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ODYSSEY TO
NORTH:The

Michael Millar Western Michigan University

Guatemalan author and scholar Arturo 
Arias recently published an article in 
which he referred to the Central 
American diaspora in the United States 
as "invisibilized, despite their 
overwhelming presence." He makes this 
statement in relation to the more 
prevalent position of the three main 
hispanic cultural groups in the U.S.: 
Mexican-Americans# Cuban-Americans 
and Puerto Ricans. Arias goes on to 
describe this phenomenon as a double 
marginalization that results in a non
recognition, and thus "generates a sense 
of non-belonging, of non-beingness, a 
cruel invisibility that was first imposed 
on them in their countries of origin and 
has carried over to these latitudes"1. This 
displacement results in a cultural void 
that is sometimes filled through the 
adaptation of the more generalized 
term "latino", a more specific form of 
erasure and replacement with a chicano 
identity of the Southwest, or simply left 
a void. Though most discussions of 
hispanic populations focus on Mexican- 
Americans, Cuban-Americans and Puerto 
Ricans, leaving Central-Americans 
doubly marginalized, it is important to 
acknowledge and understand the 
emergence of continued efforts at self
representation from within these often 
"invisibilized" communities. Indeed, to 
speak of a Central-American diaspora is 
already a vague and contradictory 
notion of the diversity of cultures and 
experiences that could potentially be 
included under such a category, so I will 
focus my attention here on the

Salvadoran diaspora of the United 
States. I will first challenge the continued 
marginalization of Central American 
identities from mainstream and even 
marginal cultural discourse, and then 
examine the literary efforts of 
Salvadoran-born author Mario Bencastro 
to combat the self-effacement and sense 
of non-belonging identified above 
through cultural expression, imagination 
and the reinvention of Salvadoran 
experiences and identities.

The marginalization that Arias speaks of 
goes beyond a sense of cultural 
invisibility. It is important first to 
recognize and question the generalized 
exclusion of Central American 
immigration and cultural production 
from studies of "latino" culture. In 
reviewing anthologies and cultural 
readers for my American Studies courses, 
it is impossible not to notice that despite 
the rich cultural traditions of Central 
America, its authors, poets and 
playwrights are rarely, if ever, 
represented among their pages. It is 
difficult to blame the editors of such 
publications for their decision to follow 
on the traditions of teaching "latinos" as 
three main groups, quickly explained, 
differentiated, and then grouped neatly 
together again under the banner of a 
common language. So I am left to 
question the very tradition itself. Does 
the long-standing focus on Mexican- 
Americans, Puerto Ricans, and Cuban- 
American exiles inevitably result from 
their former numerical dominance in

representing Spanish speakers in the 
United States, or are there other possible 
explanations for this trend? Though the 
numerical explanation could historically 
be considered a perfectly valid one, 
perhaps it is more the very circumstances 
of immigration that have affected such 
decisions. A brief, and necessarily 
limited, examination of the three 
cultures generally studied may help to 
explain this point.

Mexican-Americans are most often 
understood as border crossers, 
economic immigrants that come to the 
United States to improve their 
employment prospects, educational 
opportunities, and for many other 
reasons that have been studied in great 
detail elsewhere and lie beyond the 
scope of this particular paper. Puerto- 
Ricans on the other hand, are citizens of 
this country whose independence from 
colonial Spain was a direct result of 
United States military intervention 
during their nineteenth century war for 
independence from imperialist Spain. 
Finally, Cuban-Americans are refugees 
of the only remaining Communist 
regime established in Latin America 
who came to the United States in search 
of refuge from the political persecution 
of Castro's revolution. Though 
obviously limited and clearly biased, 
these descriptions are a fair summary of 
the portrayals often given of the 
historical immigration of Hispanics to 
the United States. A brief examination 
of the push and pull influences
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described here will illustrate my point  
concerning th e  fre q u e n t exclusion of  
Central Americans from  this discussion. 
The pu lling  effects o f U.S. political 
f re e d o m , econom ic  prosperity  and  
educational advancem ent are matched  
by th e  push of unjust persecution and  
f in an c ia l s ta g n a tio n  in th e  hom e  
countries. These perpetuations o f the  
im age o f th e  "Am erican D ream " are  
underm ined  by th e  th o u g h t o f refugees  
arriv ing  by th e  thousands w h o  are  
f lee ing  v io lent regimes th a t  are both  
openly and covertly supported by the  
United  States. Such is th e  case w ith  
most Guatem alans and Salvadorans as 
w ell as many Nicaraguans w h o  sought 
re fuge  in the  United  States th ro u g h o u t  
th e  1970s and 1980s. Thus, in order to  
beg in  to  u n ders tand  th e  p articu la r  
experiences o f these Am erican cultures 
and th e ir  circumstances as im m igrants  
here in th e  United  States, it is first 
necessary to  com e to  term s w ith  a 
difficu lt history o f  U.S. fo re ign  policies 
th a t  o ften  did no t match th e  ideals 
represented by th e  Am erican Dream . 
This challenge can be, and o ften  is 
avo id ed  by sim ply o v e rlo o k in g  th e  
sociocultural d iffe ren tia tio n  o f Central 
Americans from  o th er latino groups.

