher’s “GULLY, SMALL PIGEON, BALL AND SKIRT,” (35; the Cuban cuts of
meat cafiada, palomilla, boliche, and falda), or a restaurant’s “SAW at the oven,” (serrucho al
horno / baked swordfish) “CHERN at the iron,” (cherna a la parilla / grilled grouper) or “PULP
in its own ink” (pulpo en su tinta / octopus in its own ink) (35; translations from Alvarez 449).
The newspaper, then, is dizzying for English monolinguals, or even bilinguals or Spanish-
speakers not familiar with Cuban culture or dialect. The mistranslation places the unfamiliarity
within English, as opposed to Spanish, thus forcing English monolinguals into a situation where
it feels as though comprehension should be possible, yet just out of reach. It is only the bilingual
that can look at these mistranslations and understand both the joke of their translation, and their
trajectories through the two languages. The cases above are also examples of Anglicized
Spanish, where, for example, every word in “serrucho al horno” is directly translated into
English regardless of different placement or conventions within the languages (“serrucho”
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becomes “saw,” “al” becomes “at the” and “horno” becomes “oven”). Anglicized Spanish speaks
to the attempt at directly importing concepts from one language into the other, without regard for
the way that languages shape themselves differently. Vocabulary, instead of structure, is learned,
resulting in phrases that feel as though they should be understandable, but whose word order and

grammar renders them impossible for an English monolingual, without a grasp on the Spanish

structure from whence they came, to understand.
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Between characters, bilingual in-jokes are often constituted by linguistic
misunderstandings with sexual connotations. At the beginning of the book, we hear from “Miss
Mirta Vergara,” a woman who uses her neighbor, Eloy, as an errand boy (13). When she sends
Eloy to the store, she tells him to “stop by the bank and tell them that there’s a mistake in my
checkbook, that my name is Miss Mirta Maria Vergara, not Mrs. Mirtha Verga” (13). For the
monolingual reader, the joke of the sentences is simply the mistaken name and the mistaken
marital status. The bilingual, however, understands that in removing the “ar” from Mirta’s last
name, an innocuous word turns into a slang word for penis. Adding insult to injury to the fact
that the English-speaking world cannot properly transcribe Mirta’s name, they make mistakes
that will humiliate her in front of her Spanish-speaking community. A reversal of this situation is
revealed later in the novel, when a character named Michael learns about his abuela’s past. She
tells him about a factory she used to work in, whose foreman “was learning Spanish to talk to
[her] because at that time [she] knew very little English™ (148). They began a romance, and he
would whisper poetry in her ears at work. Against the background of this language barrier,
Michael’s abuela recounts that she became disillusioned because, at the end of the day, the
foreman would tell her, “Nelia, cojon, no more work, enough for today, cojon.” (148). As
Michael points out, the foreman was definitely not randomly using a vulgar word for testicle in
his speech to her but was rather “saying ‘go home’ (148). In both of these cases, an inability for
words to pass through the language barrier without warping turns into grounds for
embarrassment, insult, and for abuela, a life-changing decision to leave the foreman— “that is
why I left him and we never became nothing” (148). Both Mirta and Michael’s abuela have
strong ties to Cuba and desire to return there, and their conflict with the English-language works

to isolate them within the Spanish-speaking community. However, for Michael, as well as his
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friends Pepe, Frankie, and Roberto, who are both bilingual and bicultural, the language barrier
takes on a playful nature. In a vignette called Boys, another character turns to Michael, and asks
“Miqui, what do you call an easy woman in Miami?” (199). After Michael gives up, he is
provided with the answer: “a frijol” (199). Here, the double entendre between the Spanish
“frijol” and its English phonetic equivalent “free hole,” keep the full meaning of the joke firmly
in bilingual hands. For the older generation, not well versed in English, the joke cannot take the
dirty connotation, while the English-speaking community loses the cleverness of the pun.
Bilingual jokes that poke fun at the language barrier showcase the dexterity of the bilinguals
within the community, capitalizing on the languages that all monolinguals are continually
tripping over.

Raining Backwards displays the linguistic estuary of Miami, where the waters of English
and Spanish lap together inconsistently to form a new ecosystem. For Raining Backwards, that
ecosystem is not uniform, but instead full of little areas where Spanish slips into English, English
slips into Spanish, Spanish tries to become English, and so on. Currents reveal themselves
through Anglicized Spanish, mistranslation, dirty jokes, italicization, and accenting. The use of
so many linguistic traces of language concurrently shows the different meanings that the
linguistic divide has for different members of the community, and it is only those fully bilingual
and bicultural that are in on every joke. Raining Backwards, then, is a particularist text, not
because of its unwillingness to reveal itself, but because of the efforts one not in the know must
go to in order to make sense of it. The overarching use of English lulls English monolinguals into
a false sense of security, presents them with a city for their taking, but one in which no door has
any handles, where they are continually faced with the niggling suspicion that they should

understand what’s being said, but they just don’t. By using English, Fernandez was able to
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appease his editor who wanted to book to reach a wider audience, yet his subversive use of
translated idioms, Anglicized Spanish, and mistranslations, make Raining Backwards a fully
bilingual text, even if it cannot be called Spanglish.

Radical Spanglish: Gianinna Brasci’s Yo-Yo Boing!

Yo-Yo Boing! by Giannina Braschi, is as experimental as Dominicana is normal. The
book was published in 1998 by Latin American Literary Review Press, a scholarly journal that
specializes in Latin American literature, both scholarly articles and creative works. Because of
its position outside of the publishing hegemony, Yo-Yo Boing! is able to warp language
conventions, and play between languages. Instead of being built within a structure that requires
obligate monolingualism, Yo-Yo Boing! thrives in a space where publishing norms and strict
language structures are policed only by the characters inside the text. Yo-Yo Boing! is radically
bilingual—it employs both sentence-level Spanglish, and code-switching between Spanish and
English to convey realistic dialogue between two bilingual Nuyoricans. Realism here is radical
and particularist—by publishing a book in Spanish, English, and Spanglish, Braschi sets a high
bar for understanding the text, one that can only be reached by bilingual speakers. What does it
mean for a book to circumscribe its area of understanding through language? This sort of
linguistic particularism, different from the style of particularism that Doris Sommer discusses in
her text, marks certain populations as able to understand through overwhelming language use.
Yo-Yo Boing! Is no easier for an English monolingual to understand than any random book in
Spanish may be, yet the text presents the same difficulty for Spanish monolinguals. The book
cuts off understanding to the monolingual outsiders, whether they be Spanish or English-
speakers, and restricts its meaning to an audience only like itself. Yo-Yo Boing!’s heavy use of

dialogue, code-switching, Spanglish, and bilingual play mark it as a strong particularist text.
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Yo-Yo Boing! is not structured as a typical novel, instead sectioned off into three parts.
Included in the text of the book is a foreword, written by Doris Sommer and Alexandra Vega-
Merino This text is in English and discusses the use of language within the book. Here, the use of
English brackets the text as belonging, at the very least, to an English-speaking scholarly public.
However, the first section of the book, “Close-up,” is a description of a woman getting ready for
the day, narrated entirely in Spanish. From entirely English in the foreword to totally Spanish in
the first section Yo-Yo Boing! flips the plot on its readers. The middle section of the book,
“Blow-up,” by far the longest, consists solely of dialogue, most often between two characters,
Kika and Pipo, although other characters make appearances at some points. It is here that
bilingual games are played, between Kika and Pipo, who switch easily between Spanish,
English, and Spanglish. The last section of the book, “Black-out” again entirely in Spanish,
details a journey undergone by a character named Giannina, as well as Zaratustra and Hamlet
(204). The bracketing effect of these outer sections has two effects. First, it sets the entire text
from the perspective of Spanish—since the third-person narration happens in Spanish (rather
than, for example, the Spanglish of The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao), Spanish appears to
be the dominant language for the text. Then, because Spanish is the dominant language, Spanish
grammar exists throughout the entire text. The most obvious way that this is present is through
the use of Spanish dialogue marking “— rather than English quotation marks. Second, because
Spanglish and code-switching only exists within dialogue, they become solely a spoken
language, rather than a written one as well. While they are used to portray the realistic dialogue
between two bilinguals, they are only that—still resigned to carry little more than speech. Yet the
dominance of Spanish linguistic systems becomes undermined in the second section. As well as

code-switching with language, Yo-Yo Boing! subtly code-switches through grammar. While the
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overarching use of Spanish dialogue markers stays consistent no matter the language spoken,
only questions asked in Spanish get the Spanish inverted question mark before them (e.g.: “;Por
qué yo?” vs “Says who?” (35; 50). Why switch grammatical codes? Here, the lack of Spanish
grammatical constructs for English questions undermines the superiority and dominance of the
Spanish grammatical system used throughout the text. As tone indicators, the use of, or lack of
inverted question marks, undermines the dominance of Spanish grammatical codes, but solely
within an oral space. Yo-Yo Boing! builds its grammar and language to show the permeability of
the oral space, in contrast to the inflexibility of the written space.

The middle section seems built to confuse, due to its total lack of dialogue tags. More
than a hundred pages of dialogue without breaks, the middle section does not even bother to tell
the reader who is speaking at any point in time. Names and relationships are only gleaned when
they are stated by individual characters, and the arrival of new characters is noted by little more
than a maintenance of English-only when in discussion with them. The insistence on dialogue
and dialogue alone, again paints Spanglish and code-switching as oral over written devices and
has the effect of listening in to a conversation between two people, except with only textual
evidence to go off, it becomes near impossible to ascertain which character is saying what,
unless they specifically reference each other. Instead, any reader, not just the weary monolingual,
becomes lost in a flurry of conversation. This book, then, is neither plot- nor character-focused,
but instead language-focused—Ilanguage and language usage becomes the main character, and
emphasis is placed throughout the book on what language signifies and what switching between
languages signifies.

From the first line of the middle section, Spanglish is shown to be the lingua franca of

both main characters:
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—Abrela t

—¢Por qué yo? Tu tienes las keys. Yo te las entregué a ti. Ademas, I left mine adentro.

—¢Por qué las dejaste adentro?

—Porque I knew you had yours.

—¢Por qué dependes de mi?

—Just open it, and make it fast. Y lo peor de todo es cuando te levantas por las mafianas y te
vas de la casa y dejas la puerta abierta. Y todo el dinero ahi, desperdigado encima de una
gaveta en la cocina, al lado de la entrada. Y ni te das cuenta que me pones en peligro. Yo
duermo hasta las diez. Y entonces me levanto y me visto rapidamente y cuando voy a
abrir la puerta me doy cuenta que esta abierta. Es un descuido de tu parte. Dejar la puerta
abierta. Alguien pude entrar y robarme y violarme. Y tu tan Pancho, Sanco, ni te importa.
(Brasci 35).

In this short scene, one speaker maintains their Spanish the whole way throughout the dialogue,
while the other weaves in and out of Spanish and English, creating a strong Spanglish style. Our
Spanglish speaker drops in both short English words, such as “keys,” and longer English phrases,
such as “I knew you had yours.” Clearly, both characters understand both languages, as the
Spanish speaker responds to “I left mine adentro” with “;Por qué las dejaste adentro?”” and the
Spanglish speaker, frustrated, monologs entirely in Spanish when given the chance. Instead of
one language or another, the Spanglish within this book shows the ability of the speakers to
phase in and out of the languages, as in “You had todo el weekend, but no, you were exhausted”
(43). Within these Spanglish sentences, grammar follows language—the Spanish construction of
“todo el” replaces the English “the whole,” not through word-for-word translation, which would
flip the word order, but rather through fluid replacement. The choice to speak in a specific
language is fluid throughout Yo-Yo Boing! and transitions often occur together. When one
character flips entirely, the other one often joins in the new language, as in an example from
page 41, where a long Spanish monolog ends with “Son delicados, hay que cuidarlos,” to which
the other replies —I wanted to surprise you but you didn’t even notice,” and the conversation is

picked up in English: “—You promised me you wouldn’t use then again except for special

occasions” (41). Both sentence length Spanglish, like in the first example, and code-switching
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like in the second example, portray the fluidity of language in these oral scenes. Yo-Yo Boing!
reveals a tapestry of language woven fluidly together.

Sometimes, the characters in the novel use switches in language to emphasize certain
expressions or ideas. This causes an effect that makes it feel like just one language cannot
contain their emotion. One case of this arises when one character, frustrated at how much the
other talks, says:

Van Gogh would have cut off both ears if he lived with you. I hate it when you flap it and

flap it so much so fast that I can’t understand what you are saying. But don’t think that I

don’t notice what you’re up to. Oh yeah, pleased, delighted, so much enlightenment when

you find one fragment, one lonely ranger without a horse, and then you patronize me by
swearing—you’re doing fine—and I’m on my death bed telling you I know I'm dying,
but you insist—you 're looking better than ever! Says who? You? I wouldn’t believe you
if your tongue were notarized. Estos gritos que ti das retumban en mis oidos. (Braschi

50).

When the rant is nearing its completion, English can no longer suffice, and the switch to Spanish,
with “estos gritos que ti das retumban en mis oidos” marks an explosion out of linguistic
uniformity. The ability to wield both languages, then, allows the characters a heightened
expressive power where switching between languages has just as much power as any expression
might. In other cases, switching between languages occurs because of the particularity of a word
within language. In a later example, one character is trying to describe their usage of the word
“bastardo,” and says, “No le llamé bastardo in the literal sense of the word—ilegitimo, sin
padre—not in that sense, sino bastardo in this sense of hija de la gran puta, bastardo que le

dolio por el culo y por el nacimiento que le dio su madre, la gran chingada” (67). Throughout
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this phrase, the original “bastardo” and its synonyms “ilegitimo, sin padre,” as well as its
intended meanings “hija de la gran puta, bastardo que le doli6 por el culo y por el nacimiento que
le dio su madre, la gran chingada” remain in Spanish. Spanish here is the language of the
impassioned insult, the language where the idea of “bastardo” exists, something that the
character doesn’t even bother to attempt a translation at. At the same time, all references to
explanation of, or organization of the words around each other are in English “in the literal sense
of the word,” “not in that sense,” “in this sense of.” Because Spanish is the language that is being
organized, whose words are being put in relation to each other, it is English that is used to
organize them. English here has the ability to be outside of Spanish, and because of that, to put it
into relation with itself. Literally, English has the power to make “sense” of Spanish. Thus,
choices to use Spanish and English can arise out of convenience, as could be argued with the
example from the very beginning of the book, they can arise out of a desire to punctuate specific
phrases, as in the frustration example, or they can be used to better organize language itself.
Although they have a surplus of language within which to operate, Yo-Yo Boing! does not
just reveal the power that comes with bilingualism but also the difficulty, shown through
linguistic mistakes or lacks that the characters police within each other. Grammatical mistakes,
when they do occur, slip past the policing efforts of the characters. One example comes when a
character says, “I don’t treason the people I love,” incorrectly using the noun “treason” instead of
the verb “betray,” because “treason” sounds more like the Spanish verb “traicionar” (65).
Similarly, when one character complains about the dialogue within the book that they’re writing,
the other replies “The dialogues are fine the way they are. I think we should dedicate to the
structure” (44). Here, the speaker misses the necessary “ourselves,” which could be redundant

within the Spanish version of the phrase. Grammatical errors are not policed likely because they
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don’t halt meaning at the same level that word usage errors do. These examples, which use
similar constructs to Fernandez’s Anglicized Spanish, foreignize the language they’re in, but
don’t cause the confusion that the occasional mistranslation does. In an example from early in
the book, one character wants orange juice:

—Where is my orange juice?

