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ODYSSEY 10O
The NORTH:

S alvad o ran Id e n titie s

m e ric an

Michael Millar westem 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 | will
focus my attention here on the

Salvadoran diaspora of the United
States. | 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 | 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



described here will illustrate my point
concerning the frequent exclusion of
Central Americans from this discussion.
The pulling effects of U.S. political
freedom, economic prosperity and
educational advancement are matched
by the push of unjust persecution and
financial stagnation in the home
countries. These perpetuations of the
image of the "American Dream" are
undermined by the thought of refugees
arriving by the thousands who are
fleeing violent regimes that are both
openly and covertly supported by the
United States. Such is the case with
most Guatemalans and Salvadorans as
well as many Nicaraguans who sought
refuge in the United States throughout
the 1970s and 1980s. Thus, in order to
begin to understand the particular
experiences of these American cultures
and their circumstances as immigrants
here in the United States, it is first
necessary to come to terms with a
difficult history of U.S. foreign policies
that often did not match the ideals
represented by the American Dream.
This challenge can be, and often is
avoided by simply overlooking the
sociocultural differentiation of Central
Americans from other latino groups.

Whatever the reasons for the general
exclusion of Central-American cultures
from most discussions of hispanics in the
United States however, the fact of their
exclusion remains. The decades of
political turmoil in the region left over
200.000 dead in Guatemala, 70,000 in El
Salvador, and another 60,000 in
Nicaragua.2 Meanwhile, the number of
immigrants from these countries to the
United States increased by ten fold.
Census data show that between 1980
and 2000, the number of Salvadorans
born in the U.S. went from under
100.000 to over 1.2 million.3 An
estimated 20% of the entire Salvadoran
population now resides in the United
States as a result of the civil wars and
social chaos whose intensity and
duration were deeply linked to U.S.
military and economic intervention in
the region. Yet despite these staggering
numbers, Salvadorans, and Central
Americans in general, have remained
on the margins of cultural studies and
identity politics of "latinos" that took
shape around three main groups during
the twentieth century.4

The "three main groups" to which |
have repeatedly referred here are by no
means homogenous groups with a
common sense of cultural identity,
economic status, nor even political
affiliation. What these groups do share
is a history of identity politics that has
helped to shape a cultural framework
within which group members can
navigate and make decisions concerning

affiliation, identification, separation,
etc. In the words of Mexican-American
priest and liberation theologian Virgil
Elizondo "The knowledge of
fundamental belonging -that is, to be
French, American, Mexican English, is...
one of the deepest needs of persons.
When this need is met, it is not even
thought about as a need; but when it is
missing, it is so confusing and painful
that we find it difficult to even
conceptualize it or speak about it."5This
IS not to suggest that Mexican-
Americans, Cuban-Americans or Puerto
Ricans have firmly established such a
sense of identity and belonging; on the
contrary, it isto point out that despite
an established history of identity politics
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in this country, they continue to struggle
with issues of cultural "belonging". This
fact should help to illustrate the
difficulties faced by Central Americans
who, as Arturo Arias points out, "have
not organized themselves around a
name, around identity politics, and thus
remain invisible in the fractured
landscape of multiculturalism."5

This invisibility becomes even more
pronounced through analysis of Central
American cultural production,

discussing the development of
programming by Univision and the
shaping of a so-called "hispanic nation",
Geoffrey Fox rightly points out that a
community must first exist in the
imaginations of its members before it
can become a political or social force 7
Though Fox examines the ways in which
national spanish-language television
programming worked to produce an

imagined community of hispanics in the
United States, | believe his premise to be
helpful in explaining the importance of
all  cultural production to the
development of marginalized cultural
identities. The need for belonging
described above requires an equally
iImportant necessity to actively seek out
the means by which to articulate cultural
identity and represent both individual
and collective experiences. In an age of
globalization, as ours is currently
understood, there is no denying that
traditional cultural structures such as
race, class, gender and nationality have
lost much of their effectiveness in
defining identity, leaving it in the words
of Stuart Hall, "an unsettled space... an
unresolved question... between a
number of intersecting discuourses."8
Arjun Appadurai points out that in this
contemporary context, "the imagination
is now central to all forms of agency, is
itself a social act, and is the key
component of the new global order."9
This central role of the imagination
allows individuals a much broader range
of control over the definition and
constant reinvention of their own sense
of cultural identity, thus increasing the
value of cultural production in
articulating and reimagining the
elements of identity available to
individual subjects. | will devote the
remainder of this talk to a discussion of
one example of the many ways in which
Central American cultural production in
the United States isemerging as a means
of producing a framework within which
such practices of identity construction
can be enriched for members of the
Central American diaspora.

