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Abstract
This paper examines the Dominican immigrant experience in the United States as reflected in the
works of Junot Diaz, particularly his debut short story collection Drown. Diaz portrays the
unstable conditions of the Dominican diaspora, where immigrants exist in a constant state of
displacement, caught between their homeland and their adopted country. His bilingual prose—
blending English with Spanish expressions—captures the linguistic hybridity of Dominican
immigrants while challenging assimilation into mainstream American literature. Central to these
narratives is the fragmentation of families, especially through the recurring figure of absent,
domineering, or womanizing fathers whose actions deeply shape the experiences of their
children. The narrator Yunior serves as Diaz’s alter ego, embodying the struggles of adolescence,
masculinity, sexual identity, and cultural marginalization in an environment marked by racial
prejudice and poverty. The stories further reveal the harsh socio-economic realities of immigrant
life, from low-wage labor to illicit survival strategies, while underscoring a persistent emotional
attachment to Dominican memory and culture. Interconnected characters and recurring themes
lend the collection a cohesive voice, offering not only a tapestry of individual struggles but also

an exploration of diaspora as an intergenerational condition of loss, resilience, and enduring

hope.
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The objective of this paper is to examine the immigrant experience of Dominicans in the
United States as reflected in the works of Dominican American author Junot Diaz. Born in Santo
Domingo, Dominican Republic, in 1968, Diaz immigrated to New Jersey in December 1974. His
literary career commenced with the publication of his debut short story collection Drown. He
later achieved significant recognition, receiving the 2008 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, the American
National Book Critics Circle Award for Fiction, among other honors, for his novel The Brief
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. Furthermore, Diaz became the first Latino ever appointed to the
20-member Pulitzer Prize Jury. A central concern of his writing is to foreground the unstable

conditions of the Dominican diaspora and to contextualize its historical and cultural background.

Dominican writing often remains on the margins, with limited opportunities to enter
mainstream literary markets. Junot Diaz, for example, has written in Spanish but is best known
for his bilingual English works that blend African American slang with Spanish words and
expressions. As Silvio Torres-Saillant observes in The Dominican Americans, “Dominican
literature in the U.S. continues to be a marginal cultural expression. The majority of Dominican
authors write predominantly in Spanish for the virtually exclusive consumption of small literary

circles in Dominican neighbourhoods”. (120)

The book Drown contains ten short stories about the author’s experiences growing up in
both the Dominican Republic and the United States. These stories especially connect with
adolescents. On the surface, the stories may seem casual and cool, but they actually explore the

struggles of young Dominican males as they attempt to adapt to new lives while navigating
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broken family structures and personal challenges in a foreign land. “...these migrants carry with
them a profound sense of attachment to their former place of residence. Accordingly, their souls
are always found to be divided; in other words, they are neither there nor here fully”. (Diasporic

Literature in English, Sarangi-01)

Drown offers a clear and honest portrayal of the lives of Dominican immigrants. It shows
how the American dream is not always what it promises. The stories highlight not only the move
into a new culture but also the heavy cost of leaving home behind. Diaz contrasts life in the
Dominican Republic with life in New York and New Jersey. The young narrators often have
absented irresponsible fathers and sick mothers. The fathers struggle in the U.S., while the
children are sometimes left in Santo Domingo with relatives. “It was the old routine, the oldest of
the post-war maromas. Find a citizen, get married, wait, and then divorce well-practised and

expensive and riddled with her. The routine was swindlers” (Drown, Diaz-138).

Dominican immigrant households are often very flexible and welcoming to new arrivals.
Some immigrants settle in the U.S. after finding a suitable job and later bring their families over.
Many also rely on Dominican sponsors in the U.S. who help with paperwork and lend money at
interest to cover migration costs. Most Dominicans in the U.S. live without legal status; some use
fake documents, others overstay tourist visas, and a smaller number enter by crossing the border
illegally. Some even fly to Mexico City first and then cross the border unlawfully. (A visa for a

dream, Pessar-9).