W h a te v e r  th e  reasons fo r th e  general 
exclusion o f Central-Am erican cultures 
fro m  most discussions of hispanics in th e  
United  States however, th e  fact o f the ir  
exclusion rem ains. The decades o f  
political tu rm oil in the  region le ft over
200 .000  dead in G uatem ala , 70,000 in El 
Salvador, and a n o th e r  6 0 ,0 00  in 
Nicaragua.2 M ean w h ile , th e  num ber o f  
im m igrants fro m  these countries to  th e  
U nited  States increased by ten  fo ld. 
Census data  show th a t  b e tw een  1980  
and 2000, th e  num ber o f Salvadorans  
born  in th e  U.S. w e n t  f ro m  un d er
100 .000  to  over 1.2 m il l io n .3 An  
estim ated 20%  o f th e  entire  Salvadoran  
popula tion  n o w  resides in th e  United  
States as a result o f  the  civil wars and  
social chaos w h ose  in tensity  and  
dura tion  w ere  deeply linked to  U.S. 
m ilitary and economic in tervention  in 
th e  region. Yet despite these staggering  
num bers, Salvadorans, and C entra l 
Americans in general, have rem ained  
on th e  margins o f cultural studies and  
identity  politics o f  "latinos" th a t  to o k  
shape around th re e  main groups during  
th e  tw e n tie th  century.4

The "three main groups" to  which I 
have repeatedly referred here are by no 
m eans h o m og eno us  groups w ith  a 
com m on sense o f  cu ltura l identity , 
econom ic status, nor even political 
affilia tion . W h a t  these groups do share 
is a history o f identity  politics th a t  has 
helped to  shape a cultural fra m e w o rk  
w ith in  w hich  g ro u p  m em bers can 
navigate and m ake decisions concerning

im agined com m unity of hispanics in the  
United States, I believe his premise to  be 
helpful in explaining the  importance of  
all cultural production  to  th e  
developm ent o f m arginalized cultural 
identities . The need fo r  be long ing  
described above requires an equally  
im portant necessity to  actively seek out  
th e  means by which to  articulate cultural 
identity and represent both individual 
and collective experiences. In an age of  
g lo b a liza tio n , as ours is currently  
understood, there  is no denying th a t  
trad itiona l cultural structures such as 
race, class, gender and nationality  have 
lost much o f th e ir  effectiveness in 
defin ing identity, leaving it in the words  
of Stuart Hall, "an unsettled space... an 
unresolved question... b e tw e e n  a 
num ber o f intersecting discuourses."8 
Arjun Appadurai points ou t th a t  in this 
contem porary context, "the im agination  
is no w  central to  all forms o f agency, is 
itself a social act, and is th e  key 
com ponent o f th e  new  global order."9 
This central role o f th e  im agination  
allows individuals a much broader range  
o f contro l over th e  d e fin it io n  and  
constant reinvention of the ir  ow n sense 
o f cultural identity, thus increasing the  
value o f  cultural production  in 
articu la tin g  and re im ag in ing  th e  
e lem ents  o f iden tity  ava ilab le  to  
individual subjects. I w ill devote the  
rem ainder o f this ta lk  to  a discussion of 
one example o f the  many ways in which  
Central American cultural production in 
th e  United States is em erging as a means 
o f producing a fram ew o rk  w ith in  which  
such practices o f identity construction 
can be enriched for members o f the  
Central American diaspora.

a ff i l ia t io n , id en tif ica tio n , separation , 
etc. In th e  words o f M exican-Am erican  
priest and liberation theo log ian  Virgil 
Elizondo "The k n o w le d g e  o f  
fun d am en ta l belonging - th a t  is, to  be 
French, American, Mexican English, is... 
one o f th e  deepest needs o f persons. 
W hen this need is met, it is not even 
th o u g h t about as a need; but w h en  it is 
missing, it is so confusing and painful 
th a t  w e  f in d  it d iff ic u lt  to  even  
conceptualize it or speak about i t ."5 This 
is no t to  suggest th a t  M exican -  
Americans, Cuban-Americans or Puerto  
Ricans have firm ly established such a 
sense o f identity  and belonging; on the  
contrary, it is to  po in t ou t th a t  despite  
an established history o f identity politics

Let M e  Be a W itness I. A rt by R obert Huezo. 
http ://w w w .seg u ra .co m /H u ezo .h tm l

in this country, they continue to  struggle  
w ith  issues o f cultural "belong ing". This 
fac t should help  to  illustrate  th e  
difficulties faced by Central Americans  
w ho, as A rtu ro  Arias points out, "have  
n o t o rg a n ized  them selves a ro u n d  a 
nam e, around identity  politics, and thus 
rem ain  invisible in th e  fra c tu red  
landscape o f m ulticu lturalism ."5

This invisibility becomes even m ore  
pronounced through analysis of Central 
A m erican  cultural production,
discussing th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  
p ro g ra m m in g  by Univision and th e  
shaping o f a so-called "hispanic nation", 
Geoffrey Fox rightly points out th a t  a 
co m m u n ity  must first exist in th e  
imaginations of its members before it 
can become a political or social force 7
■ w  I  |  ■ a « |  a |Though Fox examines the  ways in which  
natio na l spanish-language television  
program m ing  w o rked  to  produce an

