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Daniel Alarcon’s 2013 novel, At Night We Walk in Circles, represents a pinnacle in contemporary narrative
engineering, blending the rigor of investigative journalism with the fluid boundaries of surrealist fiction. As a seminal
work in the post-conflict literary canon of Latin America, the novel functions as a complex system of recursive
storytelling, identity fragmentation, and political allegory. This analysis provides a deep technical dive into the
structural mechanics, etymological roots, and socio-political frameworks that govern Alarcén’s narrative world.

1. Theoretical Framework: The Palindromic Foundation

The title of the novel is derived from a famous Latin palindrome: "In girum imus nocte et consumimur igni“.
Translated literally, it means "we go into the circle at night and are consumed by fire." Traditionally associated with
the movement of moths toward a flame, the phrase serves as the core mathematical model for the novel's plot
trajectory.

1.1. Semantic Entropy and Mistranslation

Alarcoén utilizes what scholars call a "willful mistranslation" to establish the novel's primary motif. By shifting the
focus from the fire (the destination) to the act of walking in circles (the process), the narrative prioritizes circularity
over closure. In technical terms, this represents a shift from a linear teleological progression to a cyclical iterative
loop. This structural choice mirrors the psychological state of the protagonist, Nelson, and the collective trauma of a
nation emerging from civil unrest.

2. Structural Engineering of the Narrative

The novel’s architecture is built upon a dual-layer narrative system. We have the primary story—Nelson’s journey
with the theater troupe Diciembre—and the secondary, meta-narrative layer—the narrator’s reconstruction of these
events years later. This is not merely a stylistic choice but a narrative workflowdesigned to examine the reliability
of history.

2.1.The Investigative Workflow

The narrator functions as a forensic biographer. The process of constructing the novel follows a specific procedural
sequence:

» Data Acquisition: The narrator collects letters, interview transcripts, and court documents.

 Verification: Cross-referencing accounts from different withesses (Nelson’s mother, his brother Francisco, and
his lover Patalarga).

* Synthesis: Transforming fragmented data into a cohesive, though inherently biased, chronological narrative.

« Interpretation: Applying retrospective logic to explain Nelson’s "downfall."

3.Technical Comparison: The Play vs. The Novel

At the center of the book is a play titled The Idiot President, written by the legendary (and formerly imprisoned)



Henry Nufiez. The following table provides a comparison between the play’s internal logic and the novel’s external
narrative structure.



Feature The Play: "The Idiot President"” The Novel: "At Night We Walk in

Circles"

Primary Protagonist An isolated, nameless leader. Nelson, an aspiring actor seeking
identity.

Core Conflict Isolation within the halls of power. The search for truth in a post-conflict
society.

Narrative Mode Absurdist Drama. Hyper-realistic Meta-fiction.

Symbolism The prison cell as a state of mind. The circle as a geographic and

temporal trap.

End State Eternal repetition of the performance. The consumption of the individual by
the narrative.

4. Character Archetypes and Functional Roles

In the ecosystem of the novel, characters do not merely exist; they fulfill specific structural functions. Alarcon uses
these characters to explore the mechanics of obsession.

4.1. Nelson: The Recursive Subject

Nelson represents the variable. His identity is fluid, shaped by the roles he plays and the expectations of those
around him. His decision to join the Diciembre tour is a calculated attempt to break his internal cycle of stagnation,
yet his journey ironically leads him back into the same circular patterns defined by Henry Nufiez's past.

4.2. Henry Nufiez: The Fixed Point

Henry serves as the narrative anchor. As a survivor of the "Old School" of political theater and a former political
prisoner, his trauma dictates the path the troupe takes. He is the original source of the "circle," and his influence
acts as a gravitational force that pulls Nelson toward his eventual fate.

4.3.The Narrator: The Processing Unit

The narrator is the most technically complex character. By remaining largely anonymous until the later stages of the
book, he acts as the central processing unit (CPU)of the story, filtering the "noise" of conflicting memories into
the "signal" of a readable book. His involvement is crucial to the novel's meditation on how we curate the lives of
others.

5. Procedural Execution: The Diciembre Tour

The tour of The Idiot President through the provincial highlands follows a specific technical trajectory that mirrors a
descent protocol. As the troupe moves further from the capital, the boundaries between the play and reality begin
to dissolve.

1. Phase 1: Mobilization. The troupe leaves the city, representing a departure from established norms and
safety.

2. Phase 2: Performance Saturation. Repeated performances of the play begin to wear down the actors' sense
of self. Nelson begins to inhabit the role of the president's son more deeply than his own life.

3. Phase 3: The Encounter. The arrival in Rogelio’s hometown (the man Henry was imprisoned with) serves as



the system failure point. Here, the fictional world of the play and the violent history of the nation collide.
4. Phase 4: Consumption. The final events in the mountain village represent the "fire" mentioned in the Latin
palindrome, where Nelson’s identity is finally consumed by the narrative he sought to portray.

6. Geopolitical Context: Analyzing the "Unnamed Nation"

While the country in At Night We Walk in Circles is never explicitly named, its characteristics align with the technical
profiles of post-internal-conflict states, specifically mirroring the Peruvian experience during and after the

Shining Path insurgency. The novel examines the Long-term Impacts of Asymmetric Warfareon  the  civilian
psyche.

6.1. The Architecture of Silence

In Alarcon's world, the silence of the provinces is a technical byproduct of state and insurgent violence. The
mountains are not just a geographical feature; they are a repository of unrecorded data—the missing, the dead,
and the forgotten. The Diciembre tour is an attempt to probe this repository using the tool of theater.

