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Introduction

In the landscape of postcolonial Latin Amer-
ica, the concept of sovereignty has remained 
a contested and deeply problematic notion. While 
political science and international relations typi-
cally define sovereignty as a legal and institutional 
construct the absolute authority of a state over its 
territory and people [Krasner] this definition often 
falls short of capturing the lived reality of nations 
emerging from centuries of colonial rule. For these 
states, sovereignty is not merely a matter of legal 
recognition or a seat at the United Nations; it is 
an ongoing and fraught struggle for autonomy 
over their own history, identity, and future. This 
article examines how two of Latin America’s 

most influential authors, Gabriel García Márquez 
(Colombia) and Carlos Fuentes (Mexico), engage 
with and fundamentally reframe the concept 
of sovereignty in their fiction. Their works, One 
Hundred Years of Solitude and The Death of Arte-
mio Cruz, do not merely reflect the political crises 
of their respective nations but actively participate 
in their construction, offering counter-histories 
and alternative visions of statehood.

The central thesis of this study is that literary 
narratives in postcolonial Latin America are not 
passive reflections of sovereignty struggles but 
are, in fact, parallel sites of sovereignty-making. 
These writers’ works enact a type of cultural 
sovereignty through rewriting official histories, 
recovering silenced voices, and claiming control 
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Aннотация. В контексте постколониальной Латинской Америки концепция суверенитета остается 
оспариваемым и глубоко проблематичным понятием. В статье утверждается, что литературные нарративы 
Габриэля Гарсиа Маркеса и Карлоса Фуэнтеса являются не пассивным отражением борьбы за суверени-
тет, а параллельными площадками для его созидания. На основе критического анализа романов «Сто лет 
одиночества» (1967) и «Смерть Артемио Круса» (1962) показано, как авторы используют художественную 
прозу для оспаривания официальных государственных нарративов и реализации формы культурного 
суверенитета. Это понятие обозначает право народа определять свою идентичность, историю и ценности 
вне идеологических рамок, навязанных колониальными и неоколониальными державами. Авторы статьи, 
используя теоретические основы постколониальной теории (Саид, Бхабха) и современной политической 
философии (Агамбен, Мбембе, Шмитт), утверждают, что Гарсиа Маркес представляет суверенитет как 
общинный, поколенческий проект, трагически разрушенный неоколониальными силами. Фуэнтес же 
изображает его как индивидуальное, психологическое бремя, развращенное властью. В конечном счете 
оба автора показывают, что сама литература становится суверенным актом, создающим контрархив, 
который сохраняет подавленные истории и формирует более аутентичную национальную идентичность 
за пределами несостоявшегося постколониального государства.
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over the national imagination. This concept, which 
is at the heart of the inquiry, refers to the power 
of a people to define their own identity, history, 
and values outside of the ideological and narrative 
frameworks imposed by colonial and neocolonial 
powers. The key questions guiding this research 
are: How do García Márquez and Fuentes use fic-
tion to interrogate the official narratives of state 
sovereignty, and in what ways do their works enact 
a form of cultural sovereignty asserting autonomy 
over the national imagination?

The inadequacy of a purely legalistic under-
standing of sovereignty becomes clear when 
examining the historical context of Latin America. 
The transition from colonial subjects to indepen-
dent states was often a messy and incomplete 
process, characterised by internal strife, military 
coups, and continued economic exploitation by for-
eign powers. While new nations were founded, 
the foundational institutions often mirrored those 
of their former colonisers, perpetuating structures 
of power that marginalised indigenous peoples, 
suppressed local cultures, and prioritised the inter-
ests of a select elite. This created a profound dis-
connect between the nation-state as a legal entity 
and the nation as a cultural and social reality. 
The official narrative, often a sanitised account 
of national heroes and linear progress, became 
a tool to obscure the ongoing violence, corruption, 
and social fragmentation that plagued these soci-
eties. It is precisely this gap that literature steps 
in to fill.

To understand literature’s role as a political 
force, we must turn to the Latin American critical 
tradition. Thinkers like Ángel Rama and Antonio 
Cornejo Polar have long argued for the novel’s 
foundational place in the region’s political con-
sciousness [Rama] posits that the modern city 
was not built by engineers or urban planners but 
by the ‘letrados’ or intellectuals, whose writing 
shaped the legal, social, and cultural frameworks 
of the new states. The novel, therefore, is not 
merely a form of entertainment but a crucial ‘arti-
fact of the will to power,’ a space where competing 
visions of the nation are articulated and contested. 
Similarly [Cornejo Polar], argues for the concept 
of ‘heterogeneity,’ emphasising that Latin American 
literature is a product of conflicting and coexist-
ing cultural traditions (European, Indigenous, 
African). The literary text, in his view, is a space 
where these heterogeneous voices, often silenced 

in official state narratives, can converge and create 
a more complex, truthful account of the nation’s 
identity. Literature undermines the state’s mono-
logic claims to power and authority by embracing 
this multiplicity.