The exam ple o f  contem porary  literature  
th a t  I w ill exam ine here is a 1999 novel 
by Salvadoran-born M ario  Bencastro, 
Odyssey to  th e  N orth . Bencastro, born  
in Ahuachapan, El Salvador in 1949 now  
lives in V irg inia  near W ashington  D.C. 
He is an a w a rd -w in n in g  author, 
p la y w rig h t  and artist w hose w orks  
include a collection o f short stories, The  
Tree o f Life: Stories o f Civil W ar (1993) 
as w ell as tw o  novels, A  Shot in th e  
C athedral (1990), and Odyssey to  th e  
N orth  (1999). Bencastro's earlier w o rk  
deals w ith  th e  violence o f th e  bloody  
Salvadoran Civil W ar, b u t his m ore  
c o n te m p o ra ry  w o rk  focuses on th e  
experiences o f Central Americans, and  
particularly Salvadorans in th e  United  
States. His latest novel, Journey to  th e  
Land o f G ra n d fa th e r, exam ines th e  
conflicts th a t  face im m igran t children in 
th e  U.S. and  was d e v e lo p e d  in 
c o lla b o ra t io n  w ith  students  fro m  
Belm ont High School o f Los Angeles, 
C alifo rn ia . It w ill  be published  
simultaneously in English and Spanish in 
M a y  2004. Bencastro's second novel, 
Odyssey to  th e  N orth  is a frag m e n ted

http://www.segura.com/Huezo.html


p o r t r a y a l  o f  t h e  S a l v a d o r a n - A m e r i c a n  

e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t  a p p e a r s  t o  b e  a  

t r a n s i t i o n  f r o m  h i s  e a r l y  f o c u s  o n  E l 

S a l v a d o r  t o  h i s  m o r e  r e c e n t  f o c u s  o n  

S a l v a d o r a n s  o u t s i d e  o f  t h e i r  h o m e l a n d .  

T h o u g h  t h e  a d v e n t u r e s  o f  p r o t a g o n i s t  

C a l i x t o  f o r m  a  c e n t r a l  n a r r a t i v e  

t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  n o v e l ,  t h e  t e x t  i t s e l f  i s  a  

c h a o t i c  j o u r n e y  t h r o u g h  m u l t i p l e  

i n d i v i d u a l  a n d  c o l l e c t i v e  e x p e r i e n c e s .  A  

c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  b o t h  s p a t i a l  a n d  

t e m p o r a l  d i s l o c a t i o n s  r e s u l t s  i n  a  t e x t  

t h a t  m o v e s  i n  s e v e r a l  d i r e c t i o n s  

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y .  T h e  r e a d e r  i s  c o n s t a n t l y  

t r a n s p o r t e d  b e t w e e n  C a l i x t o ' s  p r e s e n t  

e x p e r i e n c e s  a s  a  d i s h w a s h e r  i n  a  

W a s h i n g t o n  D . C .  h o t e l ,  h i s  p a s t  

e x p e r i e n c e s  w i t h  i m m i g r a n t  s m u g g l e r s  

a n d  i m m i g r a t i o n  d e t e n t i o n  o n  h i s  

a r d u o u s  j o u r n e y  t o  t h e  U . S . ,  a n d  t h e  

a r b i t r a r y  p o l i t i c a l  p e r s e c u t i o n  t h a t  

d r o v e  h i m  f r o m  h i s  h o m e  c o u n t r y .  T h e s e  

a l r e a d y  d i s j o i n t e d  m e m o r i e s  a n d  

e x p e r i e n c e s  a r e  f u r t h e r  d i s r u p t e d  b y  

n e w s p a p e r  a r t i c l e s ,  c o u r t  p r o c e e d i n g s ,  

l o v e  l e t t e r s  b e t w e e n  S a l v a d o r a n  

g u e r r i l l a s ,  s o n g s  a n d  p o e m s ,  a l l  

r e v e a l i n g  b o t h  t h e  a c c o m p l i s h m e n t s  

a n d  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  t h e  S a l v a d o r a n  

d i a s p o r a .  T h i s  m u l t i - f a c e t e d  l i t e r a r y  

s t y l e  p o s i t i o n s  t h e  r e a d e r  i n  a  l i m b o  

b e t w e e n  t h e  s p a c e s  o f  k i t c h e n s  a n d  

c o u r t r o o m s ,  p r i s o n s ,  b o r d e r s ,  b u s  

t e r m i n a l s  a n d  c i t y  t e n e m e n t s ,  

r e p r e s e n t i n g  t h e  d i v e r s e  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  

f r a g m e n t a t i o n  t h a t  r e s u l t  f r o m  t h e  

s p a t i a l  a n d  c u l t u r a l  d i s l o c a t i o n  o f  e x i l e .  

I n  t h i s  w a y ,  O d y s s e y  t o  t h e  N o r t h  i s  a  

l i t e r a r y  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  a t t e m p t s  

w i t h i n  t h e  S a l v a d o r a n - A m e r i c a n  

c o m m u n i t y  t o  m o v e  b e y o n d  s h a r e d  

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  i d e n t i t y  a s  " l a t i n o s "  

a n d  t o w a r d  m o r e  c o m p l e x  p r o c e s s e s  

o f  i n v e n t i o n  a n d  i m a g i n a t i o n  o f  

S a l v a d o r a n - A m e r i c a n  i d e n t i t i e s .  T h e  

f r a g m e n t e d  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  t e x t  i s  n o t  a s  

m u c h  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h e  m u l t i p l e  s o u r c e s  o f  

i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d  w r i t i n g  s t y l e s  i n c l u d e d  

t h e r e i n  a s  i t  i s  a n  i n e v i t a b l e  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  a n y  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t i o n  

s e e k i n g  t o  a r t i c u l a t e  a n  i d e n t i t y  w h o s e  

c u l t u r a l  " r o o t s "  r e m a i n  u n c e r t a i n .

T h o u g h  B e n c a s t r o ' s  t e x t  i s  r i c h  i n  

i m a g e r y  a n d  t h e m a t i c  c o m p l e x i t y ,  I w i l l  

f o c u s  o n  j u s t  t w o  p a r t i c u l a r  a s p e c t s  o f  

t h e  n o v e l  f o r  t h e  s a k e  o f  t h i s  s t u d y .  

