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Introduction

Emilia Parpald, Carmen Popescu
University of Craiova, Romania

Over the years, the organizers of this conference have showed their interest in (but
also their dedication for) the three key-notions featured in the title of the conference.
Because identity, communication (and even comparison) are not only objects of
study or methods to apply, but also genuine treasures deserving to be upheld and
hailed, either in times of peace and prosperity or in times of social and political
upheaval. That is why we could not help but wonder in what way are these
undeniably valuable categories threatened by the recent transformations we are
confronted with, on a global scale.

Last year, as we all know, everybody’s life was turned upside down not only
by a new disease but also by the strict measures imposed by national governments at
the recommendation of transnational institutions like WHO (World Health
Organization). Terms and phrases like lockdowns, social distancing, flattening the
curve and the new normal, have spread like wildfire and rapidly “colonized” the
collective imaginary. It has been, around the world, an occasion for a deeper
reflection on the fundamentals of the political and social contract. Equally, an
occasion for the rethinking of the legitimacy and epistemological foundations of
some of the scientific or theoretical disciplines we currently practice. Scholars,
writers and artists have searched for specific modalities and techniques whereby to
make sense of what they were living, while also striving to find ways of productive
and creative resistance, endurance and healing. For example, the British
Comparative Literature Association (BCLA) proposed to its members, on the
website, to reflect on the topic of “Culture and Quarantine”, by asking

“What does it mean to cogitate in gated communities, to think and to write in
enforced isolation? [...] The question is particularly pertinent for the
discipline of Comparative Literature, predicated as it is upon breaking down
borders between languages and cultures. In an age in which borders have been
re-erected almost overnight, how do we retain intellectual freedom of
movement? In an era in which we have all been weaponized against each
other, how do we avoid simply retreating to our castles and closing the
drawbridge?” (Covid-19: Culture and Quarantine — British Comparative
Literature Association [BCLA]).



Early on at the beginning of the pandemic we were told that the world “will
never be the same again”. The mass-media worldwide enthusiastically promoted the
idea of a “great reset”, which is an all-encompassing project, conceived on a
multitude of levels and domains: economic, societal, geopolitical, environmental,
technological, industrial, culminating with the very ambitious outline of an
“individual reset”, based on a strategy of “redefining our humanness” (Schawb &
Malleret 2020: 161). The authors, who are very critical of capitalist consumerism
and deplore environmental degradation, talk about a post-pandemic landscape which
will, presumably, be a better world, more equitable and sustainable. They even refer
to “the principle of creativity under duress” (ibidem: 179), with examples from
literature, from Shakespeare to Pushkin. And they also warn us that “the genie of
tech surveillance will not be put back into the bottle” (ibidem: 130).

What could possibly go wrong, with such a well-thought plan?

The totalitarian potential of (political) utopia has been recognized by many
exegetes: according to Jean-Jacques Wunenburger, the “crisis of contemporary
imagination” resides in the effects of a “monopoly of the utopian™ (1979: 9).
Similarly, Theodore Dalrymple (2001) pointed out that utopian logic presupposes an
enemy which must be eliminated, and this feature of the genre has been revealed in
the clearest manner by the dystopian imagination of fictional works like Orwell’s
1984 or Huxley’s Brave New World. Some people are afraid that the frame of
biosecurity (Agamben 2020) is being used by the “new tech elite” (Brockmann et al.
2001) to usher in a totalitarian, leviathanic, technocratic system, which, in
eschatological terms, is sometimes termed “the beast-system”.

All these sudden and somehow brutal interventions in an otherwise relatively
settled collective life (at least in the rich part of the world) could not remain without
consequences when it comes to the issue of identity, or self-perception and
perception of otherness which, in their turn, represent the very basis of
communication. Apart from the justification by medical urgency, are we being
depersonalized by the forced use of masks, especially as this practice does not seem
to have an end, in the foreseeable future? This very controversial but mandatory use
of facial coverings has turned virtually everyone into a potential felon. A “naked”
human face is something almost scandalous, in a way in which no one would have
thought possible a year before. Conversely, for many people the masks are positive
signifiers, conveying or suggesting not only self-protection but also patriotism,
altruism, the love for one’s neighbor or an inclination towards self-sacrifice.

Will the prolonged isolation have a devastating psychological impact, or will
the “crisis of identities” and their “mutations” (Dubar 2003), which scholars have
analyzed from so many perspectives, worsen, while most downtrodden citizens of
the world (and, as a novelty, even members of the middle class) feel totally stripped
of agency? Dismantling traditional social structures might be a deliberate modus
operandi in a process of social engineering which appears to take inspiration from
alchemy: ordo ab chao, solve et coagula (cf. Jung 1968). The newest slogan “build
back better” could be just the latest variation of these principles. Only recently some



voices began to say that it’s “time to question” our unelected and unaccountable
“overlords” (O’Brien 2021: 1).

