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Tho Iit=ry """" of CIan1>e1 Alegrla (192S- ) spans almost fifty 
years during which she bas written over forty boob of poetry, fiction 
and testimonio. Although she is arguably a poet first, most of the 
criticism oC her work has focused on her fiction. An important 1994 
publication entil1ed Claribel Alegria and Central American Literalrlre: 
Critical Essays contains only one article devoted 10 her poetry. Even 
when they address ber poetry, critics., including editors of her 
anthologies. have Iargeted her explicil1y political poetry of the latc 
19705 and particularly of the 1980s. Perhaps Alegria's own view. that 
of Archbishop Ok:ar Romero's 1980 assassination being pivotal 10 her 
becoming a political poet., has prevented critics from examining her first 
poe1ry collections. This paper, therefore., traces briefly the development 
of social consciousness in that early poetry. 

The concept is wrought with assumptions about subjectivity and 
social relations. It lacks meditation. however, on the actual act of 
acquiring "social" consciousness. In other words, how does one come to 
it? Marx first separates consciousness from the realm of spirituality and 
relates it to material existence, to ideological production, to the "actual 
life-process" (154). Lukacs seals it from the bourgeoisie. Lukacs speaks 
specifically of the proletaria( as the sole owner of consciousness, which 
he calls cl.ass consciousness, defining it as the ability to express totality, 
to be critical and transform society. The bourgeoisie. its vision limited, 
its self-interest inoompatible with revolutionary or collective action, 
possesses a "false," economic consciousness. l1le bourgeoisie, 
according to Lukacs. cannot act upon its consciousness, has no 
"/houghl-ac/ion," in the words of Henri Lefebvre. no "fI'lOI\Iement, active. 
di=ted _ specifie goals" (133). 

Lukacs' theory of consciousness as seeing reality as lotality which 
mus! be opposed, bas proven uscful to many critics. including feminists. 
as they discuss: various "marginal" groups and oul1ine other types of 
consciousness., that of social circumstances., for instance. II would seem. 
by LukAcs' theory, that an educated, upper-class poet is excluded from 
those socially COnsciOll5. Yct:, as her laLe poetry and fiction bear out in 
critic after critic's research, Claribel Alegria is socially COnsciOll5. 
Alegria.. her writing an act, action. of "sacrifice" and a manifestation of 
her interest in the "other," envisions the totality of the systems of 



,
 

oppression at wort in her native counlries. Having witncsaod, 8! a 
young girl, Lbe horrors of the 1932 Matanza, she learns to amsider 
events DOl as random or isolated. begins to understand them in their 
sociobistorical cootcxts, and writes in opposition, in l'C!i5tance, to Lhem. 
In 1966 she and Darwin J. Flakoll published Cefl;zaJ de lzo/co as a 
response to the Matanza. The book garnered much critical attention, but 
ber poetry of the same period has been overlooked. That does DOl mean, 
however, that it shows no sign ofbc:ing socially conscious. 

Perhaps critics' perceptions or what constitutes sociaJly conscious, or 
rather ..rc:sistance.... literature excludes Alegria's early, metaphorical 
poetry. According to BaIbara Harlow in her influential book. Resistanc~ 

Lilera/tlre (1981), literature that is "resistant" calls attention to its 
politics and is "immediately and din:ctJy involved in a struggle against 
asocndant or dominant forms of ideological and cuJtural production" 
(28-29). Yet, can there be an indirect, or mled, "'resisaant" lilerature1 
What is the role of conscious criticism in resistance, and when does a 
writer become rcsiSlanl1 Although Harlow prefaces her book citing the 
WlC: of an allegorical folktale in a piece of "resistance" lilerBture, 
definitions such as bers above exclude from the canon of "resistant" 
literature that which perhaps indirectly, though pamdoxica1ly clearly, 
questions cultunll, ideological or social structures. 

UuHke ber later poems, such as "La mujer del rio Swnpul" (1988) 
and ".f1ot'C! del volc8n" (1978), in which social criticism is explicit. 
Alegria's earlier poems deal with issues of injustice and power in mote 

metaphorical, allegorical Wlys. From her first poetIy collcWoa, AlIiJJo 
de si/~lIcjo (1948), published while a student of Juan RamOn JimCnez, 
Alegria insinuates 8 <bite lO Hillen to others. reveals a rwa:nt social 
consciou.soc:ss. In "Aqw cstoy," Alegria's poetic speaker confesses to 
the wind her desire, and inability, Lo hear the WQrld in ilS pain, "Oigo de 
Icjos al dolor .. ./1 . . . Ilevame a una isla sin mumllas I dondc pucda 
cscuchar todas las voces" (I; " 3; 11-12). When this collection is 
mentioned 8t all in surveys of Alegria's WQrk, it is usually described as 
thorouglUy subjecLiYe and inlro'Verted. Although much of the imagery is 
rather "romantic" and the poetic voice seems deeply engroued in il.Self, 
"Aqui CSWy" in particular challenges peroepLions ofAniflo de si/~"cio as 
totally marginal to her later, better-known poctJy. 

