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Abstract 

This paper explores the intersection of colonialism, masculinity, and queerness 
in Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. Through a decolonial 
lens, it examines how Díaz critiques the lingering effects of colonialism and 
dictatorship on Dominican identity, particularly through the ‘fukú’ curse—a 
symbol of intergenerational trauma. The paper argues that the queering of 
heterosexuality in the novel challenges rigid gender norms, where Oscar’s 
nonconformity and Yunior’s conflicted hypermasculinity expose the limitations 
of Dominican masculinity shaped by colonial rule. Set against the backdrop of 
the Dominican Republic’s tropical landscapes and violent history, Oscar’s and 
Yunior’s narratives highlight the broader struggle between individual 
authenticity and societal conformity. Díaz’s use of magical realism and 
transcultural storytelling amplifies this decolonial critique, revealing how 
colonial legacies continue to shape gender and identity in the post-colonial 
world. By analyzing the characters’ resistance to heteronormative pressures 
and their individual journeys, the paper situates The Brief Wondrous Life of 
Oscar Wao as a significant exploration of queering as a form of decolonial 
resistance, reconsidering the lasting impact of colonial oppression on cultural 
and gender identities. 

Keywords: Tropical Landscape, Queer Narratives, Colonial Injustice, 
Dominican Republic, Decolonialism, Junot Díaz, Queering Tropics 
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Introduction  

et against the tropical backdrop of the Dominican Republic, Junot Díaz’s The 
Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao intricately weaves a narrative that is both 
intensely personal and profoundly political. At its core, the novel explores the 

multifaceted struggles of identity, particularly through what can be termed ‘Queer 
Narratives.’ This concept encapsulates how characters negotiate, grapple with, and 
assert their identities in a society that rigorously enforces norms of gender, sexuality, 
and cultural belonging. The portrayal of masculinity in the novel is not a mere backdrop 
but a central force that dictates terms of belonging and exclusion, revealing the power 
dynamics that marginalize those who deviate from normative gender expectations. 
Hypermasculine ideals, perpetuated by figures like Trujillo and rooted in colonial power 
dynamics, create an oppressive environment where any deviation from these 
prescribed norms—whether in terms of gender, sexuality, or cultural identity—is met 
with resistance and violence. The novel further explores themes of madness, power, 
race, and sexuality under capitalism, reflecting the complexity of the characters' 
struggles (González, 2016, pp. 279-293). Alongside this, Díaz engages with themes 
of desire, diaspora, and the colonial curse, presenting a complex narrative that 
intertwines personal and political struggles (Mahler, 2010, pp. 119-140). The queer 
narratives of the characters Oscar and Yunior are central to this resistance, as they 
challenge the hypermasculine and colonial structures that seek to define and limit their 
identities. 

By queering these narratives, Díaz not only disrupts normative expectations of 
masculinity but also exposes how colonialism and dictatorship have weaponized 
masculinity to maintain control. In doing so, this queering functions as a form of 
decolonial praxis, challenging and undermining the power structures that enforce 
these oppressive norms. Díaz, born in the Dominican Republic and raised in New 
Jersey, infuses his writing with his diasporic experiences, employing a vibrant bilingual 
style that blends English, Spanish, and Dominican slang. Like Oscar, Díaz shares a 
passion for comics, science fiction, and other aspects of popular culture. Both the 
author and his protagonist grapple with identity crises and cultural displacement—
manifestations of intergenerational trauma and the struggle for self-acceptance in the 
face of colonial injustice (Almutairi, 2020, pp. 202-212). Additionally, Díaz can be 
closely associated with the narrator, Yunior, who serves as a symbol of the Dominican 
immigrant community in the United States, whose public image is characterized as “a 
playboy” and “a womanizer”, but his private self is much more artistic and creative 
(Díaz, 2007, p. 175).  

Over the years, tropical creative writers, like Díaz, have crafted imaginative worlds that 
deconstruct colonialism and offer new perspectives on human relationships, gender, 
and sexual identities. Through these narratives, they challenge inequalities and 
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envision alternative paths for understanding and liberation (Lundberg et al., 2023a, p. 
14). The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, published in 2007 and awarded the 
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 2008, stands out for its distinctive narrative style, merging 
elements of magical realism, historical fiction, and contemporary cultural commentary. 
Further, Díaz’s use of science fiction, literary geography, and the legacy of 
intergenerational trauma and colonialism enriches the novel’s complex narrative (Del 
Pilar Blanco, 2013, pp. 49-74). The narrative form is a significant aspect of the novel, 
as it dictates the power of storytelling and how narratives can shape and challenge 
dominant discourses (Vargas, 2014, pp. 8-30). The text also employs an eclectic mix 
of footnotes and multiple narrators, with the footnotes acting as a form of archive that 
blends historical references, speculative details, and personal reflections (González, 
2015, pp. 57-72). Through this unique approach, Díaz’s narrative form subverts 
traditional storytelling, challenging dominant discourses and offering a platform for 
marginalized voices to reclaim their stories. 

