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Abstract

This paper investigates the reception of magical realism in Latin American
fiction through the lens of reader response and global literary circulation, with

a particular focus on Louis de Bernieres’ The War of Don Emmanuel’s Nether
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Parts and Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude. Building

on previous phases that examined the political and cultural functions of magical
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realism, this phase shifts attention to how readers from differing cultural and

ideological backgrounds interpret the genre’s thematic and symbolic dimensions.
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By analyzing critical responses, translation practices, and cultural contexts, this
study explores the divergent ways in which magical realism is perceived by Latin
American and Western audiences. The research highlights how the subversive

political intent of magical realism—rooted in postcolonial resistance and
DOI:10.64938/bijsi.v10si4.25.Dec055 jndigenous worldview—is often diluted or reinterpreted when consumed through
a Western literary framework. Special attention is given to the complexities of de
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Bernieres, a British author, adopting a Latin American narrative form, raising
questions about authenticity, cultural appropriation, and the globalization of
literary style. Drawing on reader-response theory and postcolonial reception
studies, the paper argues that magical realism is not a universally experienced
aesthetic but a culturally situated mode of storytelling who'’s meaning shifts with
audience, context, and language. Ultimately, this study contends that the reception
of magical realism reveals much about global power dynamics in literature: who

tells the story, who consumes it, and how meaning is negotiated across cultural
boundaries. In doing so, it emphasizes the importance of understanding magical
realism not just as a genre, but as a dialogic space where politics, culture, and
reader interpretation intersect.
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Introduction

Magical realism occupies a paradoxical space in
global literature: at once deeply rooted in Latin
America’s postcolonial consciousness and yet
widely circulated, reinterpreted, and often rebranded
within global literary markets. Originally emerging
as a means to articulate the surreal lived realities of
politically turbulent and culturally hybrid societies,

magical realism evolved into a genre through
which Latin American authors could assert cultural
specificity and contest colonial histories. Over time,
however, this literary mode has traveled beyond
its origins, absorbed into Western publishing
circuits, university curricula, and mainstream
literary consumption. This transition has sparked an
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ongoing debate: is magical realism a form of cultural
resistance, or has it become a commodified aesthetic,
stripped of its political urgency when consumed in
the West?

This paper explores that tension by examining
how magical realism is received across different
cultural contexts. Specifically, it compares the
reception of Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred
Years of Solitude—a cornerstone of Latin American
magical realism—with Louis de Berniéres’ The War
of Don Emmanuel’s Nether Parts, a British novel
that borrows heavily from the genre’s stylistic and
thematic conventions. While Méarquez’s work is often
read through the lens of Colombian history, political
allegory, and indigenous cosmology, de Bernicres’
novel is more ambiguously received: praised for
its imaginative brilliance, but also critiqued for
appropriating a Latin American narrative mode for
Western storytelling.

This phase of the study seeks to understand
how magical realism, once a tool of resistance and
cultural assertion, is interpreted when removed from
its geopolitical and historical context. Drawing
on reader-response theory, particularly the works
of Stanley Fish and Wolfgang Iser, as well as
postcolonial literary theory, this paper explores how
meaning is not fixed within the text, but emerges
through the interaction between text and reader—an
interaction shaped by cultural location, ideological
perspective, and interpretive framework. When
Western readers engage with magical realism, do
they decode its symbols as political commentary, or
do they romanticize its surrealism as mere literary
novelty? Conversely, how do Latin American readers
perceive Western adaptations of the genre?

Additionally, the study considers the implications
of cultural translation—not just in linguistic terms,
but in the broader metaphorical sense of crossing
boundaries. When magical realism travels from
Latin America to Europe and beyond, it undergoes
transformations that reflect global power imbalances
in the literary field. The appropriation of magical
realism by Western writers may signal admiration,
but it also risks flattening complex cultural realities
into digestible, marketable narratives. In this context,
de Berni¢res’ work invites a particularly provocative
question: can a Western author authentically employ
a Latin American mode of storytelling, or does such

appropriation dilute its political significance?

Ultimately, this paper argues that magical realism
must be understood not only as a literary device
but as a cultural phenomenon—one that gains and
loses meaning depending on the gaze through which
it is viewed. By tracing the reception of magical
realism across cultural and ideological lines, this
phase deepens the previous analysis of its political
function and expands it into a global conversation
about narrative ownership, cultural identity, and the
politics of reading. In doing so, it positions magical
realism as a site of both literary innovation and
cultural negotiation—a genre whose power lies not
only in what it says, but in how, where, and by whom
it is read.

