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Humor and Comic Practices in Narratives by Contemporary Latin American Women Writers

If I had to write out my credo, 
I would start with humor:

I believe in humor unto death

I believe in out-and-out black humor.

I believe in the absurd and the grotesque







Luisa Valenzuela, Peligrosas palabras (2001)

In “The Cultural Overseer and the Tragic Hero. Comedic and Feminist Perspectives on the Hubris of Philosophy,” the noted cultural critic Susan Bordo advances the hypothesis that the comic and the feminine share certain common elements, among the most prominent of which are concreteness and physicality: humor is anchored in particular bodies.
    According to Bordo, it was the equation of the comic with the feminine, and with the female body in particular, that initially drove Greek philosophers to reject or devaluate the comic as a dramatic genre, and other areas of humor, as worthy subjects of study for thinkers or future statesmen.  Rosario Castellanos, the Mexican writer, poet and journalist whose untimely death of cancer in the 1970’s ended her career as one of Mexico’s most talented social critics, anchored her fictional and journalistic pieces solidly in concrete bodies found in particular historical or domestic situations, but she did so with the knowledge that the acid force of the ironic humor that was her trademark would begin to work its corrosive properties on the foundations of the vehemently masculinist society in which she lived and wrote.  Possessing la more melancholy sense of humor but equally intent on expose hypocrisy and social injustice through experimentation and satire, Clarice Lispector’s work would play a similar role in mid-century Brazil.  The author’s dark satire would soon reverberate well beyond the boundaries of her native country.  Although writing for a smaller “target” audience,  Silvina Ocampo’s surreal verbal wit and often vicious black humor would serve as a powerful model for future Southern Cone writers and poets, just as the lesser known but extraordinarily talented Armonía Somers would keep an entire generation of Uruguayan male writers on the edge of critical red-alarm over what a woman writers’s pen could unleash if the woman were as wittily acerbic as she was attentive to detail and well acquainted with the biology of bodies.  Castellanos’ and Lispector’s comic-ironic influence among contemporary women writers can be traced without difficulty on dozens of Latin American women writing in the past two decades as well as to women authors writing today.  Ocampo’s and Somers’ influence, deeply encoded in the poetry and the prose of Alejandra Pizarnik, continues to find powerful echoes in the work of some of today’s finest comic-satiric, or “camp” Southern-cone writers like Alicia Borinsky and Ana María Shúa.

Gendered Humor as Embodied Humor

In the superbly ironic Mujer que sabe latín,  Castellanos noted that laughter is itself an immediate and often involuntary physical response.
  She proceeds to advocate a campaign of corrosive laughter (la carcajada corrosiva), one which takes advantage of the embodied mobility of laughter to help disarm the social and cultural clichés that turn women into victims of humorless stereotypes.  Like Susan Bordo, Rosario Castellanos was quick to note that the transformative potential of humor, and gendered humor in particular, resided in its physicality.  Because the physicality of humor is both diffuse and difficult to articulate, its effects are also difficult to measure.  As diffuse semantic and somatic articulations, humor and corporeal expressions of excess are not confined to the same discursive laws as ordinary speech and of more regulated bodily gestures.  Herein lie both the unexpected powers of disruption and dislocation of gendered humor and its potential to backfire (or miss its target altogether).  

Latin American authors who engage distinct modalities of humor employ diverse comic tactics, engage different moods of the comic spectrum, and point to noticeably distinct ways in which humor can yield different types of de-centering or subversion.  Despite some common targets, crucial ideological differences separate the comic-sentimental or comic-erotic effects of Laura Esquivel’s Como agua para chocolate, Isabel Allende’s Afrodita or Joyce Cavalccante’s Inimigas Intimas’ from the carnivalesque bawdiness of Ana Lydia Vega’s stories or Fanny Buitrago’s novels.  In turn, the Caribbean Rabelaisian punch present in Buitrago’s and Vega’s works has a distinctly different flavor from the equally physical but more nostalgically compromised comic excess of Zoe Valdés’s novels.  The skeptical wit and ironic humor of Luisa Valenzuela’s stories and novels is marked by both a lighter view towards the sexual adult female body than the devastating black humor of Armonía Somers’ Sólo los elefantes encuentran mandrágora.   The Brazilian Patricia Melo and the exiled Argentine Alicia Borinsky share some interesting common elements in their use of urban black humor, yet the violent satire of Patricia Melo’s bloody novels differs significantly from the more entropic camp humor of Alicia Borinsky’s Mina cruel and Cine continuado.

