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Connecting its storyline to the historical context of the
civil war in EI Salvador, this US Latina text d ramatizes
dehumanizing effects of political violence on individual
and collective being. With an emphasis on the dialec
tical connection between the personal and the social,
the novel focuses on individual strategies of su rvival
and resistance in conditions of authoritarianism in
order to suggest new forms of political opposition and
l iberation . Its narrative reveals subversive and
empowering aspects of the i ntimate, as the discourse
of motherhood and religiosity reclaims its place in the
public sphere and takes a direct stance against violence and oppression.
From the signifier of passivity and peace, mother
became a signifier of resistance.
Jean Franco1

Dramatizing dehumanizing effects of political brutality on
individual and collective being, In Search of Bernabe ( 1 993) by
Graciela Limon con nects its storyline to the historical context of
the civil war in EI Salvador ( 1 980- 1 992) . The narrative depicts
struggles of a Salvadoran mother who loses two sons in per
sonal and collective tribulations. While she searches for her
son Bernabe, crossing m u ltiple borders on her way to the U . S . ,
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the mother witnesses the collective sufferi ng of her nation and
a continuous legal and human discrimination against refugees .
Seeing that her story "is not too different from that of many oth
ers" (60) , Luz Delcano realizes that she is not alone in her pain
and suffering. As the novel progresses, the woman's personal
condition and plight extend into a collective state of being,
reflecting horrors of the Salvadoran turmoil and pleading for
help and solidarity.
Ellen McCracken defines this U .S. Latina novel as a "mod
ified testimonial narrative" that bears witness to specific histor
ical events and engages readers in new i nterpretive practices. 2
As i n testimonio literatu re, the personal story of the novel's
main protagonist functions as an account of com m u nal experi
ence of sociopolitical oppression and marginalization as well
as a testimony to abuse of human rights. While it brings to
attention the suffering and struggles of the ''foreign other," this
type of narration provides an articulation of s ubaltern voices
and a reconstruction of history from below. Employing what
Linda H utcheon calls "historiographic m etafiction,"3 Limon's
text fuses h istory and fiction to present "cou nter-narratives to
the official, master-text"4 and thus reveal ideologi cal construc
tions of dominant social narratives. In addition the p rotagonist's
personal story integrates a call for social j ustice and l iberation ,
i nviti ng the reader to empathize with the oppressed and
oppose their disenfranchisement.s In this way the individual is
politicized in order to provide social criticism and i nitiate social
transformation , while the power of its "authentic" experience is
employed as a means of g ranting l egitimacy to the project of
social revolution and l iberation .

The I ntimate as a Pol itical I nvestment
Emphasizing the connection between the i ndividual and
the communal , Limon's text also focuses on i ndividual strate
gies of su rvival and resistance in conditions of oppression i n
order t o suggest new forms of political opposition a n d l ibera
tion. As Jean Franco and Amy Kami nsky have shown in thei r
studies of Latin American fem inist praxis,6 rol es practiced in the
traditionally p rivate sphere can be redefi ned in the public
sphere to counter authoritarian practices of the m i litary state. In
this novel , p rivatized concepts, such as motherhood and reli-
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gious faith , are demonstrated as modes of social agency and
oppositional populist movement. When mobilized i n the public
space, their domestic and private designation , imposed by the
division between the private and the social, is re-signified and
transfigured into an active social comm itment. The novel
reveals subversive and empowering aspects of the i nti mate as
the discou rse of motherhood and religiosity reclaims its place
in the public sphere and takes a direct stance against violence,
oppression , and subj ugation .
I n addition the universality of these concepts reaches the
common space of experience, affi nity, and understanding and
thus points at a possibil ity of new coalitions. Employing an
internationalist perspective, Limon's text aims at cross-nation
al solidarity and identification, and the discourse of motherhood
and religion serves as a powerful method of translation
between different epistemologies of experience. As it mediates
otherness, abstraction , and division , this fam iliar discou rse
provides a common pOint of understanding and coming togeth
er, maki ng the testimonial dimension more powerful and effec
tive.
Approaching the romanticized and traditionally conformist
concepts in a differential mode , the narrative portrays mother
ly love and religious commitment leading to oppositional con
sciousness that initiates resistance to the dominant center of
power-the repressive state authority. The author underscores
that these concepts themselves convert i nto modes of power
when they become mobilized as oppositional forms of social
action and mechanisms of survival under conditions of state
violence and oppression.

