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Abstract
This essay explores the literary representations of national identity, national borders, and transnational Latinx migrants in Valeria Luiselli’s Lost Children Archive (2019) and Yuri Herrera’s Signs Preceding the End of the World (2015). Both novels interrogate the myth of American exceptionalism and the common preconceptions Americans have toward Latinx migrants: Luiselli’s novel portrays a national identity crisis following the narrator’s confrontation with the reality of the ongoing child refugee crisis, while Herrera’s novel assumes the transnational migrant’s perspective to dissect the illogical meanings attributed to the symbols and practices that support American nationalism. This project builds from Glenda R. Carpio’s formulation of “migrant aesthetics” in contemporary migration literature, from which I consider literary features that expose the fragile yet highly consequential assumptions that compose American national identity. Across the various sections of the essay, I argue that migration fiction constructively questions the nationalist ideologies that produce physical and intangible violence against Latinx migrants.


Introduction
Yuri Herrera’s novel Signs Preceding the End of the World (2015) follows a young woman’s migration toward an ambiguous northern country where she hopes to find her missing brother. As a bus carries her and other sleeping passengers from the nearest city to the national border, she gazes out her window into the vast night: “She looked out at the country mushrooming on the other side of the glass. She knew what it contained, its colors, the penury and the opulence, hazy memories of a less cynical time, villages emptied of men” (105). At first glance, the distant city lights string together to form a recognizable image, a country she seems to already know without ever having stepped foot in. In its “colors,” she recognizes its diversity, not as a unified population but as an incompatible assemblage. In its “penury and opulence,” she recognizes its simultaneous destitution and luxury. She knows how romantic it is for its own past, perhaps one that its memory so obscures that it misremembers and makes its own nostalgia. Its “villages” are vacuous, lacking the human presence and character that should define it.
Sensing the ominous path before her, she wonders “what the hell might be festering out there: what grows and rots when you’re looking the other way?” (105). In the spaces between that constellation, she sees a sinister, corrupting quality binding it all together. She knows that her journey will lead her to know this quality, that by penetrating its frontier, she will know “what it was that had been going on in the shadows” (105). This scene and others in Herrera’s novel artfully capture the notion that transnational migrants view the nation and its ideological constellation from the outside-in. Those who have always known their nation’s interior are mired in this constellation, too accustomed to its shadowy character to recognize it as such. These national subjects lack the external knowledge and perspective that allows transnational migrants to parse the vast web of symbols and language that bind together into a national identity. Nationalists exaggerate these symbols and the language of nationalism to construct an essentialized identity as rigid and exclusive as their borders. By assuming the transnational migrant’s perspective, migration literature changes the language and symbols used to represent national identity and construct a national imagination that perpetuates racist xenophobia, border violence, and migrant exploitation to sustain its selective democracy. As an imaginative and productive medium, literature has the potential to interrogate nationalist ideologies and effectively decolonize the national imagination.
Glenda R. Carpio explores how contemporary migration literature responds to the political climate concerning migration. In Migrant Aesthetics: Contemporary Fiction, Global Migration, and the Limits of Empathy (2023), Carpio gathers a critical survey of what she calls “migrant writers” whose literary work seeks to think through discourse about migration in the Unites States. She acknowledges that previous waves of US migration literature sought to inspire empathy from national subjects. These narratives came at times when migrants were intensely racialized upon their arrival to the US and were subjected to political and physical violence. The first wave came in the early twentieth century, the second near and during the Civil Rights Movement, and yet another wave of migration literature seems to be occurring today. Rather than trying to inspire empathy, Carpio suggests that migration literature now employs what she calls “migrant aesthetics,” or the “formal narrative strategies adopted by several contemporary authors that ask readers to think rather than just feel, to question the assumptions that they bring to texts about migration, and to examine their own investments in the larger forces that create migration”(4). Migrant aesthetics are a means to avoid commodifying empathy—which already cannot be relied upon—and appropriately considering the political identities in transit today. By encouraging the reader to think actively and intellectually about the complicated reality of migration, migration literature seeks to “contextualize current instances of forced migration within the larger history of colonialism” (14). As a literary strategy, migrant aesthetics supports a larger decolonial project.
Carpio’s survey does well to identify this ongoing literary phenomenon and explore how it wrestles with the reader’s limitations. Her assessment is concerned with the problem of empathy, which asks how much can actually be done to inspire empathy in someone either unwilling or unable to empathize with another subject and whether this is even a worthwhile effort to be made. Carpio’s formulation of migrant aesthetics explores literature’s potential to work within these limits, and perhaps, push them. While this approach allows her to refine her survey, it overlooks the fundamental characteristic of literature with which these pages began. Working within these limits is, for the most part, appealing only for national subjects who are accustomed to thinking within those limits but never able to break them. Fiction narrating transnational migration essentially opposes borders that exclude migrants and protect the colonized national imagination. Ideological decolonization must narrate and think beyond borders.
Drawing from Carpio’s scholarship, this project also incorporates Ramon Saldívar’s theoretical consideration of literature as an ideologically challenging medium. In “Narrative, Ideology, and the Reconstruction of American Literary History,” Saldívar argues that counterhegemonic narratives, specifically Chicano narratives, actively oppose the harmful ideologies ingrained in US American society from centuries of dominant narratives (20). He supports the novel in particular because of its formal capacity to reach the “ideologically riddled consciousness” by replicating their perception of reality in a set of symbolic languages that allow for alternative perspectives and interpretations (14-15). Novels are speculative about language and symbols, and their narrative forms open opportunities for reflection and ideological reckoning. The remainder of this project will pay close attention to the language and symbols that, in one example, perpetuate a bordered national imagination, and in another, interrogate national identity altogether. 