Not much seemed to have changed since one of the initiators of “public
relations”, Edward Bernays, serenely and cynically asserted that

“The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and
opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic society. Those
who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible
government which is the true ruling power of our country. We are governed,
our minds are molded, our tastes formed, our ideas suggested, largely by men
we have never heard of. This is a logical result of the way in which our
democratic society is organized. Vast numbers of human beings must
cooperate in this manner if they are to live together as a smoothly functioning
society” (Bernays 1928: 9).

In this view, individual autonomy appears largely overestimated and
overrated. We are now far beyond the flexible or fluid understanding of identity and
the self, which was seen, together with otherness, as always under “re-visioning”
(Walton & Haas 2000). The “network society” generates the “network economy”
and also “network identities” (Barney 2004: 143). But a “network”, a “web” or a
“system” could not possibly be appropriate replacements for “community”, at least
as long as the sinister transhumanist utopia (which seems more like a dystopia) does
not become reality.

We should bear in mind that, communication as practiced by mass-media is
rarely “dialogical” and, more often than not, “monological”, primarily due to the fact
that it does not allow a “reversibility of discourse” (Lochard, Boyer 1998: 23). The
neuroplasticity of the brain bombarded with negativity is certainly threatened by the
state of permanent fear and despondency, and by the induced obsessive thoughts,
while the cognitive abilities of the public, for instance the solving-problem capacity,
are inevitably reduced. The “fear of freedom” (Fromm 2001) itself, in a new guise,
could actually be a result of the overconsumption of anxiogenic messages. In fact,
freedom seems to no longer be “in fashion”, as the cult of safety gains momentum.

Should we so easily dismiss people’s fears, when the media themselves are
sometimes engaging in blatant fearmongering and sensationalizing? Nor is this a
recent phenomenon, but seems to be only the culmination of what could be called
the bread and butter of some media outlets: controlling and demoralizing the public
through constant panic and catastrophic reporting. There is a strong connection
between “fear and fantasy” (Aragjo et al. 2015), and in this way the masses’
imaginary world (Wolf 2012), or their ability of “worldmaking” (Goodman 1978)
can be authoritatively shaped by those who push certain agendas and narratives:
“More than open barbarism, I fear barbarism with a human face — ruthless survivalist
measures enforced with regret and even sympathy but legitimized by expert
opinions” (Zizek 2021: 4).
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The magician of previous eras has turned into advertising or publicity agent
(cf. Couliano 1987) but also into the “infallible” and heavily promoted “expert”
whose predictive models are at the origin of comprehensive public policies with very
real consequences for the most vulnerable people. Ironically, the reign of the
“experts” we are not allowed to question coincides with an unprecedented crisis of
replicability, especially in the field of social studies and medical studies:

“The world of science is in the midst of unprecedented soul-searching at
present. The credibility of science rests on the widespread assumption that
results are replicable, and that high standards are maintained by anonymous
peer review. These pillars of belief are crumbling. [...] Professional scientists’
career prospects, promotions and grants depend on the number of papers they
have published, the number of times they are cited and the prestige of the
journals in which they are published. There are therefore powerful incentives
for people to publish eye-catching papers with striking positive results. If other
researchers cannot replicate the results, this may not be discovered for years,
if it is discovered at all, and meanwhile their careers have advanced and the
system perpetuates itself” (Sheldrake 2015: 1).

Under these conditions, it should be understandable that there is a persistent
concern for the future of academic inquiry, including in the field of humanities. In
the recent period, with the rise and radicalization of the so-called “woke culture”,
lately metamorphosized into a very disturbing ‘“cancel culture”, freedom of
expression, and in particular academic freedom (McWhorter 2020) have been more
and more put into question.

Apart from the rampant online censorship from Big Tech (and the
phenomenon of self-righteous Twitter and Facebook mobs, engaged in virtue-
signaling), we should we also be concerned with the fate of literature and culture in
general, in a context where the banning of books and movies, even cartoons,
becomes part of a new trend. From pointing out problematic aspects in the canon and
“decolonizing” the curriculum (Muldoon 2019), things are escalating very quickly
to “cancelling Shakespeare” (Harris 2021) because of “white supremacy” and other
unforgivable sins (as identified in the catechism of the new political religion of social
justice). When scholarship is reduced to activism, the need arises for a more balanced
and nuanced approach of the (inevitably) political dimension of culture, for instance
from the perspective of classical liberalism (Pluckrose & Lindsay 2020).

Another important element on the recent agenda is increased digitalization.
Perhaps more than in previous years, we can begin to assess the impact that the new
communication technologies have on our daily lives, as work, school, shopping,
entertainment and even some church services have massively moved online. Several
decades ago, the Canadian scholar Marshal McLuhan underlined the shaping power
of communication technologies (writing and printing, in particular) over culture and
collective psychology. After the “making of typographic man” in the context of “the
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Gutenberg Galaxy” (McLuhan 1962), is the “making of a digital man” the next
logical step? On the other hand, the newer field called “digital humanities” (Burdick
et al. 2012) has been full of promises, including for the study of literature, by
complementing the already established “close reading” with a strategy of “distant
reading” (Moretti 2013).

