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The landscape of contemporary Latin American literature is often defined by its intersection with political history, 

collective memory, and the blurred lines between reality and performance. Daniel Alarcón’s 2013 novel, At Night 

We Walk in Circles, stands as a seminal work in this genre, offering a complex, multi-layered exploration of identity 

in a post-conflict society. This technical analysis delves into the structural mechanics of the novel, the narratological 

strategies employed by Alarcón, and a comparative study with other literary works, such as Alex La Guma’s A 

Walk in the Night, to understand how the motif of the nocturnal journey serves as a vessel for social critique.

1. Theoretical Framework: The Architecture of Memory and Performance

To understand At Night We Walk in Circles, one must first grasp the theoretical framework of metafiction and 

performative identity. The novel is not merely a story about an actor; it is a story about the act of storytelling itself.

Alarcón utilizes a "nested narrative" structure where the primary plot—Nelson’s journey—is contained within the

research and observations of an unnamed narrator.

1.1. The Unreliable Narrator and Focalization

The narrator in Alarcón’s work operates as a quasi-journalist or biographer. This choice is significant from a 

technical standpoint because it introduces a layer of extradiegetic mediation. The narrator is collecting facts,

interviewing subjects, and reconstructing Nelson’s life, which mirrors the process of historical reconstruction in a

nation trying to reconcile with its past. This technique creates a sense of clinical distance while simultaneously

emphasizing the subjectivity of truth.

1.2. Spatial-Temporal Mapping

The setting, though largely an unnamed South American country, heavily mirrors the geography and socio-political 

history of Peru. The technical execution of the setting relies on a dual-timeline structure:

•  The Past: The era of the internal conflict, represented by the playwright Henry Nuñez and his imprisonment.

•  The Present: The post-war reconstruction period, characterized by lingering trauma and the 

commercialization of memory.

2. Core Mechanics of the Plot: The Revival of "The Idiot President"

The central plot engine of the novel is the revival of a controversial play titled The Idiot President. This play serves 

as a mise en abyme—a story within a story that reflects the themes of the larger narrative.

2.1. The Role of Political Theater

In the novel, theater is not just art; it is a subversive act. The technical function of the play revival is to force the 

characters to re-enact the traumas of the previous generation. Nelson, the protagonist, takes on the role originally 

played by Henry Nuñez, creating a cycle of repetition that justifies the novel's title.

2.2. Procedural Analysis of the Theater Troupe (Dito Pares)



The movement of the theater group, Dito Pares, through the provinces follows a specific operational workflow that

Alarcón uses to expose the country's fractured infrastructure:

1.  Site Selection: Targeting remote, often forgotten towns that were previously epicenters of violence.

2.  Engagement: Using the absurdity of the play to provoke local audiences and gauge the current political 

climate.

3.  Observation: The actors, specifically Nelson, observe the disconnect between the capital city's perception 

and the rural reality.

3. Technical Comparison: Alarcón vs. La Guma

The title At Night We Walk in Circles invites immediate comparison with the South African writer Alex La Guma’s A 

Walk in the Night. While both focus on marginalized individuals navigating oppressive systems, their technical

approaches differ significantly.



Feature Daniel Alarcón (At Night We Walk 
in Circles)

Alex La Guma (A Walk in the Night)

Geopolitical Context Post-conflict Peru (unnamed South 
American nation).

Apartheid-era South Africa (District 
Six).

Narrative Structure Non-linear, nested narrative, 
journalistic focalization.

Linear, naturalistic, third-person 
limited.

Central Theme The cyclical nature of trauma and 
theatrical identity.

Racial oppression, moral decay, and 
systemic injustice.

Protagonist Motivation Artistic ambition and the search for 
historical truth.

Survival and the frustration of racial 
disenfranchisement.

Symbolism of "Night" A space for rehearsal, secrecy, and 
recursive memory.

A space of danger, police 
surveillance, and moral darkness.

4. In-Depth Analysis of Character Archetypes

The characters in Alarcón’s novel are meticulously constructed to represent different facets of a society in

transition. Their development follows specific psychological and structural paths.

4.1. Nelson: The Vessel of Emulation

Nelson is a technician of identity. As a young actor, his primary trait is his malleability. He seeks to fill the void left 

by his brother’s departure to the United States by immersing himself in the lives of others—specifically Henry 

Nuñez. Technically, Nelson’s arc is a deconstruction of the hero’s journey; instead of finding himself, he loses

himself in the role of another.