In what follows, I analyze two paradigmatic novels with attention to how they enrich, complicate, and nuance considerations of the border and national imagination. The first, Lost Children Archive (2019) by Valeria Luiselli, assumes the first-person perspective of an American mother who becomes personally invested in following the child refugee crisis, eventually travelling to the US-Mexico border to document the migrant voices that go unheard. Although it has received ample praise and scholarship (including a chapter in Carpio’s assessment), closer attention to the mother’s narration shows how deeply rooted national ideologies take root in even well-intended, educated, and politically skeptical Americans. Confronted with the scale and complexity of transnational migration, the mother struggles to maintain psychological control as it becomes apparent how much she relies on borders and national ideologies. 
The second novel, Herrera’s Signs Preceding the End of the World, assumes a third-person perspective to follow its protagonist’s crossing. Close attention to the novel’s language shows how a transnational migrant’s perspective naturally interrogates the signs and behaviors in a foreign country, one rendered as unnatural and inhumane as its national body imagines those beyond its borders. The contrasting narrational perspectives in Luiselli and Herrera’s novels allow their protagonists to interpret national symbols and interrogate American national identity from different ideological vantage points: Luiselli’s mother-narrator from within the national ideological constellation, Herrera’s migrant protagonist, from outside its boundaries. They together illustrate migration literature’s potential to disrupt the national ideologies that foster the border violence and racist xenophobia affecting transnational Latinx migrants today.
Lost Children Archive
Upon its publication, Lost Children Archive by Valeria Luiselli was warmly received by scholars and critics alike. Most reviews regarded the novel as an important work of political advocacy for the immense number of child refugees arriving at the US-Mexico border during the Obama and Trump administrations, a phenomenon that many Americans found at once shocking and perplexing regardless of their individual political biases. Especially during the Trump administration, media coverage was heavily critical of the US’s response to the refugee crisis. Of the many questions raised by the children’s arrival, arguably none was more prominent in US discourse than “What do we do with them?” This question did not have a simple answer, nor did any of the others surrounding the children’s migration. Scholarship on Lost Children Archive lauded its intellectual approach to these complicated questions while keeping the children’s humanity at the fore. 
Carpio similarly celebrates Luiselli’s novel, although her assessment of the novel is greater in breadth. While scholarship ranges from focusing on the novel’s consideration of sound (Enriquez; Plevka-Jones) to its archival identity (Román; Schultermandl) to various interpretations of the novel’s experimental form (Jaseel; Park; Thakur), Carpio addresses each of these aspects in a single chapter of her survey on contemporary migration fiction. She situates Lost Children Archive alongside its sister project Tell Me How It Ends, a longform essay Luiselli wrote to redirect her frustration with the novel’s origins. Pairing the two allows Carpio to frame Luiselli as a migration fiction writer preoccupied with the ethics of bearing witness to a child refugee crisis. Combined, Luiselli’s projects appear to grapple with a migration phenomenon impossible to represent in literature and thus impossible to understand. For Carpio, Luiselli’s experiments with form are repeated attempts to resolve this impossibility, and these formal experiments satisfy Carpio’s definition of migrant aesthetics.
	However, Carpio’s broad reading and eagerness to credit Luiselli obscure her assessment of Lost Children Archive. Carpio reads Luiselli’s essay not merely as a companion piece, but as a preface to the novel. After first examining the essay’s interrogation of language, Carpio transitions to her analysis of the novel, writing, “in the essay, Luiselli imagines creating a haunting echo of the nameless victims of migration and, in the novel, she enacts it” (103). Carpio inaccurately presents the essay as the novel’s predecessor, and this mistake colors her consideration. She reads the novel in the autobiographical context of Tell Me How It Ends, as though the anonymous mother narrating its first half were Luiselli herself. Carpio conflates the works so they both match Luiselli’s personal experience with learning about the child refugee crisis, interrogating the idea of responsibility, and reckoning with the limits of empathy. The latter is especially appealing to Carpio’s theorization of migrant aesthetics, which is itself concerned with the limits of empathy. By conflating Luiselli’s projects, Carpio strengthens her survey of migrant writers, but consequently narrows her reading of LCA.	
	Reading Lost Children Archive in the context of Tell Me How It Ends is a detriment to the novel’s singularity and form. As related as the literary projects are, their formal differences create different pathways for thinking through the child refugee crisis and the questions it raises. The essay form allows its writer to speak as themself; expressions of confusion, frustration, or optimism can be attributed to the writer because the writer proposes them transparently. Fiction does not operate on similarly (certainly not equally) transparent terms, thus, it is unreasonable to attribute a novel’s expressions, ideas, and functions directly to its author. The novel’s ideas are insulated in its fictionality. Nevertheless, this fictionality creates a diegetic space to represent and rethink the complex problems in the reader’s nondiegetic world. Carpio’s approach breaches the novel’s fictional terms, thus leading her to misinterpret and even overlook insightful passages in Lost Children Archive. The anonymous mother narrating the novel’s first half frequently digresses from the plot to ruminate on her disillusionment with the future of her family, her country, and the child refugees arriving at its southern border. Carpio considers these passages “metafictive reflections” that Luiselli strategically included to “balance her creation of that more ‘porous and ambivalent’ medium, a novel” (100). Carpio interprets these same passages as contemporary autofiction, using a definition from literary critic James Wood to suggest that the novel’s plot is “relaxed into essay” when the mother’s monologue takes over (109). In these brief sections of her analysis, Carpio relies on formal similarities with Luiselli’s essay to interpret the mother’s reflections, thereby neglecting a deeper exploration of the novel’s first 186 pages.