Literary Context of Magical Realism

Magical realism occupies a distinctive space in
literary history as a mode that deliberately blurs the
boundary between the real and the fantastic. Initially
coined by German art critic Franz Roh in 1925 to
describe a post-expressionist painting style that
emphasized the “magic” found in ordinary objects,
the term magischer Realismus was later appropriated
and transformed within literary discourse, especially
by Latin American writers seeking new ways
to narrate reality. In the literary realm, magical
realism came to signify a narrative technique where
supernatural phenomena are treated as ordinary
occurrences, secamlessly integrated into otherwise
realistic settings.

Unlike traditional fantasy, which builds entirely
imaginary worlds governed by separate logics,
magical realism operates within the constraints
of the real world while defying its rationalist
limitations. Characters do not question the presence
of ghosts, time loops, or inexplicable events. Instead,
these elements are normalized, reflecting cultural
frameworks in which myth, spiritual belief, and
collective memory form integral parts of lived
reality. This technique allows for layered storytelling
where historical trauma, socio-political commentary,
and cultural memory converge within an altered but
recognizable world.

Wendy B. Faris, in her foundational work on
the subject, identifies five key characteristics of
magical realism: the irreducible presence of the
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magical, the acceptance of the magical as real, the
blurring of boundaries between realms (such as life
and death or past and present), the incorporation of
multiple narrative perspectives, and the disruption
of conventional temporal and spatial frameworks.
These features enable magical realism to function
not merely as a stylistic flourish but as a mode of
perception that challenges hegemonic conceptions of
history, identity, and reality itself.

Cultural and Political Significance in Latin
America

In the Latin American literary canon, magical
realism became more than a narrative device—
it evolved into a form of cultural expression and
political resistance. It reached its zenith during the
Latin American Boom of the 1960s and 1970s, with
writers such as Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Isabel
Allende, and Alejo Carpentier employing the genre
to articulate the continent’s unique historical and
existential challenges. In these works, the magical
is not escapist or decorative; it serves as a symbolic
language through which to critique colonialism,
authoritarianism, and cultural erasure.

Carpentier’s notion of lo real maravilloso
americano (“the marvelous real of America”)
highlighted the idea that the fantastic is not imported
into Latin America from elsewhere—it already
exists within the lived experiences of its people.
Indigenous mythologies, African spiritual traditions,
and mestizo cultures all contribute to a worldview
in which the spiritual and material coexist. Magical
realism thus reclaims indigenous and syncretic
epistemologies that Western rationalism had long
dismissed or suppressed.

As a politically charged narrative strategy,
magical realism provides writers with a means to
subvert dominant historical narratives imposed
by colonial or dictatorial regimes. By embedding
political critique within layers of myth and metaphor,
authors evade censorship and speak to the collective
consciousness of oppressed communities. For
example, in One Hundred Years of Solitude, Garcia
Marquez chronicles the rise and fall of Macondo,
not simply as a fantastical saga but as an allegory
of Latin America’s cycles of hope, revolution, and
Disillusionment. The surreal elements—raining

flowers, ascensions into heaven, ghosts of the
past—do not undermine historical accuracy; they
underscore its emotional and symbolic truth.
Global Expansion and
Reinterpretations
As magical realism has traveled beyond its Latin
American roots, it has been embraced by writers
from diverse cultural backgrounds—from Salman
Rushdie in India to Ben Okri in Nigeria, and from
Haruki Murakami in Japan to Toni Morrison in the
United States. This global diffusion has enriched
the genre but also complicated its definition. While
some scholars celebrate its adaptability as evidence
of a shared postcolonial aesthetic, others critique the
risks of appropriation and depoliticization when the
form is detached from its original cultural contexts.
In Western literary markets, magical realism has
often been romanticized or misread as exoticism—an
aestheticized rendering of the “Other” rather than a
radical narrative strategy. This shift in reception has
prompted scholars to differentiate between authentic
magical realism, rooted in specific historical and
cultural realities, and commercial magical realism,
which may flatten or dilute its political charge.
Nevertheless, the genre’s global evolution also
testifies to its vitality and relevance. Contemporary
authors continue to use magical realism to explore
themes of migration, displacement, identity,
and trauma—often in contexts marked by social
upheaval and cultural hybridity. The fantastical in
these texts functions not as fantasy, but as a language
for articulating truths that are silenced or unspoken
in dominant discourses.