From the ancient clay tablets to the current electronic tablets, the “written
world” (Puchner 2017) has registered innumerable fluctuations and transformations
which have not remained without consequences in the realm of human history. When
libraries suddenly closed, the hope came from digitized depositories, the “libraries
without walls” (Mani 2017: 215) which have been already studied for several years.
The heritage of previous world culture can offer precious information for the
understanding of contemporary challenges: William Marx (2020: 2) explains how
literature can teach us about epidemics, by identifying four types of discourses:
documentary, semiotic, eschatological, moral. The aesthetics of film (Goss 2021)
and the theological discourse (Gaal-Szabo 2021) can offer important lessons about
the predicaments of modernity.

In whatever form or medium, we believe in the powers of literature and other
forms of discourse to reach minds and sensibilities, to provoke and console, to
instruct and comfort, to unsettle and delight. There is no end to the depth of fine
literature, but we should not forget that literature is on a continuum with other
discursive forms of dialogue or communication:

“A text is not a text unless it hides from the first comer, from the first glance,
the law of its composition and the rules of its game. [...] The dissimulation
of the woven texture can in any case take centuries to undo its web: a web that
envelops a web, undoing the web for centuries; reconstituting it too as an
organism, indefinitely regenerating its own tissue behind the cutting trace, the
decision of each reading” (Derrida 1981: 63).

Books of fiction can stimulate the readers’ creativity in the form of a “core
attitude of tolerance for ambiguity”, which, interestingly enough, is tightly connected
to the many “dimensions of critical thought” (Piirto 2011: 29-30). Artistic creation
entails “the emergence of a new reality” (Burgos 2003: 22), characterized by a
dynamic symbolism. The most gifted artists often tap into the “spiritual
unconscious” (Larchet), which is even deeper than Jung’s collective unconscious,
the realm of the archetypes. The “new interdisciplinarity” (Parpald 2011) of
cognitive sciences and neurosciences can shed new light on literature’s and art’s
complexities and intricacies, often outlining the peculiarities of individual style
(Deaconu 2021). The surveys have shown “an increasing rapprochement between
literary scholars and cognitive scientists, as well as an effort by these groups to
consider human biological universals in relation to specific cultural and historical
factors” (Jaén and Simon 2012: 24). Linguists can also attest to the relevance of this
approach for the codifications of emotions embedded in language (Csillag 2021).
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In accord with the title chosen for this year’s collection of articles, we want to
provide a space for the unfettered communication of different identities: personal,
collective, intellectual, scholarly, ideological. We believe in the possibility of
authentic and fruitful dialogue across similar and different scholarly backgrounds,
disciplines and interpretive communities.

The contributors come from Irak, Hungary, Romania and The United States
(Spain). We have divided the material into: Part I. Cultural Identity and Comparative
Literature and Part II. Discursive Variation in Interactions. Across the two parts,
one can notice several common threads uniting the chapters in distinct groups,
according to subject matter and methodology. These are the following:

a. Cultural identities

This rubric includes four chapters, which deal with the manifold issue of “identity”
in its inextricable relationship with “otherness”. Problems of gender, the “imagined
community” of the nation (or the Empire) and theological implications of the racial
identity are brought into discussion in this section.

The transnational comparison proposed in the article Ambivalent Magical-
Realist Masculine Spaces in Junot Diaz’s “The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao™
and Stefan Agopian’s novel “Tache de Catifea” by Alina Ciobotaru seeks to
contribute to the efforts of establishing a more encompassing hermeneutical
framework for magical realism as a universal mode or genre capable of subverting
authoritarian discourses and of building a cultural identity. Junot Diaz’s novel tracks
the author’s own diasporic experience as a member of the Dominican-American
community and deconstructs the category of “masculinity” by using magical realist
strategies that oppose the protagonist’s (Oscar) passive nature to the hyper-
masculine figure of Raphael Trujillo, whose dictatorial regime between 1930 and
1960 had negatively impacted the Dominican Republic for years to come. In
contrast, Stefan Agopian’s novel Tache de catifea was published during the
communist regime in Romania in 1981 and consequently the use of historical detail
and the lack of direct political reference reflect the need to avoid censorship. By
using various local magical realist strategies that are specific to the Eastern European
context, such as anti-mimetic elements, grotesque details and carnivalesque
descriptions, Agopian subverts the image of a traditional type of violent masculinity,
embodied by Tache’s father.