Confronti ng Pol itical Patriarchy
By building a parallel between the disi ntegration of the
Delcano fami ly and the violent destruction of their country, the
author cal ls attention to the inevitable connection between the
private and the public realm . In a testi monial and a post-colo
nial manner Limon uses voices of the subaltern to re-narra
tivize the dominant socio-political narrative as wel l as to fore
ground the u rgency of global solidarity and l iberation . She
develops the theme of 'a mother searching for her lost son' in
order to integrate the victim's perspective and evince the
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destructive effects of political violence and totalitarian authori
ty. As she emphasizes the connection between fami l ial and
national structures, Lim6n points at the continuum between the
abusive patriarchal domination over women and the totalitarian
state control over citizen-subjects.
The novel opens up with a Biblical excerpt on incestual
rape, setti ng the tone for the prologue and its theme of patriar
chal abuse. The main protagonist, Luz Delcano, is raped by her
wealthy grandfather and after his death thrown out of the
house by the indifferent family. After this account, the fi rst part
of the book is i ntroduced by an excerpt from Time Magazine
reporting the 1 980 massacre at Archbishop Romero's funeral
in San Salvador. Having established a l i n k between the fiction
al and the factual, the narration in "Part One" takes over the
sparse and formal journalistic style of the excerpt and imagi
natively recreates the moments of the massacre , providing
thus a more immediate and concrete representation. The char
acter of Luz Delcano is again i n focus, and this time she is
thrown in the m idst of political terror and violence. As she is fol
lowi ng her son Bernabe i n the funeral procession , u niformed
soldiers suddenly appear and start shooting at the panic-strick
en crowd of people: "Mothers crouched wherever they could in
an attempt to protect their babies . Men and women p ressed
against the cathedral walls hoping to find cover behind a cor
ner or a sharp angle" (23) .
The sequence of these episodes points at the connection
between the forceful exercise of patriarchal power in the
domestic sphere and the authority of a repressive state: the
totalitarianism of state power is constituted as an extension of
patriarchal dom ination and its mechanisms of h i e rarchy,
oppression , and violence. This conti n u u m also builds an alle
gorical meaning for the sociopol itical context: the Salvadoran
civil war is translated i nto an i ntense p hysical abuse, or rape,
of the civilians, who are i n the end outcast by the m i litary social
system , having been stripped of h u manity and identity. In her
own discussion of the novel, G raciela Lim6n affi rms that the
rape scene in the book's prologue functions as a metaphor for
the Salvadoran civil war.? Corresponding to the logic of the vio
lent act of rape, the political violence , too, may be i nterpreted
as "the final act which obl iterates the victims" from the social
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system and transforms them into "si lent, i nvisible, non-existent
entities."B I make this statement referring to Maria Herrera
Sobek's argument on the politics of rape in order to reaffirm
that state authority and regulation are a continuation of the
patriarchal exercise of power. I emphasize that in conditions of
authoritarianism and m i litarism both genders become victim
ized si nce a totalitarian social system mai ntains its power
th rough the subjugation and exclusion of women and disen
franchised men, who occupy subordinate positions i n a hierar
chical social structure. Any act against such social organization
results in silencing and obliteration not only in the social but
also in the private space, where the authoritarian system
asserts its command over the i ndividual .
Throughout the novel , the author foregrounds the inva
siveness of the authoritarian state in an attem pt to bring to
attention the victimization of i nnocent civilians. At the same
time, as she depicts the horrific conditions of individual and
social being under the mil itary regime, Lim6n shows the emer
gence of populist resistance, the citizens' refusal to be com
pletely silenced. The novel portrays the Salvadorans being
forced i nto a state of i nternal exile, si nce the state has denied
them safety in both the domestic and the public space .
However the citizens creatively and fearlessly confront the con
finement by forming a new public space that allows resistance
and oppositional movement. The procession that forms for the
funeral of Oscar Romero, described at the beginning of the
book, can be interpreted as a direct challenge to the dom inant
center of state power: disobeying the rule of restricted move
ment and gathering, the oppressed Salvadorans defiantly
assert in public their own presence and the presence of
Archbishop Romero. The scene establishes this act as a pow
erful social protest against the military oppression and a call for
liberation and social justice articulated in the discourse of lib
eration theology. By retaking the public space, the Salvadoran
civil ians not only acknowledge the reality of oppressive condi
tions but they also refuse to be imprisoned by its annihilating
weight and mechanisms of control. The subversiveness of this
agency is manifested i n the counter-action of the government
that util izes its military apparatus to sabotage the funeral .
Although a peaceful and silent gathering, the outdoor burial
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ceremony beco m es "tra nsfo rmed i nto a tab l ea u of h o rro r:
explod i n g hand bombs, w i l d g u nfire, terrified c rowds stamped
i n g i n pa n i c"