T h e  f i r s t  o f  t h e s e  i s  t h e  d e f e n s e  o f  

S a l v a d o r a n  i d e n t i t y  t h r o u g h  t h e  

e s t a b l i s h m e n t  a n d  m a i n t e n a n c e  o f  

s t r o n g  c o n n e c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  t h e  

d i a s p o r a  a n d  t h e i r  h o m e  c o u n t r y .  T h e  

s e c o n d  i s  t h e  t e n d e n c y  t o  f o c u s  m o r e  o n  

t h e  r e a s o n s  f o r  w h i c h  i m m i g r a n t s  l e f t  

t h e i r  h o m e  c o u n t r y  r a t h e r  t h a n  o n  t h e i r  

d e s i r e s  t o  g o  t o  " E l  N o r t e " .  I h a v e  

d e c i d e d  t o  f o c u s  o n  t h e s e  t w o  p a r t i c u l a r  

a s p e c t s  n o t  o n l y  f o r  r e a s o n s  o f  b r e v i t y ,  

b u t  b e c a u s e  t h e y  p r e s e n t  t w o  p a r t i c u l a r  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  S a l v a d o r a n  i m m i g r a n t s  

t h a t  b e g i n  t o  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  t h e m  f r o m

t h e  t h r e e  g r o u p s  g e n e r a l l y  l i s t e d  u n d e r  

t h e  b a n n e r  o f  " l a t i n o s "  d e s c r i b e d  a b o v e .

S a l v a d o r a n  i d e n t i t y  i s  c h a m p i o n e d  b y  

p r o t a g o n i s t  C a l i x t o  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  

n o v e l .  H e  r e p e a t e d l y  f i n d s  w a y s  t o  a l l u d e  

d a n g e r ,  t o  l a n d  o n  h i s  f e e t ,  a n d  t o  

m a i n t a i n  h i s  s t r o n g  s e n s e  o f  d e v o t i o n  t o  

t h e  f a m i l y  t h a t  h e  i s  f o r c e d  t o  l e a v e  

b e h i n d  i n  E l S a l v a d o r .  C a l i x t o ' s  c h a r a c t e r  

s t a n d s  o u t  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  

t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  n o v e l  s u c h  a s  t h e  

d r u n k e n  a n d  a b u s i v e  M e x i c a n  c o y o t e s ,  

t h e  v i o l e n t  r i n g l e a d e r  o f  C u b a n  

p r i s o n e r s  o f  i m m i g r a t i o n  a p t l y  n a m e d  

M a r i e l o n , 10 a n d  e v e n  h i s  f e l l o w  

S a l v a d o r a n s  i n  W a s h i n g t o n  D . C . ' s  

A d a m s - M o r g a n  n e i g h b o r h o o d .  O n e

s u c h  S a l v a d o r a n  c o m p a n i o n  i s  J u a n c h o ,  

w h o s e  a t t e m p t s  a t  a s s i m i l a t i o n  t o  U n i t e d  

S t a t e s  c u l t u r e  c o n s i s t  o f  c h a n g i n g  h i s  

n a m e  t o  J o h n n y ,  b u y i n g  a  n e w  p a i r  o f  

s h o e s  a n d  s p e n d i n g  a l l  o f  h i s  m o n e y  o n  a  

T r a n s - A m  i n  o r d e r  t o  i m p r e s s  a n  

A m e r i c a n  w o m a n .  S u c h  s u p e r f i c i a l  

p o r t r a y a l s  o f  a s s i m i l a t i o n ,  w h e n  c o m p a r e d  

t o  t h e  r o l e  o f  C a l i x t o  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  

n o v e l ,  s e e m  t o  r e v e a l  i n  B e n c a s t r o ' s  w o r k  

a n  e f f o r t  t o  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  

m a i n t a i n i n g  s t r o n g  t i e s  b e t w e e n  

S a l v a d o r a n  i m m i g r a n t s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  

S t a t e s  a n d  t h e i r  c o u n t r y  o f  o r i g i n .

T h i s  t e n d e n c y  i s  a l s o  r e f l e c t e d  i n  

r e s e a r c h  t h a t  s t u d i e s  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  

a n d  s t r e n g t h e n i n g  o f  s u c h  t i e s  i n  t h e  

l a r g e r  S a l v a d o r a n  c o m m u n i t i e s  o f  

C a l i f o r n i a  a n d  W a s h i n g t o n  D . C . 11 A s  I 

s t a t e d  p r e v i o u s l y ,  m o s t  r e c e n t  c e n s u s  

d a t a  s h o w s  t h a t  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  2 0 %  o f  

E l  S a l v a d o r ' s  p o p u l a t i o n  c u r r e n t l y  

r e s i d e s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  T h e  

i n c r e a s e d  s p e e d  a n d  e a s e  o f  

t r a n s p o r t a t i o n ,  c o u p l e d  w i t h  a d v a n c e s

i n  m e a n s  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  a n d  

f i n a n c i a l  e x c h a n g e  h a v e  l e d  t o  m u c h  

s t r o n g e r  s o c i a l ,  e c o n o m i c ,  a n d  c u l t u r a l  

r e l a t i o n s  a c r o s s  g e o g r a p h i c a l  d i s t a n c e s .  