Lost Children Archive must be divorced from its autobiographical context for the reader to recognize the mother’s personal reflections as more than mere essays. A closer examination of the mother’s personal reflections reveals that she is experiencing a national identity crisis following her confrontation with the child refugee crisis. Esther Álvarez-López and Andrea Fernández-García suggest that Latinxs are constructed as strangers in the US due to the prominent white supremacist ideologies from its colonial beginnings (2). In US discourse, Latinx migrants are held responsible for national instability because they are seen as “non-white and non-American” (3). Latinx migrants are not personally responsible for national decline or insecurity, rather, their arrival to the US reveals the fragile framework holding up American nationalism. Their presence in the US interrogates the efficacy of the nation’s borders, which are revealed to be more symbolic fantasy than monolithic reality. Latinx migrants expose US nationalism for all of its contradictions, and for many Americans, they provoke an ideological crisis. Quoting Mustafa Dikeç, Álvarez-López and Fernández-García describe Latinx migrants as “the ones arriving with questions, posing questions, making one pose questions and thus challenging the order,” and they “remind us of our helplessness, of the vulnerability and precariousness of our own position in the world, and it is out of these qualities of the human condition that ‘official fear’ is molded” (3-4). At the time of their real-world arrival, Latinx child refugees revealed the ethical contradictions supporting US nationalism and thus provoked a moral crisis in the many Americans ignorant to those beyond the US border. A close reading of LCA reveals that a national identity crisis lies beneath the mother-narrator’s moral crisis.
Near the novel’s beginning, the mother recounts meeting a Mexican woman named Manuela who organized her two daughters’ assisted migration from their unstable hometown in Oaxaca to New York, where they would be safely reunited with their mother. Their plan was upended when the girls’ coyote deserted them at the US border, where Border Patrol apprehended the girls, called Manuela from a phone number stitched into their dresses, and informed her that she would need a lawyer to retrieve her daughters lest they should remain in a detention facility for an undetermined time. In an effort to help Manuela navigate the legal limbo she and her daughters find themselves in, the mother educates herself on the child refugee crisis’s complicated development. She then decides to drive with her family from New York to the US-Mexico border in southeast Arizona to document the children’s crisis and delay the dissolution of her marriage and domestic life. Although she notes that her grandmother was Hñähñu, the mother’s race remains ambiguous. Her racial ambiguity might seem to complicate the notion that her identity crisis stems from white fragility. This very ambiguity allows for a more nuanced exploration into the complexities of American consciousness, where white supremacy remains deeply rooted. 
The family pauses their drive through the Appalachians to stop at a diner, where the mother watches her children play a storyboarding game in which they must create a complete story in only eight stages. As they struggle to organize their stories’ arrangements, the mother reflects on her time processing child refugees’ testimonies as a volunteer interpreter in the New York City Immigration Court. Her tone is nostalgic when recalling how confident she felt recording the children’s testimonies and legal proceedings: “I felt that I knew exactly what I was doing, and why I was doing it” (78). The upright pronoun pollutes the sentence fragment, firmly positioning her at the center of someone else’s legal circumstances. Beyond this fragment, the paragraph features “I” another nine times and the possessive “my” six times, altogether conveying a sense of singular perspective and ownership. The mother’s ego overpowers the “raw legal reality” in which she appears to be playing. She doesn’t feel true frustration until she returns home only to have lost “all the momentum and certainty” that enabled her perceived sense of importance (78). She trusts that her journalistic capabilities will allow her to “arrange all the pieces” to “tell a meaningful story” about the child refugee crisis, but it so resists narration that she is “flooded by doubts and problems, paralyzed by hesitance and constant concerns” (78). Her efforts to narrativize the child refugee crisis prove futile, so she instead ends up narrating her psychological insecurity and portraying a personal crisis of trust and certainty.
Watching her children work through their stories in the diner, the mother continues dwelling on these doubts, problems, and concerns in a single densely packed paragraph, like a checklist run amok. Each concern is itemized and prompted with a colon, suggesting that her frantic thoughts need to be corralled into a list-like format for clarity. Rather than being strung together in a logical sequence, these concerns frequently switch back on one other: “On the other hand”; “I should know, by now”; “But then again” (79). Embroiled in contradictions, the mother appears concerned with helping child refugees achieve some sense of justice, but her potent anxiety about political correctness and appropriation obscures her perspective. Dissatisfied with her current involvement in the child refugee crisis, the mother starts unraveling from self-concern. She initially uses precise and multisyllabic language to describe ethical concepts, like “instrumentalism,” “pedagogic”, “moralistic,” and “intellectual arrogance,” but her frustration leads her to succumb to vulgarity and profanity. She worries about producing “really shitty results” and “pissing all over someone else’s toilet seat,” before surrendering with a dismissive “oh, who gives a fuck” (79). The end of her tirade is riddled with self-doubt and insecurity: “…who am I to tell this story… am I too angry, am I mentally colonized by Western-Saxon-white categories (79). This reads less like a reflection and more like a self-interrogation since her concerns are redirected from unspecified social critics who might accuse her of cultural appropriation. Unfortunately, she abandons her questioning right as she locates the ideological source of her concerns.
While crossing Tennessee, the mother’s stepson asks what it means to document and what he should focus his camera eye on, although she is preoccupied with the desolate American landscape they pass through. She realizes that she doesn’t have a clear answer, and disillusion characterizes her ensuing rumination. She tells herself, “what I see is not quite what I see. What I see is what others have already documented” before listing numerous photographers who have captured the bleak heart of America (102). The mother tries to draw on her wealth of artistic knowledge to make sense of the America in front of her, but this only obscures her perspective. She fails to recognize the inhabitants’ humanity. She instead sees an artificial gaze, “the gaze of Emmet Gowin, Larry Clark, and Nan Goldin” (102). Whereas she had previously relied on documentation as a means to understand complex occurrences, it now overpowers her perspective, and she cannot help but try to interpret the scene through the (camera) eyes of previous documentarians. Although the mother doubts her perception and distrusts her the national landscape in front of her, scholars and critics reading Lost Children Archive in an autobiographical context overlook the clear signs of a national identity crisis.
 Carpio reads this passage as an example of the novel’s intertextuality. She suggests that these photographers are incorporated to represent the reality that contradicts American myth, and in so doing, “the mother expands the scale of forced migration beyond the crisis at the border and contextualizes the children’s plight historically” (107). This is another instance in which Carpio reads the mother as Luiselli, recognizing her as an “intellectually agile narrator” strategically weaving together an intertextual work that establishes solidarity among migrants across time (108). Again, reading the novel in an autobiographical context limits Carpio’s interpretation so she is only able to identify it as a formal experiment, and it leaves little to say about what this passage suggests about the mother.	Comment by Patrick Henslee: Arhythmic? Out of place? Cut?	Comment by Michael Allan: This paragraph works well and arrives at a time when the essay seems to be veering toward summary—it might have a sharpened transition to position it within your argument, but all in all, I like it as a zoom out to the analytic claims you offer.