( 1 9),

reports the

Time Magazine exce rpt in

L i m 6 n 's book.
As the nove l i l l ustrate s , the sancti oned p u b l i c space i nsti 
gated by the total i tarian state does not a l low oppositional soc i a l
move m e n ts , and any p resence o f res istance and s u bve rs i o n i s
p u n i shed and e rased by forc e . Howeve r, by re i ncorporati n g
and reacce ntuati n g the issue o f l i b e ratio n (theol ogy) i nto the
p u b l i c , the oppos itional social m ove m e nt of the oppressed
Sa lvado rans enters the sanctioned p u b l i c space and t rans
forms it i nto a p lace of res i stance and s u rviva l . By doi n g t h i s ,
t h e opp ressed g a i n politicized identities that contest t h e author
itarian system of powe r a n d its forms of s u bj u gati o n . They chal
lenge t h e i r muted , objectified pos itions and re-s i g n ify them i nto
sites of social resistance a n d expression . I n h e r c ritical study,

Talking Back

( 1 992) ,

D e b ra Cast i l l o exp l a i n s the resem a nti

cization of s i lence i n the context of patri a rchal authori ty as a
form of speech , i . e . an exp ress ion of female rebe l l ion and i nde
pendence. I trace the s a m e p rocess of resemanticizati on i n the
si lent p rotests against m i l i ta ry reg i m es i n Lati n A m e rica: the
expos u re of s i l ence i n the public s p h e re s i g n ifies a non-vi olent
stance agai nst state reg u l ations and autho rity a n d , at the same
ti m e , testifies to the d e h u m a n i zation and a n n i h i l ation of the
civi l ian popu lati o n . Th e refo re , the objectified oth e rs tu rn i nto
age nts of social c h a n g e a n d t h e i r own e m a n c i pation by u s i n g
t h e v e ry s e m a n t i cs of o p p ress i o n a n d a u t h o rita ri a n i s m .
E m bodyi ng the censored speech and s i l e n c i n g , they c reate a
n ew space of coll ective express ion and vi s i b i l i ty that contests
the repressive space i n sti tuted by the m i l ita ry state.
L i m 6 n 's book s h ows that the wi l l for s u rvival a n d freedom
a rises as a powe rf u l force of acti on even in the conditions of
compl ete h e l p l essness and despa i r. W h i l e i n the beg i n n i n g Luz
Delcano enters the p u b l i c space unwi l l i n g ly and by force (she
is th rown out of the Delcanos' house ) , later on s h e defiantly
rem a i n s i n it, dete r m i ned to find her son Bernabe . Not co m p ly
ing with the ru l e of restricted m ovem e n t and refu s i n g to stay
confi ned i n her house, she e m b a rks o n a risky and d a n g e rous
searc h , fi rst on the streets of San Salvador and then across the
bord e rs of G uate m a l a , M exico, and the U . S . The na rrative
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traces her multiple border-crossing as an oppositional move
ment, this time against the reg u lative protocols of nation
states. At the border between G uatemala and Mexico Luz
stands up to i m m i g ration officers who harass a you ng
Salvadoran man . While his nationality, gender, and age mark
him as an offender for the i m m igration officials- "What have we
here? A deserter! That's what you are, aren't you?" (58)-the
Salvadoran refugee comes to embody the lost son for Luz.
Seeing a gun pOinted at the man's head , she launches herself
at the agent. Witnessing the th reat of physical violence, Luz
rel ives the moment of separation from Bernabe , and as she
realizes that "Arturo could have been Bernabe" (58) she pan
ics at the possibility of a repeated loss. The "return of the
repressed"9 transitions her into a defensive mode and gives
her strength to overpower the i m m i g ration officer. Her biologi
cal role of motherhood takes on an oppositional and resistant
signification, transforming i nto a social undertaking.
Dramatizing an encounter between a mother who search
es for a disappeared son and the immigration authorities who
exercise the power of nation-states, the novel emphasizes the
entry of women into the public space as a resistant movement
against global patriarchy. The subversive power of the ''femi
nine" emerges i n resistance against the patriarchal abuse and
authority exercised beyond the boundaries of a single nation .
I n this instance, the maternal asserts itself against internation
al protocols of the c ross-border m ovement and i n defiance of
regulation and authority. The mother in the story di rectly chal
lenges the order of the regulated g lobal space, which is institu
tionalized in an attempt to protect power structu res of nation
states. She real izes that her personal tragedy derives from
such order and is manipulated for pol itical i nterests of the dom
inant power structures .
Latin American fem i nist praxis has shown that while
women's entrance i nto the public space poses a serious threat
to women's l ives it also grants them a subversive and non-vio
lent political power that counters state authoritarianism and mil
itary dictatorship. With the advance of oppressive govern
ments, the women's movements in Latin America entered the
public space and forced the issues of pOlitical violence out in
the public. 1 0 They organized around private and com munal
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issues, protesting non-violently against the m i l itary survei l lance
and terror, and by extension agai nst the patriarchal dominance
and abuse. During the m i l itary regime in the 1 970s and 1 980s,
Argentine mothers organized silent demonstrations, demand
ing information about their abducted sons i n spite of state reg
ulations against large public gatherings. 1 1 They seized the pub
lic space in order to politicize the personal issues and expose
the connection between the private and the public. As Jean
Franco argues, by focusing the issue of the disappeared i nto
the public, the Argentine mothers redefined the public domain
and their own roles as mothers and women in the social sphere
("Beyond Ethnocentrism" 503) . They represented the i mage of