7.Technical Analysis of Narrative Unreliability

One of the core mechanics of the novel is the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principleapplied to storytelling: the act of
observing and recording a life inevitably changes the truth of that life. The narrator's obsession with Nelson's story
creates a feedback loop.

7.1. Failure Modes in Truth Reconstruction

When analyzing the text as a technical document, several failure modes in the search for truth become apparent:

« Memory Decay: Sources like Nelson’s mother provide emotional data that conflicts with the factual data of
legal records.

 Inherent Bias: The narrator has a personal connection to the story (revealed to be the brother of a character),
which compromises the objectivity of the reporting.

¢ The Surrealist Variable: Alarcon introduces elements of the surreal that cannot be quantified by logic, such as
the haunting atmosphere of the prison and the uncanny coincidences of the tour.

8. Comparison of Thematic Metrics

The following table evaluates the weighting of various thematic elements within the novel’s structure.



Metric Weighting (1-10) Function within the Text

Fate/Determinism 9.5 Drives the recursive nature of the plot.

Identity Flux 8.0 Determines character motivations and
transformations.

Political Trauma 7.5 Provides the historical backdrop and

secondary conflict.

Meta-fiction 9.0 The mechanism through which the
story is delivered.

Etymological Depth 7.0 Underpins the symbolic framework of
the title.

9.The Role of Performance as a Social Algorithm

Theater in the novel functions as an algorithm for social processing. By performing The Idiot President, the
characters are attempting to process the absurdity of their own government and history. However, the algorithm is
flawed. Instead of providing catharsis, the performance traps the actors in a cycle of re-enacting trauma.

9.1.The "Soap Opera" Turn: Narrative Deviation

In the final third of the novel, the narrative takes a sharp turn toward the melodramatic—a "soap-opera-esque" shift.
Technically, this represents a contextual override. The high-art aspirations of the Diciembre troupe are subverted
by the base, violent realities of jealousy and past grudges. This transition demonstrates how high-level theoretical
systems (art/politics) are often brought down by low-level human errors (passion/betrayal).

10. Synthesis: Broader Implications for Literary Engineering

The success of At Night We Walk in Circleslies in its ability to maintain a rigorous, almost clinical narrative distance
while exploring deeply emotional and chaotic subject matter. Alarcon’s use of the circle is not merely a metaphor for
futility; it is a technical observation of how societies and individuals respond to trauma. We do not move forward; we
orbit the events that defined us.

For writers and analysts, the novel serves as a case study in perspective management. By using a narrator who
is both an outsider and an insider, Alarcén allows the reader to see the "gears" of the story turning. We see the
research, the interviews, and the gaps in the record. This transparency does not weaken the story; rather, it
reinforces the theme that "the truth" is a manufactured product, built from the debris of experience.

Ultimately, Nelson’s downfall is not a result of a single mistake but the cumulative effect of being caught in a pre-
existing structural loop. His search for the truth of Henry’s life led him to become a component of that very life. In

the technical sense, Nelson was re-factoredinto Henry’s history. This exploration of identity as a fluid, often
dangerous, commodity remains one of the most profound achievements of contemporary fiction. As the title
suggests, the walk continues, the circles remain, and the fire of the narrative eventually consumes the actors,
leaving only the record of their journey behind.



Baca Juga (Artikel Terkait)

* Comprehensive Analysis of Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Short Fiction: Psychopathology and Social Satire in 'A
Disgraceful Affair’

URL: http://alghafgolden.com/analysis-dostoevsky-short-fiction-disgraceful-affair. pdf
» ATechnical and Literary Analysis of Paul Bowles' A Distant Episode: Alterity, Nihilism, and the
Mechanics of Dispossession

URL: http://alghafgolden.com/analysis-paul-bowles-a-distant-episode-selected-stories.pdf
¢ A Technical and Psychological Analysis of Chang-rae Lee’s 'A Gesture Life': Narrative Mechanics,
Historical Trauma, and the Performative Identity

URL: http://alghafgolden.com/technical-analysis-chang-rae-lee-a-gesture-life.pdf
+ A Comprehensive Technical Analysis of Honoré de Balzac’s 'A Harlot High and Low': Realism, Finance,
and the Mechanics of 19th-Century Society

URL: http://alghafgolden.com/honore-de-balzac-a-harlot-high-and-low-technical-analysis.pdf

Tags: #Daniel Alarcon #Narrative Theory #Post Conflict Literature #Literary Mechanics #At Night We Walk in Circles


http://alghafgolden.com/analysis-dostoevsky-short-fiction-disgraceful-affair.pdf
http://alghafgolden.com/analysis-dostoevsky-short-fiction-disgraceful-affair.pdf
http://alghafgolden.com/analysis-paul-bowles-a-distant-episode-selected-stories.pdf
http://alghafgolden.com/analysis-paul-bowles-a-distant-episode-selected-stories.pdf
http://alghafgolden.com/technical-analysis-chang-rae-lee-a-gesture-life.pdf
http://alghafgolden.com/technical-analysis-chang-rae-lee-a-gesture-life.pdf
http://alghafgolden.com/honore-de-balzac-a-harlot-high-and-low-technical-analysis.pdf
http://alghafgolden.com/honore-de-balzac-a-harlot-high-and-low-technical-analysis.pdf

Page 1 of 6



Page 2 of 6



Page 3 of 6



Page 4 of 6



Page 5 of 6



Page 6 of 6