Queer narratives in literature often question conventional binary perspectives on 
gender and sexuality. They offer insights into the challenges faced by individuals in 
defining themselves and gaining acceptance in societies where non-conforming 
identities—particularly those deviating from dominant masculine ideals—are 
marginalized or repressed. In The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, characters like 
Oscar and Yunior confront not only gender and sexual expectations but also the 
Dominican ‘macho’ norm, which is deeply rooted in the colonial and dictatorial history 
of the Dominican Republic. Although both characters are heterosexual, their 
experiences of desire and identity are queered in the sense that they resist or fail to 
conform to the rigid, heteronormative expectations of Dominican masculinity. Oscar, 
with his deep love for fiction and inability to embody traditional Dominican masculine 
traits, contrasts sharply with Yunior’s hypermasculinity. While Yunior outwardly 
conforms to the expectations of a macho Dominican man, Oscar’s lack of masculinity, 
his physical appearance, and his almost asexuality—despite his yearning for 
heterosexual love—mark him as an outsider. Yunior’s hypermasculinity and infidelity, 
juxtaposed with Oscar’s romantic idealism and inability to embody traditional 
masculine traits, complicate their expressions of desire and blur the boundaries 
between friendship, love, and dominance. 

Establishing one’s identity in this context requires not only resistance to current 
societal norms but also a confrontation with the historical legacy of colonial domination 
(Figueroa, 2015, pp. 641-656). Oscar’s and Yunior’s journeys through these gender 
expectations are deeply intertwined with the novel’s tropical setting, which acts as both 
a backdrop and a symbol of their struggles for identity and self-acceptance. Colonial 
injustice, however, encompasses not only physical domination but also cultural and 
psychological colonization. This internal colonization manifests through the 
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assimilation of colonial values, leading to conflicts in self-identity, particularly for those 
striving to meet hypermasculine ideals. Colonialism established a gender system that 
differentiated the roles of males in colonial societies (Lugones, 2007, p. 186) and 
fostered environments in which colonized individuals struggled with self-awareness 
and understanding of their identities (Lundberg et al., 2023b, p. 15). 

The themes of migration and transformation are intricately woven into the narrative, 
adding layers of complexity to the characters’ experiences (Navas, 2017, pp. 55-83). 
In The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, characters resist colonial legacies by 
reclaiming their identities and rejecting imposed cultural and gender roles, embodying 
a form of decoloniality. Through its exploration of identity, race, and gender, the novel 
provides a nuanced understanding of the characters’ experiences and the impact of 
colonialism on their lives. Such decolonial resistance counteracts the insidious 
impingement of a colonial mindset which causes individuals to lose touch with their 
cultural identity (Lundberg et al., 2023a, p. 10). In this way, Díaz critiques how colonial 
history has shaped and constrained identities, as seen in Oscar’s non-conformity and 
Yunior’s conflicted hypermasculinity, underscoring the enduring impact of colonial 
domination on gender norms. 

Tropical Landscape as a Narrative Device 

In Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, the setting of the Dominican Republic 
serves as a vital narrative device, intertwining its tropical landscape with history, 
culture, and societal dynamics, which significantly contribute to the story’s depth and 
complexity. The country’s rich history, rooted in colonialism and the trans-Atlantic 
slave trade, has shaped its unique cultural tapestry (D’Atanasio et al., 2020, pp. 1579-
1590). Exploring tropicality through the lenses of queerness also reveals new ways of 
life that challenge accepted norms (Benitez & Lundberg, 2022, p. 5). This setting plays 
a crucial role in the novel’s exploration of the characters’ struggles with identity, 
particularly in how they navigate expectations of masculinity shaped by Spanish 
colonization, the oppressive Trujillo dictatorship, and their quest for self-definition in 
the post-colonial era. Characters like Oscar, who fails to conform to the Dominican 
‘macho’ ideal, and Yunior, who wrestles with his own masculine identity, illustrate how 
colonial legacies continue to shape and constrain gender norms. The tropical setting 
plays a key role in establishing the novel’s magical realism, shaping both the 
Dominican Republic’s biodiversity and cultural beliefs. This allows Díaz to explore 
Dominican history in a way that blends the fantastical with reality, while also 
highlighting how these cultural influences extend to the experiences of the Dominican 
diaspora. 

The natural environment of the Dominican Republic, from its beaches and mountains 
to its cane plantations and urban landscapes, serves as a reflection of the characters’ 
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inner lives and journeys. For instance, the cane fields in the Dominican Republic serve 
as a dark and violent space, symbolizing the brutal legacy of colonialism and 
dictatorship. These fields are not only places of forced labor and slavery but also sites 
of violence and death, as seen in the brutal beating of Beli, Oscar’s mother, by Trujillo’s 
men, “rivered into the cane, and Beli, blinking tears, realized she had no idea which 
way was out. As some of you know, canefields are no fucking joke, and even the 
cleverest of adults can get mazed in their endlessness, only to reappear months later 
as a cameo of bones” (Díaz, 2007, p. 14). The beauty and harshness of the tropical 
landscape in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao also parallel Oscar and Yunior’s 
struggles, triumphs, and their journeys to and from the Dominican Republic. These 
journeys symbolize their search for identity, belonging, and understanding in a world 
shaped by displacement and the complexities of masculinity in a post-colonial context. 
This connection to the land is vividly captured when Oscar returns to the Dominican 
Republic and reflects, “The beat-you-down heat was the same, and so was the fecund 
tropical smell that he had never forgotten, that to him was more evocative than any 
madeleine” (Díaz, 2007, p. 273). This description highlights Oscar’s deep physical and 
emotional bond with the landscape, portraying it as a force that shapes his identity. 
The reference to the “madeleine” alludes to Marcel Proust’s famous metaphor for 
involuntary memory (Proust, 2004), symbolizing how the heat and tropical smell evoke 
Oscar’s deep-rooted connection to the land and the haunting legacies of colonialism 
that continue to influence him. 