The mother’s stepson asks her what she means when she encourages him to capture the present “for later,” but she then realizes she’s “not sure… what ‘for later’ means anymore” (103). Her reflection begins with a meditative voice similar to previous personal reflections, but she uses the first-person plural to express her dysphoria with reality: “We don’t know how to explain it yet, but I think we all can feel it, somewhere deep in our gut or in our brain circuits. We feel time differently” (103). The collective voice compensates for her insecurities and uncertainties she’s been realizing in her travels, and when she says, “we all,” she speaks for those similarly “mentally colonized” by their bordered identities. Henk van Houtum suggests that borders are ideologies with “spatial binding power” that depends on “the interpretations and consequential (violent) power practices of those who construct and help to reproduce the border” (67). National citizens are confined not only by physical borders but also by everyday practices that reinforce national ideologies. These deeply rooted ideologies can shape and distort citizens’ sociopolitical perspectives, just as national borders define a country’s physical boundaries. As irregularities to the order of national citizenship, transnational migrants disrupt the border’s binding power and interrogate the national ideologies regulating domestic daily life. In Lost Children Archive, the child refugee crisis has rendered the US border’s binding power for the mother, and the collective voice she assumes represents an attempt to restore that binding power by pluralizing her perspective.
Migration is one of many global flows putting stress on national borders and national ideologies. Wendy Brown suggests that globalization naturally produces a variety of tensions, both profound and contradictory: “global networks and local nationalisms, virtual power and physical power, private appropriation and open sourcing, secrecy and transparency, territorialization and deterritorialization… national interests and the global market, hence between the nation and the state, and between the security of the subject and the movements of capital” (8). These tensions centralize in border regions, where transnational flows of products, capital, people, and ideas are most frequent, but the border’s iconic status in the national imagination causes national subjects to feel these tensions personally. In Lost Children Archive, this is evident in the mother’s description of the present as an overwhelming “accumulation of months, days, natural disasters, television series, terrorist attacks, divorces, mass migrations, birthdays, photographs, sunrises” (103). The mother’s list switches between global and local scales. Her mention of natural disasters, terrorist attacks, and mass migrations characterize global occurrences as grand threats. On the other hand, television series, divorces, and birthdays are aspects of domestic life. Altogether, however, these aspects are too much to process without secure boundaries to separate the global from the local. Like national borders, globalization puts the mother’s imagination under distress. 
Brown uses Sigmund Freud’s theory of defense to suggest that borders “facilitate a psychic defense against recognition of a set of internal or systemic failures that are relocated to the outside and against recognition of a set of unacceptable facts of dependency, unprotected vulnerability, or even responsibility for colonial violence in the context of declining sovereign power (125-126). The national subject relies on the symbol of a strong border to deflect insecurities, anxieties, and guilt, especially as they become increasingly evident in the modern age of advanced globalization. Without a strong border to maintain this psychic distance, national subjects feel they are helplessly alone against these global forces, and they begin to see through “the illusion of a future aligned with an idealized past” the border once upheld (Brown, 133). As the mother continues ruminating, she expresses feeling “an absence of future, because the present has become too overwhelming, so the future has become unimaginable” (Luiselli, 103). While migration and other global flows wane on the US-Mexico border, the mother is less certain of the space she inhabits, the time she moves through, and the future she feels helpless against. Finally returning to offer her stepson a definite answer, she reproduces the bordered thinking she’s fallen victim to by telling him, “You just have to find your own way of understanding space, so that the rest of us can feel less lost in time” (103). In terms simpler than her rumination, she encourages her stepson to similarly rely on spatial boundaries to grant a sense of security to a collective, implicitly national consciousness. 
	As she and her family cross Arkansas, the mother reconnects with Manuela, who has an unfortunate update. After being denied asylum, her two daughters were lost during their transferal from one detention center to another. They were supposed to be deported back to Mexico, but they never arrived. This confusing and frustrating turn thrusts the mother back into her memory, from which she recalls a previous experience which helped her grasp the scope and severity of child refugee detainment and their all-too-often disappearance. The mother’s narration flashes back to her meeting with a priest in New York City who held weekly vigils mourning the disappearance of child refugees.
She recalls meeting Father Juan Carlos, a priest passing out flyers advertising support for undocumented migrants at risk of deportation or with family who had disappeared. He invited her to attend one of the weekly vigils to learn more. By attending and participating in the vigil, the mother is presented with the reality of migrant detainment in the US. The scene focuses on her reckoning with the disagreement between appearances and reality. Father Juan Carlos contradicts the mother’s expectations for how a priest should conduct himself. He begins the vigil by speaking with “a candid simplicity uncommon in men accustomed to podiums” (115). While the mother initially recognized their meeting location as just “a building on Varick Street,” Father Juan Carlos reveals that the building before them is a detention center for undocumented people (114). Although the sign “announces” the building as a Passport Agency, it is “not actually just a place where you got a passport but also a place where people without passports were being held” (115). There is a stark difference between the building’s appearance and function. It presents itself to the public as just another unassuming site of federal bureaucracy, but it’s where Immigrations and Customs Enforcement officers “locked people away” after potentially “raiding their homes at night” (115). This being the mother’s narration of Father Juan Carlos’s speech, she amplifies his voice as he exposes the façade to reveal the US government’s barbaric behavior. Her shock multiplies when he adds that tens of thousands of people are detained in centers like this “across the country,” which expresses an expanse as indefinite as the detainee’s detention (115).