"private l ife" publicly, Franco argues, as a contrast to the pres
ent real ity that destroyed the very fam i ly life that the m i l itary
state had professed to protect ( Critical Passions 50) . I n this
Lati n American political practice, women emerged as social
agents, resisting passivity, e rasure, and marginalization . As
they refused to forget and be silent, they challenged the sys
tem of oppressive state power and its aims of social paralysis,
alienation , and erasu re necessary for the maintenance of
authoritarian state supremacy.
I n Lim6n's novel , In Search of Bernabe, the maternal
u n m asks authority as both gende red and sociopol itica l ,
demonstrati ng the necessity of a simultaneous liberation of the
i ndividual and the national . In addition this "politicized mother
hood" 1 2 also points out that oppression i n conditions of author
itarianism is not lim ited to only one gender-Luz protects Arturo
against the patriarchal abuse and authoritarianism , under
standing his own objectified and victimized position . Arturo's
escape from the Salvadoran m i litary regime also s ubverts the
authoritarian defi n ition of males as natural agents and
guardians of patriarchal power. His defection signifies his
refusal to hold up the authority and at the same time reveals
the i m possibility of his oppositional existence withi n the sys
tem .
Configuri ng the individual as a site of sociopolitical mean
ing, Lim6n's novel problematizes the traditional d isti nction
between the personal and the political. At the same ti me it
demonstrates that the division between the personal and the
public collapses in the context where the private is expected to
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be a site of safety and resistance. Although the dichotomy
between two spheres is induced by patriarchal forces from out
side and within the p rivate realm in order to maintain male
domi nance, the division also allows home to be a space of
resistance to state regulations and violence. When the public
space becomes repressive and destructive, the private space
may offer some rel ief and protection by providing nurturing and
affi rmation to the self endangered by annihilation. As Jean
Franco posits, in the conditions of state repression , home
becomes a refuge and a site of resistance , retaining the tradi
tional meaning of familial unity and power ( Critical Passions
1 1 ) . However, the boundary between the two spaces is easily
violated, as illustrated by Lim6n's narrative . State violence
i nvades the safety and privacy of home, asserting the link
between two spheres and the destructive effects that the
repressive social realm has on an i ndividual. Jean Franco sees
it as an assault on the formerly "im m une" and "sacred" territo
ries-such as the family, church, and university-which become
appropriated and controlled by the state as a dominant i nstitu
tion of power (9) . In Search of Bernabe illustrates that even the
most intimate and sacred concepts of motherhood and reli
gious faith are not spared before political violence. The para
dox of this situation is that the i nvasiveness of the nation-state
attacks the very i nstitutions designed as conduits for state
power. While the state upholds fam i l ial and religious structures
as the foundations of its patriarchal order and proponents of
authoritarianism , it also brutally destroys these private spheres
when they challenge the dominant authority and its patriarchal
rules.
The moment of rupture and destruction of the p rivate
realm , however, sets i nto motion the maternal and the religious
experience as modes of individual and collective resistance.
The culturally encoded concept of motherly commitment to the
fam i ly Marianismo as a cult to La Virgen Marfa-is transformed
from its underlyi ng notion of female passivity, submissiveness,
and selfless sacrifice i nto a powerful mode of resistance to the
patriarchal/state authority. Rather than a strictly domestic role,
the motherhood is presented as a social l iberation p rocess,
com mitted to social j ustice and solidarity with the poor and
oppressed . I n Lim6n's novel Luz's devotedness to her son , l i ke
-
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the devotedness of al l mothers of the d isappeared children,
becomes a potent political force and i nvestment, or, as Franco
describes it a "signifier of resistance" ( 1 5) . By refusing to g ive
up her sons, taken by the patrio-military order, Luz defies the
system that imposed on her the very expectation of sacrificial
devotion to the family in its effort to prescribe female marg i nal
ization, silencing, and confinement to the domestic realm . She
uses the agency of maternal caring, n u rturing, and protection
in the exclusive sphere of the socio-pol itical to challenge the
mechanisms of obliteration and regulation . Her desperate
effort to locate her sons drives her to confront violence in a
fearless and persistent way while giving her strength to survive
its dehumanizing effects. I n addition Luz practices the princi
ples of motherhood in the communal space, transforming her
biological role i nto communal solidarity and commitment.
Experiencing all disappeared Salvadorans as her own children,
she shares her pain with other mothers in the refugee shelter
in Los Angeles and helps them in their efforts to locate their dis
appeared sons. She embraces Arturo as her own child, and at
the site of his murder she performs the absent comm unal vigil
by singing "a mou rnful cradl e song for a dead son" (85) . To the
U . S . police she identifies herself as his mother and mourns the
repeated loss: "One after another, each of her sons had been
taken from her. . . " (89) . The juxtaposition of the maternal n u r
turing-"a cradle song"-and the violent destruction i n this scene
i ntensifies the criticism of violent state repression and empha
sizes its link to the patriarchal order of the domestic space.
Positioning the maternal in a comm u nal context, G raciela
Limon portrays motherhood as a subversive, oppositional force