Utilising modern theoretical frameworks that 
go beyond conventional ideas of sovereignty, this 
study expands on this base. Postcolonial theory, 
particularly the work of Edward Said, provides 
the essential vocabulary for this analysis. Said’s 
[Said] concept of ‘Orientalism’ demonstrates 
how the West constructs an ideological and 
narrative framework to justify its domination 
over the ‘Other’. We can apply this to Latin 
America by examining how official histories and 
state-sanctioned narratives often mimic colonial 
discourse, framing national identity in ways that 
are legible and acceptable to Western powers while 
simultaneously erasing local, indigenous, and 
popular histories. This leads to the phenomenon 
of ‘mimicry’ and ‘hybridity,’ concepts developed 
by [Bhabha]. Bhabha argues that the postcolo-
nial subject, caught between two cultures, can 
subvert and destabilise colonial power through 
imitation. We will extend this idea to the literary 
text, arguing that García Márquez and Fuentes use 
their novels to mimic the forms of official history 
the chronicle, the biography only to subvert them 
from within, creating a hybrid space where truth 
is found not in verifiable fact but in the mythic and 
the fragmented.

Furthermore, we will draw on contemporary 
sovereignty studies to move beyond the purely 
legal. Giorgio Agamben’s [Agamben] concept 
of the ‘state of exception’ and Achille Mbembe’s  
[Mbembe] notion of ‘necropolitics’ are particu-
larly relevant. Agamben’s idea that the sovereign 
holds the power to declare a state of exception, 
suspending the law and creating a space of bare 
life, has profound implications for understanding 
the dictatorial regimes and constant political 
instability that have plagued Latin America. 
We will see how Fuentes’s The Death of Artemio 
Cruz embodies this, showing how the Mexican 
state operates in a permanent state of moral 
and political exception, where the rule of law 
is constantly subverted by the whims of a cor-
rupt elite. Mbembe’s ‘necropolitics,’ which 
describes the state’s power to ‘manage death’ 
and decide who can live and who must die, 
provides a grim but essential lens for analysing 
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the widespread violence, disappearances, and 
massacres that have marked the region’s history. 
García Márquez’s fictional account of the banana 
massacre in One Hundred Years of Solitude, where 
thousands are killed and their deaths are subse-
quently erased from history, is a powerful example 
of this. By chronicling this historical pain and con-
testing the state’s necropolitical power, Márquez’s 
book asserts a literary right to recall.

This article makes the case that while con-
centrating on the concept of cultural sovereignty, 
some of the most significant conflicts for autonomy 
in postcolonial Latin America take place in books 
rather than on the battlefield or in government 
buildings. García Márquez, through his epic saga 
of the Buendía family, uses magical realism to pro-
pose a collective, communal form of sovereignty. 
His novel reclaims the nation’s history from the lin-
ear, teleological narrative of progress, suggesting 
that a truer form of identity is rooted in the shared, 
mythic memory of its people, even if that memory 
is marked by violence and catastrophe. In contrast, 
Fuentes, with his fragmented narrative of a dying 
revolutionary, exposes sovereignty as an individ-
ual, psychological struggle corrupted by power. 
His work reclaims Mexico’s pre-colonial past 
from the erasure of official history, arguing that 
a nation’s true foundation lies in its deep, complex, 
and often painful cultural roots. Through their dis-
tinct but complementary approaches, both authors 
reveal that pure sovereignty is an impossibility 
under neocolonialism. Their works function as 
an archive of suppressed histories, documenting 
the violence, Indigenous erasure, and foreign 
interventionism that undermine national auton-
omy, and in doing so, they create a space where 
a more authentic, multifaceted national identity 
can be imagined.

Therefore, through supporting the impor-
tance of literature as a driving force of decolonial 
thought, this study seeks to broaden the academic 
discourse on sovereignty. Through a critical exam-
ination of García Márquez and Fuentes’s narrative 
structures, mythological frameworks, and histori-
cal retelling, we will show that these novels’ politi-
cal mission goes beyond simple critique to include 
construction. They are works of sovereign imagi-
nation rather than merely stories.

Sovereignty as Narrative Crisis  
in García Márquez

In Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years 
of Solitude (1967) [García  Márquez 1967] the fic-
tional town of Macondo serves as a laboratory for 
the postcolonial condition, a microcosm where 
the failures and violations of Latin American state-
hood are rendered in an epic, cyclical narrative. 
The novel’s central argument is that sovereignty 
is not a stable political construct but a perpetually 
deferred state, a narrative crisis unfolding over 
generations. This section will explore how García 
Márquez’s use of setting, narrative structure, 
and magical realism systematically dismantles 
the legal-institutional idea of sovereignty and 
replaces it with a form of literary and cultural 
autonomy. The text argues that the novel’s core 
critique is rooted in a catastrophic view of history, 
echoing the philosophical insights of Walter Ben-
jamin.

Macondo as a Microcosm  
of Failed Sovereignty

An act of absolute, unadulterated sovereignty 
is what gave rise to Macondo. With imposing his 
will on the outside world, José Arcadio Buendía 
establishes the town and guides his people 
to a new area “where no one had ever been able 
to get a compass to point to” [García Márquez 
1967, 19]. This initial isolation represents a fleet-
ing, utopian vision of autonomy, a society defined 
by communal ties and an imaginative relation-
ship with the world, unburdened by external 
laws or authority. The sovereignty of Macondo, 
in its early stages, is a form of local, existential 
self-determination. However, this hermetic state 
is repeatedly violated by external forces, each rep-
resenting a distinct form of neocolonial intrusion. 
The arrival of the gypsies, the invention of the ice 
block, and later the railway and the telegraph, are 
not merely technological advances but a series 
of penetrations that erode Macondo’s unique 
identity and expose it to the brutal realities 
of the larger world.