In the United States, some engage in shoplifting, drug dealing, and other manual jobs,

finding their current lives exhausting and frustrating. The environment in the host country feels
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polluted to them, and they experience little emotional attachment. The most painful aspect is the
duality of their immigrant experience. Diaz portrays poverty and hardship within middle-class
families, often caused by an absent or irresponsible father. These fathers, who have abandoned
their families in the Dominican Republic, struggle either to bring their families to the US or to
reunite with them back home. Many seek a female companion, either for companionship or to
obtain a permanent visa. Most of the short stories feature this recurring father figure. Common
themes throughout the collection include the lost father, the regained father, lost love,

brotherhood, betrayal, and sex.

The most striking short story is “Ysrael”, the opening story. The boy named Ysrael covers
his face with a mask. His face was chewed by a pig during his infancy. “...you could see the
veined slab of his tongue through a hole in his cheek. He had no lips. His head was tipped back
and eyes infant when pigs came into the house” (Drown, Diaz-14). His facelessness is treated
with scorn, hatred, fear, cruelty, and unkindness by the villagers. He waits for a change in his
life. He expects that doctors in Canada would perform a surgery and restore his face. But that day
never comes. Those who have faced him want him to go away, for they feel fear. This is the case
of immigrants who stand stranded in a strange land where they are alienated. But Diaz plants a
strong hope in the world of the faceless boy, which keeps him alive despite all the obstacles.
Ysrael stands as an example of all the immigrants who wait in their lives with a hope that they
will get an identity in the host land. He gives the message to the immigrants to keep moving
forward and not to mind the people who try to push them down and try to keep them from being
seen. Yunior, who reveals the face of Ysrael is like Diaz, who tries to bring to light the life of the

Dominicans in the United States.
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Stories such as Aguantando, Negocios, Edison, New Jersey, and the title story Drown
portray young people waiting for transformation and searching for a sense of belonging. These
narratives draw from Diaz’s childhood experiences in the Dominican Republic and his immigrant
life in New Jersey, often blending reality with touches of fantasy. The central figures, Yunior and
Rafa, appear throughout many of the stories, serving as contrasting characters. Yunior, the
narrator in five of the stories (including Ysrael and Fiesta, 1980), functions as Diaz’s alter ego.
He observes life from within his community yet distances himself as a reflective, often detached,
observer. In contrast, his brother Rafa embodies the typical Dominican male—pursuing girls,

getting into fights, and mirroring the lifestyle of their father.

Some stories feature unnamed characters, but most center on young men struggling to
define their identity and find meaning in a society that marginalizes them based on race,
language, and nationality. They grapple with the problems of adolescence—sexual awakening,
drug use, loneliness, and the yearning for acceptance—while also bearing the weight of external

challenges such as poverty, violence, and racial discrimination.

The immigrants are the victims of cultural influence. They carry with them their
Dominican culture and their mother tongue, Spanish. They struggle hard to learn better English.
They lead a slaving life in the States to earn money. They try to bring their family there. But
unfortunately, most of them fail in that attempt. They send money, photos, and dresses to their
link between them and their families. Some families, who are the only line they cannot help their
family as their income is insufficient and the mother works for poor wages to run their life. Some
other father characters, after reaching the United States, go in search of other women either for

companionship or for their green card.
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“Aurora” deals with drug dealing. Days are spent searching for bargains in the mall in
Drown. Children vomit in cars while travelling in “Fiesta”, 1980. Limitations of heroin form the
basis of these tales. In Ysrael, both Rafa and Yunior are sent to the Dominican countryside by
their mother. The beautiful landscape looks like a shit to them. Rafa is interested in searching for
sexual fulfillment. They wish to remove the mask from the face of Ysrael to find the extent of
deformity in his face. Rafa’s search for girls is to exercise manhood. Also, cruelty to the
deformed Ysrael is another way to prove his incipient manhood. No face’ also centres on a
disfigured boy Yunior hesitates to join both. Yunior has suffered during his fatherless childhood.

Though it is not outwardly shown, we can observe it.

