CAPONEU - The Cartography of the Political Novel in Europe

Juan Goytisolo

Marks of Identity

Senas de identidad

Presented by: Magda Potok

Senas de identidad (Marks of Identity) by Juan Goytisolo is one of the most politically daring and
formally experimental novels in postwar Spanish literature. Written during the author’s exile and
published in 1966 in Mexico to avoid Francoist censorship, the novel tells the story of a personal
and collective crisis of identity after the Spanish Civil War. Through the character of Alvaro
Mendiola, an intellectual returning briefly to Spain after years in Paris, Goytisolo explores the
tension between individual memory and national history. The novel’s political strength lies not in
slogans but in its unusual structure and its constant questioning of Spanish identity.

Alvaro, the main character and a semi-autobiographical figure, returns to Spain in 1963 after a heart
attack. He spends five days in his family’s estate in Catalonia, reflecting on his life. The novel
moves back and forth between his childhood under strict Catholic values, his years as a student,
and his later political awareness during Franco’s regime. Scenes from his family life, romantic
affairs, and political disillusionment are mixed with official documents such as police reports, tourist
brochures, propaganda leaflets, and testimonies from workers and political prisoners.

Alvaro’s return is not a reconciliation with his country but a confirmation of his distance. His inability
to feel at home in Spain is mirrored in the novel’s fragmented structure: non-linear timelines,
changing narrative perspectives (from third to second person), and long passages without
punctuation. This formal strategy reflects not only the instability of the narrator’s identity but also the
chaos of the society he finds himself in. The fragmented composition creates a multi-layered
experience in which the personal and the political constantly overlap. Goytisolo does not offer a
single, unified narrative. Instead, he presents a collage of memories, documents, and voices that
show how fractured reality becomes under a dictatorship that erases difference and represses truth.

Goytisolo wrote Marks of Identity while living in self-imposed exile in Paris. He had broken ties with
both the Franco regime and the Spanish literary milieu. As part of a generation of writers that initially
engaged with social realism, Goytisolo grew increasingly critical of its limitations and turned to more
experimental forms of writing in the 1960s. His exile gave him the critical distance to challenge not
only Francoist Spain but also the cultural values and institutions that had enabled the dictatorship.
The 1960s in Spain were marked by rapid economic growth, modernization, and the rise of mass
tourism, even as the regime maintained strict authoritarian control. In this context, Marks of Identity
offers a critique of both political repression and the commodification of Spanish culture. The novel
paints a portrait of a society that, while outwardly modernizing, remains trapped in ideological and
cultural stagnation. This tension is especially visible in Alvaro’s observations of the transformation of
his childhood neighborhood into a tourist destination, where the past is not remembered but
repackaged.
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The novel is political not only because of its content but also because of how it is written. It offers a
critique of official history and the ideological mechanisms that construct identity. Through the
layering of voices and texts—some real, some fictional—Goytisolo exposes the contradictions and
silences within Spanish collective memory. The presence of police files, prisoner testimonies, and
shippets of propaganda disrupts any sense of narrative coherence and invites the reader to actively
interpret, rather than passively consume, the text. Rather than presenting Alvaro as a heroic figure,
Goytisolo shows his inner divisions, political doubts, and emotional confusion. This portrayal resists
simplistic notions of political commitment or national belonging. The novel suggests that under
authoritarianism, even private life becomes politicized. The family, language, sexuality, and memory
are all affected by state control and cultural repression.

One of the most powerful elements of the novel is its treatment of language. Goytisolo does not use
language as a transparent medium for communication; instead, he draws attention to its ideological
functions. He reveals how language is used to normalize inequality and suppress dissent. In doing
S0, he invites the reader to question how truth and meaning are constructed.

Marks of Identity is often read as Goytisolo’s spiritual autobiography, but it is much more than a
personal narrative. It is a complex political text that gives voice to those silenced by official
discourse: workers, prisoners, dissidents, and exiles. The experimental style—including shifts in
narrative voice, the use of montage, and the blending of fiction and documentary—forces readers to
engage with the text as a site of conflict and interpretation. The novel’s structure, with its abrupt
transitions and discontinuities, reflects the disintegration of stable identity. The switch between
second- and third-person narration signals Alvaro’s alienation from himself and his society. He
becomes both the subject and object of the story, a figure through whom the novel explores the
impossibility of reconciliation with a repressive past.

A key technique in the novel is the inclusion of non-literary texts: newspaper articles, tourist guides,
propaganda leaflets, and testimonies from the margins. These insertions question the boundaries
between fiction and documentation. They also serve to challenge the authority of the narrator and
undermine any illusion of narrative objectivity. In this sense, the novel anticipates postmodern
concerns with authorship, voice, and the politics of representation.

Ultimately, Marks of Identity is a novel about the impossibility of belonging. It confronts the reader
with a vision of identity as unstable, fragmented, and shaped by forces beyond the individual’'s
control. By refusing closure and embracing ambiguity, Goytisolo offers a radical rethinking of what it
means to be Spanish in a time of political silence and cultural amnesia. His novel remains a
powerful document of resistance, not only against the Franco regime but against any system that
seeks to fix identity, silence dissent, or erase difference. In its fragmented form and challenging
style, it invites readers to inhabit the uncertainties of exile, memory, and political disillusionment—
and to search for meaning in the gaps between what is remembered and what is forgotten.
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