The first and most powerful violation of Macon-
do’s original isolation is the incursion of the wider 
world, not through conquest or politics, but 
through knowledge and technology. The arrival 
of the gypsies, led by Melquíades, introduces 
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the town to the modern world’s wonders magnets 
that search for gold, magnifying glasses that burn, 
and ice that holds no memory of the sea. These 
magical-seeming inventions are, in reality, instru-
ments of a different kind of power. They disrupt 
the pristine, self-contained world of Macondo, 
implanting in José Arcadio Buendía a restlessness 
and a futile obsession with scientific knowledge 
that ultimately leads to his madness. This early 
phase of contact suggests that sovereignty is not 
just a matter of physical borders but of intellec-
tual and imaginative independence. In accepting 
the gypsies’ wonders, Macondo loses a piece of its 
self-contained magic, a preliminary surrender of its 
cultural autonomy before the more brutal political 
and economic assaults arrive.

The most profound violations of Macondo’s 
sovereignty occur through political and economic 
neocolonialism. The successive civil wars that 
engulf the town, spearheaded by Colonel Aureli-
ano Buendía, are a direct mirror of the political 
violence that characterised nineteenth-century 
Latin America. These conflicts, driven by a strug-
gle for power between Liberal and Conservative 
factions, demonstrate the futility of a statehood 
built on abstract ideologies rather than the genuine 
needs of its people. The colonel fights thirty-two 
wars and loses all of them, only to realise that 
the difference between Liberals and Conserva-
tives is meaningless: ‘The only difference is that 
the Liberals go to mass at five o’clock and the Con-
servatives at eight’ . This cynical and bloody cycle 
exposes the sovereign state as a hollow shell, its 
authority a tool for self-serving elites rather than 
a guarantor of peace and prosperity. The colonel’s 
disillusionment is a crucial moment in the novel’s 
critique. He begins his fight with a noble, albeit 
abstract, cause, but the struggle devolves into 
a pointless cycle of betrayal and violence, leaving 
him utterly isolated and without a purpose. His 
final act of melting down his gold fish, which he 
had made and sold to fund his pointless wars, is 
a symbolic rejection of the very political project 
that consumed his life. His failure and the failure 
of his wars reflect the broader historical failures 
of Latin American nations to achieve genuine inter-
nal sovereignty free from the shadow of colonial 
power. The liberal and conservative ideologies, 
after all, were themselves imports, abstract frame-
works imposed on a reality they were ill-equipped 
to handle, leading only to senseless bloodshed.

The final and most devastating assault 
on Macondo’s  sovereignty is  t he ar r ival 
of the banana company. This foreign entity, 
a clear allegory for the United Fruit Company’s 
historical dominance in Latin America, operates 
with a power that supersedes the local govern-
ment. The company imports its own laws, its own 
labour practices, and its own vision of progress, 
all of which ultimately lead to the exploitation 
of the land and its people. The ‘gringos’ build 
a fenced-off village, a state within a state, where 
they are immune to Macondo’s traditions and jus-
tice. When the workers stage a strike to protest their 
inhuman conditions, the state’s military is deployed 
not to protect its citizens but to serve the interests 
of the foreign company. In this crucial moment, 
García Márquez reveals the ultimate bankruptcy 
of state sovereignty; its power is not exercised 
for the benefit of the nation but is instead a tool 
wielded by external economic forces. The compa-
ny’s arrival is a physical manifestation of neocolo-
nialism. It carves out a separate, privileged reality 
within Macondo, a sanitised, Americanised space 
with lush lawns and running water that stands 
in stark contrast to the burgeoning slums and squa-
lor of the workers’ quarters. This spatial divide illus-
trates a breakdown of national authority; the state 
cannot even control its own territory when faced 
with a powerful foreign corporation. The military’s 
massacre of the striking workers on the company’s 
orders is the final confirmation of the state’s servile 
nature, a brutal reminder that its ultimate loyalty 
lies with capital, not its own citizens.

The Cyclical Structure  
and the Failure  

of Postcolonial History

The novel’s non-linear, cyclical structure 
is perhaps its most powerful tool for critiquing 
conventional notions of sovereignty and history. 
The perpetual repetition of names, events, and 
family destinies defies the linear, progressive 
narrative that official state histories are built 
upon. The history of Macondo does not move 
forward; it spins in a tragic spiral of violence and 
amnesia. The characters are doomed to repeat 
the mistakes of their ancestors, creating a sense 
of inescapable fate. This cyclicality is a direct 
repudiation of the Enlightenment-era idea of prog-
ress a cornerstone of the modern nation-state’s 
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foundational myths. For a nation-state to assert 
its sovereignty and project a coherent identity, 
it must possess a linear history, a narrative that 
moves from a founding moment toward a future 
of progress. García Márquez’s novel deprives 
Macondo of this narrative and makes history 
cyclical, which prevents it from developing a stable 
and forward-thinking identity. In addition to being 
a peculiarity of genealogy, the repeated names José 
Arcadio, Aureliano, and Remedios serve as a nar-
rative technique that keeps the protagonists stuck 
in a fatalistic cycle. The story of Buendías is a clear 
reflection of the political cycles of violence and 
broken promises that have afflicted Latin American 
history, with each new generation being a variation 
on a theme, bound to repeat the same emotions, 
follies, and solitudes of their predecessors.