Hayder Naji Shanbooj Alolaiwi’s article Feminist Concerns with Frederick
Douglass and William E.B. Du Bois draws a comparison between these two
important African American writers, whose writings and activism for the rights of
their minority present similarities (the author of the article classify them as
integrationists) but also differences. They both opposed oppression or segregation
and fought for their people’s emancipation (which is not reduced to the abolition of
slavery) but had different views about the causes of the inter-racial problems and the
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appropriate solutions. Douglass’ outlook was a Christian and an optimistic one (he
even granted the United States a messianic role), While Du Bois had a secularized
and rather pessimistic vision. The former was born into slavery and struggled for his
freedom, realizing from an early time the importance of education. The latter was a
leftist and considered that the Black people’s problems were systemic. There is an
anticipation, here, of current concerns for intersectionality (in this case, the
intersection between race and gender), because the two authors are interested in the
fate of women, especially African-American women, who are hailed as mothers,
capable workers but also as revolutionaries. Alolaiwi makes the effort of evaluating
Douglass’ and Du Bois’ contribution through the lenses of contemporary feminism.

The “Up” Series of Documentaries (1964-2019): From Imagined Community
to Unimaginable by Brian Michael Goss provides an extensive and detailed context
for the analysis of nine installments (1964-2019) of this famous oeuvre belonging to
the British director Michael Apted. By observing the life trajectory of 14 subjects
from childhood to seniority, the documentary builds a certain type of “imagined
community” (see Anderson 1983), in an era when television had replaced, to a large
extent, novels, or books in general, as a vehicle for communicating the more or less
“constructed” unity of the nation. However, this familial togetherness is harder and
harder to maintain because of the aggravation of socio-economic inequalities
generated by Thatcherite neoliberalism and its aftermath. Another factor that is taken
into account is the persistence of a class system even after its apparent fall into
obsolescence. The elite, posh children have a predictable existential route: they got
to keep their privileges, unlike their counterparts from a working-class background,
although the latter were not without a chance of upward mobility. Gradually, the
series lost its political edge. The chapter goes on to analyze in depth three different
faces of an imagined community, by focusing on three participants, John, Jackie, and
Neil. Despite some tensions and confrontations between the subjects and the
documentarian, they are very much like a team or a family. Jackie, for instance, a
divorced single mother of three, with arthritis, declared she felt she could rely on
Apted as potential help in a difficult situation. The ups and downs of Neil’s life
configure a narrative of British resilience, while his own perception was that he
failed in almost everything. The larger “family” of the nation risks to become
“unimaginable”, when its representatives are ‘“recruited into incompatible
narratives”. The diminishing of this imaginability is ultimately generated by major
changes in the socio-political, economic and media environment.

The next chapter, by Peter Gaal-Szabd’s, is called Intersections of African
American Culture and Theology in James Cone’s “Black Theology and Black
Power”. The author shows that in his 1969 book Cone attempted to reconcile Martin
Luther King’s dream of integration with the revolutionary spirit of Black movements
reclaiming social and racial justice, while also trying to elevate black theology to the
status of a legitimate discipline. One strategy for doing that is the recourse to the
Biblical prophetic tradition, with its often-vehement rhetoric, and the sermonic
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tradition of African-American preachers who opposed discrimination. The “white”
church is harshly criticized for its complicity with racism, in an attempt to
“empower” African Americans theologically by liberating them from the objectified
state of “nonbeing”. Within the logic of Biblical parallelism, if the Black community
is identified with Israel, then the white majority plays the role of Israel’s oppressors.
The justification of violent rioting as a form of Christian “love” is, however, harder
to accept. The author is also critical towards “Cone’s militant insistence on
ontological blackness” and his exaggerated concern with power. While his merits in
giving a new “impetus” to the “black religio-cultural self-conceptualization™ are
recognized, Gaal-Szabd also points out the perpetuation of “binary limitations” in
Cone’s intellectual project, which diminishes its effectiveness in offering a response
to the current challenges faced by the African American community.

b. Cognitivist concepts applied

This section we have delineated includes three articles which resort to methods from
the ever-growing field of cognitive theories with their different branches: linguistic,
rhetoric- stylistic, communicational.

Andrea Csillag’s chapter, Prepositions in English Expressions of Disgust — A
Cognitive Semantic Approach, shows how, among the six universal basic emotions
(happiness, sadness, anger, fear, disgust and surprise), disgust is less studied, from a
cognitive linguistic perspective, especially when compared, for example, with the
interest researchers have taken in the conceptualizations of anger, happiness and fear.
In order to fill this gap, the paper will study a large corpus relevant for the language
of disgust in English: 175 sentences. The rich theoretical background outlined at the
beginning of the chapter reveals the complexity of this emotion, which can be
analyzed on multiple levels. Drawing on Darwin’s legacy, some researchers
underline the biological, and hence universal elements of the disgust experience
(irrespective of the cultural background), while others distinguish between a core
variant and an interpersonal one, meaning that the reaction can be elicited by mental
processes, even in the absence of a disgusting object. The purpose of Andrea
Csillag’s paper is to study the role of the prepositions at, for, from, in, to, toward(s)
and with, occurring in phrases with disgust and the image schemata underlying their
use. The cognitive approach can assess if the prepositions are used in their literal
sense (spatial or functional) or figuratively. The prepositional phrases analyzed in
this chapter, the author concludes, cover two aspects of the disgust experience,
namely, the cause of this particular emotion and the way the subjects behave in a
state of disgust.