The example of contemporary literature
that | will examine here isa 1999 novel
by Salvadoran-born Mario Bencastro,
Odyssey to the North. Bencastro, born
in Ahuachapan, El Salvador in 1949 now
lives in Virginia near Washington D.C.
He is an award-winning author,
playwright and artist whose works
include a collection of short stories, The
Tree of Life: Stories of Civil War (1993)
as well as two novels, A Shot in the
Cathedral (1990), and Odyssey to the
North (1999). Bencastro's earlier work
deals with the violence of the bloody
Salvadoran Civil War, but his more
contemporary work focuses on the
experiences of Central Americans, and
particularly Salvadorans in the United
States. His latest novel, Journey to the
Land of Grandfather, examines the
conflicts that face immigrant children in
the U.S. and was developed in
collaboration with students from
Belmont High School of Los Angeles,
California. It will be published
simultaneously in English and Spanish in
May 2004. Bencastro's second novel,
Odyssey to the North is a fragmented
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portrayal of the Salvadoran-A merican

experience th at appears to be a
transition from his early focus on El
Salvador to his more recent focus on
Salvadorans outside of their homeland.
Though the adventures of protagonist
Calixto form a central narrative
throughout the novel, the text itself is a
through m ultiple

chaotic journey

individual and collective experiences. A

com bination of both spatial and
tem poral dislocations results in a text
th at moves in several directions

simultaneously. The reader is constantly

transported between Calixto's present

experiences as a dishw asher in a
W ashington D.C. hotel, his past
experiences with im migrant smugaglers
and im m igration detention on his
arduous journey to the U.S., and the
arbitrary political persecution th at

drove him from his hom e country. These

already disjointed mem ories and
experiences are further disrupted by
new spaper articles, court proceedings,
Salvadoran

love letters betw een

guerrillas, songs and poem s, all

revealing both th e accomplishm ents
and difficulties of th e Salvadoran
diaspora. This multi-faceted literary
style positions the reader in a limbo
betw een the spaces of kitchens and
borders, bus

courtroom s, prisons,

term inals and city tenem ents,
representing the diverse experiences of
fragm entation th at result from the
spatial and cultural dislocation of exile.

In this way, Odyssey to the North is a

literary m anifestation of attem pts
w ithin the Salvadoran-A merican
community to move beyond shared
representations of identity as "latinos"

and tow ard more complex processes
of invention and im agination of
Salvadoran-A merican identities. The
fragm ented nature of the text is not as
much a result of the multiple sources of
inform ation and writing styles included
therein as it is an inevitable
characteristic of any cultural production

seeking to articulate an identity w hose

cultural "roots" remain uncertain.
Though Bencastro's te x t is rich in
im agery and them atic com plexity, | will

focus on just tw o particular aspects of
th e novel for the sake of this study.
The first of these is the defense of
through th e

Salvadoran identity

establishm ent and m aintenance of

strong connections betw een th e
diaspora and their home country. The
second isthe tendency to focus more on
the reasons for which im migrants left
their home country rather than on their
desires to go to "El N orte". I have
decided to focus on these tw o particular
aspects not only for reasons of brevity,
but because they present tw o particular
characteristics of Salvadoran im migrants

that begin to differentiate them from

the three groups generally listed under
the banner of "latinos" described above.
Salvadoran identity is championed by

protagonist Calixto throughout the
novel. He repeatedly finds ways to allude
danger, to land on his feet, and to
m aintain his strong sense of devotion to
the family that he is forced to leave
behind in EIl Salvador. Calixto's character
stands out in contrastto other characters
throughout the novel such as th e
drunken and abusive M exican coyotes,
Cuban

th e violent ringleader of

prisoners of im migration aptly named

M arielon, 10 and even his fellow
Salvadorans in W ashington D.C.'s
A dams-M organ neighborhood. One

such Salvadoran com panion is Juancho,
w hose attem pts at assim ilation to U nited
States culture consist of changing his
name to Johnny, buying a new pair of
shoes and spending all of his m oney on a
order to

Trans-A m in im press an

A merican W om an. Such superficial
portrayals of assim ilation, w hen com pared
to the role of Calixto throughout the
novel, seem to reveal in Bencastro's work

an effort to represent the necessity of

m aintaining strong ties betw een
Salvadoran im migrants in the United
States and their country of origin.