Contemporary

Interpreting Magical Realism through Cultural
and Global Lenses

As magical realism has expanded beyond its Latin
American origins, it has undergone a series of
reinterpretations and reconfigurations shaped by the
cultural and ideological lenses of its readers. Once a
deeply regional expression of postcolonial resistance
and indigenous memory, magical realism is now a
global literary phenomenon read in vastly different
contexts—from Western universities to international
bestseller lists. This global circulation invites not
only celebration but also scrutiny, as the meaning
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of magical realism often shifts depending on the
cultural location and epistemological framework of
its audience.

Reader-response theory offers a valuable lens
through which to examine these interpretive shifts.
As theorists such as Wolfgang Iser and Stanley Fish
have argued, the meaning of a literary text is not fixed
but is co-created in the act of reading. The reader’s
background, cultural assumptions, and ideological
positioning all play an essential role in shaping the
text’s perceived significance. When Latin American
readers encounter magical realism, they may
recognize in its images and symbols echoes of local
history, indigenous myth, and collective trauma.
For Western readers, however, the same elements may
be interpreted as exotic, whimsical, or simply artistic
flourishes divorced from their political and cultural roots.

This divergence in reception is particularly
evident in the international popularity of Gabriel
Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude.
While critics in Latin America have lauded the novel
as a masterful allegory of Colombia’s historical
cycles of violence, corruption, and memory, readers
in the Global North often approach the text through
an aestheticized lens, focusing on its lush language,
surreal episodes, and universal human themes. As a
result, the novel’s political undertones and cultural
specificity may be obscured or even erased in
translation—both literal and metaphorical.

Louis de Berniéres’ The War of Don Emmanuel’s
Nether Parts provides a unique case study in this
global dynamic. As a British author drawing heavily
on Latin American literary models, de Bernicres
operates at the intersection of cultural borrowing
and narrative appropriation. His use of magical
realism has sparked debate: is it an homage to Latin
American traditions, or an instance of aesthetic
colonization? Western readers often celebrate the
novel’s imaginative flair and narrative inventiveness,
yet rarely engage with the socio-political context it
references— namely, Colombia’s long history of
internal conflict and indigenous marginalization.
Meanwhile, Latin American critics may view the
novel’s appropriation of magical realism with
skepticism, questioning its authenticity and its ability
to represent local realities from an external vantage
point.

Moreover, the globalization of magical realism
raises questions about narrative ownership and
the politics of literary canonization. As Western
publishing industries promote certain texts and
authors over others, magical realism risks becoming
decontextualized and commodified. Works that
were once politically subversive may be reframed as
marketable curiosities, stripped of their critical edge.
This process not only alters the reader’s experience
but also contributes to an uneven literary economy
in which cultural capital flows disproportionately
toward English- speaking or Euro-American voices.

Yet despite these challenges, the transnational
movement of magical realism also presents
opportunities  for dialogue and
reinterpretation. When read critically, magical realist
texts can still function as sites of engagement—
spaces where readers negotiate between different
cultural worldviews and historical experiences.
The genre’s openness to multiple realities makes it
particularly suited to such negotiations, allowing for
layered readings that honor both local specificity and
universal resonance.

In this way, magical realism becomes a contested
but fertile ground for examining how literature
travels, how it is received, and how it evolves. By
paying close attention to the cultural assumptions
embedded in acts of reading, scholars and readers
alike can begin to unpack the shifting meanings of
magical realism in a global context. This interpretive
awareness is not merely academic—it is essential
to preserving the genre’s integrity as a form of
resistance, memory, and cultural expression.

cross-cultural

Symbolism, Myth, and Subversion
Magical realism derives much of its narrative force
from its symbolic depth and mythic structure,
which enable it to articulate subversive critiques of
history, power, and identity. Unlike conventional
realism, which relies on empirical observation
and linear causality, magical realism introduces
the inexplicable and the supernatural as legitimate
aspects of the world. These elements often function
not as escapist fantasy but as symbols loaded with
historical and political resonance.