—No orange juice. Vitamin C. It’s the same thing.

—Not to me.

—No seeds. No pulp.

—I want my orange juice. Juicy red with its pepas.

—Seeds.

—And [ want fresh squeezed. I don’t want chocolate. It gives me grains.

—Pimples. (38-39)
When one character uses the Spanish “pepas” in an otherwise English conversation, the rebuttal
is a simple correction to English: “Seeds.” It is only two lines later that the next mistake
happens—a mistranslation from “granos” to “grains,” which is immediately corrected:
“pimples.” While in other books, mistranslation has either been used to confuse or to display the
inability of certain language speakers, in this example, it shows the within-community policing
and correcting. There are no other speakers in this conversation whose understanding could be
impeded by the errors—in fact, the meaning is communicated clearly enough that correction can
occur. Instead, mastery over English seems to be the game at play, and one character corrects the
other in order to impress upon them Standard English. Similarly, later in the book, one character
says, “out of the blue un verdadero grillo verde que ti conoces sali6 brincando,” which prompts
the other to ask:

—What’s a grillo verde?

—Una esperanza

—Hope?

—Un grillo verde que brinca y salta. That insect that brings good luck.

—A lady bug?

—Is it long and green?
—Oh, you mean a grasshopper. 92
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Here, “grillo verde” acts as the turning point from English to Spanish in the first phrase, and it
becomes apparent that that’s the case because of a lack of ability to translate the word. One
character only knows the English— “What’s a grillo verde?... Oh, you mean a grasshopper,”
while the other only knows the Spanish— “Un grillo verde que brinca y salta. That insect that
brings good luck... Is it long and green?”” Through circumlocution, they can first import the
content of the word and then its signifier from one language to the other. Yet both characters
frown down on Spanish-speakers who are lost in English, either forgetting their own struggle
caught between the two languages, or just feeling like they’ve got the bilingual upper hand.
Referencing the language mistakes of a third character, one speaker says “She doesn’t
understand anything. She’s like my aunt. I asked her what son of a bitch meant. / Son of a
beach—she explained—son las putas americanas who come to Puerto Rico and have sex on the
beach and sus bastardos are called: son of a beach” (187). While the insulting nature of the
phrase is understood, an imaginary etymology connects what the speaker thinks she’s heard with
her lived experience, filling in the gaps. Yet our main characters have no sympathy for a person
in her position—she is scorned: “she doesn’t understand anything.” Understanding of language is
chalked up to understanding of “everything,” and the inability to keep up with language switches
mark monolingual outsiders, those who cannot remain afloat in the triple worlds of Puerto Rico,
New York, and Puerto Rican New York. Language mistakes abound within Yo-Yo Boing!
through grammatical errors that shape languages to look like each other, and mistranslations and
untranslated residues and their corrections. Language fluency as well as fluidity is an important
marker of knowledge, as seen both through policing efforts and the condescension that comes

with characters’ lack of dexterity.
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Throughout Yo-Yo Boing! language takes center-stage, through formal grammatical
elements, Spanglish and code-switching, and the errors and corrections that speakers issue. All
come together to portray a realistic hurricane of language, where the only constant is the fluidity
between language. Since both speakers suppose a comfort with both languages on the part of
each other, dialogue transitions dynamically between Spanish, English, and Spanglish, until they
all warp into one language—the language of the Nuyorican. The use of language clearly marks
Yo-Yo Boing! as a particularist book because it, stronger than Raining Backwards sets a line in
the sand—To Read This Book, You Must Be Bilingual. Even if a reader sat down with a
dictionary and translated the book word-for-word, they would still be cut off from the meaning,
because its meaning exists in the play between languages, where to understand, one must have
familiarity with the operations of each. Bilingual games, such as the mistranslations and
grammatical errors, showcase characters caught between languages, whose only way to
comprehension is each other, as seen by their policing and attempts to mesh together the English
grasshopper with the Spanish grillo verde. Formally, Yo-Yo Boing! paints the portrait of bilingual

speakers for bilingual speakers and does not let anyone else in on the joke.
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The Immigrant’s World: Biculturalism on The Page

In this chapter, I will be focusing on the content of the same four books identified in
chapter 2. When I speak of content, I mean the plot structures within the books that speak to the
bilingual experience within the United States and beyond. Obviously, each book has its
individual plot, but deeper than just plot, each tells a different story of the advantages, rewards,
threats, and repercussions of Spanish-English bilingualism. To be clear, this is not a discussion
of simple dual-language wielders, as for all the characters within this analysis, bilingualism
intersects with ethnic and cultural identities. My focus on bilingual literatures led me down the
path of focusing dually on immigrant literatures, and all four of these books thus follow either
first- or second-generation immigrants to the United States from Latin American countries. Dual-
language exposure, as well as language usage, then, becomes incredibly important as a marker of
culture for characters who struggle to fit into their conditions. Within many of the books,
identities become doubled, both within the individual and between individuals, as characters
navigate linguistic boundaries.

In Dominicana, which follows Ana Cancion-Ruiz in her immigration from the
Dominican Republic to the United States, English is the language of opportunity, while Spanish
is the language of comfort, family, and identity. English rings with power throughout the text,
and the lack of understanding that characterizes Ana, as well as her family, reeks with
powerlessness. Within the social world, Ana is barely even alive. Raining Backwards, on the
other hand, paints the bilingual picture of confusion, misunderstanding, and generational
struggle. The linguistic forces in the text, from the surrounding English-speaking community to
the first-generation Spanish speakers, to the second-generation bilinguals, show a rich tapestry of

levels of understanding and communication. The first-generation immigrants in the text find
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themselves in a similar position to Ana, where English is unchartable. Yet, for the second-
generation immigrants, many of whom are bilingual, float between worlds where English is
lauded by the outside community, whereas Spanish is expected by their parents. The English-
speakers within the text find all Spanish-speakers to be threatening, and persecute Spanish
through intimidation, legal action, and murder. Thus, bilingualism becomes a death sentence for
those who cannot properly move between worlds. The bilingual death threat is also central to The
Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, for whom improper movement through different worlds ends
in beatings and murder. In the unfettered Spanglish of The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao,
full bilingualism is assumed, and language mixing is expected. The book presents a doubling
between Oscar and his sister Lola—where Lola can navigate her dual identities, Oscar cannot.
The inability to move fluently through each world, as well as the traces left by the other
language, end in death for Oscar. From confusion and death to creation, Yo-Yo Boing! shows
bilingualism as opportunity. For the characters in Yo-Yo Boing! bilingualism is expected, and
code-switching is played throughout every page. Spanglish usage is shown as an ethnic marker,
yet the text shows that bilingualism offers new possibilities that are apparent only through
mixing languages. Through an abundance of metaphors, the text directs us to an understanding of
creation through misunderstanding. The order of these texts charts the dual processes of
assimilation and community insulation of immigrants to the United States. Both Dominicana and
Raining Backwards speak to the first-generation immigrant experience—one of linguistic
outsiders where command of English is something to be sought after and envied. Raining
Backwards, as well as The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, also focus on second-generation
immigrants for whom cultural and linguistic fluency in English and Spanish is a difficult but

necessary balance. In the face of communities that use linguistic understanding as an identity
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marker, second-generation bilinguals confuse the process, yet this confusion has repercussions
that end in death in both books. Finally, Yo-Yo Boing! speaks to the multiculturalism existent in
the United States due to these immigrants. Through linguistic confusion, the bilinguals within

Yo-Yo Boing! create new knowledges that can occur only due to language mixing.

From Island to Island: Linguistic Isolation in Dominicana

Dominicana paints the linguistic and bilingual struggles of recent Dominican immigrant
Ana Cancion-Ruiz. A fifteen-year-old Ana is married to a middle-aged Juan, so that she can
immigrate to New York in the hopes of bringing economic and immigration opportunities for her
family. While English is tied to the American fantasy, to economic and education opportunities,
English comprehension is also an inherently difficult task, and Spanish-speaking characters in
predominantly English-speaking places are displayed to be powerless. Because of the gendering
of job opportunities, Ana and her mother find English even more daunting, while for Juan, César,
and Ana’s little brother, Lenny, English, while difficult, does not seem as threatening. Spanish,
on the other hand, is tied to cultural identity, both for the Dominican and the Puerto Rican
characters in the text. Much of Dominicana is filled with Ana’s desires for communication, filled
with “I want,” but her timidness, unfamiliarity with the language, and foreign settings, silence
her. Ana’s lack of bilingualism, especially in contrast to her male compatriots, isolates her and
leaves her powerless to the forces around her.

Throughout Dominicana, learning English is associated with an American immigration
and assimilation fantasy. From the beginning of the book, when Ana is in the Dominican
Republic, she and her family imagine what life will be like when they all move to the United
States. Ana says, “Don’t worry...We’ll all be together in New York one day. You’ll see” (Cruz

35). Her little brother Johnny asks, “And we’ll ride the subways?”” while her other brother Lenny,
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says, “And spickee inglis” (35). From the beginning, New York is not just associated with an
architecture or a city system, but also a specific linguistic code—English. Here, Cruz accents
Lenny’s speech as he says, “speak English,” showing the little boy attempting the English sounds
without training. In doing so, Lenny comes close to the oft-used slur “spic,” which has many
questionable etymologies, but is oft-traced back to this phrase “speak English” and its bilingual
permutations. Many of the books include references to this slur, and the slur itself demonstrates
the identity-shaping power of language—it is the ability to properly speak English that stops one
from being a “spic.” The mention of New York calls, then, not only to the linguistic code of
English, but also the remarkable hardship these Spanish speakers will have to endure to become
assimilated in the United States—New York is coded with both English and the threat that a lack
of English contains. It codes the lack of prior understanding as a slur, and its insistence here
foreshadows the ramifications that Spanish monolingualism within the United States will have
for Ana. Beyond this interaction, Ana’s Mama is the primary Dominican force that impresses
English learning as essential. Not yet in America, Ana repeats the goals that her mother has
drilled into her, saying “Go to America. Clean his house, cook him dinner, clip his nails. Send
Mama money, learn from Juan, learn from the brothers. Study hard in school and become a
professional. Learn English...” (38). From the outside, America is again tied to education and
economic growth—Ana’s family expects her to be able to send money, attend school, and learn
English. Later, Mama repeats this insistence over the phone, berating Ana to “tell [Juan] you
want a job. You need to make your own money. You can’t just stay home waiting. You learn
English yet?” (87). Ana attempts a reply of “It’s not that easy,” but it never seems to sink in for
her mother (87). For Ana’s family back home, immigration and English go hand-in-hand, and

she is expected to learn the language.
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While English is tied to immigration and economic prosperity, from the beginning of the
book, Spanish is tied to cultural identity, especially through song. Early in the novel, Juan woos
Ana by singing to her, and in these moments, the longest moments of Spanish within the text,
Ana feels closer to Juan— “What is that [ hear? His sorrow? His longing? His passion? All of
it?” (5). Later, once he removes her from her home, Juan sings to Ana again, “Curls back my hair
from my face and sings along with the radio...His voice thunders against my back. So warm, so
rich, a glaze on my skin. Suddenly we’re in my backyard. Ramon’s on the guitar. Papa tends to
the fire. Beer bottles clink, my brothers giggle. Mama’s full of dreams for me” (47). Spanish
song brings back familial memories for Ana, of the warm nights with her family. When Juan
sings to her, his Spanish brings the nostalgia for the DR, for home, comfort, and culture. Ana
also reflects on what her departure would have been like “if there had been time,” saying that
“Mamé would’ve piled the platanos and chayote on one serving tray, yucca covered in red
onions on another. Johnny would’ve shared his brew of mamajuana to get everyone loose. The
house would’ve been full with neighbors and family. One sip of mamajuana, and I’d be digging
my feet into the dirt in my backyard to the beats of the drum and the scraping of the giiira” (37).
Here, drenching the text in Spanish loanwords, Cruz establishes the ties between the language,
the culture, and the place—the Dominican Republic is the place where Ana would “sip
mamajuana,” eat “platanos” and “chayote,” and crucially, dance to “the beats of the drum and the
scraping of the giiira.” Music, language, and cultural identity are entangled with Hispaniola, and
Spanishness. Expectations of language usage demarcates borders—crucially, it is the expectation
of English language usage that identifies New York as foreign and American, while the Spanish

loanwords in the text identify Hispaniola as familiar and Latino. Each of these languages has a
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territory, and through expectations and realities of language usage, the book constructs territorial
divisions between the Spanish island and the English mainland.