S u c h  t r a n s n a t i o n a l i s m  d o e s  n o t  

n e c e s s a r i l y  t r a n s l a t e  t o  a n  a b i l i t y ,  n o r  

e v e n  a  d e s i r e ,  t o  m a i n t a i n  o r  i n h a b i t  

t w o  d i s t i n c t  c u l t u r e s  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  a s  

s o m e  h a v e  s u g g e s t e d ,  b u t  i t  d o e s  

p r o v i d e  a  d i s t i n c t  s o c i o - e c o n o m i c  b a s i s  

f o r  t h e  c o n t i n u e d  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  

i d e n t i t y  r e p r e s e n t e d  i n  w o r k s  s u c h  a s  

t h a t  o f  M a r i o  B e n c a s t r o .  T h i s  t w o - w a y  

e x c h a n g e  o f  m o n e t a r y  r e m i t t a n c e  a n d  

c u l t u r a l  g r o u n d i n g  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  o n g o i n g  c o n s t r u c t i o n  

o f  p o s t - C i v i l  W a r  S a l v a d o r a n  i d e n t i t y  0  

U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  T h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  t h i s  

c o n n e c t i o n  i s  f u r t h e r  s u p p o r t e d  b y  t h e  

W a s h i n g t o n  P o s t  a r t i c l e ,  " C a l l i n g  A l l  

S a l v a d o r a n s , "  p u b l i s h e d  o n  N o v e m b e r

1 1 ,  2 0 0 2 ,  t h a t  r e p o r t e d  t h a t  t h e  

S a l v a d o r a n  g o v e r n m e n t  m a d e  a  h a l f  a  

m i l l i o n  c a l l s  t o  i t s  c i t i z e n s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  

S t a t e s  t o  r e m i n d  t h e m  t o  r e n e w  t h e i r  

" t e m p o r a r y  p r o t e c t e d  s t a t u s "  f o r  

e m p l o y m e n t  g r a n t e d  i n  2 0 0 1 . 12

T h o u g h  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  s t r u c t u r e  

o f  s u c h  r e m i t t a n c e  n e t w o r k s  w o u l d  

a p p e a r  t o  i n d i c a t e  p r i m a r i l y  e c o n o m i c  

r e a s o n s  b e h i n d  S a l v a d o r a n  i m m i g r a t i o n ,  

i t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  r e m e m b e r  t h e  

h i s t o r i c a l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  c o n d i t i o n s  u n d e r  

w h i c h  t h e  m a s s i v e  S a l v a d o r a n  

i m m i g r a t i o n  o f  t h e  1 9 7 0 s  a n d  1 9 8 0 s  

t o o k  p l a c e .  T h i s  b r i n g s  m e  t o  t h e  

s e c o n d  p o i n t  r a i s e d  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  m y  

e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  M a r i o  B e n c a s t r o ' s  n o v e l  

O d y s s e y  t o  t h e  N o r t h ,  a  t e n d e n c y  t o  

f o c u s  m o r e  o n  t h e  r e a s o n s  f o r  w h i c h  

i m m i g r a n t s  l e f t  t h e i r  h o m e  c o u n t r y  

r a t h e r  t h a n  o n  t h e i r  d e s i r e s  t o  g o  t o  " E l  

N o r t e " .  T h e  d i v e r s e  r a n g e  o f  c h a r a c t e r s  

i n  B e n c a s t r o ' s  t e x t  d o e s  p o r t r a y  t h e  

v a r i o u s  i n f l u e n c e s  t h a t  h a v e  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  

l o c a t e d  S a l v a d o r a n  i m m i g r a t i o n  o n  t h e  

m a r g i n s  o f  b o t h  e c o n o m i c  i m m i g r a n t s  

a n d  p o l i t i c a l  r e f u g e e s ,  b u t  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  

o f  p r o t a g o n i s t  C a l i x t o  i s  f i r m l y  r o o t e d  i n  

t h e  l a t t e r .  T h e  r e a d e r  l e a r n s  t h a t  C a l i x t o  

w a s  d e n o u n c e d  a s  a  s u b v e r s i v e  d e s p i t e  

h i s  l a c k  o f  p o l i t i c a l  i n v o l v e m e n t  i n  a n y  

c a p a c i t y .  H i s  s i t u a t i o n  r e v e a l s  t h e  

s u f f e r i n g  o f  t e n s  o f  t h o u s a n d s  o f  

S a l v a d o r a n s  t h a t  w e r e  c a u g h t  u p  i n  t h e  

v i o l e n c e  o f  t h e  C i v i l  W a r  a n d  h e  i s  

f o r c e d  t o  f l e e  h i s  c o u n t r y  o r  f a c e  c e r t a i n  

d e a t h  a t  t h e  h a n d s  o f  p a r a m i l i t a r y  

d e a t h  s q u a d s .  H i s  s u d d e n  a n d  t r a u m a t i c  

u p r o o t i n g  a n d  e x i l e  i s  e c h o e d  i n  t h e  

v o i c e s  o f  m a n y  t h a t  a p p e a r  o v e r  t h e  

c o u r s e  o f  t h e  n o v e l  w h o s e  c o l l e c t i v e  

l o n g i n g  f o r  t h e i r  h o m e l a n d  i s  m i r r o r e d  

b y  i m a g e s  o f  h o p e l e s s n e s s ,  d e s t r u c t i o n ,  

a n d  d e a t h .  A t  o n e  p o i n t  i n  t h e  n o v e l  f o r  

e x a m p l e ,  C a l i x t o  r e f l e c t s  o n  t h e  

o v e r w h e l m i n g  v i o l e n c e  o f  E l S a l v a d o r  

a n d  s t a t e s  s i m p l y ,  " I  p i c t u r e  m y  c o u n t r y  

a s  o n e  e n o r m o u s  c e m e t e r y "  ( 1 5 2 ) .