For the protagonist, Oscar, the tropical landscape of the Dominican Republic is a land 
of contrast and conflict, mirroring his turbulent journey of self-acceptance and struggle 
to find a place within a society that values hypermasculinity. Oscar’s failure to embody 
the traditional ‘macho’ ideal and his resistance to these societal expectations 
underscore his non-conforming identity. This queering of masculinity positions Oscar 
as someone navigating the complexities of identity in a culture shaped by colonialism 
and dictatorship, with his feelings of alienation and search for love and acceptance. 
Oscar’s journey is a struggle against the rigid, heteronormative ideals of Dominican-
American masculinity, as he seeks to define himself outside of these oppressive 
structures. Conversely, Yunior, the novel’s narrator, experiences the tropical 
landscape in a different light. For him, the island’s beauty and allure contrast starkly 
with the harsh realities of life under the post-colonial dictatorship of Rafael Trujillo, 
whose oppressive regime shaped Dominican society for decades. This contrast 
reflects Yunior’s internal conflicts and his struggle to reconcile his identity as a 
Dominican man with his experiences and perceptions as an immigrant in the United 
States. The island’s tropical setting, particularly the cane fields, represent both the 
beauty of the land and its dark history of slavery, colonialism, and dictatorship. As the 
site of Oscar’s tragic end, these fields symbolize the destructive forces of 
hypermasculinity and the oppressive structures that Yunior both conforms to and is 
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constrained by. Yunior, unlike Oscar, outwardly conforms to the expectations of 
Dominican masculinity, but he is conflicted by his performance of hypermasculinity, 
particularly in his relationships with women and his betrayal of Oscar.  

So, Díaz uses the tropical setting not just as a backdrop, but as an integral part of the 
narrative, reflecting and influencing the characters’ journeys. Thus, the tropical 
landscape serves as a metaphor for the characters’ emotional and psychological 
states, a symbol of their cultural and historical heritage, and creates a rich and layered 
narrative that explores themes of identity, belonging, and the ongoing impact of history 
on individual lives. 

Decolonial Masculinity and Queering Identity 

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao intricately explores the intersecting legacies of 
colonialism, dictatorship, and African slavery, tracing how these forces shape the 
Dominican Republic’s national identity and the personal lives of the characters. The 
novel engages with the complexities of diaspora and cultural displacement, particularly 
within Afro-Latinx and Afro-Hispanic traditions (Figueroa, 2015, pp. 641-656). Central 
to the narrative is the curse of the ‘fukú’—thought to have been introduced to the New 
World by European invaders—which symbolizes the enduring trauma passed down 
from the colonial period through the brutal Trujillo dictatorship, which can be seen as 
representations of the immigrants’ distressing history. Under colonial rule and the 
dictatorial regime of Rafael Trujillo, violence became deeply intertwined with the 
nation’s understanding of power and masculinity, as Trujillo’s hypermasculine ideals 
promoted patriarchal control and demanded submission to authority. The fuku is 
described as “a curse or a doom of some kind; specifically, the Curse and the Doom 
of the New World” (Díaz, 2007, p. 1). The curse of the fukú is not merely a familial 
affliction but a broader reflection of the Dominican Republic’s history of exploitation 
and violence, rooted in the transatlantic slave trade and the economic dominance of 
sugar plantations. It serves as a metaphor for the trauma and suffering that persist 
across generations, reinforcing the weight of historical violence on the characters’ lives 
(Majkowska, 2018, p. 126). To confront the fuku curse, the characters use ‘Zafa,’ a 
sort of “counterspell” (Díaz, 2007, p. 1). This inherited trauma continues to haunt the 
characters, particularly Oscar and Yunior, as they navigate the cultural expectations 
of masculinity and identity within both Dominican and American contexts (Hamid, 
2022, pp. 1478-1488). 

A decolonial lens is essential to understanding how Díaz critiques the legacies of 
colonial rule and dictatorship, systems that have long established rigid norms of power, 
control, and masculinity, often enforced through violence. In The Brief Wondrous Life 
of Oscar Wao, decoloniality serves as a queering force disrupting and challenging 
these inherited structures of colonialism and dictatorship. Queerness in this context 
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transcends its traditional association with sexual identity, becoming a tool to resist and 
reframe the colonial past’s impact on gender roles, masculinity, and cultural 
conformity. By illustrating how both Oscar and Yunior resist or fail to conform to the 
ideals of Dominican hypermasculinity, Díaz reimagines identity in a postcolonial world. 
In much literature on the tropics, characters reexamine their relationship with their 
bodies and land, reclaiming what has been taken from them in the ruins of empire 
(Chwala, 2019, p. 142). Caribbean stories, for example, often complicate 
understandings of identity through decolonial ecologies by creating a “rupturing 
space”, an alternate history of the colonial imaginary that reconstructs identities and 
forces a confrontation with the role of human exceptionalism in colonialism (Lundberg 
et al., 2023b, pp. 10-11). Díaz’s novel similarly creates this ‘space of rupture’, 
challenging the legacy of colonialism through the queering of masculinity and the 
reclamation of identity. 

