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Preface 

At one time a predominantly male-dominated literary world tended to view the 

advent of magic realism in fiction mainly as a phenomenon starring a few 

major Latin American male novelists. Most literary critics went as far back as 

Jorge Luis Borges to locate the origins of this kind of narrative where the lines 

between fiction and realism could and would blur in the hands of adept writers 

of fiction. They viewed magic realism almost always as the Latin American 

literary efflorescence of male authors excelling in narrating the lives of people 

in fictional worlds who, despite being immersed in the quotidian, were going 

through events that would seem magical to everyone but themselves. 

Moreover, most of these critics agreed that it was the generation of male Latin 

American novelists led by Colombia’s Gabriel Garcia Marquez who had made a 

noteworthy movement out of such unique blending of the quotidian and the 

magical. True, every once in a while they would place a woman novelist or two 

among the writers excelling in the form. But no doubt these critics felt the 

example of someone like Isabel Allende was another case of the exception 

validating the rule.  

It is the great merit of Md. Abu Shahid Abdullah’s Magical Feminism in the 

Americas: Resisting Female Marginalisation and Oppression through Magic to 

illustrate how, far from being an exception, Isabel Allende is one of many 

distinctive Latin American female writers of recent times producing quality 

fiction in this unique mode. Abdullah is able to prove convincingly in the 

course of his work that women writers of the whole of North as well as South 

America have been depicting the lot of women negotiating a path for 

themselves compellingly by depicting situations where the real and the magical 

are fabulously intertwined. He also stresses that they have been making use of 

their female-centred narratives to write persuasively about and against male 

domination and patriarchal tyrannies.  

Indeed, Abdullah’s book title clearly indicates his intentions in this regard. 

Magical Feminism in the Americas: Resisting Female Marginalisation and 

Oppression through Magic is a critical work of importance because of the way 

it showcases the phenomenon of women writers—stretching all the way from 

Chile to Canada, on the one hand, and from Cuba to Hawaii, on the other—

making creative use of their experience of life in male-controlled societies that 

inevitably tend to repress and marginalise women’s voices. As well, Abdullah is 
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able to show how these women writers make impressive use of their novelistic 

license to reveal women finding ingenious ways of overcoming the shackles 

patriarchy tends to impose on their sex.  

Abdullah first analyses Isabel Allende’s The House of the Spirits in some detail 

to reveal how the Chilean novelist depicts some of his women characters 

forging bonds to resist male tyranny. He emphasises the way Allende resorts 

through her clairvoyant protagonist to a non-linear and unconventional 

narrative mode to forge an alternative to dominant male ways of writing. 

Abdullah then features the Nicaraguan novelist Giaconda Belli’s work, The 

Inhabited Woman, to portray what he perceives to be its rendering of “the 

double victimisation of women” by male-induced systemic pressures. Belli is 

seen by him as a writer deploying magic as a means for his fictional women of 

empowerment and resistance against patriarchal forces, as if to provide an 

alternative national history. Abdullah next discusses the Hawaiian-American 

Kiana Davenport’s novel Shark Dialogues. Here too Abdullah features a 

contemporary American female novelist able to give voice to marginalised and 

repressed females ingeniously. Abdullah finds in the book the use of an 

imaginatively structured polyphonic narrative that blends myths with recorded 

history. Once again, he details the way this representative of the new generation 

of women writers goes beyond conventional male modes of story-telling to 

devise alternative methods of narration absorbingly. 

Abdullah’s next exhibit in his gallery of women magical realist writers is the 

USA’s Louis Edrich. To Abdullah, her novel Tracks fuses myth and magic with 

the lives of Chippewa Native American women’s lot in postmodern ways. He 

sees Edrich deploying the supernatural to counter the colonising impositions 

of white male supremacy. Interestingly, Abdullah argues that the carnivalesque 

manner is applied and the Native American trickster figure put to use in 

Edrich’s fictional work to depict subversive but indigenous ways pursued to 

cope with white male colonisers/ exploiters of Native American land and 

peoples. 

Abdullah next deals with two women writers of the Americas who too in their 

unique styles use their works to protest as well as challenge white male 

tyrannies. The first of these writers is the Cuban novelist Cristina Garcia. 

Abdullah focuses on her use of the phoenix myth in her novel Dreaming in 

Cuban and notes how she uses a dialogic narrative where multiple points of 

view are juxtaposed to undermine Eurocentric perspectives. The critic sees 

Garcia highlighting immigrant Cuban-American women’s endeavours to cope 

with the sort of double marginalisation they are subjected to as exiles in the 
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United States. Abdullah then discusses at some length the Chicana writer Ana 

Castilo. To him, her novel So Far from God is another instance of a magical 

realist women writer of the Americas using ingenious and magical situations to 

represent women’s bid to empower themselves against patriarchal systems that 

tend to downgrade them. To Abdullah, Castilo plots her narrative to showcase 

native healing traditions and beliefs. Communing with dead ancestors, 

Abdullah writes, is, for Castilo, a pathway for women looking for ways out of the 

sufferings they undergo. 

In the final section of Magical Feminism in the Americas: Resisting Female 

Marginalisation and Oppression through Magic, Abdullah spotlights the works 

of two more noteworthy female novelists of the Americas—Canada’s Gail 

Anderson-Dargatz and the United States’s Gloria Naylor. He sees both applying 

magical realist devices in depicting women ingeniously tackling racist and 

sexist abuses. In the process they also highlight the importance of countering 

such abuses through female solidarity and empowerment. He shows how 

Anderson-Dargatz’s novel The Cure for Death by Lightning portrays the traumas 

caused by sexually abusive males on their female relatives. As for Naylor, 

Abdullah emphasises how she describes females bonding with each other to 

contend with male dominance, utilising magic and native healing means to 

deal with male aggression. To him, Naylor seems to be bent on depicting 

women healing each other’s wounds in such situations, finding this route to be 

the best way out of the trauma and wounds that have been inflicted on them. 

Abdullah’s Magical Feminism in the Americas: Resisting Female Marginalisation 

and Oppression through Magic is thus a book drawing attention to a 

phenomenon in contemporary writing that is well worth paying attention to for 

anyone interested in magic/magical realism, quality contemporary female 

writing branching out of South and North America, or feminist fictional works 

of note for all us interested in recent developments in fiction, especially in the 

Americas, and in quality feminist writing. His is a persuasive account of 

representative women writers of the region who have taken recourse to magic 

realist modes to articulate not merely the plight of their sisters but also to 

illustrate ways out of a situation induced by their double marginalisation by 

patriarchy as a whole and colonial domination in particular. 

What is remarkable to me is that Abdullah is a male critic and teacher of 

literature who has spent most of his life in Bangladesh. To have developed 

expertise to such an extent that he can write a book like Magical Feminism in 

the Americas: Resisting Female Marginalisation and Oppression through Magic 

is an amazing feat. Moreover, he appears to have read the books written in 
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Spanish on his own, as the extracts he has quoted from them in the language 

reveal. His book seems to have mastered the critical literature on the subject 

fully. His writing is also lucid. The book is comprehensive in its coverage and 

organised effectively to encompass representative women writing in the 

magical realist mode from all across the Americas. I feel that the book will be 

useful to students of fiction, feminist writing and comparative literature. It is a 

work that will surely be referred to for any of these areas as well as anyone 

wanting to know about contemporary women’s writing of distinction from the 

Americas that have relevance for all of us—east or west, north or south. 

  

Fakrul Alam is Bangabandhu Chair Professor, Department of History, and 

Professor (retired), Department of English, University of Dhaka
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