The positioning of the linguistic ties to culture is made more prominent by Ana’s surprise
at Hector’s wife Yrene’s English monolingualism. The first time Ana goes to Hector and Yrene’s
house for dinner, she is caught off guard by Yrene’s lack of Spanish comprehension. Yrene’s
words are portrayed in a modified English standing in for a poor attempt at Spanish: “What
doing, in dark?” Yrene asks Ana, “in mangled Spanish,” voice “strange, as if she doesn’t know
all the words,” (142). Ana’s surprise at Yrene’s noncomprehension is seen in the wording “as if”
Yrene doesn’t know all the words, because Ana supposed that of course Yrene would. Her name
and her marriage to Hector make Ana assume Yrene’s cultural ties to Spanish. Yet Ana learns
that not only is Yrene uncomfortable in Spanish, but Hector knows English—he “calls out for
Yrene in English,” leading Ana to question his knowledge of the language (143). César answers
her— “Hector had to learn the hard way...He married a gringa” (143). While “Gringa” is a word
usually used to describe often White English-speaking Americans, here, English speaking is
sufficient for identification with the “gringa” stereotype. Yrene’s Puerto Rican heritage cannot
save her in César’s eyes—her lack of Spanish is enough to label her as a “gringa.” Ana originally
assumes her language usage based on her ethnicity, expecting her to speak Spanish, but when it
is pointed out that Yrene does nof in fact speak Spanish, this reflects not only on her linguistic
ability, but also her cultural heritage—she is not Latin American, but a “gringa.” Ana continues
describing Yrene’s situation, saying “To us Yrene is without a mother tongue. Her father had
moved from Puerto Rico to fight in World War II. She is one-hundred percent Americana,
something I will never be. How lucky she speaks English so well. How strange for her to look

like us but be one of them (143-144). By describing Yrene as “without a mother tongue,” Ana
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removes the cultural power of Yrene’s English—English cannot be a “mother tongue,” a cultural
language like Spanish is, rather, as we have seen, it is an economic language. Ana understands
that English marks Yrene as “one-hundred percent Americana,” something that, even if Ana
were to learn English, her Spanish knowledge would still mark her as outside of. Indeed, Yrene’s
English marks her as something foreign to Ana—notice when she says, “how strange of her to
look like us but be one of them” (144). Yrene’s cultural ties to Latin America are all coded as
appearance—she simply “looks” like one of us. Her knowledge of English, however, betrays her,
keeps her apart from actual Latin-Americanness. The book does not say “how strange of her to
look like us but speak like one of them,” instead using the much broader “be.” Yrene’s English
monolingualism totalizes her character as “being” one-hundred percent Americana. Dominicana,
then, erases the bilingual and bicultural truth of the matter—Yrene and Ana both float between
worlds, but on each side of the language barrier, cannot see that. Language marks an uncrossable
cultural territory that separates two immigrant characters on the basis of a supposed cultural line.
There is a gendered division in how the lack of English fluency affects the characters—
while the men seem unfamiliar and uncomfortable, the women bear the brunt of the pain, and
become silenced and powerless. At the beginning of the book, we hear about Juan’s arrival story
in the United States. When Juan first goes to the US, he interacts with Frank, an Italian he rents
an apartment from. In this interaction, Juan’s unfamiliarity with English is coded through both
accented speech (“Jes. Thenk you” (9)), as well as description—the text details that Juan has
learned “Yes, sir. Thank you. Dollars and cents. No, sir. Numbers one through ten. OK. Time
o’clock. Taxi, please. Trains” (9). His knowledge of English, then, is limited to the most
operational words, and is likely barely sufficient to comprehend Frank’s “Ten dollars a week.

Every Sunday. You understand?” (9). This lack of comprehension does not stop Juan from
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agreeing to the terms Frank lays out. When Frank asks in Spanish “Gotta girl back home?”
Juan’s solace is palpable— “Oh shit, you speak Spanish? Juan almost cries in relief” (9). Juan’s
relief shows his original discomfort, and Frank’s bilingual position is a gateway to the United
States for the underprepared Juan. Juan’s evident under preparedness does not stop him from
searching for a job, and we soon meet Caridad, who works in management at the hotel where
Juan stands in line waiting for a chance at a job. When Caridad asks Juan how his English is, he
responds “Bedy good,” and when she says that they need a doorman, he answers “Seguro que yo
speako English” (17). Caridad threatens that “If you mess up, you’ll never work here again,” but
Juan is undeterred (17). In this interaction, Juan shows tenacity in his willingness to engage in a
language he is clearly unfamiliar with. While he may be feeling discomfort, it is not shown,
instead, his desire for economic opportunity is made center-stage, as is his ability to pad his little
comprehension in English. Juan’s lack of bilingualism presents barriers, but not ones that he
cannot or will not work to overcome. At the end of the book, when Ana’s family has arrived in
New York, Juan brings Ana’s little brother Lenny to school. In this environment, Lenny only
understands Spanish, yet in the world around him, “everyone is speaking English” (302). Juan
coaches Lenny through this environment, saying “You know what I do when I don’t understand
what people are saying?...I nod and smile. For everything, I say, Jes ser, jes mam” (303). Here,
the elder man passes on the knowledge to the younger, giving him the tools to stay afloat in a
language he does not understand. And Lenny picks them up: “Jes se, Lenny says in the softest of
voices” (303). Lenny asks how to say his name, and Juan replies, “Mi neym es Lenny. Okay?
Now go. Go” (303). In this way, the confidence and willingness to withstand linguistically and

culturally uncomfortable situations are passed from man to boy. Juan builds the tenacity in
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Lenny, coaching him on the way he can get by in any situation, and get through his current
monolingualism.

This experience, of the permeability of English monolingual spaces to Spanish bilinguals,
however, is constricted based on gender. While the main man in the story, Juan, shows a tenacity
and confidence in the face of the language barrier, and passes these techniques onto the younger
boy, Ana is not given similar coaching, instead forced into silence. For Ana and her mother, the
two female Spanish monolinguals, the language barrier is much more oppressive, and leads to
silencing. From the beginning of Ana’s time in New York, she has trouble finding her voice.
When Juan and Ana first arrive at the airport, César picks them up, saying, “Welcome to New
York, little lady” (52). When Ana responds with an “Oh. Thank you,” she also remarks that “My
voice is alien to me. An ache in my chest” (52). In a country where she is marked as an alien, her
voice, too, becomes alien to her. From the beginning of her time in New York, she is forced into
silence—as soon as they arrive, Juan tells her not to look at people— “it attracts attention. And
close your mouth” (52). In the car, though César turns on the radio, Juan shuts it off, and Ana
remarks that the “silence makes it as if someone died” (53). Looking out the window, Ana says
that the “snow mutes the city” (53). Within this passage, Juan is insistent on Ana’s quiet
compliance, while Ana describes the world as shuttered for death. From the very beginning, Ana
is told not to interact with anyone, kept out of the public sphere—she is in attendance at her own
social funeral.

Juan keeps Ana trapped in their apartment, and trapped in silence, causing her to be
confused and anxious when placed in English-dominant situations. When Juan instructs Ana as
to what to do when he is gone, he tells her “Don’t open the door for anyone” (56). When Juan

later sends her on an errand to the post office, she has to “try not to stare,” unfamiliar with the
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world around her (79). In short sentences, Ana describes how “Everything is in English. Orderly
and clean as a hospital” (79). When she slides the cashier her envelope, the cashier replies, “as if
her mouth is full,” and Ana nods, “not knowing what [she’s] agreeing to,” before giving her
“five dollars, damp with [her] sweat” (79). Many devices work together in this passage to show
the anxiety evoked by Ana’s Spanish monolingualism, from the short sentences, to the evident
inability to make sense of speech, to Ana’s own sweat. This scene, however, is just the beginning
of Ana’s panicked journey, as soon she leaves. Back on the street, Ana finds herself turned
around, and “nothing looks familiar” (79). She attempts to find landmarks to guide her, but she is
unable to. As Ana narrates, “A car slows down and rolls down his window. Words come out of a
man’s mouth. I run” (80). In this scene, Ana’s monolingual status intersects with her gender,
leaving her feeling powerless, unable to move. She takes everyone’s English usage as
threatening and is not even able to understand what people say as speech—in the first case, the
woman “talks as if her mouth is full” and in the second, words simply “come out of a man’s
mouth” (80). While it is never explicitly stated, the car rolling up to Ana on the street, and a
man’s voice calling to her, is a much more frightening reality for women than men, as Ana not
only has to fear misunderstanding, but also gender-based violence. For Ana, told to be silent and
coached away from interaction with the world, Spanish monolingualism in an English world is
much more threatening than it is for Juan. This same scenario plays out later in the book, after
Ana has learned some English through her ESL classes. Yet in this latter case too, when she is
approached by an unfamiliar man on the street, it is her monolingualism that becomes the central
issue— “The man comes closer,” Ana narrates, “Me nem is Ana, I say again and again. I bon in

Dominicana Republica” (187). Ana’s inability to communicate worsens her fear of strangers,
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especially men, even non-threatening ones—when she realizes that this man is just trying to help
her, she is able to mutter out a “Tenk you” (187), but she is still shaken.

It is due to the gendering of spaces that this monolingual-bilingual marginality is
exacerbated on the basis of gender. While Juan, and all men, are pushed into work, into the
public sphere, Ana, is kept in the private sphere, mainly by Juan’s gendered abuse. Ana is
assigned to do all the housework, to never leave the apartment, and thus, her exposure to English
is limited by her gendered private sphere. Ana is not the only woman who is dramatically
silenced by her Spanish monolingualism in the US—the same occurs to her mother when her
family joins her later in the novel. Mama, just like Ana, is restricted to the private sphere. While
in the Dominican Republic, Mama4 is shown as a boisterous figure, whose screams make the
clouds “dump so much rain our land flooded,” in the United States, her voice is taken away when
she leaves the apartment. As Ana narrates, “it’s Juan who’s the hero. It’s Mama who has her way
in the kitchen. Out on the street she’s a mouse, inside the apartment she’s a lion” (300). While
this gendered division of space exists without Spanish and English monolingualisms, their
existence exacerbates this experience, where the men are pushed into bilingualism and thus
become fluent in outside-of-the-house public cross-language communication, while the women
are kept inside, further limiting their ability to cross the language barrier. Mama is clearly a force
to be reckoned with, as “inside the apartment she’s a lion,” but her gendered socialization
combines with her Spanish monolingualism to make it so that “out on the street she’s a mouse.”
This sentiment is stated most clearly when Ana has to go to the hospital to deliver her baby.
Looking over at her mother, Ana narrates, “she sits with her arms across her chest. The doctors,
the nurses, the person at the register all speaking English make her feel powerless” (305). For

Ana’s mother, whose power in her domain rests on her ability to command her words, her
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monolingual surroundings “make her feel powerless.” She has no inlet to the language, no way
to understand everything that is being said.

Over the course of the novel, Ana begins to learn English through ESL classes. An
acquaintance, Marisela, is the one who informs Ana of the classes. Adopting the same tone as
Ana’s mother, Marisela says “Ignorance is the worst thing in the world, especially for a
woman...You should go for those free English classes at the rectory, right down on 165th Street,
next to the church’s entrance. So you can get your GED. Everybody needs at least a GED” (116).
Marisela, then, also speaks to the gendering of monolingualism, broadening it to information,
when she says, “Ignorance is the worst thing in the world, especially for a woman” (116). As a
working woman, Marisela positions herself as a savvy economic woman, and remarks on the
necessity of English for this power. Although we later learn Marisela’s put-on airs to be
fraudulent, her positioning to Ana still carries the privileged weight.

Ana’s time in ESL classes focus on simple language learning but fail to give her the tools
to properly address the English that she needs to survive. The rectory uses an immersion system
where the Sisters only speak in English. In the first lesson, Ana learns how to say “My name is
Ana. I was born in Dominican Republic,” which, once she can repeat after the Sister, earns her a
“Very, very good, Ana. You can now say you speak English (186). Here, the focus on name and
national identity strikes an interesting chord. While Ana is trying to assimilate, to position herself
as more American through her English learning, the class itself works to strengthen her national
identity by allowing her to communicate it in English. This insistence on national identity within
the melting pot of New York means that Ana is not threatened by the loss of her culture, but at
the same time, her assimilation may be threatened. Through the lessons, Ana learns to greet each

other, tell the time, ask where the bus is, the numbers and names of coins, directions, and
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“lifesaving words such as dangerous, hazardous, exit, help, emergency” (221). Outside of class,
she reads and translates the newspaper, accumulates books, and studies “all the bottles of lotions
and hair products” in Woolworths, writing down “the names and ingredients so [she] can later
look up the translations” (191). Yet these lessons limit the utility of Ana’s English, as she only
knows as much as they teach her, and therefore finds herself still incredibly limited in her
expressive ability. When Ana’s pregnant belly starts showing, she feels like she’s looked down
up, that her “pregnancy is a sin” (221). While she “[wants] to explain that [she’s] married,”
Sister Lucia “doesn’t allow Spanish,” so Ana is unable to communicate the virtue of her
pregnancy. While the prior case is an example of grave spiritual danger, Ana is also placed in the
same dilemma when faced with physical danger. When César gets in trouble with the police after
the factory he works in is raided, Ana narrates “Leave him alone! I want to say. You’re hurting
him! Why don’t you arrest the asshole boss who screwed him?”” (241). Ana wants to be able to
defend César, who is undocumented and dark-skinned, from the American systems of police
brutality and racism, but her ESL classes haven’t equipped her— “Sister Lucia covered none of
these words in English class™ (241). The delicate ESL classes have prepared Ana for gentle
commerce, the institutions of exchange, the bus, and “hazardous” products of society. Yet
beyond some need for “help” or a general “emergency,” she is unprepared for the reality that she,
as an undocumented immigrant, and César, both undocumented and dark-skinned, face in the
United States. The ESL classes will only teach so much.

Alongside Ana’s ESL classes, music also becomes an important tool for language
learning. Throughout the novel, there are a few places where Ana sings along to the radio in a
twisted English ripe with bilingual meaning. Early in the novel, Ana sings along to a song that

we only hear from her perspective “Gowing to da chapa, Ana go to get ma-a-areed. Gowing to
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da chapa, Ana go to geet ma-areed.” (58). While we know the lyrics to be “Going to the chapel,
and we’re going to get married,” Ana’s version replaces the “and we’re” with her own name.
Trying to learn the language, Ana implants her own recent experience of marriage, and a more
ideal marriage than the one she actual had, into the English song. Later, after Sister Lucia tells
her to listen to American music for practice, she shout-sings around her apartment “Ay con gue
no satisfason” (189). Here, again English is transduced through Spanish, yet this warped
language carries its own set of meanings. “Ay,” a Latin American expression of pain, takes the
place of the English “I,” changing an identity claim to one of suffering. Ana cannot claim
subjecthood in English, can only claim pain in Spanish. Yet both examples show that music is an
important part of the transition from Spanish to English. While music was originally associated
with Hispaniola and an idealization of Juan, it is also an indicator of the growth into English that
may be possible.