Oscar, with his love for science fiction, physical awkwardness, and inability to conform 
to the hypermasculine ideals expected of Dominican men, is marginalized by both 
Dominican and American societies. His non-conformity queers his experience of 
masculinity, highlighting how colonial legacies have defined what it means to be a 
man, particularly within Dominican culture. Oscar’s queerness is not tied to his sexual 
orientation but to his rejection of the heteronormative masculine roles imposed by 
society. Yunior, on the other hand, appears to embody the machismo celebrated by 
Dominican culture—he is sexually active, and confident, and outwardly conforms to 
the hypermasculine ideals of his community. However, Yunior’s narration reveals a 
deep internal conflict, as his promiscuity and emotional detachment mask his struggles 
with the expectations placed on him. Despite outwardly conforming to the norms of 
Dominican manhood, Yunior’s insecurities expose how these rigid gender roles are 
confining and unsustainable. His experience, much like Oscar’s, reflects a queering of 
masculinity, as he resists the complete submission to the patriarchal ideal (Munos, 
2018, pp. 81-102). Both Oscar and Yunior’s experiences unfold within the framework 
of diaspora, complicating their relationship to Dominican culture and the colonial 
legacy that has shaped it. Living in New Jersey, far from the Dominican Republic’s 
tropical landscapes, they struggle to reconcile their Dominican heritage with the 
realities of their American lives. The novel’s exploration of transculturation and 
linguistic hybridity also illustrates how diaspora disrupts traditional norms and creates 
new, often marginalized, spaces of identity (Petkova, 2020, pp. 139-154). 

Thus, through Oscar’s non-conformity and Yunior’s internal conflict, Díaz challenges 
the hypermasculine ideals that have defined Dominican identity. In reimagining 
masculinity through a queering lens, Díaz disrupts the colonial legacies that continue 
to shape the characters’ lives, revealing how personal and collective identities can be 
reshaped in resistance to oppressive norms. The novel’s rich interplay between 
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history, gender, and queerness highlights the power of decoloniality as a form of 
personal and political resistance, allowing the characters to envision new possibilities 
for identity beyond the limitations of their colonial past. 

Oscar de León: Queer Narratives from Boyhood to Manhood 

Díaz’s protagonist, Oscar de León’s, identity is marked by his stark contrast with the 
Dominican male archetype. In a culture where machismo is revered, Oscar’s lack of 
interest in sports, his obesity, sensitivity, introversion, and his obsession with fantasy 
and science fiction novels set him apart. These characteristics are antithetical to the 
expectations of Dominican masculinity, which prizes physical prowess, sexual 
conquest, and a certain suaveness—attributes Oscar notably lacks. Oscar also 
navigates the complexities of gender and race, particularly in the context of the 
Dominican Republic and the Caribbean, negotiating various cultures, languages, and 
ethnic questions (Wilks, 2019, p. 348). So, Oscar’s inability to conform to societal 
expectations alienates him as an outsider, and his racial and ethnic background further 
deepens his sense of displacement, leaving him feeling disconnected from both 
Dominican and American cultures. 

Oscar’s approach to love and relationships further cements his queer identity, not in 
terms of his sexual orientation but through his divergence from traditional Dominican 
machismo. Unlike the hypermasculine ideal, which values sexual conquest and 
dominance, Oscar’s longing for romantic love is idealistic, sensitive, and ultimately 
unrequited. He yearns for deep emotional connections rather than fleeting sexual 
encounters, which contrasts sharply with the sexual bravado expected of Dominican 
men. His repeated failures in love, his inability to engage in the aggressive pursuit of 
women as Yunior does, and his lack of sexual experience all highlight his alienation 
from the traditional machismo model of masculinity, reinforcing his status as an 
outsider. A poignant example of Oscar’s divergence from traditional Dominican 
masculinity is his relationship with Ana Obregón, a beautiful and troubled young 
woman he becomes infatuated with. Ana, who is involved with an abusive older man, 
represents a romantic ideal for Oscar. However, his approach to this relationship 
underscores his inability to conform to the expectations of a typical Dominican lover. 
Instead of pursuing her with the aggressive sexual confidence expected of Dominican 
men, Oscar approaches Ana with emotional vulnerability and a sense of idealized love. 
His awkwardness, shy demeanor, and inability to assert sexual dominance in their 
interactions starkly contrast with the machismo-driven model of masculinity that 
celebrates assertiveness, control, and conquest in relationships. 

Díaz also explores how factors such as class, body size, and skin color shape sexual 
expectations and desires by highlighting Oscar’s repeated sexual failures. His physical 
traits, including his larger size and unconventional looks, contribute to his feelings of 



 

eTropic 23.2 (2024) Special Issue. Queering the Tropics 

 
 