Symbols in magical realism are rarely decorative;
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they operate as cultural signifiers that reveal
hidden truths, suppressed memories, or alternative
epistemologies. In One Hundred Years of Solitude,
for instance, the endless rain, the insomnia plague,
or the recurring names in the Buendia family are not
just surreal motifs—they are symbolic of historical
trauma, collective amnesia, and the cyclical nature
of Latin American political history. These symbols
blur the line between individual fate and collective
experience, suggesting that the personal and the
political are deeply intertwined.

Myth plays a central role in magical realism’s
ability to encode subversive narratives. Drawing
from indigenous cosmologies, religious syncretism,
and oral storytelling traditions, authors like Garcia
Marquez and Carpentier reframe Western histories
through the lens of local legend and folklore. This
approach challenges Enlightenment rationalism and
its legacy of colonial historiography. By reimagining
history through magical frameworks, these writers
assert the legitimacy of non-Western ways of
knowing and being.

Subversion in magical realism often lies in its
refusal to adhere to dominant narrative forms and
ideological structures. The genre resists binary
oppositions—such as modern/traditional, rational/
irrational, civilized/primitive—by presenting a
world in which magic and reality coexist without
contradiction. This ontological hybridity undermines
colonial logics that positioned indigenous and Afro-
diasporic knowledge systems as inferior or irrational.

Louis de Berniéres’ The War of Don Emmanuel’s
Nether Parts also deploys myth and symbolism, but
with differing effects due to its author’s external
cultural position. While the novel includes motifs
such as magical mountains, divine apparitions, and
prophetic dreams, their symbolic resonance is often
filtered through a Western literary gaze. The mythic
elements risk becoming aestheticized or allegorical
rather than lived expressions of local belief systems.
As a result, the subversive potential of magical
realism is diluted when myth is decontextualized or
reappropriated without a rooted cultural logic.

Nevertheless, myth remains a powerful narrative
strategy for both resistance and reconciliation. By
invoking myth, authors can expose the violence of
colonialism, the persistence of memory, and the

resilience of marginalized communities. Myths
transcend empirical time; they allow for cyclical, non-
linear narratives that reflect indigenous conceptions
of temporality and survival. Magical realism thus
becomes a vessel through which political critique is
veiled in the sacred and the strange, giving voice to
those historically silenced.

In global contexts, however, the subversive edge
of myth can be lost if the reader approaches it solely
as fiction rather than cultural expression. When
magical realist texts are commodified or consumed
in isolation from their sociopolitical roots, their
symbols risk being reduced to mere literary tropes. It
is here that cultural literacy becomes essential—not
only in writing magical realism but in reading it with
ethical awareness.

In sum, magical realism’s mythic and symbolic
dimensions are not simply narrative ornaments—
they are critical tools of subversion. They challenge
dominant ideologies, reclaim marginalized histories,
and present alternate visions of reality that disrupt
hegemonic norms. By embedding resistance in the
texture of the story itself, magical realism enacts a
quiet revolution—one that speaks in riddles, ghosts,
and miracles.

Reader Engagement and Narrative Impact
Magical realism’s enduring power lies in its capacity
to actively engage readers in the co- creation of
meaning, blurring the boundaries between the
imagined and the real. Unlike genres that rely on
suspension of disbelief, magical realism invites
readers to accept the fantastical as part of ordinary
life, thereby prompting an interpretive tension.
This dual perception compels readers to become
collaborators in meaning-making, drawing from
their own cultural assumptions and experiential
knowledge to navigate the narrative terrain.
Reader-response theory underscores that a
text does not contain a singular, intrinsic meaning
but instead acquires significance through the act
of reading. As Stanley Fish argues, interpretive
communities play a central role in determining how
anarrative is understood. Thus, a reader from Bogota
may experience Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s ghosts
as deeply tied to historical memory and collective
trauma, while a reader from London might interpret
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them as symbols of melancholy or metaphorical loss.
This divergence is not merely anecdotal—it reflects
broader ideological and epistemological frameworks
that shape literary engagement.

Cultural familiarity or distance significantly
affects how magical realism is decoded and valued
by readers. In Latin American contexts, where oral
traditions, syncretic beliefs, and political histories
infuse everyday life with a sense of the miraculous,
magical realist tropes often resonate as reflections
of lived reality. By contrast, Western readers—
especially those unfamiliar with such contexts—may
encounter these elements as charming eccentricities
or artistic embellishments, which can inadvertently
reduce complex cultural expressions to aesthetic
novelty.