In Fiesta, 1980, Aguantando, and Negocios, the central focus is on Yunior’s domineering,
womanizing father, whose endless pursuit of women leads to betrayal and broken trust. Yunior’s
recurring problem of vomiting in his father’s car is closely tied to his growing awareness of his
father’s infidelities with a Puerto Rican woman. This act of physical rejection mirrors his
inability to fully digest or reconcile with his father’s disloyalty. In various moments, Yunior
appears partly Americanized, reflecting more on assimilation into U.S. culture rather than
exclusively on the struggles of immigration. In contrast, Rafa, his brother, increasingly resembles
their father, especially in his attitudes toward women and sexuality. Yunior, however, feels deep
sympathy for his mother, which earns him accusations of being pato (effeminate). His restricted
access to food, due to his persistent vomiting during car rides, symbolizes how the cultural
“food” of the host land often does not sit well with immigrant children. In the same way, Yunior

learns to silence himself to keep the fragile family equilibrium intact.
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In Aguantando, the father appears as hardworking but tyrannical, self-absorbed, and
ultimately negligent of his family. Yunior yearns for his father’s affection but often finds himself
boiling with resentment when it is denied. Here, the immigrant experience takes the stage. The
father relies on his native Spanish to express his strength and complexity of thought but seems to
lose his vitality when living in the English-speaking United States. Meanwhile, Yunior faces only
partial assimilation, caught between two worlds. The father abandons his family for the U.S. and
his mistress, only to return years later to the Dominican Republic. In search of clarity, Yunior
revisits his father’s mistress’s home to stitch together a complete portrait of the man, but this

quest ultimately circles back to the recurring theme of betrayal, just as in Fiesta, 1980.

By the time of No Face, Yunior has grown older, carrying with him the weight of these
family experiences and continuing his effort to piece together his own sense of identity. Yunior
narrates the father-son, mother-son relationships through which he unveils his ambivalence about
migration and cultural loss. He has experimented with various combinations of characters like
Yunior-Rafa, Yunior-Israel, and Yunior-Beto. He has picturized intergenerational conflicts also.
The stories move with two pathos; the loss of Spanish, thematically notions of manhood, sexual
identity, and gender are defined by ethnicity, as well as technically, and Diaz's simplified style.

According to him, the notions of manhood, sexual identity, and gender are defined by ethnicity.

Junot Diaz presents his works as the authentic voice of his people, unveiling previously
hidden aspects of his country’s life to readers. Many characters embody central racial traits, and
his precise prose elevates everyday scenes into the realm of literature. Diaz suggests that
diaspora begins at home, often rooted in discontent, poverty, physical danger, or even boredom.

Throughout the stories, life in the Dominican Republic is recalled through the lens of the writer’s
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childhood memories. His prose seamlessly blends Spanish words within English without

italicization, reflecting the natural linguistic flow of his community.

The inner narrative of diaspora captures the indigenous landscape, habits, and cultural
traits of his people. Through his short stories, Diaz chronicle’s themes of rootlessness, the
yearning for love and affection, and the emotional detachment experienced by American-born
immigrant children like his generation, all expressed in the streetwise voice of a Latino youth.
The stories set in America move at a faster pace than those in the Dominican Republic. Diaz

effectively crosses aesthetic boundaries by blending realism with artistic sophistication.

Although set in various locations, the stories are interconnected. Only in the final
story, Negocios, does Diaz reveal why the father figures are either unfaithful womanizers or
neglectful toward their families. This concluding story portrays Yunior’s father struggling to
adjust to life in the U.S., highlighting the challenges immigrants face in navigating cultural
shifts. The collection is linked, providing Diaz with a powerful medium to explore human
experience more deeply than either a novel or an anthology alone could achieve. Yunior’s

character is gradually developed across the stories, forming a novella-like cohesion.

It is often challenging for genre writers to write continuously about the same character,
but Drown succeeds in this regard. The entire collection depicts a frantic and desperate search for
love, affection, and human understanding. While each story stands on its own, the connections
between characters create a unified whole. The collection explores the impact of the womanizing
behaviors of Yunior’s father and brother on his own coming of age, strongly suggesting that these

stories are meant to be read collectively.
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