This tendency is also reflected in

research that studies the development
and strengthening of such ties in the
larger Salvadoran com m unities of
California and W ashington D.C.1 As |
stated previously, m ost recent census

data shows that approxim ately 20% of

El Salvador's population currently
resides in th e United States. The
increased speed and ease of

transportation, coupled with advances

in m eans of com m unication and
financial exchange have led to m uch
stronger social, economic, and cultural

relations across geographical distances.
Such transnationalism does not
necessarily translate to an ability, nor
even a desire, to m aintain or inhabit
tw o distinct cultures sim ultaneously as
som e have suggested, but it does
provide a distinct socio-economic basis
for th e continued construction o f
identity represented in works such as
that of M ario Bencastro. This two-w ay
exchange of monetary rem ittance and
cultural grounding is essential to
understanding the ongoing construction
of post-Civil W ar Salvadoran identity 0
United States. The im portance of this
connection is further supported by the
W ashington Post article, "Calling All
Salvadorans,” published on November
11, 2002, th at reported th at the
Salvadoran government made a half a
m illion calls to its citizens in the United
States to rem ind them to renew their
status" for

"tem porary protected

em ployment granted in 2001.12

Though the development and structure
of such rem ittance netw orks would
appear to indicate primarily economic
reasons behind Salvadoran im migration,
it is necessary to rem em ber the

historical and political conditions under

w hich th e m assive Salvadoran
im m igration of the 1970s and 1980s
took place. This brings me to th e

second point raised in relation to my
exam ination of M ario Bencastro's novel
Odyssey to the North, a tendency to
focus more on the reasons for which
im m igrants left their hom e country
rather than on their desires to go to "EI
N orte". The diverse range of characters
in Bencastro's text does portray the
various influences that have traditionally
located Salvadoran im m igration on the
m argins of both economic im migrants
and political refugees, but the situation
of protagonist Calixto is firmly rooted in
the latter. The reader learns that Calixto
was denounced as a subversive despite
his lack of political involvement in any
capacity. His situation reveals th e
suffering of tens of thousands of
Salvadorans that were caught up in the
violence of the Civil W ar and he is
forced to flee his country or face certain
death at the hands of paramilitary
death squads. His sudden and traum atic
uprooting and exile is echoed in the
voices of many that appear over the
course of the novel whose <collective
longing for their homeland is m irrored
by images of hopelessness, destruction,
and death. Atone point in the novel for
example, Calixto reflects on th e
overw helm ing violence of EI Salvador

and states simply, "I picture my country

as one enormous cemetery"”™ (152).



One tragic exam ple of the effects of this
regime of terror is the figure of Teresa,
a young Salvadoran woman in a United
States court for

im m igration hearings

concerning th e process of her

application for asylum to avoid being
deported to EI Salvador. She fears that
her life is in danger due to th e

oppositional political involvement of
her husband and attem pts to convince
the court that if she returns she will

surely be targeted by the forces of

government oppression. Fragments of

her courtroom experience appear

dispersed throughout the novel, in
chapters 11, 15, 21, 27, 37, 43, 49 and 55
leading to the judge's eventual decision
to deny her

application for political

asylum and order her deportation. A

sim ple, one paragraph new spaper
article from EI Salvador near the end of
the novel announces that the "rem ains
of a woman were found... identified her
as twenty-one-year-old Teresa de JesuUs
Delgado... recently deported from the
United States... [whose] death was due
to political retaliation™ (188).

death

Teresa's violent and predictable

closes one part of the novel with the
continued impossibility of return, or at

least th e certain destructive

consequences of such a decision. The

novel ends with Calixto looking upon
the lights of W ashington D .C for the
first time while his thoughts wander
back to EI' Salvador. The storylines of
Calixto and Teresa never cross; they are,
in fact, the only tw o of the multiple and
divergent discourses that do not come
into contact with one another. Despite
this fact, and perhaps even because of
it, their deeply interconnected elem ents
provide a unifying force that both
defines and expands the representation
of Salvadoran-A merican experience. In
this way, Bencastro structures his novel,
m uch lik e

in both form and content,

Stuart Hall defines identity itself: an
unresolved space betw een multiple and

intersecting discourses.

Since the end of the political violence at
th e end of the last century, cultural

production has turned toward deeper

examinations of the relations betw een

diverse elem ents of Central A merican
society as w ell as attem pts at
repositioning and reim agining their
role in the context of cultural, political

and economic globalization. As M ario
Bencastro's work shows, the emergent

literary production of Central

A mericans in th e United States

continues to be an im portant resources
for th e dynam ic reinvention and
development of marginalized identities
of the Central A merican diaspora. The
particular characteristics and historical

circum stances of these cultures hold

many lessons not only for Central

A mericans, but for all

A mericans

seeking a deeper understanding of the

transnational relations that shaped the

tw entieth century and will continue to

shape the twenty-first century.
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