4.2. Henry Nuñez: The Ghost of the Vanguard

Henry represents the intellectual and artistic resistance of the previous generation. His technical role in the 

narrative is to serve as the catalyst for the recursive plot. Having been imprisoned for his art, he is a living relic.

His obsession with the past and his former lover, Rogelio, drives the third act's soap-opera-esque turns, illustrating

how personal grievances often fuel political narratives.

4.3. The Narrator: The Architect of the Text

We must analyze the narrator’s methodology. He uses interviews, letters, and police reports to construct the story. 

This multimodal narrative techniqueprovides a sense of authenticity, but as the novel progresses, the narrator's

own obsession with Nelson’s downfall becomes apparent, suggesting a parasitic relationship between the

storyteller and the subject.

5. The Mechanics of Circularity: Mathematical and Symbolic Models

The concept of "walking in circles" can be modeled as a feedback loopin social systems. In Alarcón’s work, the

characters are unable to move forward because the parameters of their environment are fixed by past events.

5.1. The Recursive Loop Model

If we define S as the State of the Nation and T as the Traumatic Event, the narrative suggests that without an 

external Inversion Force (I), the character's path P will always satisfy the condition:



P(t + 1) = f(P(t), T)

Where the path at any given time is a function of the previous path and the trauma. This mathematical abstraction 

explains why Nelson inevitably ends up in the same prison where Henry was held; the system is designed to 

facilitate recurrent outcomes.

6. Practical Implementation: Interpreting the Theatrical Motif

For scholars and students of literature, analyzing the "Theater" aspect of the novel requires a step-by-step

breakdown of how Alarcón integrates performance into the prose.

6.1. Step-by-Step Breakdown of Performative Prose

•  The Scripting phase: Observe how characters rehearse their dialogue in everyday life, not just on stage.

•  The Costuming phase: Note the significance of physical objects (like Henry’s old plays or Nelson’s disguises) 

in defining character status.

•  The Performance phase: Analyze the moments where the line between the play The Idiot President and the 

reality of the characters' lives vanishes.

7. Case Studies: Failure Modes in the Narrative

In technical documentation, we look for "failure modes." In At Night We Walk in Circles, the primary failure mode is 

the Collapse of the Boundary between Self and Role.

7.1. Case Study: The Trip to Rogelio's Hometown

When the troupe arrives in the hometown of Rogelio, Henry's former lover, the narrative shifts from a road novel to 

a suspenseful drama. The failure here occurs when Nelson attempts to "play the part" of a mediator in a decades-

old conflict. 

Diagnostic: Nelson lacks the historical data (the real emotional weight of Rogelio's murder) to successfully 

navigate the social environment. 

Solution:In the novel’s logic, there is no solution; the collision of theater and reality leads inevitably to

imprisonment.

8. Socio-Political Implications and Critical Reception

The novel was a finalist for the PEN/Faulkner Award and longlisted for the Dylan Thomas Prize . Its critical

success stems from its ability to bridge the gap between high-concept literary fiction and a page-turning thriller. 

From an SEO and content strategy perspective, the novel remains highly relevant because it addresses universal

themes of migration (the "American Dream" vs. local reality) and the role of the media. Alarcón’s background as a

radio producer (Radio Ambulante) informs the technical precision of the dialogue and the auditory descriptions

throughout the book.

8.1. Summary of Key Motifs

•  Radios and Communication: Echoing Alarcón’s earlier work, Lost City Radio, communication devices signify 

the search for the "disappeared."

•  Prisons: Both literal and metaphorical, representing the stagnation of the soul.

•  The Provincial vs. The Urban: A technical study of how power is distributed and how rumors travel.

The brilliance of At Night We Walk in Circles lies in its meticulous construction. By using the theater as a



microcosm for a nation’s history, Alarcón demonstrates that we are all, in some sense, actors following a script

written by those who came before us. The circularity is not just a plot device; it is a profound observation on the

nature of human experience in the wake of tragedy. As Nelson walks through the night, he is not just moving

through space; he is moving through the collective unconscious of a country that has yet to wake from its own

nightmares.

The final chapters of the novel provide no easy catharsis. Instead, they reinforce the technical precision of Alarcón’s

vision: a world where the narrator, the actor, and the prisoner are inextricably linked. The story concludes by

looping back to its origins, suggesting that while the individuals may change, the roles remain, waiting for the next

generation to step into the light—or the shadows—of the stage.
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