The mother initially attended the vigil to document the scene and develop her understanding of the child refugee crisis, but she is captivated by her own disbelief. She thinks Father Juan Carlos is “preaching from a kind of Orwellian dystopic delirium” until she realizes he speaks the earnest truth (115). She struggles to believe that people “were simply—disappeared,” a passive phrasing that positions the migrant as being powerlessly acted upon (115). She starts to believe the priest when she realizes that rest of the vigil’s attendees are Honduran migrants with relative who had “in fact” disappeared in an ICE raid (115). The mother needs to be confronted with the reality to recognize the scale and severity of the refugee crisis as undeniable “fact.” Furthermore, she needs to recognize and document the crisis’s contradictory tension: She follows trails the group’s silent protest with her recorder, “recording that silence” (115). In so doing, the mother fully acknowledges the solemn reality that the US—contradictory to the façade it directs to its public—is conducting raids, taking prisoners, and altogether disappearing people like a barbaric regime. 
As the family drives nearer to the center of the US, they become further disillusioned with the mythic histories that characterize much of the US today. It is not specified where exactly in the US the family is in the section titled “Westerns,” but the presence of Border Patrol suggests they have passed Oklahoma and crossed into its southern neighbor. Among other states, Texas has long been the setting for American western stories that valorize vigilantism and romanticize racist violence along the nation’s frontier. In this passage of Lost Children Archive, the mother and her family find that this legacy persists. The threat of violence looms over the passage from start to finish. Both police and locals frequently question the family as to why there are “out here” (129). This self-prescribed label portrays the area as detached from the rest of the national body, like a geographical outlier that grants its occupants permission to exist and operate outside the boundaries of national law. The mother says that Border Patrol officers ask to see the family’s passports during traffic stops, rather than a driver’s license or more common form of identification. The family obliges because they “won’t contradict anyone who carries a gun and a badge” (130). This seems to be a wise policy until a local man begins asking them questions, like who they are and why they are there. His description (“a man with a hat and gun tucked tight into his belt”) and his line of questioning for the family is nearly the same as Border Patrol officers (130). Because locals and authorities in the border region both consider themselves honorable countrymen policing their territory from racial/national outsiders, they share a culture of suspicion and surveillance that survives the western frontier’s vigilantism. 
Of course, all of this is out of the ordinary for the family. The mother feels that they are “in a reality so far removed from the framework of what we see as normal” (130). When one suspicious local start asking them questions, she regards him as an “inquisitive stranger,” thereby casting him and this culture of surveillance as uncommon if not irrational (129). Yet, when they tell the man with the hat and gun that they are in town to write a screenplay for a spaghetti Western, he says to them, “In that case, you’re no strangers” (130). He reveals (or rather, confirms) that they are equally being seen and treated as strangers. Both the locals and the family are seemingly reenacting the classic image from spaghetti Westerns, each exchanging suspecting glances while sizing up one another. Considering them friendly patriots, he invites them to sit and share a drink together in front of his liquor store.
The rest of their interaction is incredibly tense. Like the spaghetti Western standoff, their mutual distrust builds situational tension. The mother, however, recalls a friend having told her that “driving deeper into Oklahoma was like sinking into deeper and stranger layers of someone’s subconscious” (127). Now even deeper in the US subconscious, the scene’s surreal qualities add a dreamy nervousness to the family’s interaction with the Texan store owner. Their host whistles to summon his wife and son as if they are his trained pets, yet this animalistic character may be applicable to the entire state since “fleeting herds Border Patrol cars” also race toward the US-Mexico border like “white stallions” (129). The host’s store is furnished with synthetic material; they sit on plastic chairs surrounding a plastic table while drinking their beer from plastic cups. His son plays in a small area polluted with chicken fence, empty beer cans he’s used as building blocks, and “an array of uncanny toys” featuring baby dolls whose hair the boy has cut to mirror his own (131). These abnormalities cast the scene as inhospitable and a far cry from the mental image of a developed and civilized US. Furthermore, a muted television functions as an ironic accessory to the scene, and the inexplicable malformed dentures resting on top of it adds absurdity. Seemingly unrelated and surreal, these myriad details disrupt the mother’s ability to draw a clear meaning from the scene. She relies on her knowledge of American writers to make sense of the dentures, but she fails to do so before having to provide the host with another protective lie.
He considers himself “an expert in the genre” of spaghetti Westerns, and grows curious about their knowledge. As an expert in the genre, he is an expert in the American myths that idealize the borderlands and its inhabitants. The mother says, “It’s hard to tell if he is questioning us about [our professions] on the basis of our appearance, or merely because of our obvious lack of knowledge about spaghetti Westerns” (131). The mother and her family are racial and cultural outsiders, and this combination makes the host suspicious of them. By testing their knowledge of what is essentially American culture, the host acts as a United States Citizenship and Immigration Services officer subjecting the family to a citizenship test. Recognizing that she is now a national outsider, the mother realizes that she and her family “should be scared in the marrow of [their] bones” (131). That she feels such intense fear in the outsider’s position suggests that she better understands what it is to be stranger in a strange country. Through teeth “too perfect to be real,” the host proposes they stay for dinner (132). The proposal incites panic in the mother as she imagines “flashes of horror” that end in their burial beneath the chicken fence and baby dolls (132). Before she could respond, her stepson is stung by a bee, providing the family an excuse for escape. They fall asleep together in a motel room, fully clothed and hugging each other as if they are consoling each other after a nightmare.
	After witnessing a group of children unceremoniously deported near Roswell, New Mexico via airplane, the mother cedes narrative control to her stepson for the novel’s second half. This latter half is where Carpio considers the novel’s more experimental, formal, and thematic features—repetitive intertextuality, a novel within a novel, and a twenty-page long sentence—all of which Carpio analyzes so thoroughly that they need not be further examined in these pages. Instead, this work divorces Lost Children Archive from its autobiographical context to examine the mother’s narration and representation of the US imagination. The mother experiences a national identity crisis as she confronts the child refugee crisis and comes to recognize the colonial ideologies embedded in national myth and upheld by borders. By interrogating these myths and resisting border logic, migration literature assists the decolonization of US national subjects. The mother-narrator in Lost Children Archive embodies the disillusioned national subject. From the other side of the US-Mexico border, Yuri Herrera’s novel Signs Preceding the End of the World assumes the transnational migrant’s perspective as she crosses into a foreign and strange national imaginary. 