O n e  t r a g i c  e x a m p l e  o f  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  t h i s  

r e g i m e  o f  t e r r o r  i s  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  T e r e s a ,  

a  y o u n g  S a l v a d o r a n  w o m a n  i n  a  U n i t e d  

S t a t e s  c o u r t  f o r  i m m i g r a t i o n  h e a r i n g s  

c o n c e r n i n g  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  h e r  

a p p l i c a t i o n  f o r  a s y l u m  t o  a v o i d  b e i n g  

d e p o r t e d  t o  E l  S a l v a d o r .  S h e  f e a r s  t h a t  

h e r  l i f e  i s  i n  d a n g e r  d u e  t o  t h e  

o p p o s i t i o n a l  p o l i t i c a l  i n v o l v e m e n t  o f  

h e r  h u s b a n d  a n d  a t t e m p t s  t o  c o n v i n c e  

t h e  c o u r t  t h a t  i f  s h e  r e t u r n s  s h e  w i l l  

s u r e l y  b e  t a r g e t e d  b y  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  

g o v e r n m e n t  o p p r e s s i o n .  F r a g m e n t s  o f  

h e r  c o u r t r o o m  e x p e r i e n c e  a p p e a r  

d i s p e r s e d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  n o v e l ,  i n  

c h a p t e r s  1 1 ,  1 5 ,  2 1 ,  2 7 ,  3 7 ,  4 3 ,  4 9  a n d  5 5  

l e a d i n g  t o  t h e  j u d g e ' s  e v e n t u a l  d e c i s i o n  

t o  d e n y  h e r  a p p l i c a t i o n  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  

a s y l u m  a n d  o r d e r  h e r  d e p o r t a t i o n .  A  

s i m p l e ,  o n e  p a r a g r a p h  n e w s p a p e r  

a r t i c l e  f r o m  E l  S a l v a d o r  n e a r  t h e  e n d  o f  

t h e  n o v e l  a n n o u n c e s  t h a t  t h e  " r e m a i n s  

o f  a  w o m a n  w e r e  f o u n d . . .  i d e n t i f i e d  h e r  

a s  t w e n t y - o n e - y e a r - o l d  T e r e s a  d e  J e s ú s  

D e l g a d o . . .  r e c e n t l y  d e p o r t e d  f r o m  t h e  

U n i t e d  S t a t e s . . .  [ w h o s e ]  d e a t h  w a s  d u e  

t o  p o l i t i c a l  r e t a l i a t i o n "  ( 1 8 8 ) .

T e r e s a ' s  v i o l e n t  a n d  p r e d i c t a b l e  d e a t h  

c l o s e s  o n e  p a r t  o f  t h e  n o v e l  w i t h  t h e  

c o n t i n u e d  i m p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  r e t u r n ,  o r  a t  

l e a s t  t h e  c e r t a i n  d e s t r u c t i v e  

c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  s u c h  a  d e c i s i o n .  T h e  

n o v e l  e n d s  w i t h  C a l i x t o  l o o k i n g  u p o n  

t h e  l i g h t s  o f  W a s h i n g t o n  D . C  f o r  t h e  

f i r s t  t i m e  w h i l e  h i s  t h o u g h t s  w a n d e r  

b a c k  t o  E l  S a l v a d o r .  T h e  s t o r y l i n e s  o f  

C a l i x t o  a n d  T e r e s a  n e v e r  c r o s s ;  t h e y  a r e ,  

i n  f a c t ,  t h e  o n l y  t w o  o f  t h e  m u l t i p l e  a n d  

d i v e r g e n t  d i s c o u r s e s  t h a t  d o  n o t  c o m e  

i n t o  c o n t a c t  w i t h  o n e  a n o t h e r .  D e s p i t e  

t h i s  f a c t ,  a n d  p e r h a p s  e v e n  b e c a u s e  o f  

i t ,  t h e i r  d e e p l y  i n t e r c o n n e c t e d  e l e m e n t s  

p r o v i d e  a  u n i f y i n g  f o r c e  t h a t  b o t h  

d e f i n e s  a n d  e x p a n d s  t h e  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  

o f  S a l v a d o r a n - A m e r i c a n  e x p e r i e n c e .  I n  

t h i s  w a y ,  B e n c a s t r o  s t r u c t u r e s  h i s  n o v e l ,  

i n  b o t h  f o r m  a n d  c o n t e n t ,  m u c h  l i k e  

S t u a r t  H a l l  d e f i n e s  i d e n t i t y  i t s e l f :  a n  

u n r e s o l v e d  s p a c e  b e t w e e n  m u l t i p l e  a n d  

i n t e r s e c t i n g  d i s c o u r s e s .

S i n c e  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  v i o l e n c e  a t  

t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  l a s t  c e n t u r y ,  c u l t u r a l  

p r o d u c t i o n  h a s  t u r n e d  t o w a r d  d e e p e r  

e x a m i n a t i o n s  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  

d i v e r s e  e l e m e n t s  o f  C e n t r a l  A m e r i c a n  

s o c i e t y  a s  w e l l  a s  a t t e m p t s  a t  

r e p o s i t i o n i n g  a n d  r e i m a g i n i n g  t h e i r  

r o l e  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  c u l t u r a l ,  p o l i t i c a l  

a n d  e c o n o m i c  g l o b a l i z a t i o n .  A s  M a r i o  

B e n c a s t r o ' s  w o r k  s h o w s ,  t h e  e m e r g e n t  

l i t e r a r y  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  C e n t r a l  

A m e r i c a n s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  

c o n t i n u e s  t o  b e  a n  i m p o r t a n t  r e s o u r c e s  

f o r  t h e  d y n a m i c  r e i n v e n t i o n  a n d  

d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  m a r g i n a l i z e d  i d e n t i t i e s  

o f  t h e  C e n t r a l  A m e r i c a n  d i a s p o r a .  T h e  

p a r t i c u l a r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a n d  h i s t o r i c a l  

c i r c u m s t a n c e s  o f  t h e s e  c u l t u r e s  h o l d  

m a n y  l e s s o n s  n o t  o n l y  f o r  C e n t r a l

A m e r i c a n s ,  b u t  f o r  a l l  A m e r i c a n s  

s e e k i n g  a  d e e p e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  

t r a n s n a t i o n a l  r e l a t i o n s  t h a t  s h a p e d  t h e  

t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  a n d  w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  

s h a p e  t h e  t w e n t y - f i r s t  c e n t u r y .