Alegria's interest in social themes is clearer in Vigi/ias (19'3), a 
collection of mostly sonnets in which is created a tension between more 
traditional lyrical poems such as the idyllic "EL Salvador," and the 
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allegorically critical "Rita dominicaJ," which depicts the ritual death of 
a bull. In the fonner the country is described in terms of its natuntl 
beauty and is finally declared a still pool of poetry, "un remanso de 
poesla" (8). H is a poem that a sentimental bourgeois woman, 
unconcerned with the world of which she is not a part, would be 
expcctcd to vmte. "Rita dominica1," on the other hand, portnlys litenllly 
a Sunday bullfight and spectators' celebration of it. But the poem is also 
an allegorical rendering of the sacrifice and death of an innocent. The 
Litle both describes the ritualistic aspect oC the bullfight and alludes to 
the ChristiaD Sabbath and its rituals. The bull is born and bred for 
sacrifice, and its eventual death "len] fonna de cruz" reminds of Jesus' 
death and, by a1ension, the deaths of other maJtyrs. Death for sport of 
such a seemingly powerful body speaks also to the ] 932 government 
massacre of tbousands ofpeople following a peasant tdJeJlion. 

Shortly after Vigi/ias, Alegria's social criticism and the influence of 
the Motanza become more apparent. A mulLiplicity of voices of 
Salvadoran society emerges in Hllesped de ml 'i~mptJ (L961). In 
"Mon6logo mUltiple" Alegria explores a wide spectrum of archetypes, 
from lhe Artisan to the Warrior, that represent different social and 
political stances. The fact that lite poetic voice understands these as 
archetypes is asserted by the epigraph. qooted from Jungian 
psychoanalyst Ira Progoff, "(they are] the univen;als in man.. the psychic 
potenLialities latent in mankind as a whole." The several speaken:. 
beard from alterrwely but always in this order, the Mother, the Lover, 
the Warrior, lhe Old Man, and the Artisan, stand as representaLives of 
their social posiLions. 

1be Mother in her monologue advises her newborn on the rc:aJit)· of 
lhe life into which he has been born. Her advice, though, is ambiguous. 
She seems to urge him to hear and li5len to his own voice, while in Laler 

stanzas she reaffirms the power of aUlhority. explaining to him he will 
be watched and that his existence is subordinated 10 HislOry (10-12, SS­
~,61-62). In her final statement the Mother tells her son that he will 
be like everyone else, making his choices alone, "estaras siempre solo I 
cuando hays que escoger" (lJO·]I). The ambiguity in the Mother's 
voice is lessened in this, her third and final monologue. SLiIl, her own 
view as to what her son will need to do to lillI'Vive remains unspoken. 

In his monologue: the Lover describes the changes wrought by the 
appeanlflO:: of his female lover and contemplates the result of their 
union. Like the Mother, the Lover sees his world as small in 
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comparison to others', though he confesses Lhe woman has enlarged it. 
"Ahora 10 Dena hi prc:scncia I como llena esta poza tu reflejo" (22-23). 
Notice. though. the metaphor thai he chooses to represent (heir 
exi5ltnce, a puddle. He describes a ttaditional domestic existence, then 
din::ct.ly draws a distinction between it and History (78-83). The Lover 
is conscious of his, and his kind's, sepamtion from historic events. He 
sees no social transformation in sight. The family which he will head 
will remain ootside of centers of power and/or change. His mediocrity 
pleases him.. for he believes it allows for others to become heroes (136­
37), Thus, the Lover in lave with his own position in society is easily 
appeased and contented, self-satisfied and complacent. DO participant in 
History. 