Signs Preceding the End of the World 
Despite writing extensively and thoughtfully about migration, Mexican author Yuri Herrera is absent from Carpio’s Migrant Aesthetics. His 2015 novel Signs Preceding the End of the World narrates the transnational migration of a young woman named Makina as she treks northward to deliver a letter to her missing brother and traffic an enclosed package for a criminal underworld overseeing her passage. The novel’s interrogation of national mythology should place it and its author in Carpio’s survey of contemporary migration fiction and migrant writers. Compared to other works in her survey, Herrera’s novel doesn’t appeal directly to US readers. First, the novel was initially published in Spanish in 2009, and it took six years for the novel to be translated into English, the heavily preferred language for US readers.[footnoteRef:1] Second, the novel does not portray migrants as an ethical problem to be addressed, like many popular narratives about migrants in the US. Makina is not a refugee seeking asylum, someone whose documentation status is at risk, or an exploited migrant laborer, nor does she migrate to “seek a better life” for herself or her family. Rather than interrogating the myths and assumptions Americans associate with migration, Signs Preceding the End of the World uses the migrant’s perspective to examine aspects of transnational migration and national identity that the national subject either overlooks, takes for granted, or remains unaware of. By changing the perspective of transnational migration, the novel changes the language used to narrate migration and represent a national identity foreign to its protagonist. [1:  Originally published as Señales que precederán al fin del mundo by Editoríal Períférica, Spain.
] 

One of the novel’s most compelling features is its omission of details and verbiage that would allow the reader to be certain that Makina’s migration is from Mexico to the US. Makina is a switchboard operator from an unnamed town in an unnamed country, although it is heavily implied that the small town is somewhere in rural Mexico. She plans to stop in a cosmopolis known as the “Big Chilango,” a moniker for Mexico City, before continuing northward to another unspecified country. The geographical arrangement and cultural context suggest Makina is headed for the US, but without identifying these nations and landmarks explicitly, an  American reader must reinterpret their national symbols and customs from the outsider’s perspective. 
Makina regrettably misinterprets the first sign she encounters in the north. After crossing a river and getting her bearings, she sees a pregnant woman lying in the shade of a distant tree, apparently taking refuge from the desert sun: “And she thought, if that was any sort of omen it was a good one: a country where a woman with child walking through the desert just lies right down to let her baby grow, unconcerned about anything else” (112). It is more characteristic of Makina to simply take stock of the woman and remain steadfast on her journey, and it is even more reasonable to question how a pregnant woman ended up walking alone in the desert. Instead, Makina’s first instinct is to interpret the pregnant woman as a symbol of this new country’s promise. With the pregnant woman as a road sign, the north promises sanctuary from natural dangers, like the desert’s fatal heat that takes the lives of many migrants annually. Even at this new nation’s borders, it promises an enclosed safe zone. This sanctuary is Edenic, promising a fertile land where children “grow” like trees and their mothers rest “unconcerned” with mortal dangers that threaten their physical body. By interpreting the pregnant woman as an “omen,” Makina considers this image more prophetic than a sign or symbol that would signify without as much indication of the future.
But as she approaches the pregnant woman, Makina better “discern[s] this features” of this figure that represents the national body (112). She finds that the resting mother to be is not a woman at all, “nor was that belly full with child: it was some poor wretch swollen with putrefaction, his eyes and tongue pecked out by buzzards” (112). What was once a good omen is found to be remnants of a horrific past. The pregnant belly that signified fertility, futurity, and hope is not full at all, but utterly empty. Rotted and “swollen,” the belly signifies decay and a gross corruption that malforms the body beyond recognition. This intense rot even transfigures the body from man to woman if viewed from afar. With little else to do, Makina can only consider this supposed migrant a “poor wretch” whose unknown misery warrants her pity. His missing eyes and tongue indicate this new country’s habit of extracting all it can from the migrant’s body, which it views as a means for its own consumption. To be clear, this new country does not leave migrants for the buzzards—this new nation is the land of buzzards, where extraction, consumption, and disregard are common practice.
Before tracking her brother, Makina must deliver the mysterious package with which she had been sent. Arriving at the last in a series of men who are connected to the package’s sender, she meets an old man who guides her to a baseball stadium where she will finally hand over the cargo. Circling the stadium’s perimeter, the old man explains to Makina that, inside the stadium’s walls, “the anglos play a game to celebrate who they are” (123-124). Much like the novel’s ambiguity about national geography, referring to the northern people as “anglos” dissolves their unification under a single national identity. A label expressing nationality, like “American,” would reaffirm the inhabitants’ argument that they have a predetermined and rightful claim to the land. Instead, “anglo” underscores their English origins, thereby representing them as mere legacies of English empire occupying foreign land. The old man continues to describe baseball as a reenactment of imperialism and colonialism rather than a simple athletic competition or beloved national pastime: “One of them whacks it, then sets off like it was a trip around the world, to every one of the bases out there” (124). The baseball diamond is reconsidered as microcosm for the empire’s global organization of military bases “all over the world,” mimicking the empire’s colonial occupation of foreign space (Mbembe, 79). The old man asks Makina “you know the anglos have bases all over the world, right?” (124). But his question appears dishonest, as if by asking this question, he’s actually insisting that she should already understand this country’s global presence. 