This catastrophic repetition culminates 
in the novel’s most famous sequence: the banana 
workers’ massacre. After the company refuses 
to negotiate, the military, at the behest of the for-
eign capitalists, executes thousands of striking 
workers. In a chilling act of political amnesia, 
the government denies the event ever happened, 
stating, ‘There were no dead people’ [García 
Márquez 1967, 320]. This state-sanctioned erasure 
is a chilling enactment of Mbembe’s concept of nec-
ropolitics [Mbembe], where the state exercises 
its power not just over life but over death itself, 
deciding whose death is worthy of public memory 
and whose is to be buried in silence. However, 
the novel refuses to forget. Through the testi-
mony of José Arcadio Segundo and the mythical 
imagery of a silent trainload of corpses, García 
Márquez’s narrative becomes the sole archive 
of this suppressed history. The text, therefore, 
performs the very act of sovereignty that the state 
has abrogated: it asserts its right to memory 
and truth, reclaiming the nation’s past from 
the state’s official lie. The government’s official 
denial is an act of ultimate sovereign power — 
the power to rewrite reality itself. It transforms 
a brutal massacre into a non-event, making 
the victims ‘non-persons’ whose lives and deaths 
hold no meaning in the official narrative. But 
García Márquez counters this act of state power 
with a literary act of defiance. By memorialising 
the massacre in the collective memory of the nov-
el’s characters, and by presenting the impossible 
reality of a train full of silently travelling corpses, 
he affirms a truth that is inaccessible to the state’s 

rational-legal framework. The novel itself becomes 
a counter-monument to the state’s ‘official’ history, 
a site of memory that resists erasure.

The ‘Magical’ vs. The ‘State’: 
Subverting Official History

The celebrated magical realism of One Hun-
dred Years of Solitude is not a mere stylistic 
flourish; it is a profound political and epistemo
logical project. It functions as a counter-discourse 
to the rational, logical, and bureaucratic reality 
claimed by the modern state. The novel consis-
tently privileges the mythic, the imaginative, and 
the impossible over the verifiable, the factual, and 
the official. For instance, Remedios the Beauty’s 
miraculous ascent to heaven and the insomnia 
plague that causes people to lose their memory are 
not just fantastical events; they are presented as 
a part of the lived reality of Macondo, just as true 
as the rain or a revolution.

This juxtaposition is a deliberate act of sub-
version. By presenting the magical as the norm, 
García Márquez exposes the inherent absurdity and 
unreality of the state’s actions. The state’s claims 
to authority are based on a worldview of strict 
causality and scientific logic. Yet, in Macondo, this 
logic is repeatedly rendered impotent. The ratio-
nal-legal system of the state is shown to be inca-
pable of dealing with the town’s lived reality, 
and its official narratives are exposed as far more 
unbelievable than the magical events they attempt 
to suppress. The blood of José Arcadio the Second 
that meanders through the streets to his mother’s 
kitchen is a mythic truth that is far more compel-
ling and real than any official report. Through this, 
García Márquez renders the state’s authority unsta-
ble and its version of history unreliable. The novel 
argues that true history is found not in official 
chronicles but in the collective myths and oral tra-
ditions that lie beyond the state’s control [García 
Márquez 1982]. This act of affirming a popular, 
magical reality over state-sanctioned truth is 
a foundational expression of cultural sovereignty. 
This is a critique of the very foundation of the mod-
ern, European-style nation-state. This type of state, 
imported into Latin America, requires a specific, 
rationalised, and secularised view of the world 
to function. In Macondo, this worldview is con-
stantly at war with a reality that includes prophetic 
gypsies, people who spontaneously levitate, and 
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houses that flood with the blood of their occu-
pants. The state’s official documents and legal 
decrees are shown to be hollow and meaningless 
in a world where the laws of nature and reality are 
more fluid. The ‘official’ truth of the state is not 
a given; it is a narrative that must be constructed 
and enforced, and the novel shows how easily 
this narrative can be dismantled by the collective 
power of myth and memory. The fact that the offi-
cial history of the banana massacre is disbelieved 
by the people of Macondo, while the mythical 
story of the blood trail is accepted as fact, proves 
that a more profound form of truth exists outside 
of the state’s control.

Theoretical Link:  
Walter Benjamin’s  

Catastrophic History

García Márquez’s vision of sovereignty as 
a narrative crisis is perfectly aligned with Walter 
Benjamin’s notion of history as a catastrophe. In 
his ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History,’ Benjamin 
argues against the idea of history as linear, pro-
gressive, and teleological. For Benjamin, historical 
progress is not a steady march forward but an accu-
mulating pile of ruins. He describes the ‘angel 
of history’ who is propelled backward into 
the future by a storm called progress, looking back 
at a single catastrophe [Benjamin]. This is precisely 
the history of Macondo. It is not a history of slow, 
meaningful development but a series of devastat-
ing blows: the civil wars, the plague of insomnia, 
the massacre, the rain, and finally, the wind that 
erases the town entirely. Each new generation adds 
to the ruinous pile of the past, unable to escape 
the inherited trauma. The linear time of the clock 
and the calendar, which the state uses to struc-
ture its history, is irrelevant in Macondo. Instead, 
the town’s history is measured by the repetition 
of a few key events: the founding, the civil wars, 
the banana company’s arrival, the massacre, and 
the final wind. Each repetition is not a new step 
forward, but a deeper plunge into the same cycle 
of catastrophe and solitude. The family is trapped 
by its own past, just as Latin American nations have 
been trapped by a history of political instability and 
foreign intervention. The novel argues that to truly 
break this cycle, one cannot simply move forward 
in time; one must find a way to escape the very 
narrative of history itself.