M i c h a e l  M i l l a r  r e c e i v e d  h i s  P h . D .  f r o m  

t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M i c h i g a n  i n  2 0 0 2  a n d  i s  

n o w  a n  A s s i s t a n t  P r o f e s s o r  o f  S p a n i s h  

a n d  A m e r i c a n  S t u d i e s  a t  W e s t e r n  

M i c h i g a n  U n i v e r s i t y .  P r o f e s s o r  M i l l a r  

a l s o  w o r k s  a s  a n  A r e a  S t u d i e s  c o n s u l t a n t  

f o r  P r u d e n t i a l  I n t e r c u l t u r a l  S e r v i c e s .  H e  

h a s  p u b l i s h e d  a n d  p r e s e n t e d  s e v e r a l  

a r t i c l e s  o n  C e n t r a l  A m e r i c a n  c u l t u r a l  

p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  h a s  r e c e n t l y  e x p a n d e d  

h i s  r e s e a r c h  t o  i n c l u d e  t h e  l i t e r a r y  w o r k  

o f  t h e  C e n t r a l  A m e r i c a n  d i a s p o r a  i n  

t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  C o n t a t  h i m  a t  

m i c h a e l . m i l l e r @ w m i c h . e d u

A r t u r o  A r i a s ,  " C e n t r a l  A m e r i c a n -  

A m e r i c a n s ?  R e - m a p p i n g  L a t i n o / L a t i n  

A m e r i c a n  S u b j e c t i t v i t i e s  o n  B o t h  S i d e s  

o f  t h e  G r e a t  D i v i d e . "  E x p l i c a c i ó n  d e  

t e x t o s  l i t e r a r i o s .  V o l  X X V I I I  -  1 & 2 .  

( S a c r a m e n t o ,  C a l i f o r n i a :  C a l i f o r n i a  S t a t e  

U n i v e r s i t y ,  1 9 9 9 - 2 0 0 0 )  4 8 .

G e o f f r e y  F o x ,  H i s p a n i c  N a t i o n :  C u l t u r e ,  

P o l i t i c s  a n d  t h e  C o n s t r u c t i n g  o f  I d e n t i t y .  

( S e c a u c u s ,  N e w  J e r s e y :  B i r c h  L a n e  P r e s s ,  

1 9 9 6 )  1 3 1 .

F o x  1 2 9 .

S t u a r t  H a l l  i d e n t i f i e s  t h e  t e r m  " p o l i t i c s  o f  

i d e n t i t y "  a s  " s o c i a l  m o v e m e n t s  i n  w h i c h  

t h e  v a r i o u s  s o c i a l  m o v e m e n t s  t r i e d  t o  

o r g a n i z e  t h e m s e l v e s  p o l i t i c a l l y  w i t h i n  o n e  

i d e n t i t y . . .  A n d  i n  t h a t  r a t h e r  s i m p l e r  

u n i v e r s e ,  t h e r e  w a s  o n e  i d e n t i t y  t o  e a c h  

m o v e m e n t .  W h i l e  y o u  w e r e  i n  i t ,  y o u  h a d  

o n e  i d e n t i t y "  S t u a r t  H a l l ,  " E t h n i c i t y :  

I d e n t i t y  a n d  D i f f e r e n c e "  i n  B e y o n d  

B o r d e r s :  A  C u l t u r a l  R e a d e r  e d s .  R a n d a l l  

B a s s  a n d  J o e  Y o u n g  ( N e w  Y o r k :  H o u g h t o n  

M i f f l i n  C o m p a n y ,  2 0 0 2 )  2 2 8 - 2 4 0 .

V i r g i l  E l i z o n d o ,  " M e s t i z a j e  a s  a  L o c u s  o f  

T h e o l o g i c a l  R e f l e c t i o n , "  i n  F r o n t i e r s  o f  

H i s p a n i c  T h e o l o g y  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s , 

e d s .  A l l e n  F i g u e r o a ,  D e c k  a n d  S . J .  

M a r y k n o l l  ( N e w  Y o r k :  O r b i s  B o o k s ,  

1 9 9 2 )  1 0 9 .

6 .  A r i a s  5 3 .

7 .  F o x  b u i l d s  m u c h  o f  h i s  c u l t u r a l  s t u d y  o f  

s p a n i s h - l a n g u a g e  t e l e v i s i o n  i n  t h e  

U n i t e d  S t a t e s  o n  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  

" I m a g i n e d  C o m m u n i t i e s "  a s  d e v e l o p e d  

b y  B e n e d i c t  A n d e r s o n  i n  h i s  b o o k  o f  t h e  

s a m e  t i t l e .

8 .  H a l l  2 2 8 .

9 .  A r j u n  A p p a d u r a i ,  M o d e r n i t y  a t  L a r g e :  

C u l t u r a l  D i m e n s i o n s  o f  G l o b a l i z a t i o n  

( M i n n e a p o l i s :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M i n n e s o t a  

P r e s s ,  1 9 9 6 )  3 1 - 2 .