From Comic Sentimentality to Black Farce Through Carnivalesque Romp

On the more cautious end of the spectrum are narratives that straddle the fence between the wide mass appeal (for a largely female readership) of the sentimental comic and a more daring and offensive use of the comic.   Despite significant geographic, cultural and linguistic differences, narratives written by Joyce Cavalccante (Brazil), Carmen Suárez (Colombia), Laura Esquivel and Angeles Mastretta (Mexico), Isabel Allende (Chile), Rosario Ferré (Puerto Rico), or Latina writers Julia Alvarez, Denise Chávez, Ana Castillo and Marta Acosta, frame their narratives in the more or less generically traditional formula of sentimental or domestic romance.  Accordingly, the erotic-comic elements in these narratives tend to be muted by the parameters of the genre.  Yet the fact that the stories of Mastretta’s Mujeres de ojos grandes, Suárez’s Un vestido rojo para bailar boleros, or Chávez’s The Last of the Menu Girls continue to be read as potentially subversive texts by knowledgeable critics is in part proof that even mildly transgressive bodily humor, when put in practice by women’s voices and women’s bodies, can threaten to unhinge the frames of the generic frame’s more stable social codes.  In other words, even at the more cautious end of the gendered-humor spectrum, the combination of the comic with the incontinent or erotic female body can yield disrupting and disorienting results by introducing elements of comic chaos.  
If at the mildly transgressive end of the gendered comic spectrum we find incontinent bodies, or bodies bursting with sexual juices, at the opposite end of this spectrum we find bodies exploding with bile and voices whose rage is tuned into the blackest of satirical or farcical outbursts.  Appropriating Freudian assumptions about the liberating role of aggression in various kinds of humor, Armonía Somers’ Sólo los elefantes encuentran mandrágora pitches a chronically ill protagonist against a nation’s labor history, a medical and academic establishment, and a culture’s maternal obsession with first-born sons.  On a symbolic level, the novel’s satiric bile is concentrated on the ill protagonist’s chances of "infecting" her doctors with her body's own black humor before their experimental treatments finish her off.  Her barely controlled fury feeds the narrative’s nihilistic rhetoric and its anarchist politics; it also keeps the narrative’s cynical wit at the perfect frigid temperature.  Some of the same razor-sharp satire appears in Liliana Heker’s last novel, La crueldad de la vida, but Heker’s humor is less punctuated by gendered awareness than is Somer’s, or Valenzuela’s.  Among the cultural clichés that gendered humor targets, especially aggressively dark gendered humor, is the old taboo that declares loud, uncontrollable laughter to be immodest and unattractive in a good woman: in Latin America as elsewhere, only witches and bitches were known to laugh hard and loud.  The explanation for this proscription undoubtedly lies in the realization that aggressive laughter is knowing laughter--one laughs when one gets the joke, or when one is the teller, and not the target, of the joke.  In all of Luisa Valenzuela or the late Armonía Somers’ narratives, in Borinsky’s novels, women not only get the joke – they often get the last laugh, even if the last laugh comes at a high price.
Somewhere in between these two extremes – those of cautious sentimental humor vs. aggressive black humor-- one finds the comic irony and ironic or satiric parody of Ana Lydia Vega’s stories, where bawdy femmes fatales play as hard at games of pleasure as female narrators do at trying to debunk—through irony and humor—the rules the will in the end make these vamps pay dearly for their illicit pleasures.  In her stories the attitude towards humor is markedly ambivalent.  The author behind the narrators relishes her power to make her readers laugh against our own judgment even as she makes us squirm at the guilty pleasure we take in the laughter.  Fanny Buitrago’s novels, especially Los amores de Afrodita and La señora de la miel, share with Vega’s stories the Rabelaisian sense of jocularity and the celebration of a Caribbean sense of verbal play, but Buitrago is more interested in unmasking her carnivalesque players than in trapping them into a deadly orgy – or a deadly pun-- of their own making.  Straddling the fence between smart wit and the consequences of being driven witless by cultural clichés that somehow keep resurfacing are Sabina Berman’s dramatic characters.  Metamorphosing from proper if somewhat predictable ladies to desperate would-be housewives to brave new lovers, these women characters are ultimately saved not by their fortitude or even by their resilience but by the transformative power of their comic wits.  For Cristina Peri Rossi the desired in-between zone for the comic is the space where subtle irony serves up revelation.  If the loud laughter that often accompanies one’s reading of Vega’s stories is a guilty laughter, the half smile that guides one’s reading of Peri Rossi’s ironic narratives is often melancholy.  The humor provoked by the exiled Uruguayan writer’s stories and novels is postmodern humor at its most self-conscious —and subdued.   In different socio-cultural contexts, the Latina lesbian playwright Cherrie Moraga resorts to deftly handled black humor to explore survival strategies at the crossroads of race and ethnicity.  