In this context, sovereignty cannot be a fixed 
achievement but is instead a spectral presen-
cea ghost of an authority that could have been, 
perpetually haunted by its own failures. Macon-
do’s final destruction, as foretold by the gypsy 
Melquíades’s manuscript, is the ultimate expres-
sion of this catastrophic vision. The town’s his-
tory is revealed to have been written in the past 
tense, a literary prophecy that dooms the town 
and its people to their fate. The sovereign act, 
therefore, is not the founding of a new state but 
the act of writing its history, of giving form to its 
tragedy. By committing this catastrophic history 
to the page, García Márquez performs a final act 
of cultural sovereignty, ensuring that the spectral 
memory of Macondo and its people survives, even 
as the legal and institutional state fades into dust. 
The end of the novel, where the last Aureliano 
deciphers the prophecy and the town is simulta-
neously swept away, is a powerful and unsettling 
conclusion. The true sovereign of the novel is 
not the state, but the text itself, which contains 
the entire history and future of Macondo. By writ-
ing the story, the novel reclaims control over 
the narrative of Macondo’s existence and demise, 
an act of literary sovereignty that far outlasts any 
political or institutional form of power. The novel 
ends with a recognition that the only way to escape 
the cycle of solitude and violence is to have it all 
written down, to confront the entire catastrophe 
at once.

An Examination of Sovereignty  
in The Death of Artemio Cruz

In the intricate tapestry of Latin American lit-
erature, the concept of national sovereignty is not 
merely a legal or political construct but a profound 
cultural and psychological project. For Mexican 
novelist Carlos Fuentes, this project is laid bare 
in his masterpiece, The Death of Artemio Cruz 
(1962), a searing indictment of the post-revolu-
tionary state. Unlike the sprawling, communal epics 
of his contemporaries, such as García Márquez’s 
One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967), Fuentes’s 
novel offers a sharp, concentrated critique through 
the dying consciousness of a single man. This essay 
will argue that the novel’s fragmented narrative is 
a deliberate artistic choice that mirrors the moral 
and political decay of Mexico after its revolution 
[Fuentes]. By using the protagonist, Artemio Cruz, 
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as a powerful allegory for the Mexican state itself, 
Fuentes exposes the post-revolutionary nation as 
a site of moral crisis and political betrayal. The nov-
el’s strategic use of intertextuality, particularly its 
references to Mexico’s pre-colonial past, serves as 
a foundational act of cultural sovereignty, reclaim-
ing a history that the official state narrative had 
sought to erase [Bhabha]. Ultimately, Fuentes’s 
work reveals that the Mexican state operates not 
under the rule of law, but in a permanent‘state 
of exception,’ where the sovereign and in this case, 
the corrupt individual holds the power to suspend 
legal and moral order at will, transforming sover-
eignty from a national ideal into a tool for personal 
gain [Schmitt].

The Fragmented Narrative  
and the Post-Revolutionary Crisis

The most striking formal feature of The Death 
of Artemio Cruz is its fragmented, non-linear 
structure, which is not a mere stylistic flourish but 
a direct and potent critique of Mexican history. 
The novel is structured around three distinct narra-
tive voices: a first-person ‘I’ that captures Artemio’s 
final, lucid thoughts on May 10, 1959, as he lies 
dying; a second-person ‘you’ that addresses him 
directly, recounting his immediate, physical reality; 
and a third-person ‘he’ that chronicles significant 
moments from his past in a disorienting, chrono-
logical jumble. This tri-partite structure shatters 
the myth of a linear, heroic national history, a myth 
that the post-revolutionary government of Mexico 
worked tirelessly to construct. The official narra-
tive, taught in schools and celebrated in national 
monuments, presents the Mexican Revolution as 
a clear, progressive march toward justice and social 
equality, led by noble, selfless figures.

Fuentes, however, forces the reader to con-
front a different reality. The constant, disorient-
ing shifts in time and perspective prevent any 
single, coherent story from taking hold. Instead, 
the reader experiences Artemio’s life — and 
by extension, the history of post-revolutionary 
Mexico — as a jumbled, contradictory, and deeply 
compromised collection of memories, betrayals, 
and brutal acts of violence. The ‘he’ sections, 
in particular, move back and forth in time, from 
his origins as an orphaned peasant to his service as 
a revolutionary soldier and his subsequent rise as 
a ruthless, wealthy oligarch. This refusal to present 

a tidy, chronological biography of a national fig-
ure is Fuentes’s way of arguing that the Mexican 
state itself is not a cohesive, stable entity. It is 
a patchwork of power, built on the foundations 
of forgetting and the disavowal of its own brutal 
origins [Fuentes]. The novel’s form suggests that 
the nation’s purported sovereignty is a hollow per-
formance, a grand lie that masks the deep fissures 
of its past and present [Krasner]. The fragmented 
nature of the text mirrors the fragmented soul 
of the nation, constantly at war with its own his-
tory and its betrayed revolutionary ideals. The very 
act of reading the novel becomes a process of piec-
ing together a broken history, an intellectual effort 
that mirrors the difficult, often painful, process 
of confronting a national narrative built on lies.