For Ana, English becomes important in her journey to motherhood—she both feels the
necessity of learning English to care for the baby, and hopes that one day, the baby will be fluent
in English, able to help her cross the language barrier. Inundated with the messages from both
her mother and Marisela, Ana knows that “Education is the key to becoming independent and
making something of [herself],” and wants to learn English at all costs (188). At the rectory, Ana
says, “I know to introduce myself to the teacher—in English. A/o. Elooo. I'm no longer the child
my mother shipped. I'm about to become a mother” (183). Here, Ana focuses on her transition
from childhood to motherhood as the reason for her expanded knowledge. By remarking that
she’s about to become a mother, she equates motherhood and knowledge. However, when Ana is
at the hospital for a check-up on the baby, Ana’s inability to communicate well with the doctor is

problematic. In order to display this language barrier, the text uses misspelled Spanish to
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communicate the doctor’s attempts at Spanish—"" Cwanto anyo too teeayness,” while Ana is
mostly silent, only answering this age question— “Fif...I mean nineteen.” (133). It is clear,
however, that the doctor’s pantomiming and Spanish attempts are not enough to communicate
Ana’s health—the doctor tries to communicate that everything is fine— “look good, she says
cheerfully. Looky really bweno,” but the language barrier stops this message from getting
entirely through. It is only when the doctor returns with a nurse who speaks “in crisp Spanish,”
that Ana can both communicate and understand.

While with the doctor, Ana only answered the single question, and one addressed directly
to her, when the nurse addresses her as “Sefiora Ruiz,” Ana corrects her— “Ruiz-Cancion”
(133). While her lack of English made her communication with the doctor impossible, the
nurse’s understanding of Spanish allows Ana to reassert her identity. Here, Ana’s identity is
asserted through correction on her name, a trend we will see throughout many of the books. For
these bicultural characters, names are important markers of identity that allow them to claim
whichever heritage they desire. Here, Ana claims a Dominican identity by reasserting the
traditional Latin-American last name construction that include both Juan’s last name (Ruiz) and
her own (Cancion). Earlier in the novel, Marisela remarks on a similar name quandary,
describing how the “gringa” that she works for cannot correctly pronounce her name, instead
calling her “Maria” (123). For both first-generation characters, correctly using their Latin-
American names is an important marker of their identity, one that they do not wish to assimilate
away.

When the nurse says, “Your baby looks great,” Ana replies with “what a relief to finally
understand” (133). Ana can only “understand” this good news when it comes to her in Spanish.

Thus, while she stakes her claim at motherhood with simple English knowledge at the rectory,
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this claim is tenuous at best—her inability to communicate in English in situations where it
matters exposes the weaknesses of her motherhood self-image. A more nuanced view of this
English-motherhood paradigm comes when Ana goes to the church with her neighbor. There, she
learns that “the priests talk about God in English” (159). In response, “[whispering] to [her]
belly,” Ana says, “one day... you’ll explain to me what people are saying” (160). More than just
a child, Ana sees her baby as an inlet into the English-speaking world, a bilingual in the making.
For Ana, this bilingual child represents an ability to fully understand those around her, a way to
be able to communicate with God in this scenario, and the broader society she lives within.
Dominicana tells the story of a first-generation immigrant and her navigation of the
complex linguistic and cultural frameworks of identity. Throughout the novel, there is an
overarching territorial divide between English and Spanish, where Spanish is represented as a
cultural language with ties to heritage, Hispaniola, and Latin American culture. English, on the
other hand, is seen as the language of education, economic opportunity, and independence, but
without cultural roots, as shown by the horror of Yrene. At the same time, there is a gendered
divide between access to English spaces, and informal bilingualism. It is not until Juan leaves
that Ana is able to begin to learn English, while her mother does not seem to have access to these
spaces at all. Due to their monolingualism, the women in the novel undergo a social death,
completely removed from connection with the outside world. When Ana does learn English, the
classes only offer her gentle commercial bilingualism—not enough to encounter her actual
linguistic needs. For Ana, bilingualism is represented by her future child, who she hopes will be

able to lead her into a better understanding of the world around her.

A Community Under Siege: Linguistic Racism Raining Backwards
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While all three of the other books take place in the tri-state area, Raining Backwards
locates itself in Miami, Florida, and centers a different immigrant population—Cuban-
Americans. Raining Backwards centers language in its storytelling, and the novel portrays the
struggle between Spanish and English as lingua franca in a multicultural world. Telling a multi-
generational story, Raining Backwards shows the different meanings that language has for first-
and second-generation Americans, as well as the threat that multilinguals, and Spanish
monolinguals represent for the English monolingual community. The story of bilingualism
within Raining Backwards is one of confusion and misunderstanding, yet as America moves
towards multiculturalism, any singular language’s dominance is threatened.

Throughout Raining Backwards, individual characters position themselves in relation to
the two languages through their names—whether they stay attached to a Cuban name, modify
their Cuban name to become American, or vice-versa. For Mirta Vergara, as well as other first-
generation immigrants, names must remain unchanged, and for the outside world to change their
name is an insult—when Mirta Vergara’s name is misspelled as “Mirtha Verga,” she demands
that her neighbor, who she uses as a servant, go get it corrected. As I discussed in Form, this
misspelling is both incorrect and a crude slang joke. Mirta later discusses how she pays her
neighbor, Eloy, in “memories”—for as she says, “the day we forget, we are all dead. Even the
living, because then we are going to be nameless” (37). For Mirta, memories of Cuba are tied to
being alive, which in turn are tied to having a name. The removal or misspelling of her name,
then, is an act of forced forgetting by the English-speaking community onto her. How Mirta
would quake at the many second-generation immigrants within the text who try their hardest to

escape their names.
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While Raining Backwards does not follow a strict plot, many of the vignettes circle
around three second-generation siblings who all reject their Spanish first names— “Jacinto
‘Keith’ Rodriguez,” “Joaquin ‘Quinn’ Rodriguez,” and “Caridad ‘Connie’ Rodriguez” (32).
While both parents Jacinto and Maria use their Spanish names throughout the text, the siblings
use nicknames that set them linguistically far apart. Of the three, Connie is the most insistent on
this usage. Connie writes poems that are displayed in some pages of the text, and in the
beginning of the text, signs off as “Connie Rodriguez,” only signing as “Caridad ‘Connie’
Rodriguez y Lopez” after this name discussion has started (31). While her brothers are outcasts,
Connie is shown as trying to fit in within an American High School system. When Jacinto
discusses his daughter, he refers to her as “Caridad, our only daughter (she calls herself
Connie),” making clear his preference for her Spanish name and her insistence on the American
nickname (76). Yet later, when Jacinto is frustrated by Connie’s behavior, which he sees as
American, he says, “Connie’s just like one of them,” using her preferred American name as a tie
to the culture he sees her adopting (47). It is not just Jacinto that calls her “Caridad,” but also a
family friend and second-generation immigrant Patsy Jimenez, who remarks, “From the very
beginning, I always called her Caridad because for me she was no Connie” (188). Connie’s
cultural positionality is thus negotiated through people’s opinions on her name, and her own
positions on other people’s names; while others maintain her as “Caridad,” Connie is also an
Americanizing force on others’ names. When referring to a character named “Barbarita,” Connie
calls her “Barbie,” and does a similar thing when referring to “Isabelita” as “Izzy” (47). In both
situations, Connie turns the Spanish diminutive nickname convention of adding “ita” into the
English shortening “-ie/y,” showing her allegiance to the American way. Yet Connie’s insistence

on her nickname still fails to erase her Spanish name entirely—when newscaster Ernie Rehder
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announces September 8th as the “day of Our Lady of Charity,” he wishes “a special
congratulations...to all Caridads and Connies in the metropolitan area” (154). While Caridad is a
direct translation of Charity, Connie comes from an entirely different etymology, and is usually
derived from “Constance.” Here, by wishing a congratulations to “Caridads” and also “Connies,”
Rehder enforces a new connection between the two names, one that Connie and her family are
responsible for creating and maintaining, but one that does not allow her to escape from the
Spanishness of her name.

While Connie’s nominal negotiation is more prominent, her brother, Keith, undergoes a
similar but opposite negotiation when he first arrives in the United States. As a new immigrant,
Keith goes to school, where the other kids bully him and ask him his name. When he responds,
“Keith,” they say “NO, SPIC, your real name! NOMBRE REAL?,” to which he replies, “Oh,
Jacinto Enrique Rodriguez” (72). New to the US, Keith attempts to claim an American identity
through his newly minted American name, but other kids push back, forcing him to reveal his
“real name,” the name that sounds more Cuban. Here, Keith tries to negotiate an American
identity through American name, but the other kids violently remind him of his cultural identity
through ethnic slurs (“SPIC”) and Spanish usage “NOMBRE REAL?,” and force him to admit
his Spanish name—IJacinto.

In the vignette “Raining Backwards,” Michael represents a third-generation immigrant
who also presses toward Americanization. Although a similar age to Connie and her brothers,
Michael is one more generation removed from Cuba, represented by the fact that his full name is
Michael—he doesn’t have to create a nickname to be Americanized. In “Raining Backwards”,
Michael interacts with his grandmother, who calls him “Michael, Miqui, Miguel,” although

Michael insists “Abuela, don’t call me Miqui. You know I don’t like it” (143). In the transition
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of names, Abuela goes from the American “Michael” to the Spanglish “Miqui,” a nickname that
follows English nickname conventions but Spanish phonetics. From the Spanglish “Miqui,” the
name passes into the fully Spanish “Miguel.” Yet in Michael’s response, he cuts this chain off at
the Spanglish—he can’t stand the nickname that modifies his name even only a little. At the end
of the chapter, Michael reveals that he is telling the story of this interaction to his grandchildren,
who call him “Grandpa Mike,” further reinforcing that it is not that Michael is opposed to
nicknames, but specifically the Spanglish “Miqui.” When Abuela later refers to him again as
Miqui, he responds with “Abuela, please. My name is Michael” (143). Again, Michael’s
insistence on the use of his English name speaks to his attempt at assimilation and
Americanization, which is threatened by his relationship to the Spanish-speaking community and
his grandmother, who reinforce his Cuban identity. Throughout the book, naming becomes a
highly charged way to differentiate community members and their allegiances within the Cuban
and American communities.

This politicization of naming makes sense within the larger plot context of Raining
Backwards, which, through several interacting plotlines, tells the story of a Cuban community
attempting integration into a hostile American community. Within this hostility, language plays a
pivotal role of identifying cultural targets for American aggressors, and a pivotal place where
assimilation can be both desired and forced. From the beginning of the book, the relationship
between the Spanish- and English-speaking communities can be summed up in the line that
appears on page 9: “WILL THE LAST AMERICAN TO LEAVE MIAMI PLEASE BRING
THE FLAG” (9). The flood of immigrants into Miami is seen as a cultural threat and a reason for
exodus for the White Americans in the county, to the point where they are threatened with no

longer seeing Miami as “American,” hence the threatened removal of the flag. Cuban immigrants
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are shown to threaten the corruption of pure monolingual English, and in return, the White
Americans work to punish Spanish-speakers both institutionally and privately. Within Raining
Backwards, again, language becomes a border-marker. The existence of Spanish mono- and
bilinguals threatens the dominance of English, and thus corrodes the American border, as the
threatened retreat with the flag shows. Although many of the second-generation children are
American citizens, they are not allowed to claim “Americanness,” something that we see many,
such as Connie, attempt through English usage. Territory is again marked by English usage,
where the border is literally threatened to be moved by the existence of a non-monolingual
English community.

Some White American citizens, frustrated by the existence of their bilingual and Spanish-
speaking neighbors, band together to form a “Tongue Brigade” to punish Spanish usage. The
“Tongue Brigade” has mixed success in their attempts to punish language usage—originally, the
group decides to use “an intimidation campaign to scare [Cubans] off” (99). In a vignette of one
intimidation attempt, the White American caller spews their vitriol, complaining about Cubans
living “off our welfare, and then [using] the money to buy the factories, then [taking] over the
banks to launder your money” (108). As the call continues, the complaints center on language—"
Do you realize my brother lost his job because he doesn’t spica the spafiol? In our own country
and we’re fired for not speaking spic...” (108). For the White Americans, the Spanish-speaking
community represents a linguistic threat to English monolingualism, threatening to put the White
Americans in an outsider position, which they will not tolerate— “The season is open. We’re
going to purify this land of dregs. You fucking Cubans!” (108). Yet this call strikes a vein of
bilingual humor, because the Tongue Brigade has forgotten that in their targeting, the person on

the other side, a man named Marielito, does not speak English well enough to understand these
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threats. Throughout the call, he is coached by his friend, who tells him “It will be good for you to
practice your English,” that the man “must be selling you somesing” and to “tell him yes to see
what he says... and when you get tired you tell him no-sank you” (108). The comedy of this
vignette comes because the Tongue Brigade’s attempted verbal threats cannot cross a language
barrier, and Marielito finds himself agreeing with the man enacting violence against him— “‘Ee-
$?’/ “Yes! I'm glad you agree, that way it’ll be easier when we ship you bastards out of here”
(108).

Yet the Tongue Brigade’s threats do not stay verbal, and they start to target Connie,
because of her social relationship with the leader of the brigade, Marylou. As Marylou clarifies,
both girls are the same year in school, and Marylou accuses Connie of spreading false rumors
that her “breasts weren’t really [hers]” (98). Here, the gendered high-school violence of gossip,
rumors, and beauty standards becomes racially charged. There is a dual conflict here, where
Marylou sees Connie encroaching in her social space, and attracting the attention of the
American Bill. Instead of staying as gendered violence, however, it becomes racialized, as
Marylou mobilizes the Tongue Brigade against Connie. It is Bill himself who beheads her after
Marylou offers to let him feel her breasts if he obliges. This direct act of violence is both
racialized and gendered—Marylou against Connie both because Connie is a gender threat, and a
racial other.

The persecution of Spanish-speakers is not confined to this hate group, however, and is
also institutionalized. When a beauty pageant is conducted, among the rules for entry is a
requirement that contestants “Must speak English and reside in Dade County” (88). This
requirement is among others such as age (between 18 and 25), relationship status (“single, never

married, and cannot be a parent”), and the maintenance of a “good reputation,” all qualities that
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make a woman an eligible young bachelorette (88). By purging the eligibility of Spanish
monolinguals, the pageant makes clear that speaking Spanish, and especially Spanish alone, is
undesirable. On a larger scale, news reports tell the tale of the Supreme Court battle to “prohibit
the use of languages in the United States” (154). While the Supreme Court declares it
unconstitutional, they do so because “persecution of Spanish-speakers by the Tongue Brigade is
equivalent to a violation of the civil rights of the handicapped,” opining that “Speaking in any
other tongue, and especially in Spanish, is a form of disglosia, a degenerative disease of speech
centered in the brain” (154). The treatment of bilingualism or Spanish monolingualism as a
“degenerative” mental disorder that requires therapeutics is not much better than the direct
punishment enacted by the Tongue Brigade. While the immigrant community may be trying to
hold onto memories of their homeland, the United States both wants linguistically foreign
immigrants to assimilate and disappear.