 

eTropic: electronic journal of studies in the Tropics 

47 

inadequacy and alienation, highlighting how ingrained norms of masculinity shape his 
struggles with love and desire. The initial descriptions of Oscar in the novel indicate 
that he was, “a ‘normal’ Dominican boy raised in a ‘typical’ Dominican family, his 
nascent pimp-liness was encouraged by blood and friends alike” (Díaz, 2007, p. 11). 
The novel is filled with instances of reflections about discipline, such as when Oscar, 
in preschool, has two girlfriends and his mother’s friends make remarks about it, “Look 
at that little macho, his mother’s friends said. Que hombre” (Díaz, 2007, p. 14); but 
Oscar’s preschool days are a period of short-lived glory, as Oscar’s increasing obesity 
and geekiness ultimately prevent him from achieving romantic success, and he stays 
a virgin who has never been kissed until just before his death. Oscar’s physical 
appearance—marked by his obesity and awkwardness—is only the surface of his 
challenges. Díaz not only allows Oscar to be perceived as emasculated or socially 
impotent, but his inability to fit the traditional mold of Dominican masculinity also 
affects his interactions with both strangers and potential romantic partners. Yunior 
recalls that Oscar’s childhood, “truly was a Golden Age for Oscar, one that reached its 
apotheosis in the fall of his seventh year, when he had two little girlfriends at the same 
time, his first and only ménage à trois. With Maritza Chacón and Olga Polanco” (Díaz, 
2007, p. 13). This description, provides a somber perspective on the imperative need 
for masculine qualities, even at a young age.  

Moreover, Oscar’s inclination towards romance clashes with traditional Dominican 
cultural masculinity, since he prioritizes the emotional and sentimental aspects of 
relationships while disregarding or assigning minimal significance to sexual 
dimensions. Oscar’s generous regard for women starkly contrasts with how males are 
expected to interact with girls. When Oscar encountered Jeni Muñoz, a young woman 
he meets while teaching in the Dominican Republic during his early twenties, he 
immediately felt drawn to her, “looked down at his hands” and said, “I think I may be 
in love” (Díaz, 2007, p. 183). Jeni, much like Oscar’s previous romantic interests, 
becomes an object of his affection, highlighting his persistent yearning for love despite 
his repeated failures in forming meaningful romantic connections. Oscar transforms 
into a kind and considerate individual, embodying qualities that go beyond the 
traditional masculine norms, and displaying a respectful and empathetic attitude 
towards women, rather than merely fitting the mold of a mestizo. Nevertheless, these 
very same admirable attributes make him appear effeminate when compared to the 
traditional idea of the macho Dominican man.  

Yunior’s narrative indicates that when Oscar began spending a lot of time with Ybón, 
a middle-aged prostitute living in the Dominican Republic who becomes the object of 
Oscar’s affection, “the gates of his heart had swung open and he felt light on his feet, 
he felt weightless, he felt lithe.” Despite his growing feelings for her, his abuela 
[grandmother], constantly criticized the relationship, reminding him that “not even God 



 

eTropic 23.2 (2024) Special Issue. Queering the Tropics 

 
 

 

eTropic: electronic journal of studies in the Tropics 

48 

loves a puta [prostitute]” (Díaz, 2007, p. 286). This moment of personal fulfillment is 
sharply contrasted with the disapproval from his abuela, which reflects the acutely 
ingrained cultural and moral judgment against Ybón’s profession as a prostitute, 
emphasizing the stigma and social pressures Oscar faces. This clash between Oscar’s 
personal feelings and societal expectations adds tension, underscoring his continued 
struggle against the norms of Dominican masculinity and the constraints of his cultural 
heritage. Primary among all these attributes, the one that deeply troubles Oscar for an 
extended period and becomes the subject of much ridicule is his being overweight, 
which indicates “unattractiveness” (Díaz, 2007, p. 120); and it also serves as a symbol 
of Oscar’s underdeveloped masculine physique and queer character. Moreover, 
Oscar does not experience a movement of maturation from boyhood to manhood 
throughout the chronology of the book; rather, his only ‘growth’ is an increase in the 
size of his body due to a lack of physical activity and his preoccupation with “fanboy 
madness” (Díaz, 2007, p. 121). Thus, Oscar’s failure to fulfill the traditional markers of 
Dominican masculinity—such as physical dominance, sexual conquests, and 
emotional detachment—highlights his perceived inadequacy in a culture that prizes 
hypermasculine traits. His inability to embody these qualities, along with his romantic 
idealism and awkwardness, illustrates Judith Butler’s concept of “performativity” 
(Butler, 1999), where gender identity is enacted through repeated behaviors and 
societal expectations. Oscar’s failure to ‘perform’ these expected roles of Dominican 
manhood further alienates him, emphasizing the social pressures tied to masculinity 
and the consequences of nonconformity.  