He continues on, adding that “others keep taking swings to distract their enemies” while the player circles the bases (124). The player’s progress from base to base inches his team closer toward victory over their “enemies,” a term connoting violence and aggression more than “opponent” would have. The player has to avoid “get[ing] caught” from one base to another, just as it’s crucial for an empire’s colonies to remain tied to the metropole it considers home (124). Victory is reached when the player “makes it home and his people welcome him with open arms and cheering” (124). “His people” is ambiguous enough to include both the home team and the crowd in attendance. With all welcoming the player’s successful conquest of foreign territories and subsequent return to the metaphoric metropole, a stadium full of baseball fans celebrates the imperial and colonial tradition that unifies them. The old man’s description of a national pastime emphasizes the root values it celebrates through reenactment: the romanticized sports really represents the imperial foundations that continue today.
After ridding herself of the package, Makina eventually finds her brother on a military base where he is enlisted as a soldier. He tells her that his wandering from “back alley to back alley” ended when an anglo family offered him money, temporary housing, and eventually, citizenship papers if he agreed to join the military in their rebellious son’s place. After being deployed for months, he returned to the anglo family’s house only to be met with awe and disbelief. They stare at him with “eyes like saucers, astonished to see him there, alive and decorated: alive” (144). Their “saucers” for eyes exaggerate their expression to an almost cartoonish degree, reducing them too caricatures. The pairing of “alive and decorated” carry a tension that suggests the two are mutually exclusive; one is supposed to return from military service either alive or decorated. The colon and repetition of “alive” is clear evidence that they expected him to die in their son’s place. The anglo family fully intended to redeem the Makina’s brother’s body for their son’s, thus allowing them to preserve their tranquil domestic life and forget him altogether. In this manner, the anglo family mirrors the practices of an army recruitment center. They actas a unit that enlists Makina’s brother for the extractable value carried in his disposable body. His being “latin” makes him the ideal target to assume their son’s place in an ongoing war; he differs from them in terms of race, ethnicity, language, and nationality. He is a “stranger” meant to die so anglo life can function as normal.
However, his unexpected return from war serves as another example of migrant confrontation. His being alive and decorated is an afterthought to them having to come face to face with him again, and he recognizes that his return makes them “uneasy” (144). According to Álvarez-López and Fernández-García, interacting with the transnational stranger is a discomforting confrontation for the national subject because it reveals the fragile, contradictory conditions on which their own sovereignty depends (3-4) By returning to their doorstep, Makina’s brother forces them to quietly reckon with the fact that they exploited his vulnerability. His incompatibility reveals the banality of their domestic life and the racial politics on which it depends: he has “no relation to their white dishes and their white sheets and their station wagon” (145). Unable to accept this exposure, the anglo mother insists that they all “go someplace else,” change their name, and “reinvent” themselves (145). Makina’s brother so drastically defies the anglo family’s assumption that he is fungible that he provokes them to quit their manicured lives and remake themselves as migrants.
Much to her disappointment, Makina’s brother insists on staying in the military. She ventures elsewhere with no particular destination, but she is abruptly stopped by a police officer. He orders her to “assume the position” by joining a group of migrants he’s apprehended and began berating. Makina notices that they all appear “homegrown,” another of the novel’s terminological changes that emphasize some Latinxs apparent indigeneity or being born in a country south from the US. Assuming that they migrated seeking to live comfortable lives “without earning it,” the officer issues them a warning: “patriots like me are on the lookout and we’re going to teach you some manners” (148). Like the Texans in Lost Children Archive, white nationalists in Signs Preceding practice a culture of surveillance and vigilantism to defend their self-determined claim to territory. The police officer says “patriots,” not officers, will expel the unwanted migrants from their country. In so doing, he makes racism and xenophobia a national policy that all national subjects (or perhaps, people as “pasty” as he) are responsible for upholding. 
The officer’s command that they “get used to falling in” further evidences the racial hierarchy he and other “patriots” desire (148). He describes the northern way of life as “civilized,” a descriptor historically used to contrast a collective body from the foreigners they considered barbaric, although this, too, is rooted in racist portrayals (148). Finally, he insists that “We don’t jump fences and we don’t dig tunnels” (148). The first claim is ironic in that it ignores his nation’s colonial beginnings, which necessarily needed to create and breach national borders. His second claim exemplifies the national subject’s ignorance to their county’s neocolonial practices. Modern empires, like the US, rely on the very “subterranean” flows of products, capital, and labor that their borders pretend to keep out (Brown, 20-21). The public is overwhelmingly concerned with the potential influx of crime and corruption, but this acts as a distraction from the other, more profitable flows of commerce the nation relies on. Transnational migrants become an endless threat calling for endless security investment, thereby supporting Achille Mbembe’s notion that “the security state thrives on a state of insecurity, which it participates in fomenting and to which it claims to be the solution” (54).
The officer turns his attention to a migrant holding close a booklet of poetry. He finds this so laughable that he orders the migrant to immediately write a poem about “why [he] thinks [his] ass is in the hands of this patriotic officer” (149). To rescue the trembling migrant from further humiliation or punishment, Makina grabs the pencil and paper and writes ten lines without stopping. Whereas the mother in Lost Children Archive used the first-person plural to restore her national identity, Makina’s poem uses the first-person plural voice to project a transnational identity that refutes all of the national subject’s prejudices and racist assumptions about Latinx migrants. The first line addresses the national subject’s habit of transposing their country’s failures onto migrants, who “are to blame for this destruction”, but several of the poem’s fragments expose the national subject’s contradictory reasoning (150). They “don’t speak your tongue” yet “don’t know how to keep quit either” (150). Migrants somehow simultaneously “dirty up your doorsteps” and “dream of wiping your shit” (150). They are at once “the fat” and “the anemic” (150). The fragment stating migrants are the ones “who deliver your dope” explicitly addresses the north’s reliance on subterranean transnational commerce, especially the trafficking of drugs that remain popular in the US (150).
The poem’s tone grows increasingly frustrated as it deploys more interrogatives: “what else could we do? We, the ones who are waiting for who knows what” (15). These interrogatives, especially in the latter fragment, capture the ambivalent state many migrants inhabit. In one sense, a migrant is fundamentally always in a state of transit, never fully departing from their home yet never fully arriving elsewhere. In another, they often inhabit states of exception, meaning their undocumented status places them in a legal gray area wherein they are exempt from constitutional rights and are susceptible to being detained for an indetermined amount of time. This indetermined detainment is another form of ambivalence, as is the constant threat of deportation that even documented migrants are susceptible to. 