While the White Americans attempt to control the Spanish of their Cuban compatriots,
their own language becomes mixed over the course of the book, showing both the threat of the
Spanish-speakers, and the inability to stop the language mixing. When one of Bill’s friends
wishes him goodbye with “I’ll be waiting for you, Bill. Hasta la vista, mi amigo,” an officer
hears, asking “Hey, hey miss. Were you speaking S-p-a-n-i-s-h?... Don’t you know it’s
prohibited by law? I could turn you in to the Tongue Brigade and your lingua will be fed to the
barracudas” (122). In this interaction, two white Americans use Spanish, even when discussing
that Spanish is illegal—first, [friend] says “Hasta la vista, mi amigo,” using a Spanish phrase that
has crossed over into English dialect. When the officer responds, he says her “lingua” will be fed
to the “barracudas.” While [friend’s] speech was clearly Spanish, the officer skirts the line—

while the supreme court may still consider the use of the Italian “lingua” to be disglosia, it is not
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illegal as Spanish is. In addition, the use of “barracudas” to refer to the fish shows that in cases
where there are no English words for something, Spanish enters the speech in an unstoppable
capacity. While the friend uses blatant Spanish, and is called out for it, the officer’s more subtle
multilingualism communicates the insidious aspect of language mixing within Raining
Backwards—even against White Americans’ best attempts, they become users of an impure
English. Language mixing happens through interactions with Cuban characters through two
processes—Iloanwords that enter the language, and communicative phrases. When White
Americans communicate with Spanish-speakers who they believe will not understand English,
they adopt Spanish to communicate, even though they telegraph resistance. Attempting to
disperse Spanish-speakers, police from a helicopter blare: “WOULD YOU PLEASE DISPERSE
AND GO HOME. GO CASA! THIS AREA IS BEING CORDONED OFF BY ORDER OF
THE POLICE. POR FAVOR, GO AS QUICKLY AS POSSIBLE. PRONTO!” (23), while a man
shoos his neighbors off his property, saying “This is private property, propiedad private” (24).
Both examples show Spanish slipping into English-speakers’ dialogue when attempting to
communicate orders to their Spanish-speaking compatriots, but there is also a more subtle
integration that occurs through shared culture.

Over the course of the novel, Barbarita attempts to share her culture with her neighbor, at
the same time, slipping Spanish into the monolingual’s English. When Barbarita learns that Mrs.
Olsen, her neighbor, has never had boniatillo, she decides to make her some. Boniatillo, a Cuban
dessert, is made from boniatos, or sweet potatoes. Because of the language barrier between
Barbarita and Mrs. Olsen, Barbarita believes that Mrs. Olsen “doesn’t know what boniatos are,”
a fact that is probably untrue given the ubiquity of sweet potatoes in the United States (86). Yet

because Barbarita wants to share her culture with Mrs. Olsen, and “make friends with her,” she
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gives her both the dish and the name for it (86). While Mrs. Olsen, then, is a gateway to
integration, her husband, Mr. Olsen, is the man who yelled at trespassing Cubans, thus being an
example of the curmudgeonly xenophobic American. Later in the novel, Mr. Olsen discovers the
dish in the fridge, asking what it is. When Mrs. Olsen responds “it’s boniato,” Mr. Olsen is
horrified, saying “That did it! We’re moving to Ocala. Right now” (116). Mr. Olsen is shocked
by the cultural integration that has occurred, yet only knows it has occurred by the linguistic tags
that remain—if Mrs. Olsen had called the dish “sweet potato pudding,” Mr. Olsen’s alarm bells
would not have been set off. Yet both characters represent the insidious entries of Spanish into
English—for Mr. Olsen, Spanish is used to order Cubans away from him, betraying his own
command of the language, while for Mrs. Olsen, Spanish is acquired along with culture in a
neighborly share.

The Olsens’ reaction to the insidious entrance of Spanish into English is to evacuate, a
theme we have already seen with the first “WILL THE LAST AMERICAN TO LEAVE MIAMI
PLEASE BRING THE FLAG” that occurs early in the book. Almost exactly a hundred pages
later, a second page has an almost identical phrase, except now, one that declares its xenophobic
message in the multiculturalism and multilingualism that it is trying to escape— “WILL EL
LAST AMERICANO TO LEAVE MIAMI S’IL VOU PLAIT BRING THE BANDERA” (111).
Here, the mix of Spanish, English, and French speak to the burgeoning multilingualism. The
message to flee cannot be communicated just in English, because the “American,” even
exemplified by the White Americans, no longer equates to monolingualism. Just a few pages
later, when Mr. Olsen orders the evacuation, we see that this capitalized has been pointing to the
Olsens all along. He says, “I’m going to the front yard and lowering the flag. It’s our moral duty

to bring it with us. We’re the only ones left” (116). Mr. Olsen, betrayed by the entrance of
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Spanish language through culture, decides the only thing left to do is flee, not even realizing his
own multilingualism. No one’s language is pure anymore, exemplified by the multilingual plea
to bring the “BANDERA”—not even the flag can stay in English anymore.

Towards the end of the book, English and Spanish become so intertwined that an
outsider, a Japanese baseball pitcher, cannot identify them as separate languages. As a news
report describes,

“The Miami Grouper’s pitcher, on loan from the Nippon Microchips, Masashito

Watanabi, was asked Monday what English words he had learned since he arrived from

Tokyo on April 5. An interpreter explained the question to him. ‘Muy bien,” said

Wawatabani. His interpreter seemed confused and posed the question again. His answer

was ‘muy bien, gracias.” Immediately, he was rushed to a city hospital that specializes in

the dreaded disease” (157)

In this pivotal interaction, multiple lines are tangled together. First, when asked what English he
had learned, Watanabi responds with Spanish, showing the entangling of the two languages in
Miami to the point that the Japanese man cannot differentiate between English and Spanish.
Second, and more interestingly, we once again see how Spanish, more than other languages, is
penalized because of the demographics of the area, that target the Cuban immigrants. While all
non-English usage is supposedly disglosia, the Japanese-speaker uses an interpreter to answer
questions without a problem. It is not until he speaks in Spanish that it is considered disglosia
and necessitating treatment. The ways that Spanish is persecuted and criminalized shows the way
that language is seen as entangled in culture—Spanish is only really persecuted when spoken by
Cubans, not by the White Americans, for whom the threat of the Tongue Brigade seems far

away. Even the Tongue Brigade itself, when meeting, recites the pledge of allegiance in Spanish
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(as discussed in Chapter 2), showing that their persecution is not focused on language, but rather
on a specific group of speakers.

Raining Backwards shows the dynamic picture of a community in transition, whose
cultural and linguistic future is uncertain. On one hand, pressures from White Americans cause
second- and third-generation immigrants to assimilate to an English-speaking culture, even
against the desires of their first-generation parents. On the other, the existence of Spanish-
speakers in a previously English monolingual community threatens the linguistic monopoly of
English, which White Americans push back at. While they do so, however, they too become
multilingual speakers, as their English becomes impure. Raining Backwards, then, is a
multilingual mess, where all linguistic pressures exert onto each other, no language is allowed to
remain pure, and movement between English and Spanish is restricted even by individuals who
cross the language barrier themselves.

(Dis)Integration of Identities: Oscar and Lola in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, like Dominicana, focuses on Dominican
immigrants in the tri-state area. Unlike Dominicana, however, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar
Wao is primarily from the perspective of a second-generation immigrant, and because of this
second-generation focus, finds similarities with the cultural tug-of-war in Raining Backwards.
Throughout The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, characters are expected to move seamlessly
between worlds: code-switch between Hispaniola and the United States. For Oscar’s mother, as
well as other characters from Hispaniola, language nuances and linguistic perfection are lauded,
and attempts to speak in more upper-class Spanish are met with anticipation. For the second-
generation immigrants, the ability to speak in Spanglish, English and Spanish, are cultural

identifiers and mechanisms of staying afloat between two worlds. Oscar is shown to be an
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outsider to this linguistic paradigm, and his linguistic othering, through his inability to speak in
the correct dialogue and code-switch, ends in his punishment and death.

The introduction of The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao establishes the themes of
Fuku and Zafa, Dominican cultural curses and counter curses. Diaz traces the origins of Fuku to
Africa, where it was “carried in the screams of the enslaved...the death bane of the Tainos,
uttered just as one world perished and another began” (1). From these first words The Brief
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao opens onto a world where words have true importance, where the
fukq, the “screams of the enslaved,” have the power to curse you, cause misfortune. While the
book traces Fuku back to the enslaved, this is not the only etymology it offers, also tracing Fukt
to “the Admiral,” Christopher Columbus, who was both Fuka’s “midwife and one of its great
European victims” (1). In mixing these etymologies, the book recreates its Dominican parentage,
a population born from heterogenous Taino, African and European roots. This second etymology
does not mention Christopher Columbus by name, only addressing him as “the Admiral,”
because “to say his name aloud or even to hear it is to invite calamity onto the heads of you and
yours” (1). The book, in its usage of the metonymy of the Admiral, mimics spoken language,
transforming this written piece into one long dialogue. In addition, the description of fukd lends
words the ability to make or break lives, a theme that occurs repeatedly throughout the text.
When encountered with fuku, the book tells how to ward it away, “not surprisingly...a simple
word,” “Zafa” (7). By qualifying this admission as “not surprising,” the text points to the
crucialness of words and their power within culture—of course one word counters another.
However, both fukt and zafa, Diaz clarifies, were more popular “in Macondo than in McOndo,”
pitting Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s magical realism version of Latin America against Alberto

Fuguet and Sergio Goémez’s urban, popular culture, new Latin America. Placing fuku and zafa in
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Macondo rather than McOndo, the text draws a line between rurality and the old superstitious
ways, and the new urban way. Throughout this introduction, riddled with fuka and zafa, The
Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao creates an atmosphere in which linguistic choices, word
choice especially, are charged with the ability to change the course of lives. Although language
means different things at different times for the characters within the book, it is clear that for all,
language is a crucial way to navigate the world.

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, though it centers on Oscar, makes large
deviations to tell the extended history of his mother’s family. His mother’s family, Dominicans
who lived on Hispaniola, sought linguistic perfection for its relation to class. Oscar’s
grandfather, Abelard, is described as a “brilliant doctor” with “one of the most remarkable minds
in the country” (213). The marker of this remarkability is his “linguistic and computational
complexity”: “the viejo was widely read in Spanish, English, French, Latin and Greek, a
collector of rare books” (213). Indeed, the pairing together of Abelard’s extraordinary mind with
his language and literature skill shows the high value placed on these forms of knowledge.
Rather than display him as especially skilled in surgery or math, skills which might be more
predictable displays of knowledge for a doctor, the book pivots to showcase his breadth of
reading and his ability to break beyond Hispaniola, beyond Spanish. It is Abelard’s worldliness,
his cross-culturalness that is lauded. Abelard’s cultural and linguistic prowess is the mark of
upper-class Islander mentality—a desire for refinement and cultural spread.

While Abelard is upper-class through and through, and expresses that through language,
his daughter paints a much more complex linguistic portrait of upper- and lower-class life.
Through an unfortunate chain of dictator-guided events, Abelard’s family perishes except for his

youngest daughter, Oscar’s mom, Belicia. After a few lost years, her aunt, called La Inca, finds
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her, and brings her in. Belicia, having lived in “Outer Azua,” and not having been raised by her
high-class family, speaks a very rough, rural, lower-class Spanish (108). Naturally, La Inca sees
to it that this is all fixed, “[correcting] her on grammar and against using slang” (85). This work
was successful, and she soon “had the best diction and locution in Lower Bani. (She’s starting to
talk like Cervantes, la Inca bragged to the neighbors...” (85). Focusing both on diction, #ow the
speech is pronounced, and locution, what is said, the text shows the weight placed on language
as class-distinction. For upper-class islanders, the ideal Spanish is one “like Cervantes—" both
literary Spanish, rather than Dominican. Belicia does not stop at perfecting Spanish, however,
and in school, she excels at English, “her number-one subject” (96). In English, she again excels
at both locution (“she could ask for coffee, a bathroom, the time, where the post office was™) and
diction (“her accent was superb, superb”) (96). La Inca takes this linguistic mastery as a sign that
“Beli’s first life in Outer Azua” had perished, but when the girl rebels against her aunt, drops out
of school to get a job serving tables at a Chinese restaurant, and falls in love with one of the
dictator’s cronies, it is Belicia’s choice to return to the linguistic paradigm of her youth that
showcases just how far she’s fallen.