In her contribution entitled Vasile Voiculescu, the Light Seeker: Metaphors of
Light in Vasile Voiculescu’s Antemortem Poems, Steliana-Madélina Deaconu deals
with the stylistic strategies employed by the “organically faithful” (as he
characterized himself) Romanian poet Vasile Voiculescu. The poet had his own
theory about the limitations of poetry in apprehending the ineffably mystical, when
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contrasted with prayer, which can approach the divine apophatically, via silence. The
poetry here analyzed distils childhood epiphanies and indefinite metaphysical
longings, as well as the poet’s readings from the Bible and science or his participation
in the mysteries of the Church. By applying a cognitive reading, the author of the
article shows how the Absolute is conveyed through metaphors of light (the thread
uniting the poems in the corpus), while non-essential aspects of the world can be
rendered through a colorful imagery. The article also mentions the discourse world
theory, which considers the cognitive tracking of entities, relations and processes to
be a mental space. The semantic sphere of the light and clarity is made more evident
through contrasting metaphors of darkness, fog, confusion. Explicitly, light is seen
as the “redeeming sign” from God (the poem Durerea / The Pain). The cognitive
approach is all the more appropriate, considering Vasile Voiculescu’s theological
interests and taking into account that conceptual metaphors, as associations between
a target and a source domain, apprehend, as the scholars in the field explain, a system
of thought, and not simple stylistic ornaments of speech. In the “blended space” of
the metaphor, a “new emergent understanding” becomes visible, while the poet turns
the poem into a “world” where the communion with God through prayer becomes
indeed possible.

Cognitive metaphor is also the focus of Alina Tenescu’s article entitled
Absinthe in advertising discourse. Although analyses of wine and beer in
advertisement proliferate, research on the figurative language for this particular spirit
is scarce. Here, the author tackles the mediatic representation of the so-called “green
fairy”, a very strong green alcoholic beverage which was the (dangerous) attraction
for many European writers and artists from La Belle Epoque, before being
prohibited. However, it was mistakenly believed that one of the chemicals contained
in the mixture produced hallucinations, which determined its unjust banishment. It
was the improper mode of production and distillation which provoked illnesses or
even death. More recently, the limited use of the drink was allowed in America and
France. Advertising absinthe has currently become pervasive in the online
environment, where linguistic and visual images are mobilized as persuasive
strategies aimed at potential consumers. Several features of absinthe are emphasized
by advertisement: aroma, flavour, mouthfeel and finish. The descriptions show an
inclination towards the anthropomorphic metaphor, by focusing on the categories
“personality and temperament features” and “physical traits”. Organicist metaphors
and metonymies are predominant and, as regards the pictorial similes in vintage
prints, one can notice the association with an attractive woman drinking the absinth,
in order to make the beverage more desirable for the male public.

c. Comparativism and Geocriticism
Geocritical studies represent a growing field with extensive applications in the realm

of world literature, thus also establishing close connections with the methodology of
comparative literature, as shown by the three articles listed under this rubric.
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Theoretical Resources for the Study of Tragedy — Modern Comparative
Perspectives by Carmen Popescu starts from the premise that modernity has had a
powerful impact on the theory of the tragic, on the specialized exegesis of tragic
theatre and on the literary rewritings per se (palimpsests / rewritings, intertexts). The
investigation concerns the relevance of several theoretical contributions in the field
of tragedy scholarship, with the purpose to better understand this genre in its
classical, neoclassical and modern variants. This meta-analysis is justified,
especially when seen against the recent critical landscape, where the tenets of
analysis and creative reception are put into question. Some of the most influential
and celebrated books about tragedy have been idiosyncratic, that is, very speculative
(see, for instance, Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy from the Spirit of Music, but also
René Girard’s theory of the “mimetic rivarly” and the “sacrificial crisis”). George
Steiner’s famous The Death of Tragedy also receives attention. Although this book
is based on a very debated and contested main thesis (that of the uniqueness and
irrepetability of Greek tragedy), it remains a valuable resource for comparative
analyses. Myth and Tragedy in Ancient Greece by Jean-Pierre Vernant and Pierre-
Vidal Naquet epitomizes the philological and psycho-sociological trend in tragedy
studies. This type of approach tries to be, as much as possible, rooted in historical
realities, but does not exclude the ambitious attempt of outlining a “historical
anthropology” and a more “dialogic” methodology. While a perfectly objective and
unbiased description of this object of study remains elusive, a clarification of the
ideological underpinnings of the theoretical frameworks is always necessary.