Regional Comic Inflections and Humor as Social Strategy

Because humor is a social as well as a discursive phenomenon, it bears national, cultural and sometimes regional imprints of the socio-cultural environment in which it is produced or performed.  The humor of certain local stereotypes and cultural practices in Laura Esquivel's Como agua para chocolate can be appreciated fully only  in the context of Mexican history, Mexican cuisine and its crucial role in defining cultural identity, and a certain uniquely Mexican type of popular melodrama.  Similarly, the overlapping curves and cul-de-sac's of Ana Lydia Vega’s comic strategies in her stories are best understood in the context of choteo or guachafita, a decidedly Caribbean expression of humor, and humorous excess.  There are recognizable traces of a distinctly urban porteño comic skepticism in Valenzuela(s novels and stories.  Alicia Borinsky’s Mina cruel reflects the influence of tango culture (itself a national pastime easily given to parodic imitation).  Armonía Somers's bilious humor could be said to bear traces of a specifically platense comic-gothic sensibility (the term platense comes from the Río de la Plata, the river that separates Montevideo from Buenos Aires).  
Art critic Jo Anna Isaak has written extensively about the socially subversive power of gendered parody, black humor and the non-idealized body in contemporary North American and Russian women’s art.  For Isaak, aesthetic transgressions almost always result in social subversions – although the effect may have a delayed deployment.  The critic maintains that by “providing libidinal gratification,” laughter provoked by women’s transgressive practices of humor can help us imagine new ways of relating “the social and the symbolic.”(5)  Isaak is optimistic about the power of comic gendered tactics to effect strategies of resistance not only in symbolic but in actual terms.  Not all the humor in the narratives by the authors mentioned in this entry is sufficiently ambivalent, destructive, explosive, or revolutionary to be "Medusan" in Hélène Cixous’ sense.
  Yet all of it threatens to destabilize and derail hegemonic "orders" of various types.  Where the ludic tactics and the laughter are truly anarchic, the aesthetic and ethical consequences are left open and uncertain.  In other words, in the darker and less festive of the novels studied here, the ludic subversions practiced resist merely turning the tables on the aggressors.  Where the practice of humor is most entropic (in farce or camp, for example), the narrative often succeeds in de-centering inherited moral and ethical certainties but resists easy substitutes.  It proposes instead an aesthetics of continuous destabilization. 

Reflecting on new models of feminocentric discourse in Latin America in her article “Invading Public Space: Transforming Private Space,” Jean Franco notes that a growing number of women writers resist direct confrontation with cultural, sociopolitical or discursive (androcentric) structures and opt, instead, for alternative ways of exposing, questioning or subverting such structures.   Among the alternative tactics Franco mentions in this essay are parody, pastiche, an irreverent, iconoclastic approach to generic conventions, and an insistence on re-writing old myths. Without exception, all of these techniques can be subsumed under modalities of humor.  Without exception, they are all techniques practiced, to a greater or lesser degree, by the authors mentioned above.  Narratives marked by “humored” resistance rely on parodic techniques for exposing social and symbolic structures used to justify gender inequities, resort to pastiche and genre-bending in order disrupt traditional discursive modes that give cultural credence to those inequities, and rewrite cultural and sociopolitical “myths” with a view to challenging these myths’ “authorized” archetypes or foundational (role) models of gendered behavior.  The fact that these models of resistance are frequently encoded, or at least experienced, in material female bodies makes the resistance all the more convincingly concrete, but also more unsuspectingly destabilizing.  Fleshed-out and anchored within cultural and historical spaces, the resulting modalities of resistant humor and ludic excess become avenues for challenging hierarchies, de-authorizing dominant models of ideological or actual domination, exploring alternative forms of (female) subjectivity, and celebrating the unexpected power of voices that have learned or are learning how to laugh at all sorts of supposedly serious things, and in all sorts of registers.  
�. "Si tuviera que escribir mi credo, empezaria por el humor:/creo en el sentido del humor a ultranza/ creo en el humor negro, acérrimo/ creo en el absurdo/ en el grotesco." (133).


� I use the term humor, and the adjective comic, broadly and generically to refer to a range of discursive strategies meant to provoke an active response from readers who realize the incongruity, double-voicedness, absurdity or hyperbolic nature of the comic articulation, utterance, or situation.  Given the noticeably hybrid and permeable nature of the rhetorical strategies adopted by Latin American contemporary women authors,  distinctions made by scholars and theorists between humor and "the comic" are not only not useful but counterproductive.    


� Although nineteenth-century Latin American women authors had little encouragement to practice their wit and none to publish it, Clorinda Matto de Turner was said to be a great wit in public, even if no evidence of it appears in her tragic novel Aves sin nido.  Juana Manuela Gorritti did leave ample proof of her humor, especially in her cooking “texts”.  One has to wait until the beginning of the twentieth-century and the influence of modernism to see a fully-formed gendered wit among Latin American women writers.  In Ifigenia, memorias de una señorita que escribía porque se fastidiaba, Venezuelan author Teresa de la Parra, adaptats  Euripedes’s tragedy to modern-day Venezuela, only now the sacrifice does not entail a literal but a metaphorical death, through marriage to a moneyed but dull suitor.  Written in diary form, and with letters interspersed throughout, the novel reflects María Eugenia’s growing disappointment with the society that had allowed her a measure of freedom (through her parents’ death and subsequent trip to Paris) only to gradually but brutally take it away from her as she must settle  into the expectations of a lucrative but humorless marriage.   


� Castellanos’ title is itself an ironic call to arms.  Using only one half of the well known saying “mujer que sabe latín/ no puede tener buen fin” as her title, she proceeds to show that a witty and well-educated woman (in other words, who does know some Latin) might have the last laugh in the end.
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