The text writes that Beli returns to “the blunt, irreverent cant of the pueblo that gives all
dominicanos cultos nightmares on their 400-thread-count sheets,” connecting the dots between a
linguistic paradigm (blunt and irreverent) with the rural “pueblo,” both of which are
counterpoints to the “dominicanos cultos” and their “400-thread-count sheets.” Thus, this
sentence concisely brings together class-, wealth-, and education disparities, and how they are
signified in linguistic paradigms. Belicia’s linguistic choices, harkening back to her lower-class
beginnings, put her at odds with her upper-class aunt, betraying the status, education, and wealth

that she now has access to. When the book portrays her dialogue in this paragraph, it does so in a
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code-switching mix of Spanish and English: “Oye, parigiiayo, y qué paso con esa esposa tuya?
Gordo, no me digas que ti todavia tienes hambre? / Eventually there came a moment when she’d
pause at La Inca’s table: Do you want anything else?”” (108). Beli’s Outer Azua dialect is
portrayed in Spanish, while her Lower Bani perfection is translated to English. Even within
Spanish, territory is marked linguistically by slang. This choice makes the dialect unreadable to
English monolinguals, portraying it as stuck within a specific culture, while the standard Spanish
is translated, showing that it is culturally permeable, that it can travel beyond the borders of the
island. Belicia is able to code-switch between the lower- and upper-class dialects, yet her use of
any lower-class dialect is not tolerated, for it was supposed to have “perished” when she moved
up the class ladder. Yet while the book seems to point to the immovability of the dialect, both
through its portrayal in Spanish, as well as its association with the pueblo and the lower class, it
also portrays this dialect as the language of Dominicans in New York, writing that “those of you
who have stood at the corner of 142nd and Broadway can guess what it is [Beli] spoke” (108).
While standard Spanish is given the de jure treatment of cultural permeability, the Dominican
pueblo dialect is given the de facto power of national permeability—it is not standard Spanish
that is characteristic of the Dominican community in New York, but dialect. Belicia, and her
treatment by La Inca, serve as a case-study for the linguistic expectations that come along with
class and education status for Hispaniolans. While she at first conforms to class expectations by
standardizing her Spanish and learning English, her choice to drop out of school, work a service
job, and go back to her linguistic roots are a betrayal of her class status that horrify her aunt.
While her father showcases the upper-class linguistic expectations, Belicia allows us to
understand the linguistic separation between classes, and their geographic ties to Hispaniola and

the United States.
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One more generation down, Belicia’s daughter and Oscar’s sister Lola, performs the
linguistics of a second-generation Dominican American, who attempts, and fails, to escape
Spanish entirely. Speaking about her younger years, Lola describes that she ‘wanted that life I
used to see when I watched Big Blue Marble as a kid, the life that drove me to make pen pals and
to take atlases home from school. The life that existed beyond Paterson, beyond my family,
beyond Spanish” (55). Here, Lola draws a border around Paterson as a Spanish-speaking place.
In escaping Paterson, she expects to escape Spanish as well. While for Belicia and La Inca,
Spanish mastery was synonymous with cultural permeability, Lola sees Spanish as limiting, and
craves the life beyond it. Rather than Spanish being the language that allows movement, in the
United States, English takes that distinction, and is the world language that would allow Lola to
rise beyond Paterson. Big Blue Marble, a PBS kids program that ran from 1974 to 1983,
encouraged intercultural communication through episode features involving both an American
child and a non-American child, all in English. Referencing this show and its pen-pal club, the
book demonstrates the way that Spanish is a localizing language for Lola, while English is a
globalizing one. For Lola, her attempts to escape Paterson and her family are synonymous with
escaping the Spanish language. In an attempt to rebel against her mother, Lola starts dating an
American and runs away with him, only to be sold out by Oscar, captured by her mother, and
sent to Hispaniola to live with La Inca. Living on the island, and attending the private school
offered to her “[improve] her Spanish a lot,” as the linguistic paradigm of wealth and class in the
DR is still associated with the perfect Spanish (71). Lola, unable to escape from Spanish, instead
becomes immersed in it, accepting her place on the Island, and when she returns, accepting her
Spanish heritage. Back in the United States for college, Lola is described as “the president of her

sorority, the head of S.A.L.S.A. and co-chair of Take Back The Night” (168). While the book
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never clarifies what S.A.L.S.A. is, it is fair to assume that it is a Latin cultural organization. Not
only being in said organization but also its head shows that she is no longer trying to run away
from her Dominicanness. This, of course, is paired with her Spanish mastery—she is “a femme-
matador who spoke perfect stuck-up Spanish” (168). While the younger Lola tried to run from
Spanish, this Lola speaks it perfectly, conversing in Spanish even to Yunior, another bilingual
speaker (169). Lola’s story is one of navigation, both through two different cultures and two
different languages. A second-generation immigrant, she originally wants to escape from
Spanish, which she sees as the local language that keeps her trapped. Once sent to the DR,
however, she masters Spanish and accepts her cultural status, speaking Spanish upon her return
when not necessary. Lola is originally caught between worlds, Spanish-speaking in an English
monolingual space, however, once she is immersed in a Spanish monolingual space, and masters
the language, she moves through both spaces more confidently.

The novel culminates with a description of Lola’s daughter: the final bilingual, and the
future of the family. Characterized equally as “beautiful” and rambunctious, “[climbing]
trees...[running] her butt against door jambs,” the girl is also explicitly bilingual, seemingly with
much more acceptance than the youthful Lola— “she practices malapalabras when she thinks
nobody is listening. Speaks Spanish and English” (329). By describing her both as bilingual and
beautifully wild, the novel portrays this Spanglish combination as majestically chaotic. Her
fervor to climb trees and rub her butt is the same fervor that causes her to speak both Spanish and
English—she cannot be tamed to one language. Lola’s line of the family, then, shows the
successful bilingualism that can be practiced and maintained. Having traversed both New York
and Hispaniola, both the realms of English and Spanish, and mastered both, she is the bilingual

at ease in both contexts. The same cannot be said about Oscar.
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Throughout The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, titular Oscar is displayed to be a
linguistic oddity unrivaled in his inability to fit in. This linguistic outsider-ness is expressed
through Oscar’s penchant for science fiction, as well as his strange vocabulary. Echoing the
description of his grandfather Abelard, the book describes that Oscar “could write in Elvish,
could speak Chakobsa, could differentiate between a Slan, a Dorsai, and a Lensman in acute
detail” (21). In his linguistic and literary passions, “Oscar showed the genius his grandmother
insisted was part of the family patrimony,” yet where Abelard’s ability allowed him to immerse
himself in other cultures and opened his world, Oscar’s passions lead him into deeper and darker
science fiction nerdholes (21). Throughout the book, Oscar ostracizes himself with his passions
for science fiction and anime, spending most of his time alone either watching anime, or writing
new science fiction stories. Oscar learns new languages, but paradoxically, they don’t allow him
more connection, but less. His ability to differentiate between different science fiction monsters
has no real-world applications.

Rather than mastering the languages that would allow him cultural ease, Oscar’s dialogue
also others him from those around him through his usage of bizarre vocabulary words. Frustrated
that one of his crushes won’t stop discussing her boyfriend’s penis, he asks her to keep his
“anatomical enormity” to herself (35); annoyed with his inability to get girls, he says that nothing
he’s “tried has been ameliorative” (175), and that he is “lacking in pulchritude” (176). He
doesn’t always use these large words correctly, as when he describes his crush as “orchidaceous”
(denoting the orchid family), or calls his crush’s twenty-four-year-old boyfriend a
“septuagenarian” (seventy-year-old) (35). Oscar’s use of large, and often strange, vocabulary
alienates him in the American setting—when he gets to college, “the kids of color, upon hearing

him speak and seeing him move his body, shook their heads. You’re not Dominican” (49). Oscar
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knows that his speech ostracizes him—when he tells Yunior not to “do anything precipitous,’
and Yunior asks, “do you ever hear yourself, Oscar?” he responds with a sigh, “All the time”
(207). Oscar cannot stop himself from this speech pattern, even when frustrated by it—
“everybody, he shook his head, misapprehends me” (189). As a linguistic outsider, Oscar’s
identity is placed into question, as we see when his speech gets him labeled as “not Dominican.”
His word usage, of extravagant and sometimes incorrect words, points to his inability to use the
code that surrounds him. While Lola wanted to escape the language that surrounded her, but was
able to code-switch, Oscar is unable to pass through any world without generating suspicion,
because his escape is so internal that it loses sight of the world around him. Buried in his books,
Oscar is out of touch with the language of his peers, his linguistic paradigm foreign to all he
interacts with.

Like in Raining Backwards, naming shows cultural allegiances, though in The Brief
Wondrous Life, Oscar’s naming both shows his allegiance and his ability/inability to pass
between cultures. The book title, in its usage of “Oscar Wao,” references a scene in the novel
where Yunior exclaims that Oscar looks “like that fat homo Oscar Wilde” (180). One of
Yunior’s friends, also in the room, replies, “Oscar Wao, quién es Oscar Wao”— “and that was it,
all of us started calling him that” (180). Here, the creation of Oscar’s nickname is a Spanglish
play, a Spanish misunderstanding of an English word, that once filtered through Spanish, loses
contact with its original meaning except for those in the know. Oscar’s name, in its Spanglish
existence, shows the boy tossed between languages—insulted in English, warped in Spanish.
“Oscar Wao,” like Oscar, doesn’t fit into either language, a combination of both that is missing
meaning in either. Indeed, the surname “Wao” sounds more Chinese than Spanish or English,

making Oscar take the place of the cultural other we are shown within Dominican society.
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Throughout the text, multiple Chinese characters are shown on the island to be outsiders, from
Beli’s boss Juan Then to Lola’s classmate Wei. Sinicizing Oscar’s name, the text places him in
the same position—as an outsider to the whole Dominican American experience. While the
nickname shows Oscar’s inability to fit in in the United States, his naming on Hispaniola
separates him from himself. On the island, he is “called Huascar by everybody (that was his
Dominican name, something else he’d forgotten)” (276). The fact that Oscar both has a
“Dominican name” and that “he’d forgotten™ it, shows the boy’s separation from the island
culture. As a counterpoint, Lola, the functional code-switching bilingual, is called Lola in every
setting, from Hispaniola to New York, displaying a unity of identity. Oscar, on the other hand,
consists of separation after separation. Oscar, Oscar Wao, Hudscar, all show different sides of his
fractured identity. Indeed, this fracture on Hispaniola, the usage of a name similar but not
identical to his American one, leaves him dealing with “the whisper that says You do not
belong...” (276). The focalization of Oscar’s identity through his name shows the strength of his
tumult—in the United States, he is not Oscar de Leon, but a Spanglish perversion of an English
insult, while his name is completely changed on Hispaniola. Oscar also shows his inability to
navigate cultures through his discourse around Yunior’s name. As Yunior narrates, “on the real
first day [of school], he’d been excited, kept calling me by my full name until I told him, It’s
Yunior, Oscar, Just Yunior” (189). Yunior’s name doesn’t appear in its full form anywhere in the
text, so we cannot know whether it is Spanish- or English-sounding, but either way, it likely
doesn’t express Yunior’s Spanglish state at the same capacity that his nickname does—a Spanish
pronunciation of an English suffix, formalized through the Y beginning. Yunior’s name proudly
states its mixed heritage, and Oscar’s excited unrecognition of his compatriot’s name shows a

lack of cultural awareness. Both Yunior and Oscar attain Spanglish nicknames, but it’s Yunior
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who bestows both of them, and whether or not Oscar understands either nickname’s significance
is up for debate.

Oscar’s inability to cross cultures comes to a head in the Dominican Republic, when he
falls in love with Ybon, a retired prostitute who recognizes his American identity through her use
of English. As the Huascar quote shows, Oscar struggles with feeling out of place, like he
doesn’t belong in the Dominican Republic, something that is only exaggerated by his poor
Spanish. Girl-crazy and surrounded by a language he is uncomfortable in, Ybon appears. The
second time Oscar runs into her, she speaks to him in English, overly formally saying, “Good
morning, Mr. de Ledn... How are you?” to which he replies, “I am well...And you?” and she
responds, “I am well, thank you” (280). This rudimentary English conversation, with its use of “I
am” as opposed to “I’m,” betrays Ybon’s fundamentals of English, putting her in the less
masterful linguistic category to Oscar, who is of course fluent in English. While in Spanish,
Ybon has the upper hand, her usage of English places Oscar in the masterful position.
Throughout their time together, Ybon is shown to be not bilingual, but rather, somewhat versed
in many languages—she’s studied English at the “UASD,” the public university system of Santo
Domingo, and when she’s drunk, she starts “mixing Italian in with her Spanish” (282). For
Oscar, unable to pass successfully through cultures, Ybon and her linguistic overflow, between
English, Spanish and Italian, allow him both cultural recognition, and the linguistic upper hand
in English. Indeed, while his family calls him Oscar, Ybon calls him “Oscar,” affirming his
American identity (316). After Oscar gets in trouble with Ybon’s gangster boyfriend, he resorts
to slipping letters under her gate, “written in English,” keeping their relationship within his

American identity.
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Yet the difference between “American” and “Dominican” is muddled, both by Oscar and
Ybon’s boyfriend. When the boyfriend first shows up to intimidate Oscar, he and his buddies call
Oscar “the New Yorker,” and Oscar’s fear of their violence leads him to say “I’m an American
citizen” in an attempt to show the cronies they can’t mess with him for fear of the imperialist
nation that claims him. Yet this attempt doesn’t work, as the boyfriend replies simply, “I’m an
American citizen too. I was naturalized in the city of Buffalo, in the state of New York™ (295).
Instead of portraying himself as an untouchable American, Oscar has only succeeded in showing
how out of touch he is with Dominican culture—While both are technically citizens of New
York, Oscar is the “New Yorker,” while the boyfriend is called “the capitan™ (295). Citizenship
and cultural identity, then, are not synonymous—both parties can claim the same citizenship, but
Oscar belongs to the United States, and English, while the capitan belongs to the Dominican
Republic, and Spanish. This belonging is reinforced when Ybon attempts to beg Oscar to leave
the DR, to escape the capitdn’s wrath. When she tells him to leave, he says, “this is my home,”
and her reply of “your real home, mi amor,” only solicits the question, “A person can’t have
two?” (318). Ybon, here, identifies the United States as Oscar’s “real” cultural home, much as
her use of English identifies the language as Oscar’s real linguistic home. While a person may be
able to have two, as Lola’s ability to cross cultures shows us, that person is not Oscar, for whom
language betrays his allegiance to the United States.

The mix of Oscar’s identities makes it so that he cannot successfully integrate into any
one place. Oscar is too black to be just American, too culturally American to be Dominican, and
too much to be Dominican-American. After the first time Oscar is beaten by the capitan, we get a
small play on words— “Fukt / He rolled the word experimentally in his mouth. Fuck you”

(304). Here, Oscar’s import of the Spanish word into English makes new meaning—the curse
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transforms into a curse word, the power of fuku is changed into an expression of anger. It can
certainly be said that the power of fuku is its ability to “fuck you,” and here, Oscar’s bilingual
status allows said translation and added meaning to occur. In Oscar’s final scene of the book, it is
his cross of cultures, and his inability to keep them apart that ends in his death. Taken to a field
in the campo, Oscar is threatened at gunpoint, and this threat of death seems to finally make him
linguistically aware— “the words coming out like they belonged to someone else, his Spanish
good for once” (321). Faced with his mortality, Oscar’s final attempt to bargain for his life, to
plead for his love, take place in Spanish. This final use of Spanish can be tied to the theme of
love—throughout the book, Dominican identity is connected to womanizing, and having finally
gotten with a woman, Oscar is able to represent himself in the language of the womanizing
culture. After the cronies wait for him to finish, they offer him a chance— “We’ll let you go if
you tell us what fuego means in English” (322). While Oscar can finally claim his
Dominicanness through his Spanish, “good for once,” his Americanness and his English are what
seem to offer him salvation. Yet the bilingual pun is a trap here—Oscar accepts too readily,
“Fire, he blurted out, unable to help himself,” and they shoot him (322). While “fuego” can be
used to refer to gunshots, in this context, the more likely word to be used is the verb “disparar.”
Thus, the word “fuego” does not have the same semantic meaning as its literal translation to
English—it is only when the word is imported into English that it takes on the connotation of an
order to shoot. In translating the word from Spanish to English, Oscar undermines his newfound
Dominican-Spanish identity in favor of his American-English one, and it is this, his allegiance to
English, not just Spanish, that causes his death.