Marinicad Tiberiu Schiopu’s article is called Orhan Pamuk’s Istanbul:
Memories and the City. A Stratigraphic and Polysensorial Autobiography. The
author fully demonstrates the relevance of geocriticism and ecocriticism, which are
important recent interdisciplinary trends in the analysis of literature. As
complementary, interdependent and interconnected approaches, the two grids can
fuse into geo-ecocriticism or Earth Studies, which serve here (with some help from
narratology, intertextuality and interculturality) as a holistic perspective on Orhan
Pamuk’ autobiographical text, Istanbul: Memories and the City. The latter represents
an immersion into the personal past but also in the past of the city that embraces two
continents and many layers of history. In this autodiegetic narrative full of analepses
(memories), with many elements of Bildungsroman and Kiinstlerroman, Pamuk
shares his (rather mixed) feelings about his native city, to whose fate his own destiny
is intertwined. Thus, the reader can follow the process of transformation from ancient
Byzantium or Constantinople to the modern Istanbul. One central method, which
Marinica Schiopu brings into attention, apart from multifocalization and
polysensoriality, is the stratigraphic description of particular places in Instanbul, a
type of diachronic presentation similar to that of an archaeologist but also to that of
a...geocritic, which serves as further evidence for the appropriateness of the chosen
theoretical approach.
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The geocritical approach, combined with hermeneutics and close reading, is
also illustrated in Cristina Durau’s article, Literary Hypostases of the Venetian
Chronotope, which offers an interesting synopsis of the multiple layers of history
and aesthetic styles of this unique European city. Its unusual, even extraordinary
setting and architecture have stimulated the imagination of countless artists and
writers. The Renaissance was the golden age of Venice, in terms of an unprecedented
flourishing of the arts, but also in terms of political action and reflection, as mirrored
by Nicolo Machiavelli’s writings. The city is a somewhat symbolic presence in
Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, with its strong indictment of antisemitism. In the
21% century, the French author Jean-Michel Thibaux portrayed another facet of the
Venetian Renaissance chronotope and interculturality, with a view to the geopolitical
involvements of that era: Serenissima, or the Venetian Republic, uses the strategy of
infiltrating young women into the harems of the Ottoman Empire. The Age of
Enlightenment is exemplified by The Story of My Life by Jacques Casanova de
Seingalt, the famous (and infamous) seducer, a rebel spirit, who lived to witness the
collapse of the Republic. The modern era of literature was also fascinated with the
mysterious aura of the Italian city, as showed by Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice,
a tale of decadent aestheticism, and by Emmanuel Roblés’ novel, Venice in Winter,
which, along with detailing the devastation brought about by the Mafia in society,
describes the identity quest of a young woman. The analysis is a demonstration about
the role of literature in capturing the undying spirit and unforgettable emblems of a
city placed at the intersection of multiple cultural influences.

d. Terminology

The avatars and permanent metamorphosis of a natural idiom can be very instructive
as regards the impact of cultural hybridization on every aspect of life. Cristiana-
Nicola Teodorescu and Anca Gabriela Nicolae (Mic) have studied, from a
quantitative point of view, the Internationalization of Gastronomy-related Terms.
On the background of discussions around globalization, the authors show how
gastronomy interferes with internationalization by analyzing an oral corpus
consisting of 1637 terms and 896 phraseological units from the eight seasons of the
MasterChef Romania cooking competition. Therefore, the corpus can be considered
homogenous, from a thematical standpoint. Among the features of this phenomenon
the article lists xenisms, or, as they are also called by other linguists, exoticisms or
foreignisms, i. e. recent neological words which are not yet adapted to the receiving
language but are still perceived as foreign elements by most speakers. These are
categorized according to various criteria which lead not only to important
(socio)linguistic conclusions, but also to an anthropological interpretation: according
to the authors of the chapter, they are a proof of the globalization of people’s tastes,
while also revealing the connection between gastronomy and identity. An interesting
aspect of this phenomenon concerns the perfect integration of xenisms in the
competitors’ vocabulary, although a level of “‘communicational snobbery” cannot be



18

excluded. Anglicization represents an important part of this, but the sources of the
borrowed terms are more diverse (predominantly French and Italian), depending on
the format of the show and the background of many participants, who either studied
abroad or are foreigners themselves.