Oscar remains afflicted by what Yunior refers to as “no-toto-itis” (Díaz, 2007, p. 173), 
a term reflecting Oscar’s ‘condition’ of lack of sexual experience. In the Dominican 
context, engaging in sexual intercourse with a woman is seen as a crucial milestone 
in the transition from boyhood to manhood. Yunior’s label emphasizes the societal 
expectation that sexual conquests are essential for proving one’s masculinity, a rite of 
passage Oscar has yet to achieve. Oscar’s uncle, Rodolfo, also attempts to address 
this ‘condition’, advising him, “Listen, Palomo: you have to grab a muchacha, y 
metéselo. That will take care of everything” (Díaz, 2007, p. 24). Rodolfo views Oscar’s 
lack of sexual experience as something that can be cured through the act of 
intercourse, reinforcing the belief that losing one’s virginity is the defining moment that 
turns a young Dominican boy into a man. During one conversation with Yunior, Oscar 
remarks that he has “heard from a reliable source that no Dominican male has ever 
died a virgin. You who have experience in these matters—do you think this is true?” 
(Díaz, 2007, p. 174). Yunior replies, “O, it’s against the laws of nature for a dominicano 
to die without fucking at least once” (Díaz, 2007, p. 174). Through these exchanges, 
Oscar’s virginity not only challenges his masculinity and Dominican identity but also 
marks him as queer who is deviating from the expected norms of Dominican 
masculinity, where sexual prowess is a key indicator of manhood. 
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Hence, Oscar’s quest for love, set against the vivid and complex backdrop of the 
Dominican Republic, mirrors the island’s fraught history—a landscape filled with 
beauty but also scarred by colonialism, dictatorship, and violence. His romantic 
pursuits, rather than being moments of triumph, underscore his marginalization in a 
society steeped in hyper-masculine ideals. Although he briefly overcomes the stigma 
of virginity in his relationship with Ybón, this victory is bittersweet and does little to 
resolve his sense of alienation. Oscar’s passive role in their dynamic, contrasted with 
Ybón’s assertiveness, emphasizes his deviation from traditional masculine roles. 
Oscar’s tragic end, after his fleeting yet intense connection with Ybón, serves as a 
potent reminder of the risks inherent in challenging the rigid structures of Dominican 
masculinity. His death in the cane fields—a place heavy with the legacy of slavery, 
colonialism, and Trujillo’s brutal dictatorship—symbolizes the fatal consequences of 
defying societal norms. The cane plantation, far from being an abstract exotic locale, 
is deeply connected to histories of exploitation and violence, which reflect the 
oppressive forces Oscar struggles against. Thus, Oscar’s story is emblematic of the 
broader tension between individual authenticity and the pressures of conforming to 
cultural expectations. His journey, marked by an unrelenting desire for love and self-
acceptance, not only highlights his struggles with identity but also reveals the broader 
implications of resisting normative masculinity in a society shaped by colonial 
patriarchal structures. Far from being a simple tale of romantic failure, Oscar’s life and 
death expose the dangers and complexities of existing on the fringes of a culture that 
prioritizes conformity over individuality. 

Yunior: Oscar’s Alter-Ego 

Yunior, the narrator and Oscar’s college roommate presents a complex exploration for 
queering masculine heteronormative identity. The portrayal of Yunior also serves as a 
semi-autobiographical representation of author Junot Díaz. Yunior’s portrayal 
challenges traditional Dominican masculinity norms and despite his outward projection 
of hypermasculinity—through his physical strength and sexual conquests—Yunior 
displays a deep emotional vulnerability and sensitivity. His internal conflict and 
emotional depth, often revealed in moments of introspection and his interactions with 
Oscar, indicate a departure from the stoic, unfeeling archetype attributed to Dominican 
male identity. Yunior consistently observes Oscar’s body weight and physical 
transformations, which directly correspond to his friend’s lack of personal growth as a 
man, throughout the narrative. Yunior characterizes Oscar’s situation as “he had the 
worst case of no-toto-itis I’d ever seen” (Díaz, 2007, p. 173). Yunior uses the phrase 
‘no-toto-itis’ humorously to describe Oscar’s extreme lack of sexual experience. By 
using this phrase, Yunior is emphasizing how Oscar’s virginity and failure to conform 
to these expectations make him an outsider in a hyper-masculine Dominican society. 
Therefore, he assumed the responsibility of remastering and verifying Oscar’s 
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authenticity, aiming to restore his genuine Dominican identity through a project known 
as “Project Oscar” (Machado Sáez, 2011, p. 540). Oscar’s meeting with Ybón, the 
woman to whom Oscar loses his virginity, is his first meaningful step on the path to 
manhood. Oscar underwent a profound transformation after receiving a kiss from 
Ybón, for which Yunior characterises Ybón as, “Higher Power’s last-ditch attempt to 
put him back on the proper path of Dominican male-itude” (Díaz, 2007, p. 195). 

Yunior consistently equates queerness with Oscar’s reduced sexual activity in his adult 
years, which is the evidence of his deviation from traditional Dominican masculine 
norms, “Our hero was not one of those Dominican cats everybody’s always going on 
about—he wasn’t no home-run hitter or a fly bachatero, not a playboy with a million 
hots on his jock” (Díaz, 2007, p. 11). Moreover, Oscar’s profound captivation with the 
inner nuances of fiction functions as a metaphor for this differentiation (Fritz, 2019, p. 
209). Yunior’s dislike of his friend’s fascination with fiction and fantasy may stem from 
the fact that these narratives often challenge the traditional norms of heterosexual 
relationships. So, Yunior describes Oscar as someone who is highly passionate and 
knowledgeable about science fiction and fantasy literature, highlighting him as a “Dude 
[who] wore his nerdiness like a Jedi wore his light saber or a Lensman her lens. 
Couldn’t have passed for Normal if he’d wanted to” (Díaz, 2007, p. 21). Upon seeing 
a sign on the door of their shared room, Yunior discerns that it is inscribed in Elvish, a 
fictional language utilized by the elves in J.R.R. Tolkien’s fantasy saga, The Lord of 
the Rings. Hence, Yunior notices that Oscar, “could write in Elvish, could speak 
Chakobsa, could differentiate between a Sian, a Dorsai, and a Lensman in acute 
detail, knew more about the Marvel Universe than Stan Lee, and was a role-playing 
game fanatic” (Díaz, 2007, p. 21).   But the fictional language is later clarified by his 
friend Melvin saying “it’s gay-hay-hay” (Díaz, 2007, p. 172), which is not Elvish but 
rather Sindarin. In this instance, Melvin’s homophobic remark instills a 
heteronormativity that limits Oscar’s distinctiveness. Oscar’s passion for fiction is 
characterized by his ‘nerdy’ nature, encompassing all the implications associated with 
that label. As a result, the acts of Melvin and Yunior especially their use of homophobic 
teasing to control Oscar’s non-conforming behaviour, demonstrate a strong desire to 
enforce heteronormativity inherent to their Dominican identity. 