Throughout the book, Oscar’s struggles with his identity are showcased through

language. From the beginning, he is shown to be a linguistic oddity in English, to the point that
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everybody “misapprehends” him. His nickname, another marker of his outcast status, is the
Spanglish version of an insult, which in turn both insults him and shows him as caught between
worlds. In the Dominican Republic, his American identity stops him from fitting in—being
called Huascar makes him feel out of place, and his poor Spanish makes his ties to the island
uneasy. Ybon, on the other hand, recognizes his American identity, both by communicating with
him in English and by calling him “Oscar.” Threatened by Ybon’s boyfriend, Oscar
unsuccessfully attempts to claim his American identity as a shield, but is shown the complexities
between language, culture, and national identity. Finally, having had sex with Ybon, and
threatened with his death, Oscar is able to claim a Dominican identity through Spanish usage, but
his bilingualism and American identity betray him, turning an otherwise innocuous word into an
order for his death.

Oscar isn’t the only immigrant for whom the mixing of language, nationality, and culture
present problems. The text also presents two Chinese-Dominican immigrants for whom race is
confused with culture, while their linguistic belonging to Spanish is misunderstood. We meet the
two brothers when learning Belicia’s story—it is their restaurant she works in. of the two
brothers, one, José speaks fluent Spanish, while the other, Juan, does not. As I discussed in 4
Monolingual’s Quagmire: Junot Diaz’s Raining Backwards, José’s speech is unaccented in the
text, showing mastery, while Judn’s speech is accented, betraying his unease. Both, however, end
up in the United States, where their race supersedes their time in the Dominican Republic. For
José, who died in Atlanta, his crying of his wife’s name is taken by the nurses “for more Chinese
gobbledygook—extra emphasis, in their minds, on the gook) (106). Juan, meanwhile, “never
mastered Spanish,” but “in later years when he was living in Skokie, Illinois, he would yell at his

Americanized grandchildren in his guttural Spanish, and they laughed at him, thinking it
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Chinese” (105). Both brothers called the Dominican Republic home for long enough to be
integrated at least somewhat into Spanish, yet when they use Spanish later, American outsiders
hear it as Chinese because of their racialization. The brothers are assumed as Chinese in the same
way that Oscar is assumed to be Black to his American classmates, who have no concept of
immigration between non-American places.

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao demonstrates both the possibilities of cultural
flow for immigrants who can pass, and the threat associated with those who cannot. The book
opens on a discussion of the power of language within the Dominican world, setting the scene
for a close analysis of language, naming, and curses. Going down Oscar’s family tree, the book
shows Hispaniolan beliefs about Spanish and English, culminating in Lola, the bilingual who can
cross cultures easily, making a life for herself in New York after having gained experience on the
island. Oscar is portrayed as the opposite—where Lola soars, Oscar crashes, and for Oscar and
bilinguals like him, language, culture, and nationality, lead to faux pas and misapprehension that
culminate in death. The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao portrays an unfettered bilingualism
on almost every page, but its focus is not on those who make it, but those not guite able to cross.
For the second-generation immigrant, the question of where linguistic allegiances lay is one of
dire consequence, as their second-generation status hazes the barrier between New Yorker and
Hispaniolan. Lola and Oscar—One fits in everywhere, one fits in nowhere; Oscar dies, and Lola
brings a new generation forward.

The Power of Spanglish: Creation Through Misunderstanding in Yo-Yo Boing!

Yo-Yo Boing! is a book like no other, with an incomparably confusing dialogue structure.
Of the three parts of the book, the largest by far takes place solely as a dialogue between

unidentified characters—a couple, one of whom is a writer, and the other is an editor. Speaking
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in a constantly code-switching Spanglish, the two discuss a wide range of topics, from translation
to multiculturalism, from dead dogs to nationhood. Throughout the text, metaphors and analogies
often discuss the status of biculturalism and bilingualism through an overarching aesthetic that
seeks to ponder the question of how to reconcile two different parts. Between these two
characters, and their interactions with others, the uneasy bicultural status is portrayed as dually a
point of confusion for those who expect one united identity, and a point of creation for those who
reconcile the two. In Yo-Yo Boing!, misunderstanding and confusion beget creation, as two
identities are drawn together into one.

Yo-Yo Boing! takes a non-traditional novel form, and because of that, does not include
many of the same themes as the other novels I’ve discussed. Neither names nor gender become
prominent, mostly because neither really exist within the novel-—while we are aware that one of
the characters is male and the other is female, it is hard to distinguish between the two at most
points. Similarly, while they use nicknames at various points to refer to each other, they follow a
naturalistic dialogue and do not use names throughout the text, leaving little to analyze. Instead,
the abstract doubling figure that both provide, as well as their discussion and metaphors, are
open for analysis.

Language is shown to mark supposed cultural belonging, such as in a scene where the
main characters are presumed to be unamerican after conversing in Spanish at a café. In the most
American of all ways, this realization of presumed cultural identity comes when the waiter
automatically adds a tip to the bill. When they ask the waiter, she replies with “I’m sorry, I
thought you were tourists” (117). Miffed, one of the mains responds, “Tell me, where am |
from?,” and the waiter answers “I’m sorry. I really don’t know” (117). When the main responds

“New York,” the waiter’s auto response is “You were speaking Spanish” (117). Already from
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this interaction, we can see that speaking Spanish is associated with a foreign status—it only
takes the rebuke of “you were speaking Spanish” to justify the confusion of saying one is from
New York. The waiter, assuming from speech patterns that this couple is not American, assumes
they won’t understand the tipping culture. We can see that the waiter is under a monolingual
notion of the United States, associating English monolingualism with Americans, and any
deviation from monolingualism as a sign of foreignness. Annoyed, the main character rebuts
“New York speaks Spanish” (117). In the metonymy of calling a select group of people of New
York “New York,” the main character identifies Spanish as a language of the city, not only
removing English’s claim to dominance, but excluding it from the proposition at all. The main
character then, redraws the lines of cultural belonging, claiming New York as Spanish-speaking
in the face of a cultural opponent. New York, throughout the novel, takes on considerable
meaning as the melting pot where cultures mix. A few pages after the café scene, New York is
offered as “the last great European city. And the first great American city. / And the capital of
Puerto Rico” (129). While the claim of New York as “the first great American city” is pretty
innocuous, the other two statements are radical geopolitical acts of border redrawing. Both the
descriptions of New York as “the last great European city” and “the capital of Puerto Rico”
appropriate the meanings of location to reflect personage—the city is full of both older waves of
European immigrants and newer waves of Puerto Rican immigrants, which whittles down the
Americanness of the city. Claiming New York as the “capital of Puerto Rico” ties the American
territory closer to the United States while also revealing its dependence on the mainland—by
displacing capitalism to outside of the borders of the territory itself, the book demonstrates the

dual economic and political forces that tether the island just close enough, but also just far
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enough from the United States. New York is a cultural melting pot, feeling American, European
and Puerto Rican all at once.

This phenomenon is displayed in the description of New York as “una lata de resonancias
y una lata de atardeceres y sonidos—resounding—resounding—resounding” (128). In this
image, the focus on New York City is on its sonic qualities, yet while ‘pure’ sound is mentioned
once, the book leaves us with echoes—the “lata de resonancias... resounding—resounding—
resounding.” This quality, of echoes, marks New York as a place of remainders and cultural
interplay. The sounds, bounced around from building to building, become shaped by their
surroundings, like the immigrants who shape the neighborhoods around them. A place of
“resounding” rather than sound, New York thus in flux, shaped by the people in it—European,
American, and Puerto Rican.

As New York is painted as having different identities and resonances, so too are the
characters, as they juggle their bicultural Nuyorican identities. While the pair attempt to make all
identities equal, they find themselves more and less aligned with the different languages in
different contexts. As one character, the writer, puts it, “My confusion is my statement of clarity.
I live with plenty of identities within myself. And I want all of them to work™ (143). Accepting
this division, the other character asks which one “the poet” is, and after the first character says,
“they both are,” asks “who’s reading tonight?”” (143). “The Rican,” the first character responds
(143). Here, the division of identities is immediately accepted and supposed to be about the
bicultural identity—it is clear to both characters from the outset that the fracture would be
between “the Rican” and the New Yorker. Yet the response of “the Rican” is interesting because
from this root one could build both island and mainland identities—add “Ame” to the front and

the character is pledging fealty to the United States, while the addition of “Puerto” casts aside the
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country they reside in for the island. In answering “the Rican,” then, the character tries to claim
just one identity, the Puerto Rican, but leaves linguistic room for both. While the character
purports to equality in her division, it becomes clear that the two languages and cultures aren’t
weighted evenly—as she later says

Todo lo que me leiste el otro dia. Este esté lleno de inglés. Quiero mas espafiol. Claro, la

mezcla de lenguas es un problema de tu clase social. Yo no tengo ese problema. Ta

discutes en inglés la parte filosofica y le dejas al espafiol la expresion de tus sentimientos.

Van a asociarlo con el estereotipo que tienen del hispano—todo sexo como Almodovar,

todo tango—y las especulaciones cerebrales e intelectuales las llevas a cabo en la lengua

anglosajona. jQué insulto para la hispanidad! 161
Here, we can see the linguistic division in semantic areas—philosophy in English, emotion in
Spanish. These sorts of divisions are common for bilingual speakers, reflected in language
memoirs such as Vivir Entre Lenguas by Sylvia Molloy, who writes that “cada idioma tiene su
territorio, su hora, su jerarquia” (Molloy 15). Yet, as shown in the passage from Yo-Yo Boing!,
these divisions, likely divisions fostered by English schools and Spanish home life, reinforce
stereotypes about the languages, making English the language of the mind and Spanish the
language of the heart. While the two characters try to juggle their identities, inequality between
the languages and cultures comes at every turn.

These characters are representative of a bilingual space, characterized by a plurality of
connections that result in an overall disconnect. As the characters discuss, while they are both
fluent in both Spanish and English, one “can understand Spanish but [not] Puertorricans,” while
the other “can understand English, but [not] Americans” (143). In this quote, the pair purport to

linguistic understanding without cultural understanding—fluency in Spanish but missing
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understanding of Puerto Ricans, or vice-versa with English and Americans. Yet the characters
also express the belief that “To know a language is to know a culture” (142). These warring
statements demonstrate that linguistic and cultural belonging is not easy for the bicultural
bilingual. As bicultural individuals, the disparate identities inside of them do not align to full
cultural competency in both areas, as one might expect, but instead a situation where they both
purport to mastery of an area yet do not fully attain it—as one character says, when writing in
both languages, the other “neither [respects] one nor the other” (142). Writing in both languages
at the same time undermines the own language’s unity—the linguistic and cultural traps of the
bilingual show us that knowing a culture or language is as much about mastering what the
language knows is as it is about not knowing what the language does not. The totality and unity
of a language is marked by the border around it, that separates it from other languages. In order
to be oneself, it not only has to contain itself but not contain anything else. The bilingual, then,
faces the existential problem of both containing other and not entirely containing self.

Totality, becoming a whole, is critically important in a discussion between the characters.
Using two metaphors, one character shows the way that totality eludes them. As they write, “El
total, las partes no suman el total. What do we do with las piernas, las manos, los codos, los
labios that are functional in and of themselves—but that don’t contribute to the whole” (153)?
Both metaphorically and linguistically, the words “las piernas, las manos, los codos, los labios”
stand out. Metaphorically, they are body parts that are functional yet don’t contribute to a
necessary whole, which could exist without them. They are remnants of a Frankensteined body,
with more parts available than needed—they don’t add up to the whole. By placing these words
in Spanish and the surrounding sentence in English, Yo-Yo Boing! also makes these words the

linguistic Frankenstein limb—these words all have direct translations in English, leaving the
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words themselves unnecessary within English. Unlike untranslatable loanwords that name an
otherwise unknown part of the world, such as barracuda or resol, each of these words already
exists in English. As words, then, indeed they are “functional in and of themselves,” but they
don’t “contribute” in any unique way to a language that could function without them. The
language is already whole without their inclusion. Yet while one character agonizes over the fact
that “las partes no suman el total,” the other declares it “wonderful...because it means that I can
be one of those parts that can escape to totality” (153). Whether or not the character wants to be
part of the totality or not, it is clear to both that they do not fit clearly into the totality. While the
character who introduced the body metaphor desires totality, the other character introduces the
metaphor of the puzzle, to resist one unique whole. They say, “I have a puzzle. I assemble the
puzzle. Every piece is in its place. But there are extra pieces. Beautiful pieces. They should not
be thrown in the incinerator” (154). Here, totality is achievable, the puzzle can be completed, but
there is a remainder, the “extra pieces.” If totality was desired, then those pieces should be
discarded, “thrown in the incinerator,” yet, admiring the beauty of these pieces, the character
wishes to spare them. What to do with these extra pieces, then? The other character offers: “You
can start another puzzle with them. Everything has to work. Even the extras. Just let them be. Let
them play the role of lo desechable, lo caprichoso y arbitrario” (154). Yet this supposed remedy
exposes the problem further—if there are only enough pieces to “start another puzzle” but not
complete one, then we are faced with more than one, but less than two, too much for a totality
but not enough for multiple. Totality is clearly the goal for the responder, as they argue that
“everything has to work,” making “working” synonymous with totalization, even as they say to
“just let [the extra pieces] be.” Both metaphors speak to the bilingual and bicultural dynamic of