In contrast to the Lover, the WllJ'rior is in lite middle of historic 
events but knows not wby. In each of his stanzBs he repeats, "Es dificil 
explicar lias cosas que a WlO Ie suaxlen" (24-2~. 94-95, [53-154). His 
lack of understanding is notable for one who n:presents power and 
authority. or even more con.st.quence, be views hiIllSielf as under the 
threat of "wolves" and believes he has only survived them by the grace 
of some higher power, faith or a miracle (148.51). The WllJ'lior thinks 
of his retation to the "lobes hambrientos" as that of David 10 Goliath, to 
whicb he refers in his fim. encounter with them. where his only defense 
is a stone (29-33). The Biblical allusion signals the existence of a 
benevolent power in the Warrior's world. The Warrior, powerless 
himself, is an instrument of this power, and fails to comprehend the 
direction of his life. Later, when the wolves bare their fangs., ') Ia baba 
cayendo de SUS colmillos," he kills them (88). Like the apathetic Mother 
aDd Lover, the Warrior identifies himself a pawn or puppet who knows 
only that he is acting. without understanding why or how. For after he 
kills the wolves in self-defense and enters the lair of a dntgon aDd slays 
it. be fights magnificently in a Warsaw ghetto, ''y supe que habta que 
pelear...Yo sigo sin entender"' (143, 132). 

The Old Man undersIands more of the world than any other but still 
cannoc respond in an active manner. He laments society's lacl: of 
memory and the persistence of pain (44, 96-97). He quest.iOnlii the iII­
conceived belief in progress that ignores death and pain (lO8-114). The 
Old Man's awareness of History's repetition and the "fallacy" of 
progress is a resul1 of his long life. He COnfesse6, ''y regresaba yo de mi 
odisea, I y ahom, recien" (98-107). In these lines., the blood that poisons 
the fish and the praying women foresbadcnv real evenlS of the 
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Salvadoran Civil War, as well as Aleg:rfa's own later poems abom the 
conflict (110-14). Finally, the Old Man caIJ' indirectly for "_­
young men to take on the slJUggie for an ambiguous cause (155-64). 

The previow; speakers' complacency and ambiguiry toward the 
world, as well as their incomprehension of it, is reversed in the Artisan's 
&tanzas. The uansformabilily of society rests with the Artisan because 
he is able to create, and destroy, with his hands; interestingly. he is also 
the creator of artifice. From the beginning his monologue directJy 
speaks to the noed for change and his role in that process (45-47). The 
Warrior's slone as defense against the wolves is the stone the Artisan 
needs in his search for a defense against those who chase him en-54). 
The history of the stone pn:sses itself against the Artisan. forcing him to 
find mc:aning in his life lhrough it and ultimately sacrificing him (111­
24). Althougb the Artisan understands his role in the unfolding of 
History, be remains an insuument of the possibility and desire for 
transformation. He feels be was born to he a martyr, to put the stone in 
place that will kill him. but will continue the cycle of "piedra[s] 
palpitante[,r thalothe.. will destroy (169-74). The Anisan e«aIeS new 
hope and changes that will ultimately be lnUDplcd. 

AI first glance, ermng "Mon6logo mUltiple" with the Artisan"s 
words is a bopeful vision of social. transformation through the cyclical 
sacrifice of others like him. Perhaps the real change called for, 
however, is found In the archetypal positions filled by the five spc:ake:n;. 
All of Lbem. Mothc:r, Laver, Warrior, Old Man and A.rtisan, 
unquestionably accept their fales withoul searching for a broader social 
or self-consciousness. Allhough the Artisan's acceptance of martyrdom 
appears to be admirable, society needs to examine why il is nec:tSSlU)' for 
some to sacrifice their lives while the rest lie stagnant in their "God­
given." socially-sanctioned roles. Alegria implicitly disputes the 
accepted "resistant" position of exalting those who give their lives to 
political causes as a matter of course. She critiques "archetypes" which 
immerse individuals, thus the collectivity, in their own "pudd)es" to face 
the "wolves" alone. The tide itself alludes to the gathering of all voices 
into one monologue while retaining the differences amongst them. 

'Thefe are but a few examples of how Claribel Alegria develops as a 
pod of social consciousness and political conviction. The social critique 
in her early poetry is a clear indication of her understanding of the need 
for collective reappraisal of the slate of society. Her development inlo a 
readily recognizable voice of "resistance" in the ]9805 must be re­
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evaluated in light of her beginnings as a poet and writer of fiction 
decades prior Co the eruption of civil wars in her native EI Salvador and 
Nicaragua. As Central America maves farther away from war it is 
particularly pertinent to understand how Alegria's poetics have evolved. 
especially noting her bleSt poetJy colJections. Fligar (1993), with its 
simple Litle and use of mythology, and the poetic memoir, Umbrales 
(1997). 

Unlversify oleal/lornio, InJlne 
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