This divergence is particularly evident in the
reception of Louis de Bernieéres’ The War of Don
Emmanuel’s Nether Parts. While Western audiences
often celebrate the novel’s whimsical prose and
imaginative storytelling, Latin American readers
may question its authenticity or even perceive it
as an exoticization of their cultural and historical
experiences. The reader’s engagement here is shaped
not only by the text but by the cultural position they
inhabit—a position that influences which narrative
threads are emphasized, questioned, or overlooked.

Moreover, magical realism’s resistance to
narrative closure further deepens reader engagement
by leaving interpretive gaps. These gaps, often
seen in ambiguous character fates, cyclical time
structures, or unresolved plotlines, invite multiple
readings and interpretations. Readers must actively
participate in filling in these gaps, often drawing
from cultural cues that vary across geographies. The
reader’s agency becomes central—not as a passive
receiver but as an active participant in shaping the
story’s meaning.

In this dialogic relationship between reader and
text, magical realism challenges dominant reading
habits by insisting on multiplicity, contradiction, and
ambiguity. It refuses linear interpretation, embracing
a layered, polyphonic narrative structure that mirrors
the hybrid realities it often depicts. This complexity,
while at times disorienting, fosters deeper cognitive
and emotional engagement, encouraging readers to
reflect critically on their own worldviews.

Ultimately, the impact of magical realism is not
confined to the narrative itself but extends into the
consciousness of the reader, prompting questions
about belief, history, and identity. Through its
interplay of magic and realism, the genre becomes
a mirror—sometimes distorted, clarifying—that
reflects both the world it describes and the reader
who interprets it. By foregrounding the reader’s role,
magical realism affirms that stories live not only in
their telling but in their reception, transformation,
and reinterpretation across time and culture.

Conclusion

Magical realism is more than a literary style—it
is a culturally rooted narrative form shaped by
specific histories, ideologies, and ways of knowing.
As this study has shown, while its global appeal
has expanded its influence, it has also complicated
its interpretation. Once a mode of postcolonial
resistance and indigenous expression in Latin
America, magical realism now circulates within a
global literary economy where meaning is frequently
reshaped—or diluted—by different cultural readings.
The contrast between Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One
Hundred Years of Solitude and Louis de Berniéres’
The War of Don Emmanuel’s Nether Parts highlights
the stakes of this transformation. Marquez’s
magical realism arises organically from Colombia’s
historical trauma and cultural hybridity. In contrast,
de Bernicres, as a British writer, adapts the form with
imaginative success, but from an external standpoint
that risks aestheticizing or misrepresenting the socio-
political realities he draws from. Reader-response
theory provides crucial insight into this divergence,
reminding us that texts do not exist in a vacuum—
they are co-created in the act of reading. A Latin
American reader may interpret magical elements
as deeply political or culturally familiar, while a
Western reader might see them as whimsical or
stylistically innovative. These different readings
are not merely academic—they carry implications
for how cultural narratives are preserved, altered,
or erased. The genre’s global diffusion, while a
testament to its adaptability, also reflects unequal
structures of cultural power. In many Western
markets, magical realism has been commodified,
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marketed for its exoticism, and stripped of its
subversive edge. The appropriation of magical
realism without a nuanced understanding of its root’s
risks flattening rich, layered traditions into palatable
entertainment. Yet, this study does not advocate for
cultural purity or isolation. Instead, it argues for
ethical and informed cross-cultural exchange. The
issue is not that magical realism is being adapted
across borders, but how thoughtfully and respectfully
such adaptations engage with their source cultures.
When Western writers borrow from this form, they
must do so with awareness of its origins, and readers
must bring critical literacy to their interpretations.
Magical realism’s strength lies in its ability to hold
contradiction—to be both real and surreal, local and
universal, political and poetic. But as it moves across
global readerships, its meanings must be carefully
negotiated. The genre thrives when it opens spaces
for dialogue rather than appropriation, when it invites
layered readings instead of simplified consumption.
In tracing how magical realism is interpreted through
cultural and global lenses, this paper emphasizes the
need for critical engagement—not only with the text,
but with the act of reading itself. Who tells the story,
who reads it, and how it is received are questions
central to the genre’s evolving meaning. Ultimately,
magical realism remains a dynamic literary space—
one where resistance, memory, and cultural identity
continue to unfold in complex and contested ways.
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