overpossession leading to a lack of totalization and single completeness. Whether it be presented
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through excess body parts or puzzle pieces, the question of what to do with the extra bits, and
how to fit them into an already functionally sufficient picture, haunts the bilingual characters.
The bilingual knows too much to fully understand one culture or language—understanding both
English and Spanish, Americans and Puerto Ricans, conversely means understanding neither,
instead, only understanding the flux between them, the bilingual, bicultural Chicano space.
Identity is intercalated with national belonging, leaving the mixed identity both outside
and inside belonging. The mixed identity, identified as “Chicano,” doesn’t “have a nation,” but
rather is seen as “the maid of the world” (168). The pair are “chameleons” and “sponges” as one
puts it, but rather than open both areas for free fluent flow, it closes both (143). One character is
too American to understand Puerto Ricans, while the other is too Puerto Rican to understand
Americans. While the bicultural identity adds power, it limits the ability to claim unity of
identity and dominance. One of the pair understands their role as bilinguals to be “portavoces,”
representatives that can “empezar a romper las murallas entre nuestras dos Américas” (167). Yet
as the other counters, what are they to be representatives of? As Chicanos, no pueden “ser
embajadores porque no [tienen] un pais” (167). Again, the Chicano space is a space of too much
belonging, that results in no belonging. As Puerto Ricans, the pair are Latin Americans, but not a
part of a Latin American nation—they are citizens of a US territory. Puerto Rico itself is that
liminal space, both Latin and United States American, yet somehow neither at the same time.
The dual identity of being Latino and American is even harder to subsume because, as the
text claims, “multiculturalism is dead, the fact that we teach it in universities is proof enough”
(119). Multiculturalism purports to allow diversity of identity and thought, but the text claims
that instead, it is its own agent of homogenization—instead of supporting a world with diverse

perspectives, instead we support a world where all diversity is washed away. As the text writes,
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“American soccer players on the Brazilian team. French players on the British team. They sell
themselves to the highest bidder. Is that diversity? No now all the teams are the same!” (120). In
trying to be multicultural, we have wiped away local diversities— “To think all the great
diversity of cheese in France is gone, long gone. Maybe they had five thousand cheeses, now
they have five hundred cheeses, now they have five hundred because the specialty brie maker
cannot compete, my darling, because in order to survive he must unify with all the other little
brie makers to mass market one cheese to export to all of Europe” (119-120). Multiculturalism’s
wake leaves true diversity dead, as the unification makes “fifty to eighty indigenous languages a
day drop off the face of the earth” (120). We pretend to support diversity, and complex identities,
but really, in exporting them to the world, we unify them, modify them, force them into
standardization.

Yet the place of dual understanding and nil belonging is not a doomed position, but rather
a place of bilingual creation, where confusion and interpretation allow for the creation of new
meanings. This is allegorically discussed in the tale of Narcissus and Eco. Following the format
of the mythological pair, where Eco is doomed to repeat only the end of Narcissus’s own words,
one character says “Si tu dices: Nunca. Oiste. No estoy enamorada. Yo soy un eco. Y el eco
responde: Estoy enamorada. Estoy enamorada. Te amo. Te amo” (75). Repeating only the
ending, the meaning becomes reshaped— “‘It’s torture to have to hear the opposite of what I
negate. [ say: I don’t love you’ / ‘I say: Love you. Love you... It’s your own voice contradicting
you” (75). Yet even though here, Eco’s words are stated to be the voice of their progenitor, not
hers, the characters claim that “Eco is an original. She copies Narcissus’s last words but projects
a new meaning. Imagine” (75). In the words of the metaphors previously discussed, Eco takes on

the same position as the extra puzzle pieces, the unnecessary body parts, yet her excess repetition
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shapes its own creation. Eco is not solely an echo but also an original, shaping Narcissus’s
meanings, and necessarily, reversing them. When she echoes “I don’t love you,” she could shape
it as “don’t love you,” but the negation is dropped entirely, showing her as an active, rather than
passive, meaning maker. Eco’s story also shows the power of interpretation and reinterpretation,
how one idea, filtered through another perspective, takes on new meaning. In the echoing
confusion, the clarity of her repetitions warps original meanings into new ideas. Interpretation, in
Yo-Yo Boing! is not a static place of complete information transfer, but a dynamic place where
new meanings are made, where the receiver of information is as active as the sender. This same
interpretation and reinterpretation takes place for one of the characters in the book, when
encountered with their friend, Mona’s words. As they describe,

Don’t steal my thunder—Mona warned. But I had already taken her phrase:

arrested
arrested
libido
And made it mine. She had explained that arrested meant delayed, retarded, but 1
thought

arrestada, like confined, imprisoned, like halt, you're under arrest. 111
Here, the original phrase “arrested libido” is channeled through the character as an interpreter,
whose bilingualism causes them to hear the phrase differently from the intended. While
“arrested” can mean to seize someone, to attract the attention of someone, or a stoppage or
cessation of movement, “arrestada” only pertains to the first of these definitions, the detainment.
The character’s bilingual base, then, rather than broadening what the word could mean, contracts

its field of view, and offers a different meaning than those possible in English. The ability to
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understand English, but be influenced by Spanish, allows the “arrested libido” in question to be
actively interpreted as an imprisoned drive rather than a delayed drive, and indeed, as the
character says, they take Mona’s phrase, Mona’s meaning, and actively “make it” theirs.
Knowledge isn’t necessary for understanding, and understanding is also unnecessary for
understanding—in another moment, referencing Hegel, one character asks “Do I have to know
who Minerva is to understand what wisdom comes late in life? Why do the wings have to beat at
dusk. Wisdom sometimes comes at dawn” (87). Dissecting Hegel’s original quote “The owl of
Minerva spreads its wings only with the falling of the dusk” into two separate lines—first a
reference to Minerva and wisdom, and then to the wings and dusk, the character stumbles their
way through the philosophy (“Owl of Minerva”). While some things transfer from the original to
the character’s interpretation, such as “the owl of Minerva” meaning wisdom, others do not, as
the original is a statement about human history, rather than an individual’s life (“Owl of
Minerva”). Indeed, this partial comprehension is flagged by the other character, who remarks
“Sometimes I wonder if you understand anything,” which earns the reply, “I don’t get it like
everybody else gets it, but I get it. There’s always an understanding in misunderstanding” (87).
Here, then, is the critical portion. “There’s always an understanding in misunderstanding.” Eco
passes a kernel of Narcissus’s words and creates a new understanding from her
misunderstanding. In reinterpreting “arrested development,” the Spanish-influenced phrase may
have a new meaning but catches something new in the world that the original did not. In what the
character gets from Hegel, they form a new perspective of the world, and argue that wisdom can
come at dawn, can come early— “look at Rimbaud. That’s probably why he lost his life,” that is

after all, what too much wisdom early will do to you (87).
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Indeed, understanding through misunderstanding is the focal perspective that allows us to
understand a book that seems to be doing everything it can in order to not be understood. In not
understanding it, in misunderstanding it, we understand something, something different. When
the characters code-switch dizzyingly, flit through languages at exhausting rates, we may
misunderstand them, but we understand them as code-switchers, if nothing more. When the
characters rarely (if ever) have names appear in the text, when they are impossible to tell apart
besides a few attributes (the writer, the editor), and when they are entirely lacking in dialogue
tags, we cannot understand them as meaningfully individual and divisible, but this
misunderstanding leads us to some understanding, a new appreciation for the flow of their
conversation that tangles us, catches us off guard, one person in two skins. Maybe a book that is

trying so hard to be misunderstood, asks us rather to understand it as it is misunderstandable.
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Conclusion

Throughout this thesis, I have elaborated on the ways that bilingual stories are narrated in
a monolingual world, and what their narrations tell us about the bicultural experience. My
introduction provided the theoretical underpinnings of this discussion, showing how the
publishing industry’s monolingual pressures force multilingual authors into submission, as well
as the resistance to such a push. This resistance, the particularism of Doris Sommer, explains
why writing created by cultural minorities reinforces walls between themselves and the wider
world to protect their own identities. Bilingual texts, I argued, display a linguistic particularism
that allows particular understanding for the bilingual communities that produce them, but cut off
their full comprehension from individuals on either monolingual side. Inserting Spanish as a non-
foreign language, these authors demarcate a linguistic space held by those who call both Spanish
and English home. In addition, these texts work against the standard set by the monolingual
industry, forcing their audience outside of their monolingual enclaves.

In chapter one, I focused on how four books with differing levels of bilingualism allowed
their multilingual characters agency. As these texts come closer and closer to full bilingualism,
they become more realistic versions of the complex linguistic relationships between bilingual
characters and the world—the closer to monolingualism they are, the more they undermine the
reality of bilingual existence. While the realist novel is usually considered a liberal genre for its
ability to portray different perspectives, worldviews, and lived experiences, in the case of
bilingualism, realism and liberalism are opposed—either the writer undermines their bilingual
stories and opens the world of the text, or they undermine their liberal notions and close the text
down. Bilingual “realist” texts are inherently particularist, then, because they require the

existence of intra-language interactions. When they do not, like in Dominicana, they undermine
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their Spanish bilingual characters by conforming to English standards. Raining Backwards and
The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, on the other hand, show the power of linguistic
particularism to both welcome readers in and hold them back. Through Spanglish and Anglicized
Spanish, these texts allow the reader some understanding but turn them back at crucial moments.
In these texts, the monolingual reader is allowed in, welcomed into the world of the novel, yet
something remains out of reach for them, whether it be the specific linguistic understanding in
The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao or idiomatic and metaphorical understanding in Raining
Backwards. Finally, Yo-Yo Boing!, a radically code-switching text, does not allow monolingual
readers much understanding at all, instead gatekeeping all meaning for bilinguals only.

My second chapter explores the question of who uses which languages and how within
the books I studied. Language usage within these texts is a charged topic because it charts the
interactions of the bilingual characters and the monolingual world. While each book’s plot
divergences produced very different narratives, each was based around an established bicultural
community of Latin American immigrants in the United States (three of which were within the
New York City Area). In these narratives, the reemergence of four main themes shows the
identity pressures placed on said bicultural communities, and their struggles within the larger
American sphere.

As a display of assimilation pressures, naming became a point of contention in three of
the novels, yet this was also based on the generation of the character in question. For first-
generation immigrants across many of the books, the correct usage and pronunciation of their
Latin American names was critical—whether it be Marisela in Dominicana or Mirta in Raining
Backwards. At the same time, assimilationist pressures are shown by second-generation

immigrants, who within these texts often align more with the United States and want
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Americanized names—examples include Connie in Raining Backwards and Oscar in The Brief
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. For all these characters, names became a marker of their identities
and displayed their alignment with Latin America or the United States, and how they navigated
the cultural milieu of the U.S.

In addition, in many of these texts, there was a gendered divide in language usage. This
was most prevalent within Dominicana, where cultural pressures cause women to be contained in
a Spanish monolingual sphere, while men are pushed to be bilingual. Yet within other texts, this
dynamic was flipped around, such as The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, where Lola
represents a savvy bicultural woman who can navigate both the D.R. and the U.S., while Oscar
cannot fit in within either sphere. In Raining Backwards, gendered dynamics cause Connie to
attempt high school assimilation, while one of her brothers becomes a drug dealer and the other,
a Santeria priest.

In many of these texts, violence and death result from culturally improper language
usage, or the inability to properly cross the language barrier. In Dominicana, monolingual
women are socially dead, while in Yo-Yo Boing!, it is declared that the whole phenomenon of
multiculturalism is dead. In each of these context, cultural violence is exacted due to mono- and
bilingual interactions—In Yo-Yo Boing!, the two Americans are thought to be foreign, while in
Dominicana, César and Ana are both treated horribly by the wider monolingual New York. In
both Raining Backwards and The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, the violence and death are
major plotlines. Raining Backwards tells the tale of the Tongue Brigade’s attempts to violently
wipe Spanish from Miami. Connie is targeted due to the gossip she spreads about Marylou—a
literal ramification of using her voice. Meanwhile, in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao,

Oscar’s inability to fit in with the bicultural Dominican crowd in Hispaniola makes him a target
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for violence, and it is a bilingual pun that finishes his life. In all these books, being a cultural
Other results in violence, but it is not just their existence as cultural others but also linguistic
ones that complicates and exacerbates their targeted status.

Finally, in all these books, language is used to demarcate cultural barriers within a
broader sociolinguistic landscape. This may be clear, but at the same time, deserves recognition.
Because of the relationship between the United States and Latin America, a relationship with
both vast immigration and unequivocal racism, Spanish, as the imagined language of the Latin
American, stands in both for fears of immigrants as well as the non-American bordered
belonging felt by immigrant groups. It is Spanish that classifies a certain neighborhood as
belonging to the immigrant group more than any other trait. It is Spanish that makes Bridgeport
“brijeporr” in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, and it is Spanish, not any other language,
that the United States and the Tongue Brigade specifically try to extinguish in Raining
Backwards. An immigrant’s lack of Spanish, as seen by Yrene in Dominicana, is enough to
make them no longer considered Latin American, but instead “one of them.” Spanish demarcates
places of cultural belonging for immigrant groups and places to be targeted by non-immigrant
Americans. It is Spanish that the characters in Yo-Yo Boing! claim as New York City’s language
when they are thought to be tourists, but also Spanish that allows Connie to be recognized as an
immigrant, and the language she attempts to distance herself from. While language and nation
were not always united concepts in the U.S., decades of heavy-handed attempts to assimilate
immigrants have left the country in a perversely monolingual state. Yet these books portray
immigrants working hard to carve out linguistic enclaves, undermine the monolingual
construction of the United States, and force monolingual Americans, not the immigrants

themselves, to sit in linguistically uncomfortable situations.
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It is with this last point that the two chapters intersect. Territory claims are ripe within
these novels, and characters attempt to model and remodel landscapes based on linguistic
belonging. At the same time, these novels themselves are attempts to remodel the linguistic
landscape of the United States. By publishing American bilingual novels, these authors actively
reshape the American linguistic psyche—they demand a non-monolingual audience into
existence, they force American audiences to accept Spanglish as an American standard language,
and they export American Spanish-English bilingualism to other countries through printing and
translations that (attempt to) display the same linguistic bind as the original novels. These books,
then, are their own territory claims about the United States. In writing these novels, the authors
position themselves as American bilinguals, an identity that they actively take on within their
texts. Reshaping language, creating vocabulary, and formalizing slang, these authors use
literature both to document the Spanglish world and create it. All four authors are early
generational immigrants—close enough to their cultural backgrounds to resonate with their
immigrant roots, but at the same time, close enough to the United States to make an American
claim. These authors, bicultural themselves, claim the United States as their own territory to

reshape—a radically immigrant nationalism.
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