1 0 .  T h e  n a m e  M a r i e l o n  s e e m s  t o  b e  a  c l e a r

r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  s e c o n d  w a v e  o f  C u b a n  

i m m i g r a t i o n  k n o w n  a s  t h e  M a r i e l i t o s  

w h o  a r r i v e d  a s  p a r t  o f  w h a t  is  k n o w n  a s  

t h e  " M a r i e l  B o a t  L i f t " .  T h i s  s e c o n d  w a v e  

o f  i m m i g r a t i o n  h a s  b e e n  h i s t o r i c a l l y  

s t e r e o t y p e d  a s  t h e  c r i m i n a l s  a n d  

o u t c a s t s  o f  C u b a n  s o c i e t y  t h a t  C a s t r o  n o  

l o n g e r  w a n t e d  i n  C u b a .

. S e e  f o r  e x a m p l e :  N o r m a  H a m i l t o n  a n d  

N o r a  S t o l t z  C h i n c h i l l a ,  S e e k i n g  

C o m m u n i t y  i n  a  G l o b a l  C i t y  

( P h i l a d e l p h i a :  T e m p l e  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  

2 0 0 1 )  o r  C e c i l i a  M e n j i v a r ,  F r a g m e n t e d  

T i e s :  S a l v a d o r a n  I m m i g r a n t  N e t w o r k s  i n  

A m e r i c a  ( B e r k e l e y :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  

C a l i f o r n i a  P r e s s ,  2 0 0 0 ) .

1 2 .  M a r y  B e t h  S h e r i d a n  " C a l l i n g  A l l  

S a l v a d o r a n s "  T h e  W a s h i n g t o n  P o s t ,  

N o v e m b e r  1 1 ,  2 0 0 2 .

R E F E R E N C E S

A n d e r s o n ,  B e n e d i c t .  I m a g i n e d  C o m m u n i t i e s .  

2 a  e d .  L o n d o n :  V e r s o n ,  1 9 9 1 .

A p p a d u r a i ,  A r j u n  M o d e r n i t y  a t  L a r g e :  C u l t u r a l  

D i m e n s i o n s  o f  G l o b a l i z a t i o n .  M i n n e a p o l i s :  

U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M i n n e s o t a  P r e s s ,  1 9 9 6 .

A r i a s ,  A r t u r o .  " C e n t r a l  A m e r i c a n - A m e r i c a n s ?  

R e - m a p p i n g  L a t i n o / L a t i n  A m e r i c a n  

S u b j e c t i t v i t i e s  o n  B o t h  S i d e s  o f  t h e  G r e a t  

D i v i d e . "  E x p l i c a c i ó n  d e  t e x t o s  l i t e r a r i o s .  V o l  

X X V I I I  -  1 & 2 .  S a c r a m e n t o ,  C a l i f o r n i a :  

C a l i f o r n i a  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y ,  1 9 9 9 - 2 0 0 0 :  4 7 - 6 3 .

B e n c a s t r o ,  M a r i o .  A r b o l  d e  l a  v i d a :  h i s t o r i a s  

d e  l a  g u e r r a  c i v i l .  A r t e  P ú b l i c o  P r e s s ,  1 9 9 7 .

---------. D i s p a r o  e n  l a  c a t e d r a l .  H o u s t o n :  A r t e

P ú b l i c o  P r e s s , 1 9 9 7 .

-------- . O d y s s e y  t o  t h e  N o r t h .  H o u s t o n :  A r t e

P ú b l i c o  P r e s s ,  1 9 9 8 .

E l i z o n d o ,  V i r g i l ,  " M e s t i z a j e  a s  a  L o c u s  o f  

T h e o l o g i c a l  R e f l e c t i o n , "  i n  F r o n t i e r s  o f  

H i s p a n i c  T h e o l o g y  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  e d s .  

A l l e n  F i g u e r o a ,  D e c k  a n d  S . J .  M a r y k n o l l .  

N e w  Y o r k :  O r b i s  B o o k s ,  1 9 9 2 .

F o x ,  G e o f f r e y .  H i s p a n i c  N a t i o n :  C u l t u r e ,  

P o l i t i c s  a n d  t h e  C o n s t r u c t i n g  o f  I d e n t i t y .  

S e c a u c u s ,  N e w  J e r s e y :  B i r c h  L a n e  P r e s s ,  1 9 9 6 .

H a l l ,  S t u a r t .  " E t h n i c i t y :  I d e n t i t y  a n d  

D i f f e r e n c e "  i n  B e y o n d  B o r d e r s :  A  C u l t u r a l  

R e a d e r  e d s .  R a n d a l l  B a s s  a n d  J o e  Y o u n g .  

N e w  Y o r k :  H o u g h t o n  M i f f l i n  C o m p a n y ,  2 0 0 2 :  

2 2 8 - 2 4 0 .

H a m i l t o n ,  N o r m a  a n d  N o r a  S t o l t z  C h i n c h i l l a .  

S e e k i n g  C o m m u n i t y  i n  a  G l o b a l  C i t y .  

P h i l a d e l p h i a :  T e m p l e  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  2 0 0 1 .

M e n j i v a r ,  C e c i l i a .  F r a g m e n t e d  T i e s :  

S a l v a d o r a n  I m m i g r a n t  N e t w o r k s  i n  A m e r i c a . 

B e r k e l e y :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  C a l i f o r n i a  P r e s s ,  2 0 0 0 .

S h e r i d a n ,  M a r y  B e t h .  " C a l l i n g  A l l  S a l v a d o r a n s . "  

T h e  W a s h i n g t o n  P o s t  1 1  N o v .  2 0 0 2 .
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