against the patriarchal regulation of the domestic and public
spaces. I n this novel , the role of motherhood transcends the
domestic space and its essentialist attributes by ente ri ng the
exclusive public space as a social engagement. The idea that
motherly "devotedness to children" can be translated i nto a
genuine "commitment to othe rs" dismantles the patriarchal
structu re based on exclusion, subjugation, and alienation . It
emphasizes com munal connectedness where one is always
positioned in relation to others through com mon experience
and solidarity. As it underscores the concept of h u manity i n
inter-relations among i ndividuals a n d g roups, this politicized
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type of motherhood fights agai nst authoritarian projects of divi
siveness, dehumanization , and obliteration while re-accentuat
ing the importance of a simultaneous liberation of the individ
ual and the com munal. Reaching to the community and point
ing at the u rgency of social transformation, motherhood in this
novel becomes a philosophy of compassion , alliance, and l ib
eration.
The emphasis on the comm unal is also conveyed th rough
the concept of politicized religion . Highlighting the importance
of liberation theology in the resistance movement in Central
America, G raciela Limon foregrounds new forms of socio-polit
ical agency and solidarity based on political activism of the
church . The story exposes the dominant social view of the
church as a tool of authoritarian social regulation: the religious
ethic is relegated to the realm of the private/individual and not
to be connected to political activism, since its advocacy of com
m unal support and peace undermines the power structu re of
the patrio-military social order. The novel 's narration captu res
typical com ments of the government officials on the activism of
Salvadoran priests. "Priests had best stay out of pol itics and
confine themselves to Mass and to forgiving" (23) Religious
teachings are allowed to enter the public space as long as they
serve to maintain the existing social structure-by focusing on
endurance, patience, obedience, and individual sinfulness,
they sustain the status quo and exclude any possibility of social
transformation. The politicized progressive religion, as the
story illustrates, becomes threatening to authoritarian power
structures because it exposes and condemns systemic subju
gation and exploitation of the "subordinate" groups. With its dis
course of equality and non-violence, it di rectly chal lenges the
dominant social structure based on patriarchal discrimination
and m i litarism. The liberation theology, specifically, counters
the dominant power structure with its assistance to the poor
and its promotion of l iberation and empowerment of the
oppressed . In its effort to contemporize the Biblical teachings
on equality and freedom, 1 3 it brings to light the present condi
tions of hegemony, oppression, and i njustice while pointing at
the u rgency of national liberation that would grant freedom and
agency to the disenfranchised.
The presence of the discourse of liberation theology is
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i mmediately marked at the beginning of the book-the first mas
sacre scene is set at the funeral of Archbishop Oscar Romero,
a follower of liberation theology m u rdered for his oppositional
teach ings and activism. 14 "'It was a pity', those faces said to
Bernabe, 'that the Archbishop had not heeded his finer
instincts , his better j udgments'" (23) . The Archbishop's role in
raising awareness about poverty and his effort to change
power relations are presented as a di rect challenge to the
expectations of his complicity with the system of control, disci
pline, and hierarchy. The narrative conveys that the presence
of his differential movement in the public sphere is seen as a
serious th reat to the mil itary state , a threat that must be elimi
nated via his own physical annihi lation. His dismissal of patri
archal conduct is regarded by the m i l itary order as a lack of
masculine qualities-"finer instincts, better j udgment" -and this
emasculation is used to rational ize the act of exclusion and
obliteration . The juxtaposition of rel igion and m i litarism in this
scene, and throughout the book, intensifies the representation
of the m i litary social system as dehumanizing and destructive.
Also, while it dramatizes the conditions of l iving under a m i litary
dictatorship, this opposition foregrounds the u rgency of com
m u nal resistance and empowerment.
The story of seminarian Bernabe carries th rough the idea
of communal l iberation as Bernabe is shown engaging in guer
rilla fighting to protect the l ives of his people. I n order to reflect
the i nvasiveness of the oppressive socio-political sphere and
the intensification of violence instituted by the authoritarian
state, the narrative captu res the seminarian's i nner struggle to
negotiate his personal bel ief in non-violence with his need to
actively confront the enclosing destruction. Bernabe himself
becomes a victim as the authoritarian state attacks his non-vio
lent positioning, fi rst through his feminization-"Better pick up
you r ski rt and fi nd a c h u rch to hide with other women," (25) an
armed soldier warns h i m-and then by his p hysical erasu re
described at the end of the novel. Other liberation activists ,
both domestic and foreign, working i n EI Salvador meet a sim
ilar end-the narration includes reports of their murder or arrest
by the Salvadoran government. The violent counter-action
agai nst the l iberation theology and peace activism described
th roughout the novel discloses the full intensity and scope of
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authoritarian state repression . At the same time it also reveals
the political significance of progressive religious teaching
which is employed to form solidarity and alliances in a joined
struggle against oppression.