Additionally, Oscar’s lack of authenticity as a Dominican guy is closely linked to his 
suppressed heterosexuality, which is further fueled by sentimentality. Oscar’s inability 
to find a willing sexual partner undermines his manhood and challenges his cultural 
identity, for which Yunior states that Oscar “never had much luck with the females” 
which is “very un-Dominican of him” (Díaz, 2007, p. 11). Throughout the story, Yunior 
discloses that Oscar cannot initiate a conversation with a girl. But Yunior is portrayed 
as the dominant male figure which is evident through his effortless ability to attract 
sexual partners, “I mean, shit, I thought I was into females, but no one, and I mean no 
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one, was into them the way Oscar was. To him they were the beginning and end, the 
Alpha and the Omega, the DC and the Marvel” (Díaz, 2007, p. 174). Yunior, who 
shares a room with Oscar during their time at college, observes Oscar’s intense yet 
unfulfilled desire for romantic and sexual connections with women. Despite his deep 
passion, Oscar’s inability to act on these emotions contributes to his nonconformity 
and queerness, for which Yunior states, “Homes had it bad; couldn’t so much as see 
a cute girl without breaking into shakes. Developed crushes out of nothing—must have 
had at least two dozen high-level ones that first semester alone. Not that any of these 
shits ever came to anything” (Díaz, 2007, p. 174). So, this description of Oscar 
perpetuates repeated romantic failures deepening his sense of isolation and further 
distancing him from traditional Dominican masculinity. 

Indeed, Yunior asserts that Oscar’s divergence from the conventional Dominican 
ethos of masculinity manifests not only in his unguarded emotional displays—“often 
for his love of some girl or another” (Díaz, 2007, pp. 23-24)—but also in how these 
feelings contrast with the brutal historical and natural landscapes that shape the 
Dominican Republic. Yunior ties Oscar’s personal turmoil to the cane plantations, 
which symbolize historical trauma, African slavery, colonial exploitation, and the 
violence of the Trujillo dictatorship, making them a site of both his tragic end and the 
broader history of masculine failure and oppression. These plantations, rich in tropical 
fecundity, are also spaces of suffering, beatings, and death. It is evident when Yunior 
says about Beli, Oscar’s mother, that “at night, when the alizé winds blew in, our girl 
would groan in her sleep” (Díaz, 2007, p. 82). This description captures Beli’s internal 
turmoil, as the calm and predictable ‘alizé’ winds evoke a tension between the serene 
tropical environment and the emotional complexities hidden beneath the surface. 
Yunior also states that Beli due to her internal turmoil reacts to Oscar’s tears with 
harshness, reflecting the rigid gender expectations of their culture. Beli attempts to 
stifle his sensitivity and mold him into the traditional stoic male figure. Upon witnessing 
her seven-year-old son’s tears, Beli swiftly grabs Oscar by the ear and instructs him 
on what she believes is the proper way to handle heterosexual rejection: “She threw 
him to the floor. Dale un galletazo, she panted, then see if the little puta respects you” 
(Díaz, 2007, p. 14). This intense response underscores the societal pressure Oscar 
faces to conform to Dominican ideals of masculinity, where emotional vulnerability is 
equated with weakness. Further, the mockery from Oscar’s peers, who call him “the 
mariconcito,” along with the bus driver’s scornful remark, “Christ, don’t be a fucking 
baby” (Díaz, 2007, p. 16), reinforces the cultural expectation that boys suppress their 
emotions and adopt aggression and toughness. These interactions contribute to 
Oscar’s sense of queerness, as his inability to conform to these hypermasculine ideals 
sets him apart from the dominant societal norms. 
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According to Yunior, Oscar’s narrative arc reaches a critical point when he faces the 
Capitán’s henchmen, a violent gang connected to the corrupt military regime. This 
moment, where Oscar stands his ground without shedding tears, marks a departure 
from his earlier emotional vulnerability. As the text notes, “This time Oscar didn’t cry 
when they drove him back to the canefields” (Díaz, 2007, p. 320). This confrontation 
occurs in the sugarcane plantations, a site symbolically tied to the Dominican 
Republic’s colonial past and history of exploitation. The sugar industry, built on the 
backs of enslaved laborers, is a backdrop for the violence and oppression that haunts 
the novel (McCurdy, 2023, p. 17). Oscar’s transformation here does not signify mere 
adaptation, but rather a complex act of resistance. While he may appear to embody a 
form of masculinity that Dominican society demands—stoic in the face of danger—it 
is clear that his refusal to fully assimilate into the machismo culture is still intact. His 
defiance, even in the face of likely death, suggests a form of bravery that transcends 
the traditional Dominican ideals of masculinity. This moment highlights how Oscar, 
while pressured to conform, maintains a sense of self that challenges societal norms, 
especially in the hypermasculine context of the Dominican Republic’s violent history. 