The narrative’s tri-part structure is a key to its 
deconstruction of historical truth. The first-per-
son ‘I’ voice, a voice of internal consciousness, is 
detached and philosophical, offering a retrospec-
tive lament on a life of power and solitude. This is 
the voice of the defeated idealist, the man who once 
believed in a cause but has been utterly corrupted 
by its spoils. The second-person ‘you’ is a voice 
of immediate, visceral reality, forcing the reader 
to witness the indignities of Artemio’s dying body. 
It brings the intellectual and historical narrative 
crashing back to a painful, physical reality, sug-
gesting that the grand narratives of history are ulti-
mately enacted and suffered in individual bodies. 
The third-person ‘he’ is the most complex, serving 
as a chaotic archive of Artemio’s life. It is here 
that the novel’s non-linear history is most evident, 
jumping from his youth in the jungles of Yucatán 
to his political manoeuvrings in Mexico City and 
his encounters with a changing world. The official, 
state-sanctioned narrative that attempted to con-
trol and sanitize the memory of the Revolution 
is directly targeted by Fuentes’s fragmentation 
of the narrative, which undermines the very notion 
of a single, authoritative account of history [Benja-
min]. The novel’s form argues that true history is 
not linear and clean, but messy, contradictory, and 
deeply rooted in the moral compromises of indi-
viduals.

Artemio Cruz as a Political Allegory

The protagonist, Artemio Cruz, is more than 
just a man; he is a searing allegory for the tra-
jectory of the Mexican state after its revolution. 
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He begins his life as a young, idealistic soldier 
fighting for the noble cause of land reform and 
social justice, carrying the promise of a new 
Mexico on his shoulders. However, his rise from 
poverty to immense wealth and power is not 
achieved through his revolutionary ideals, but 
through a series of ruthless and cynical acts that 
completely betray them. He acquires his first for-
tune by manipulating land deeds, preying on his 
own people. He then secures a position of influence 
by betraying his revolutionary comrades and mar-
rying into a wealthy landowning family, the very 
class he was supposed to dismantle. These actions 
are not a series of personal moral failings; they are 
a microcosm of the revolution’s failure. The ideals 
of figures like Emiliano Zapata and Pancho Villa 
are abandoned in favour of a new, corrupt ruling 
class that, while Mexican in name, is thoroughly 
venal and self-serving [Fuentes].

The physical decay of Artemio’s body as he 
lies dying in his luxurious bed is a powerful and 
grotesque symbol of the moral and political rot 
at the heart of the Mexican state. His body, racked 
by pain and haunted by memories, embodies 
the state’s own corruption, the result of a lifetime 
of compromises and betrayals. The novel presents 
his physical suffering as a direct consequence 
of his spiritual emptiness, a solitude born from 
his relentless pursuit of power that ultimately 
isolates him from genuine human connection and 
from the very ideals he once fought for. The novel 
argues that the Mexican state’s sovereignty is not 
a shared power of the people, but an individual, 
psychological burden of a dying, guilt-ridden 
patriarch. Artemio’s immense wealth and power 
are revealed as a form of sickness, a cancer eating 
away at him from the inside, just as corruption has 
eaten away at the fabric of the nation. His final 
hours are a descent into a hell of his own making, 
a spiritual reckoning that the state he helped build 
has successfully avoided. The novel suggests that 
until this moral reckoning occurs on a national 
level, true sovereignty will remain an illusion.

The allegory of Artemio’s body extends beyond 
mere corruption. His constant, disorienting flash-
backs to the past, filled with betrayals of lovers, 
family members, and comrades, are not random 
memories but a crucial psychological manifesta-
tion of the political crisis he embodies. The novel 
details his betrayal of Goncalvo Bernal, a fellow 
revolutionary whose land he acquires through 

deceit after having him killed. It also chronicles his 
cold, transactional marriage to Catalina, a union 
meant solely to secure his entry into a landowning 
dynasty. These personal betrayals are the building 
blocks of his political power. He is a man who has 
accumulated immense wealth and influence but 
at the cost of his own humanity. The solitude that 
haunts him, a common theme in Latin American 
literature [Rama], is not a romantic condition but 
a direct result of his actions. He is isolated from 
his family, his people, and his own past. Fuentes 
contends that the state’s shortcomings are not 
merely theoretical but rather are experienced, felt, 
and ultimately suffered by the people who make 
up the country via its political decline so intensely 
personal and psychological.

Intertextuality and the Reclaiming  
of Cultural Sovereignty

One of Fuentes’s most profound acts of cultural 
sovereignty in The Death of Artemio Cruz is his delib-
erate and frequent use of intertextuality, particu-
larly his references to Mexico’s pre-colonial, Aztec 
past [Fuentes]. Throughout the novel, the narrative 
is punctuated from invocations of Aztec cosmology, 
references to their gods like Huitzilochitli, and 
the cyclical nature of their worldview. This is not 
a nostalgic or romantic gesture but a profound 
political act. The official post-revolutionary nar-
rative, in its drive to forge a modern, secular, and 
European-facing identity, had largely marginalised 
or sanitised Mexico’s indigenous history [Said]. 
This erasure was part of a larger ideological proj-
ect to align Mexico with the ‘progressive’ Western 
world, viewing its indigenous past as a pre-modern, 
barbaric stage to be overcome.

Fuentes confronts this historical and cultural 
erasure head-on for reintroducing Aztec myths 
and customs into the story. He contends that 
an imported, linear, and materialistic conception 
of progress cannot serve as the foundation for 
a more genuine and authentic Mexican sovereignty. 
It must instead have its roots in the rich, intricate, 
and frequently violent cultural foundation that 
predates the Conquest and endures despite cen-
turies of colonial control. The novel’s fragmented, 
non-linear structure implicitly aligns with the Aztec 
concept of time as cyclical, where history is not 
a straight line but a series of repetitions, sacrifices, 
and resurrections. Through basing his writing 
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on these native customs, Fuentes reclaims a his-
tory that the government had tried to erase and 
affirms the cultural independence of the Mexican 
imagination. He shows that ignoring one is denying 
a vital component of the country’s spirit, and that 
the country’s genuine identity is a complicated 
fusion of its European and Indigenous pasts.