Oemystifying Civi l War
Addressing the U.S. public, for whom the violent conflict in
EI Salvador was mostly a removed , simulacrumized experi
ence, Lim6n's book uses personal and u niversal concepts of
motherhood, love, rel igiosity, and human sufferi ng to humanize
distant and u nfathomable civil war. Its narrative concretizes the
abstracted, depersonalized level of history and politics by
effecting affinity through h u manity and identification . When
guerri l la fighter Nestor tells his life story to Bernabe , the paci
fist seminarian feels pain although he h imself did not experi
ence Nestor's tragedy. By extension the removed or the paci
fist reader, too, feels sympathy for the man who watched the
paramilitary rape his sisters and kil l his father. In a sim i lar fash
ion Luz's pain and anguish at the moment of fi nding the muti
lated body of her son reaches all mothers and moves all read
ers, while the horror of civilian massacres transcends the tex
tual boundaries as an unnerving and alarming experience . This
actuality of h uman sufferi ng breaks through the abstraction of
war, asserting that everybody is related on the premise of com
mon humanity. This is why G raciela Lim6n employs the motif of
fratricide, borrowed from the Bible, 1 5 and i nsists on i nternation
al geopolitical connections. As she unmasks the complicity of
the U . S . government i n the Salvadoran confl ict, she also
exposes the necessity of a cross-national connection in the
process of mourning and healing. The narrative attempts to
communicate that the suffering and tragedy of Salvadoran civil
ians need to be redeemed with an u nderstanding and emo
tional identification from the U . S . American side. This act of
bringing together hopes to generate not only a greater sympa
thy but also a progressive social action-solidarity and alliance
with the oppressed nations and a movement to end both local
and global oppression .
The personal ized narrative of the civil war i n EI Salvador
expands the boundaries of u nderstanding even further by
reaching to the side of the oppressor. Besides the voices of the
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oppressed Salvadorans-represented by Luz, Bernabe, and
Artu ro-the narration legitimizes voices of the perpetrators, too,
in order to create an account that includes both sides and thus
provides a more complete renderi ng of sociohistorical events .
I n this way the novel reconfigures the traditional testimonio
approach-where the voice of a victimized i nformant provides
an account of oppression-in order to demystify and deconstruct
the logic of violent national conflicts. In a psychoanalytical
manner Colonel Delcano's drive to control and abuse others is
traced back to his childhood, to the traumatic moment of the
enforced separation from h is mother and the resulting feel i ngs
of abandonment and betrayal. H is obsessive desire to know
and control is linked to his "ch ild's terror" and "chroni c i nsom
n ia" (46) , and as he is building dossiers on his mother and
brother he is also persecuting his countrymen. This connection
of one's formative l ife experiences to the social formation pro
vides an alternative to the official i nterpretations of wars as
"habits of less civilized nations," i nterpretations predomi nantly
used to cover up one's complicity with violence or one's lack of
h u m a n itarian concern . The psychoanalytical explanation
asserts again the i nterlocking of the micro and macro spheres,
where an individual is always enmeshed i n the oppressive sys
tem of the social order governed by patriarchal forces. With
Colonel Delcano's trauma connected to his mother's annihila
tion by patriarchy, his exercise of military state power is pre
sented as a direct outcome of the patriarchal oppression. This
relation confi rms patriarchal power as the driving force of
authoritarianism and emphasizes the vicious cycle of abuse,
where individual victim hood and communal oppression foster
each other.
Approaching the connection between the personal and the
public from m u ltiple and diverse perspectives, In Search of
Bernabe exposes both the destructiveness and the political
potential of the dialectical conditioning between the social and
the subjective . Its personal testimonial narration d i rectly
engages with sociopolitical reality to u nmask the process of
communal victimization and, at the same time, reveal strate
gies of liberation . Using the concepts of motherly and rel igious
love, the novel shows that i n conditions of authoritarianism the
intimate, p rivate sphere may engender a powerful sociopolitical
42