Through Yunior’s narration, Oscar’s story is woven into the fabric of Dominican 
collective memory, particularly through the pervasive societal belief that no Dominican 
man dies a virgin. This notion reflects a deep-seated expectation of masculinity in the 
culture, where sexual experience is a key marker of manhood. Despite his tragic 
death, Oscar’s final moments with Ybón—where he loses his virginity—are presented 
as his symbolic initiation into this normative framework. Yunior narrates this as a 
posthumous victory for Oscar, revealing in a letter that Ybón “actually kissed him. 
Guess what else? Ybón actually fucked him” (Díaz, 2007, p. 227). However, this 
posthumous conquest of love and manhood is bittersweet and highlights the tragic 
irony of Oscar’s life. His attainment of this societal milestone only occurs after his 
death, underscoring the impossibility of fully integrating into the Dominican ideals of 
masculinity during his lifetime. The letter, rather than serving as a triumphant note, 
acts as a somber reflection on how Oscar’s narrative had to be reshaped to fit into the 
cultural expectations, that he never truly embodied. 

Conclusion  

In The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, Junot Díaz intricately links the personal 
struggles of his characters to the larger historical forces of colonialism, dictatorship, 
and African slavery that shaped the Dominican Republic. Central to the novel is the 
‘fukú’, a curse that symbolizes the generational trauma rooted in European 
colonization and exacerbated by the Trujillo dictatorship. The novel presents a 
powerful decolonial critique of how these historical forces continue to shape 
Dominican identity, particularly in terms of masculinity. The narrator initially appears 
to conform to traditional ideals of masculinity, but the story ultimately encourages the 
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exploration of other and more inclusive conceptions of masculinity (Weese, 2014, pp. 
89-104). 

Díaz’s exploration of masculinity operates through a queering lens, challenging the 
rigid gender norms that have been passed down as part of the colonial and dictatorial 
legacy. Oscar de León, with his love of science fiction, physical awkwardness, and 
inability to conform to Dominican hypermasculinity, becomes an emblem of 
queerness—not in terms of sexual orientation, but as a figure who resists and 
destabilizes traditional gender expectations.  His struggle to find love and acceptance, 
as well as his ultimate failure to conform to societal norms, highlights the oppressive 
structures of Dominican masculinity, which demand sexual dominance, emotional 
detachment, and physical prowess. Oscar’s narrative reveals the consequences of 
being unable to perform this version of manhood and underscores how these colonial 
legacies marginalize those who do not fit the mold. Conversely, Yunior, while 
outwardly conforming to the hypermasculine ideals expected of Dominican men, 
reveals an internal conflict that critiques the very norms he upholds. His promiscuity 
and emotional detachment are shown to be part of a performance of masculinity, one 
that masks deeper insecurities and a struggle to live up to the cultural expectations 
placed upon him. Through his relationship with Oscar, Yunior’s narration exposes the 
fragility of hypermasculinity and how it too is a form of oppression, not just for those 
who fail to conform, but also for those who appear to succeed within its confines. In 
this way, Díaz queers Yunior’s masculinity by highlighting the tension between his 
outward performance of hypermasculinity and his inner vulnerability, revealing that 
even those who conform to traditional gender roles are constrained by its demands. 
So, to achieve true self-liberation, Oscar and Yunior must reject these imposed 
modalities and instead embrace Caribbean ancestral ways of knowing and being, 
allowing for a more authentic and liberated expression of identity (Lamming, 1992). 

The novel’s setting in the Dominican Republic, with its tropical landscapes and 
historical cane plantations, serves as more than just a backdrop. The search for 
identity within this archipelagic space becomes a struggle for survival itself (Lundberg 
et al., 2023b, p. 8). The tropical landscapes are intricately linked to the characters’ 
struggles, symbolizing the history of violence, exploitation, and oppression that they 
must navigate. The cane fields, in particular, are sites of both historical trauma—
associated with slavery and colonial exploitation—and personal tragedy, as they 
become the location of Oscar’s death. Oscar’s demise in this historically charged 
space underscores the novel’s message that the violent legacies of colonialism 
continue to impact the present, shaping not only the nation’s history but also its gender 
norms and personal identities. The tension between Oscar’s nonconformity and 
Yunior’s conflicted hypermasculinity reflects the broader decolonial project of the 
novel. Díaz uses their narratives to critique the colonial and dictatorial legacies that 
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have solidified oppressive gender roles in Dominican society. Through the lens of 
queerness, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao destabilizes these inherited norms, 
showing how colonialism has enforced rigid heteronormative standards that continue 
to limit individual expression and identity formation. 

Thus, Díaz’s novel is not merely a story of individual failure or triumph but a profound 
exploration of how colonialism and dictatorship continue to shape gender and identity 
in the post-colonial world. By queering the traditional narratives of masculinity, Díaz 
offers a decolonial critique that invites readers to reconsider the legacy of colonial 
power structures on contemporary life. Through the intertwined stories of Oscar and 
Yunior, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao reveals that the struggle for self-
definition in the face of societal conformity is both personal and inherently political. 
This narrative provides a space for resistance, where queerness and decoloniality 
intersect, challenging the boundaries imposed by colonialism and offering new 
possibilities for understanding identity in a world still grappling with the shadows of its 
colonial past. 
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