The poem makes a satire of the nationalist construction of transnational migrants as barbarians. It mocks the assumption that migrants penetrate the country’s borders by either “com[ing] by boat” or by “break[ing] your barbed wire” (150). Both images exaggerate the migrant’s crossing, which is often as mundane and anticlimactic as Makina’s. Nationalist rhetoric relies on the idea that migrants sneak into the country to exploit the welfare reserved for its citizens. The poem satirizes nationalist rhetoric that scapegoats migrant laborers for economic instability: “We who came to take your jobs… who long to work all hours” (150). While nationalist ideologies have historically imagined barbarians as violent foreigners who destroy and pillage, nationalism in today’s age of competitive global markets exploits the national subject’s fear of economic insecurity. The poem satirizes the national subject’s fear that their “jobs” will be pillaged while the migrant wreaks unimaginable havoc, evidenced by the line “We… who brought you violence you’d never known” (150). 
The poem’s final line simply reads, “We the barbarians” (150). Its simplicity and definitive tone at once seem to own the barbaric label and let the absurdity of nationalist rhetoric reverberate. It is clear by the poem’s end that transnational migrants are unjustly blamed for the nation-state’s troubles, and it projects all of its own barbaric behaviors onto people coming from beyond its borders. The national imagination relies on repeating this deflective process to maintain its sense of power, security, and exceptionalism. Without ever mentioning specific nations, the poem makes clear that the US is no different. Its conclusive three words even echo the Preamble to the United States Constitution (“We the People”), suggesting that denying one’s own barbarism is written into American identity. The poem adds situational irony at its end when we’re reminded that the police officer has read the poem aloud. He had “started off reading in a  mock-portentous voice but gradually abandoned the histrionics as he neared the last line, which he read in almost a whisper” (150). He cannot help “falling in” to the migrant’s voice when reading aloud, thereby amplifying the migrant’s satire on US nationalism. By announcing the poem’s final three words, he essentially confesses to his own barbarism. He is left in such shock, that he crumples up the paper and quits the apprehended migrants altogether, allowing Makina to simply walk away.
	 The novel’s ending is lightly debated. Makina reunites with the coyote who assisted her crossing, and he helps guide her to a mysterious door, behind which lies her fate or future depending on one’s interpretation. Most scholarship on the novel focuses on the narrative structure’s similarity to the nine levels of Mictlan, the underworld in Aztec mythology. This leads many scholars to interpret Makina’s fate as a metaphor for death and renewal in the act of migrating, but debating such interpretations deviates from this project’s aims. Across these various scenes, Signs Preceding the End of the World renders national labels ambiguous and uses the transnational Latinx migrant’s perspective to reconsider the symbols, language, and behaviors constructing American national identity. The transnational migrant’s perspective necessarily subverts national borders, effectively revealing the prominence that borders and exclusion have in the American imagination. By also making Makina’s race and ethnicity unambiguous, the novel interrogates the racial politics and cultural prejudices that motivate American nationalism, which is recognized as an ideological system built on longstanding histories of white supremacy and colonial violence.
Conclusion
	Lost Children Archive and Signs Preceding the End of the World were published during a period of intense American nationalism that continues today, and a close examination explores how they respond differently to the same “ideologically riddled” national identity. Luiselli’s novel considers transnational migration from within national borders, using the mother to narrate the national subject’s psychological unravelling induced by a collapse of national ideologies. Herrera’s novel assumes the transnational Latinx migrant’s perspective to challenge the discursive power of borders, reconsider the symbolic language that signifies American nationalism, and expose the faulty ideological base motivating Americans’ assumptions about transnational migration. From these different narrational perspectives, both novels make a literary contribution to the American imagination’s decolonization.
Carpio’s shortlist of migration literature proves that these novels are just two examples in a wave of literature that approaches American readers with more nuance and intellectual rigor than waves prior. As an expansive set of formal narrative techniques, migrant aesthetics challenges readers to critically reflect on the forces influencing global migration and to reconsider their complicity. However, Carpio’s preoccupation with negotiating the reader’s empathy leads her to focus on literary features that are so obviously experimental that they sacrifice the novel’s fictional integrity. She interprets many rich passages as formal experiments that challenge the reader’s expectations for migration, but this interpretation suggests that the passages do little more than challenge the reader’s expectations for the novel form. Saldívar argues that the novel form is unique in its ability to re-signify the symbolic language of reality, thereby interrogating the ideologies signified in this representation. Novels can further challenge dominant ideologies by narrating from marginalized perspectives. Migration literature must engage with the reader’s ideologies to meaningfully challenge their assumptions about migration, so an analysis of migration literature must exceed observations about the novel’s formal experimentation. As performed in this project, it must consider how narrational perspective changes the language signifying dominant or counterhegemonic ideologies.
	The close reading of Lost Children Archive pays special attention to the mother-narrator’s internal monologue following her encounter with the child refugee crisis. Confronted with the illogic of national borders, she begins reinterpreting the symbols and language of American nationalism, but her proclivity for bordered thinking struggles against her abrupt ideological decolonization. The close reading of Signs Preceding the End of the World examines the literary re-signification of American symbols and customs Makina encounters on her journey. Being a transnational Latinx migrant, Makina’s perspective directly opposes all which comprises American national identity, and her interpretation of national symbolic language exposes the irrationality and frailty riddled throughout American nationalism. The latter more successfully provokes ideological reckoning, although both certainly contribute to the larger decolonial project. Should the third and current wave of migration literature continue, it would be do well to produce novels like Herrera’s, novels that question the language of nationalism to stimulate a critical consciousness that is ideologically skeptical. To effectively decolonize the American imagination, migration literature must fundamentally oppose national borders and inspire its readers to look at their constellation from the outside, look deep into that vast night, and wonder what kind of darkness binds it all together.
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