MUjCinOViC-l�ftf��
movement of opposition and resistance.

MAR 1 5 2002

Endnotes
1 Jean Franco, Critical Passions 1 5.

Serials

2 See McCracken's analysis of Lim6n's novel i n New Latina Narrative,

61 .
3

In her c ritical study The Politics of Postmodernism (London:

Routledge, 1 989) , Linda H utcheon defines "historiog raphic metafic
tion" as a paradoxical postmod e m form that includes both history and
fiction i n its narrative rep resentation having its "historical and socio
political g rounding s it uneasily alongside its self-reflexivity" ( 1 5) . The
fusion of history and fiction is developed to recreate the past and rein
terp ret history i n a more vivid, i mmediate, and powe rful way. This is
a postmodern ist effort that answers to the impossibility of objective
recording and the a rbitrariness of historical meaning. It p rivileges the
valu e of experience and representation over historical facts recogniz
ing that historical accou nts are always ideologically constructed.

4

I n her reading of In Search of Bemabe, Ellen M c C racken states

that G raciela Lim6n reconfig u res a n u mber of biblical motifs and thus
p resents "a counter-narrative to the master text of organ ized religion"
( New Latina Narrative 6 1 ) . I expand this to include a counter-narra
tivization of not only dominant rel i g ious discourses but also of domi
nant sociopolitical and historiographic texts.
5 In her analysis of the testimonio genre, Latin American Women
Writers: Class, Race, and Gender, Myriam Yvonne Jehenson states
that "the reader is asked to empath ize with the marg i nality of the une
d u cated native i nformant" and "to join i n the struggle to overcome an
oppressive class of which he/she is a member" ( 1 40-41 ) . I see this
call in more commu nal terms and as more inclusive of other forms of
oppression : in addition to class , I recog nize racial, ethnic, lingu istic,
and gender oppression.