Fuentes’s use of intertextuality is a form 
of literary excavation. He brings the buried past 
to the surface to confront the sterile, official 
present. The novel’s opening image of Artemio, 
a sun god in his prime, being brought down by ill-
ness, echoes the Aztec creation and destruction 
cycles. The eagle, a powerful symbol in both Aztec 
mythology and the modern Mexican flag, is re-ap-
propriated in the novel. The image of the eagle 
with a serpent is a foundational myth of the Aztec 
empire, symbolising the divine order. However, 
in the novel, this symbol is corrupted. The eagle 
of the Revolution, which should have brought 
a new dawn, instead becomes a scavenging bird 
of prey, feeding on the carcass of the very nation 
it was meant to save. This re-contextualisation 
of a powerful national symbol is a profound act 
of literary defiance. Fuentes demonstrates that 
the Aztec past is not a dead, archaeological curi-
osity but a living, dynamic force that continues 
to shape the Mexican present, even if that presence 
is manifested in corruption and spiritual emptiness.

Theoretical Link:  
Carl Schmitt’s ‘State of Exception’

The operation of the post-revolutionary state 
in The Death of Artemio Cruz finds a powerful the-
oretical resonance in the work of political theorist 
Carl Schmitt. In his 1922 work Political Theology, 
Schmitt famously argues that the sovereign is 
the one who decides on the exception, holding 
the power to suspend the legal order in a moment 
of crisis [Schmitt]. Fuentes’s novel shows that 
in post-revolutionary Mexico, this ‘state of excep-
tion’ is not a temporary or extraordinary condition 
but the permanent, unwritten rule of governance. 
The official rule of law is a mere façade, a theatri-
cal performance staged for public consumption, 
while true power resides in the arbitrary, often 
violent, decisions of men like Artemio Cruz.

Artemio’s entire life is a testament to this 
principle. He uses his power to manipulate legal 
proceedings, coerce political outcomes, and 
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eliminate his rivals with impunity. The law, for 
him, is not a higher authority but a flexible tool 
to be wielded for his own benefit. The novel is filled 
with examples of this, from his acquisition of land 
through deceit to his brutal ordering of a political 
rival’s death. He operates in a space of bare life, 
where law is non-existent and power is the only 
currency. This constant state of exception is what 
allows for the widespread corruption, impunity, 
and violence that define the state he helps create 
[Agamben; Mbembe]. By showing how a single, 
powerful individual can operate outside the law 
while simultaneously upholding its outward 
appearance, Fuentes exposes the performative 
and hollow nature of state sovereignty. In a system 
where the ‘exception’ has become the norm, sov-
ereignty is stripped of its meaning, transforming 
from an ideal of collective governance into a brutal 
reality of individual tyranny.

The novel provides numerous examples of how 
Artemio embodies this Schmittian concept. His 
acquisition of the hacienda of the Bernal family, for 
instance, is a classic case of the exception becoming 
the rule. He uses his position as a revolutionary 
to seize the land, a move that is legally justified 
by the revolutionary government’s rhetoric, but 
which is morally and ethically a naked act of usurpa-
tion. He then uses his power and influence to silence 
any opposition, effectively placing himself above 
the law he is supposed to represent. Similarly, his 
decision to have his political rival, the idealistic jour-
nalist Padilla, killed is a sovereign act in the Schmit-
tian sense. It is a decision made outside the bounds 
of the law, a suspension of the legal order to elimi-
nate a perceived threat to his power. The fact that 
he can do this with impunity demonstrates that 
the state’s legal framework is a fiction, a mere 
performance designed to mask the brutal reality 
of power. The novel argues that this is the true 
nature of sovereignty in post-revolutionary Mex-
ico: not a system of laws, but a system of personal, 
arbitrary power that operates in a permanent state 
of exception.

In conclusion, The Death of Artemio Cruz 
is far more than a novel about a single man’s 
moral decay. It is a profound and unflinching 
diagnosis of the postcolonial condition in Mex-
ico. Through its fragmented narrative, Fuentes 
shatters the official, linear history of the Mexican 
Revolution, exposing it as a myth that conceals 
a deep moral and political crisis. The novel exposes 
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how the nation’s sovereignty has been tainted into 
a means of gaining power and personal enrichment, 
a psychological burden carried by a dying elite, 
utilizing Artemio Cruz as a metaphor for the state 
itself. A fundamental act of cultural sovereignty, 
the novel’s deliberate use of intertextuality and 
frequent allusions to Mexico’s pre-colonial past 
assert the country’s right to a complex, mixed 
identity while recovering a history that the state 
had attempted to eradicate. Finally, the novel 
demonstrates that the Mexican state operates not 
under the rule of law, but in a permanent ‘state 
of exception,’ where the sovereign in this case, 
the corrupt individual holds the power to suspend 
legal and moral order at will. In this way, Fuentes’s 
work stands as a powerful testament to the idea 
that in the postcolonial world, the struggle for 
sovereignty is not just a political or military battle, 
but a profound cultural and moral one, fought 
in the pages of literature as much as in the halls 
of power.