The papers selected for the volume are samples of original critical thinking,
bringing new perspectives on a variety of texts and corpora, from film and
advertisements to literary fiction and language phenomena.
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Ambivalent Magical-Realist Masculine Spaces in Junot Diaz’s
The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao and Stefan Agopian’s
novel Tache de Catifea

Alina Ciobotaru
University of Bucharest, Romania

1. Introduction

In this paper I will focus on the function of various magical-realist strategies in the
construction of an ambivalent masculine space in the novels The Brief Wondrous
Life of Oscar Wao (2007) by Dominican-American writer Junot Diaz' and Tache de
catifea [The Velvet Man] (1981) by Romanian author Stefan Agopian?. Although the
two novels pertain to different periods and cultural spaces (multicultural USA and
communist Romania), the central idea of this comparative analysis is that the
magical-realist narrative strategies allow the construction of hybrid masculine spaces

1 The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007) narrates the story of Oscar Wao, a Dominican
American teenager who is an overweight nerd residing in Paterson, New Jersey, through a
blend of genres, from realism to fantasy and the immigrant novel, as well as references to
other genres, such as science fiction. The main narrative recounts Oscar’s diasporic
experience of growing up in an American ghetto during the 1980s and 1990s and his quest
for what it means to be Dominican. The center parts of the novel focus on his sister Lola, on
his mother’s experience growing up as an orphan during the regime of Raphael Trujillo and
on his grandfather’s imprisonment in the Dominican Republic. From this point of view, Diaz
follows the tradition of the Latin American dictator novel.

2 Stefan Agopian published during the communist regime in Romania; he employs historical
detail to avoid censorship and advance the state of literature. The background for Tache de
catifea is the first part of the 19" century in Oltenia; the novel tells the story of Tache
Vladescu, who recounts it from the grave, using a future tense. The first part is told by the
narrator who is now 47 years old and lives at his estate, Malura. It is dedicated to introducing
the story of his conception, his search to find the truth about his paternity, and the brutal death
of his presumed father at the hands of a famous group of Ottomans led by Osman
Pazvantoglu. The second part of the novel is focused on his life at the family estate as a 12-
year-old boy with a young, widowed mom who is now in search of a new husband. The young
boy neglected by his mother soon becomes best friends with one of the suitors to his mother’s
hand, boier Lapai, and with his dwarf brother, Piticul. The next chapters are jumbled up and
difficult to follow as the focus is on the surreal and oneiric experience of living in this house.
Eventually, they decide to join the Romanian uprising from 1821 but the journey to Bucharest
takes them months because of their passive nature.
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which in turn act as subversive agents because they contradict the “official”
nationally-specific discourse of what masculinity is (or ought to be).

2. Magical Realism and Gender Studies

In my analysis I will mostly use Wendy B. Faris’ concept of “magical realism”
focusing on specific narrative techniques such as “the irreducible element”,
“defocalization of narrative” and “merger of realms” (Faris 2004 7; 43), in order to
disentangle the ways in which both authors deconstruct the category of
“masculinity.” I start from Judith Butler’s notion of “gender performativity”” and her
observation that both sex and gender are constructed (Butler 1990). The
performativity of gender implies that “there is no gender identity behind the
expression of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by the very
‘expression’ that are said to be its results” (ibidem: 24). Gender is nothing more than
“the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid
regulatory frame that congeal overt time to produce the appearance of substance, of
a natural sort of being” (ibidem: 33). Seeing that there is no prediscursive natural and
universal gender that exists prior to culture (or outside culture for that matter), this
suggests that gender is always open to interpretations and resignifications. Butler
uses the syntagm gender trouble to suggest that “bodies are politically constructed”
and that through “subversive bodily acts” — a set of parodic practices based in a
performative theory of gender acts” — one can disrupt the already politically and
socially established “categories of the body, sex, gender and sexuality and occasion
their subversive resignification and proliferation beyond the binary frame of female
— male” (ibidem: X).

Using the idea of gender trouble, [ aim to argue that, by constructing magical-
realist ambiguous masculine spaces, where men perform and misperform gender, the
novels mentioned above actually question the ideologies of their time. [ will also be
using the concept of “male gaze”, developed by John Berger in Ways of Seeing
(1972) and by Laura Mulvey in Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema (1999) in
order to draw attention to the specific male point of view exposited by both these
texts; with the added twist that this “male gaze” is directed not only towards the
female gender (in relation to which the masculine is constructed) but towards the
male one as well.

3. The reverted “male gaze” and its relationship with the feminine

Laura Mulvey uses the concept of “male gaze” to discuss the Freudian idea of
phallocentrism in relation to Hollywood films, stating that in such films women are
invariably objectified, catering to the visual pleasures of men. The male gaze thus
appears as a natural result of the dichotomy “active / male and passive / female”
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which exists “in a world ordered by sexual imbalance” (Mulvey 1999: 837), hence
the act of looking becomes an active male role, while the passive role of being looked
at is reserved for women. According to Mulvey, this division characterizes narrative
structures in general because the ideology of patriarchy places the male gaze in a
position of power: its object is strictly female and “man is reluctant to gaze at his
exhibitionist like”, since “the male figure cannot bear the burden of sexual
objectification” (ibidem: 839). John Berger also noticed that “men act and women
appear”, “men look at women” and “women watch themselves being looked at”
(Berger 1972: 45-47).