6

See Jean Franco's "Beyond Ethnocentrism" and Critical Passions

and Amy Kaminsky's Reading the Body Politic.
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7 From Lim6n's interview given to Ellen McCracken for the biograph
ical entry in Dictionary of Literary Biography: Chicano Writers.
8 Herrera-Sobek, "The Politics of Rape" 249.

9 Freud defines ''the return of the repressed" as an involuntary i rrup
tion into consciousness of an unacceptable i mpulse that has been
repressed into unconsciousness in the process of psychological
defense .
1 0 See, for example, studies on Latin American women's movements

done by Sonia Alvarez, Marguerite Guzman Bouvard , Jean Franco,
and Mary Beth Tierney-Tello.
11 The Argentine mothers, known as Mad res de la Plaza de Mayo,

began their o rganized gatherings in the aftermath of the political coup
in 1 976 (wh ich ushered the period of the "Dirty War" in Argentina) .
They fi rst met in 1 977 as a small g roup of women and soon their
n u mbers g rew to i nclude hundreds of women who dared to demand
information about their d isappeared children. As Marg uerite G uzman
Bouvard states, they were the only g roup that dared to confront a
repressive military government and gather i n public before the presi
dential palace in the Plaza de Mayo to demonstrate against state vio
lence. In 1 977, they openly constituted themselves also as an organ
ization that promoted democratic values, and by the time a constitu
tional government replaced the military ju nta in December, 1 983, the
mothers ''transformed the Plaza de Mayo so that it not only reflected
power and d issent but also celebrated thei r unique battle for human
rig hts and their radicalized, col lective version of maternity" (2) . For a
detailed analysis, see Bouvard's Revolutionizing Motherhood: The
Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo.

1 2 Analyzing women's movements in Brazil, Sonia Alvarez describes

the phenomenon of mothers' demonstrations as a "politicization of
motherhood." For a detailed analysis, see Alvarez's Engendering
Democracy in Brazil: Women's Movements in Transition Politics.

1 3 One of the most significant practices of liberation theology was the

read ing and re-interpreting of the Bible, which was cond ucted by
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parish p ri ests who challenged the dominant interpretation of Bi blical
teach i n gs. The Scripture d iscussions were adopted by "base com
m u n ities" ( comunidades de base) , informal gatherings that practiced
rel igious service and pol itical forums. Specific passages were re lated
to parishioners' daily l ives and interpreted in an emancipatory pop
u l ist mode rather than in compl iance with fatalism and submission to
social inequal ity and hierarchy. For a detailed analysis of l iberation
theology, see James Schall's Liberation Theology in Latin America
(San

F rancisco:

Liberation

I g nati us P ress ,

1 982)

and

P h i l l i p Berryman's

Theology: Essential Facts about the Re volutionary

Movement in Latin America and Beyond ( P h i ladelphia: Temple
U n iversity P ress , 1 987) .

14

Oscar A m u lfo Romero ( 1 9 1 7- 1 980) was o rdai ned to priesthood i n

1 942 a n d appointed archbishop o f S a n Salvador in 1 977. Although,
i n the beg i n n i n g , he was q u ite conservative i n doctri nal matte rs and
very traditional regard i n g authority, he emerged as a populist leader
who alig ned h i mself with the poor and openly denounced state autoc
racy and violence. In his final pastoral letter, for example, he con
demns the doctrine of national secu rity which places ''the individual at
the total d isposal of the state, denies h i m pol itical ri g hts and c reates
inequal ity in the fru its of development" ( Keogh 78). It is believed that
the m u rder of Rutilio G rande, Romero's very c lose friend and one of
the most respected pastors in EI Salvador, forced the A rchbishop to
change his views on hierarchy and autho rity and become more open
to p rog ressive and liberationist ideas. Romero was shot to death on
March 24, 1 980, at the alter i n the chapel of the Divine Providence
Hospita l , a cancer hospital in San Sebastian . For a d etailed analysis
of Romero's l ife and work, see De rmot Keogh's study Romero: EI
Salvador's Martyr.

1 5 Archbishop Oscar Romero often

used this motif in his explanations

of the Salvadoran civil war. For example, when he appealed to the
gove m ment soldiers to disobey the o rders and stop the repression,
he spoke: "Brothers , each one of you is one of us. We are the same
people. The campesinos you kil l are you r own b rothe rs and sisters"
( E rdozafn 78).
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