Discussion

The preceding analyses of Gabriel García 
Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude and 
Carlos Fuentes’s The Death of Artemio Cruz reveal 
two distinct yet complementary literary strate-
gies for interrogating and enacting sovereignty 
in the postcolonial Latin American context. While 
García Márquez frames sovereignty as a communal, 
generational project tragically undone by exter-
nal forces, Fuentes presents it as an individual, 
psychological burden corrupted from within. 
Despite these different approaches, both authors 
converge on a central, powerful conclusion: that 
literature itself functions as a sovereign act, cre-
ating a counter-archive that preserves suppressed 
histories and imagines a more authentic national 
identity beyond the failed postcolonial state. This 
discussion will synthesise these findings, exploring 
the theoretical implications of their shared project 
and the unique contributions of their narrative 
forms.

The most striking contrast between the two 
novels lies in their scope and focus. García 
Márquez employs an epic, multi-generational 
saga to explore the fate of an entire commu-
nity. His concept of sovereignty is inherently 
collective. The founding of Macondo is a com-
munal act of will, and its subsequent violations 

the civil wars, the banana company’s incursion, 
the massacre are collective traumas. The tragedy 
of the Buendía family is the tragedy of a people 
unable to escape a cyclical history of violence and 
amnesia. Sovereignty, in this view, is a shared 
project that requires a collective memory and 
a unified will to resist external domination. 
The novel’s magical realism serves this commu-
nal vision, as the fantastical events (Remedios’s 
ascent, the trail of blood) are experienced and 
accepted by the community as a whole, forming 
a shared mythology that stands in opposition 
to the state’s official, rationalist lies.

In stark contrast, Fuentes drills down into 
the consciousness of a single, dying man. His explo-
ration of sovereignty is intensely psychological and 
individual. Artemio Cruz is not a community but 
a singular embodiment of the state’s corruption. 
His rise from idealistic revolutionary to ruthless 
oligarch allegorises the Mexican Revolution’s 
betrayal from within. Sovereignty, in Fuentes’s 
grim vision, becomes a personal possession to be 
seized, weaponised, and ultimately corrupted. 
It is not a shared project but a solitary burden that 
leads to spiritual emptiness and profound isolation. 
The novel’s fragmented, stream-of-consciousness 
narrative reflects this internal, psychological 
focus, mirroring the shattered psyche of a man 
and, by extension, the fractured soul of a nation 
built on betrayal.

Despite these divergent methods, both 
authors arrive at a remarkably similar critique 
of the postcolonial state. They both demonstrate 
that the legal-institutional model of sovereignty is 
a hollow fiction. In Macondo, the state’s authority 
is either absent or actively complicit with foreign 
exploiters, most devastatingly during the banana 
massacre. In Mexico, the state’s legal framework 
is a mere façade for the arbitrary, corrupt power 
wielded by men like Artemio Cruz. Both novels 
expose the state not as a protector of its people 
but as an instrument of control, exploitation, and 
historical erasure. This aligns with the theoretical 
frameworks of Agamben’s ‘state of exception’ and 
Mbembe’s ‘necropolitics,’ revealing a reality where 
the law is perpetually suspended and the state’s 
power is ultimately the power to decide who lives 
and who dies and whose death is remembered.

It is in response to this failure that both authors 
turn literature into a vehicle for cultural sover-
eignty. This is their most significant shared project. 
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Faced with states that actively suppress or distort 
history, García Márquez and Fuentes use their 
novels to perform the sovereign functions the state 
has abandoned: the preservation of memory and 
the articulation of identity. García Márquez’s novel 
becomes the sole, truthful archive of the banana 
massacre, ensuring that the thousands erased from 
official history are remembered in the collective 
memory of his readers. He reclaims the nation’s 
story from the linear, progressive narrative 
of the state and re-roots it in the cyclical, mythic 
time of communal experience.

Similarly, Fuentes uses intertextuality 
to reclaim Mexico’s pre-colonial, indigenous past 
from the erasure of the post-revolutionary state’s 
European-facing project. By weaving Aztec cosmol-
ogy into his narrative, he asserts a cultural auton-
omy that predates and undermines the official 
state identity. For both authors, the act of writing 
is an act of reclamation. They are not just describ-
ing a lack of sovereignty; they are performing it 
through narrative. The novel itself becomes the site 
where a more authentic, multifaceted national 
identity can be imagined and preserved, free from 
the distortions of political power.

Finally, the narrative form of each novel is 
perfectly tailored to its philosophical argument. 

García Márquez’s cyclical, magical realism directly 
refutes the linear, rational time of the modern 
state, proposing instead a sovereignty based 
on myth and communal memory. Fuentes’s frag-
mented, psychological narrative mirrors the moral 
decay of the state itself, arguing that sovereignty 
corrupted is a shattered and isolating condition. 
In both cases, form is content. The way the stories 
are told is inseparable from their political critique.

In a broader sense Fuentes’s literary projects 
meet on the common platform of cultural sover-
eignty, whereas García Márquez’s focus is inward 
to the person and forth to the community. They 
show how literature becomes a vital location 
of resistance and reimagining when political 
failure occurs. Their books present an alterna-
tive to the postcolonial state rather than only 
criticizing it. They affirm the ability of storytell-
ing to reclaim history, record truth, and create 
identities that the state has either intentionally 
destroyed or failed to foster. In accomplishing 
this, they make storytelling a sovereign act, 
demonstrating that in the postcolonial world, 
some of the most important struggles for auton-
omy are fought on paper rather than in the legis
lative or on the battlefield.
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