In the novels analyzed in this paper the primary focus of the “male gaze” is,
by contrast, the male characters. Although it can be argued that the female characters
are also subjected to a second type of “male gaze”, since they are sexually objectified
by the male characters. This suggests that the questioning of the cultural category of
masculinity comes from within the paradigm itself, the male narrators of the texts
(Yunior in the case of Junot Diaz’s novel and Tache de catifea from beyond his grave
in Stefan Agopian’s novel) tackling issues such as patriarchal structures of power
and the pressure to conform to an active and even violent performative masculinity.
In both novels the construction of masculine spaces is contingent upon a specific
interaction with the feminine. In The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao the male
characters have to constantly “prove” their Dominican masculinity through their
capacity to attract and bed as many women as possible, hence performing proper
Dominican masculinity is impossible in the absence of “player” abilities. The male
model per excellence is the dictator Raphael Leonidas Trujillo Molina who ruled the
Dominican Republic between 1930 and 1961. The narrator describes him at the
beginning of the novel in one of the footnotes as “one of the twentieth century’s most
infamous dictators” who ruled the Dominican Republic “with an implacable ruthless
brutality” and who was known mostly for “fucking every hot girl in sight, even the
wives of his subordinates, thousands upon thousands upon thousands of women”, as
well as for his “almost supernatural abilities” (Diaz 2008: 2-3).

In Tache de catifea it is the decision of Tache’s mother, Zamfira Lupu, to
remarry, which sets off in motion a series of events which will determine the
formation of an all-male exclusive friendship between Tache, Piticul and boier
Lapai, a trio whose manifestations of ambiguous masculinity are in stark contrast
with traditional views of masculinity. Their failure to take any action in the face of
incoming disaster reveals them to be “passive” and indecisive, a sharp contrast to the
image of masculinity portrayed in the first part of the novel.

4. A subversive magical-realist masculine space in Junot Diaz’s novel
The oxymoronic term magical realism is described as a literary genre or a narrative

mode in which the supernatural and the natural, the real and the fantastic are
represented as being on the same level. Christopher Warnes defines it as “a mode of
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narration that naturalizes or normalizes the supernatural” (Warnes 2009: 3), while
Maggie Ann Bowers describes it as a narrative mode that “relies most of all upon the
matter-of-fact, realist tone of its narrative when presenting magical happenings”
(Bowers 2004: 3). The magic refers to “any extraordinary occurrence and
particularly to anything spiritual or unaccountable by rational science” (ibidem: 19).
Although the history of the term links it to the development of Latin American
literature in the 20™ century', especially during the “Boom” period of the 1960s and
1970s, critics today analyze it as an international phenomenon and have ascribed
magical realism a fundamental role in the emergence of postcolonial literature. After
the publication of Stephen Slemon’s article Magical Realism as postcolonial
discourse, the idea that it is a literary style applicable especially to marginal
literatures (Slemon 1988: 10) has been pervasive, with critics Homi Bhabha,
Mariano Siskind, Frederik Jameson, Theo D’haen, Wendy B. Faris etc. all regarding
it as a subversive instrument against the hegemony of colonial empires.

Regarding its formal features, Wendy B. Faris identifies “the irreducible
element of magic” (Faris 2004: 1) as being central and defines it as “something we
cannot explain according to the laws of the universe as they have been formulated in
Western empirically based discourse” (ibidem: 7). Because the presence of
supernatural elements is common in other genres as well, one common point of
confusion is that with the fantastic. The difference between magical realism and
fantastic literature is that in magical realist texts the uncanny and magical in general
get “naturalized”, meaning that the narrator is not puzzled by the supernatural and
he does not show signs of scepticism (ibidem: 7). On the level of textual
representation, the relationship between the natural and the magical is accepted by
both the narrator and the characters.

In The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao one of these irreducible elements is
the “fuku americanus”, which is inevitably linked to Trujillo and which accounts for
his Dominican hyper-masculinity. At the beginning of the novel, the narrator,
Yunior, Oscar’s friend and the lover of Oscar’s sister, describes the arrival of
Columbus (the Admiral) and of the Europeans on Hispaniola as an act that gave way
to a negative spilling of the supernatural into the world — “The Curse and the Doom
of the New World” was released into the world and “we’ve all been in shit ever
since” (Diaz 2008: 1). He then links it to Trujillo, attesting for the fact that in his
“parents’ day” the fuku was real and “no one knows if Trujillo was the Curse’s
servant or its master” (ibidem: 2-3). Throughout the novel the unnatural element
“fuku” is used to explain violence, corruption and unjust power, but it also attests to
the interconnection between gender and magical realism:

“It was believed, even in educated circles, that anyone who plotted against
Trujillo would incur a fuku most powerful, down to the seventh generation

! Some of the writers who are considered canonical magical realist writers are Alejo
Carpentier, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Salman Rushdie, Isabel Allende, Toni Morrison.
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