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Zilberg articulately makes the case that zero-tolerance anti-gang strategies, such as
President Flores’ Plan Mano Dura and his successor Antonio Saca’s Plan Súper Mano
Dura have not only failed, but reproduced the violence that they sought to repress.
The author demonstrates that, instead of combating the violence, these crime-ﬁghting
plans have encouraged the gangs to reorganise and evolve into more complex criminal
organisations, harder to ﬁght. The concluding impassioned words of the ﬁnal chapter,
‘We only bleed further into one another’ (p. 239) underline Zilberg’s scepticism and
sadness that the transnational violence of the end of the Cold War has been replaced
within the context of the War on Terror and seems likely to continue.
One minor criticism of the book is that it condemns the oligarchic, repressive political
and economic contexts of El Salvador and the failings of its democratic system, without
fully attempting to understand the complexities that the post-civil war administrations
have faced. An attempt to understand the wider failings of the Salvadoran state in
the context of a young and fragile democracy, in addition to the politicians’ response
of ‘punitive populism’ and civil society’s demand for security, would have perhaps
provided a deeper insight into the overall problem.
Nevertheless, the book provides an outstanding and deep analysis of one of the most
pressing policy issues facing Central America currently. Space of Detention is a work of
great personal commitment and dedication, one that must be read to fully understand
that gang violence can only be fully tackled by a united civil society, backed by a strong
democratic state.
Benedict Hayes
Independent Researcher
Castro-Klarén, Sara (2011) The Narrow Pass of Our Nerves: Writing, Coloniality and
Postcolonial Theory, Iberoamericana/Vervuert (Madrid and Frankfurt), 532 pp. ¤36.00
pbk.
Sara Castro-Klarén’s collection of essays is a diverse and thorough study that ambitiously
analyses a broad corpus of Latin American writers. Engaging directly with the process
of writing, the author illustrates the constant negotiation of discourses that colonial and
post-colonial intellectuals employed in order to articulate their experience of coloniality.
Using Walter Mignolo’s concept of the coloniality of power, the essays mainly focus
on Andean society during and after the Spanish conquest. As such, the volume is an
important contribution to literary scholarship on Peru, although the themes considered
range far beyond this, and any scholar interested in Latin American history or culture is
likely to ﬁnd this book truly stimulating. Castro-Klarén uses the image of the desﬁladero
or ‘narrow pass’, borrowed from Vallejo, to position herself at the interface between
literary studies, history and cultural theory; it is precisely this conﬂuence of perspectives
that makes this collection so engaging and important a contribution to Latin American
scholarship.
Drawing on essays published over the last twenty years, The Narrow Pass of Our
Nerves is divided into two parts. In the ﬁrst part, the author takes us on a journey through colonial Peru, focusing at length on Guamán Poma’s El primer nueva
corónica y buen gobierno. Castro-Klarén takes a particular interest in the dialogic
nature of the colonial subject and describes Guamán Poma as ‘a dishevelled subject
struggling to wrest order out of his own conﬂicts, discursive, and historical positions’
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(p. 69). Guamán Poma’s is by no means a uniﬁed voice enunciating constantly from
the same position and therefore his text simultaneously resembles and ruptures the
discourse with which it engages. Chapter 4 stands out as one of the most comprehensive essays of the collection. The chapter is remarkable for the way in which
Castro-Klarén condenses and clearly portrays the complex mechanisms of thought
production during the colonial period, presenting a thorough, yet succinct, overview
of the main ﬁgures, theories and historical records. For this reason, it would serve
newcomers to the ﬁeld particularly well. Expanding her focus to consider the ﬁgure
of Garcilaso de la Vega, Inca, the author convincingly argues that the mestizaje, or
double-voicedness, in his writing is a facet of the Andean concept of duality, also
evident in Guamán Poma’s text. Chapter 6 is another impressive essay, as it considers the place of postcolonial theory in a Latin American context. Addressing the
discomfort with which the Latin American scholar approaches the domain of Englishspeaking postcoloniality which ‘writes the world and itself without awareness of a
previous, major, if not modular, colonial period and postcolonial experience which
is enormously relevant to many of its concerns’ (p. 193), Castro-Klarén refers us
to Bill Ashcroft’s assertion that ‘post-colonialism does not mean ‘‘after colonialism’’,
that it begins with the moment of colonisation’ (p. 194). Compounding this, she
posits that we approach theory not as an abstracted system of rules or philosophy
but rather as a position from which a questioning of the discourses of knowledge
and power in the humanities is undertaken. Using this perspective she considers the
positions of both Guamán Poma and Garcilaso, Inca, arguing that both men understood that culture involved representation and enunciation and that ultimately, as
subaltern subjects, they manage to speak, despite the theoretical impossibility of their
positions.
Castro-Klarén continues her postcolonial focus in the second part of the collection,
providing a succinct synopsis of the key thinkers and perspectives within Latin American
scholarship. She consistently engages with Latin American intellectuals such as Mignolo
and Dussel, while simultaneously questioning what the work of Bhabha, Said, Spivak
and Guha can contribute to Latin American postcolonial studies. Chapter 7 is the
strongest chapter in this section, examining the intersections and paradoxes within
postcolonial theory in Latin America vis-à-vis Mariátegui’s investigations into the
mechanisms of colonialism, thereby demonstrating a separation of postcolonial theory
from postmodern thought through the example of Mariátegui’s writing.
There are indeed exemplary essays in this volume; however, the second part was
disjointed, with the placement of Chapters 4 and 6 disrupting the ﬂow of thought, and
I felt the collection would have beneﬁted from a conclusion. Another notable, albeit
minor, concern was the high incidence of typographical errors, occurring at least once
in every chapter. Notwithstanding these concerns, The Narrow Pass of Our Nerves
is an excellent book. Through her engagement with the Latin American authors who
pioneered thinking about the locus of enunciation and the coloniality of power, CastroKlarén’s collection of essays constitutes a very valuable contribution to contemporary
Latin American scholarship, opening up the complex debates within postcolonial theory
and integrating analysis of literary, cultural and historical studies in a truly insightful
manner.
Ríona Kelly
Queen’s University Belfast
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