
ISSN (Print): 2328-3734, ISSN (Online): 2328-3696, ISSN (CD-ROM): 2328-3688 
 

              

American International Journal of 
Research in Humanities, Arts  
and Social Sciences 
               

 

         
 
 

AIJRHASS 15-183; © 2015, AIJRHASS All Rights Reserved                                                                                                      Page 254 

Available online at http://www.iasir.net 

 
 

AIJRHASS is a refereed, indexed, peer-reviewed, multidisciplinary and open access journal published by 
International Association of Scientific Innovation and Research (IASIR), USA 

(An Association Unifying the Sciences, Engineering, and Applied Research) 

 
 

Cultural displacement and Hybridity in the novel of Mario Vargas Llosa  

The Storyteller 
Ishfaq Ahmad Tramboo 

Research Scholar, Lovely Professional University 

Jalandhar, Punjab, INDIA 

 

 
 

 

The terms cultural displacement and hybridity go parallel, hand in hand. Whenever there is any kind of cultural 

displacement, hybridity occurs. In other words cultural displacement leads to cultural hybridism. In its most 

basic sense cultural hybridism refers to the mixture of different ideas and beliefs of local and foreign about the 

way of survival. 

 Hybridity is used in different areas such as hybrid economy, hybrid language and most importantly the hybrid 

culture. Antony Easthope, professor of English and cultural studies at Manchester Metropolitan University and 

writer of Englishness and National Culture contends that hybridity can have three meanings in terms of biology, 

ethnicity and culture. In biological sense the hybrid means the composition of genetic component in human 

beings and in ethnic and cultural sense, hybrid means an individual who possesses two or more cultural and 

ethnic identities. If one refer to Homi K Bhabha, Bhabha’s conception of hybridity is developed from literary 

and cultural theory in which he identifies that the colonizer translates the identity of colonized only for the 

essentialist profits. “The problem is not simply the selfhood of the nation as opposed to the otherness of other 

nations. We are confronted with the nation split within itself, articulating the heterogeneity of its population.” 

(Bhabha, 98.) 

 Mario Vargas Llosa’s famous novel The Storyteller narrates the tale of Saul Zuratas, a friend of the narrator 

from San Marcos who gets infatuated to the Amazonian indigenous tribe, The Machiguenga. The whole novel is 

narrated in chapters. Odd chapters are narrated by Mario Vargas Llosa both the writer and the character of the 

novel and the even chapters are narrated by Saul Zuratas who narrates the stories of Machiguenga, their way of 

survival, their beliefs and their way of life. 

 The novel puts forth an argument whether the Indigenous Amazonians should leave and let them live by their 

own traditional way or should we protect them by modern intervention of missionaries and other government 

agencies. In other words the argument is whether we should leave the natives and let them live as they have 

been living so far by their own choice or should we allow the American colonizer to exploit the natives under 

the guise of development in socio-economic and education fields for their own economic profits. This paper will 

examine the depiction of Mario Vargas Llosa’s point regarding the impossibility of the avoidance of cultural 

hybridity during the intervention of other cultures. This paper will also shed light on the question whether the 

cultural hybridity is the only way of survival in the modern civilization or is there any other solution. 

The novel The Storyteller is set in Peru in 1950s. The whole novel is narrated through the two narrators, i.e., 

Saul and his friend. The novel narrates the tale of Saul Zuratas the protagonist of the novel who left his past 

identity behind and lives with the native Amazonian indigenous tribe, i.e., The Machinguenga. Saul’s 

description is given as the ugliest lad in the world. He has a dark birthmark on his face and unruly red hair, but 

he is also a likeable and exceptionally good person. Saul’s arguments and intentions about the indigenous tribe 

are always passionate and intimate unlike the catholic missionaries and other government agencies who explore 

the indigenous tribe for professional reasons. 

Abstract: Cultural displacement and hybridity are the terms which describe the societies emerged from the 

contact with European cultures. The movement of ideas of the modern people are much faster than any 

point of history. The world of today is very much interconnected because of the globalization. The 

globalization, with its cultural dynamism presents the new challenges to the existing models of explaining 

the forms of belongingness. Culture is no longer understood as the unique activities and ideas of a person 

in particular place. Mario Vargas Llosa, in his novel, The Storyteller elaborates the relationship between 

the nation and the globe and at the same time explores the idea of the impossibility of the avoidance of 

cultural hybridity in modern times. This paper examines the cultural dislocation and hybridity of the 

Machiguenga tribe which comes in contact with the modern cultures of America. 
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 In Mario Vargas Llosa’s novel The Storyteller the Machiguengas are described as walkers the men who walk 

(Llosa, 25.) always walking in order to keep the world in order. This walk by the Machiguenga is incorporated 

with their characteristic of cultural nomadism. But with the exposition of “Viracochas” the white men, (Llosa, 

22.) who are portrayed as the ruthless rubber boom merchants who deal ruthlessly and very terribly with The 

Machiguengas. The Viracochas used to harvest the rubber with the help of native Amazonian tribe, i.e., The 

Machiguenga and promised to give them food and shelter but it proves the contrary as they are pitting them 

against their own people. They are exploiting The Machiguengas by grabbing their resources and making them 

homeless with empty hands. 

Saul says to his friend, the narrator while discussing with him about the Machigeunga No, Pal. As a matter of 

fact, I’m understanding. I swear. What is being done in the amazon is a crime. There is no justification for it, 

whatever way you look at it. Believe me, man, it is no laughing matter. Put yourself in their place, if only for a 

second. Where do they have left to go? They have been driven out of their lands for centuries, pushed farther 

into the interior each time, farther and farther. The extraordinary thing is that despite so many disasters they 

haven’t disappeared. (Llosa, 20.) 

The native Amazonian tribe, despite having many differences between them, they all have a common 

understanding of the world and the wisdom which they all are practicing since centuries. The novel is the tale of 

cultural displacement and cultural conversion which we call as cultural hybridism. Despite the centuries of 

direct or indirect attempts to Occidentalize the Machiguengas, the basic spirit of their tribe has not been broken. 

Even though The Machiguengas has been split in tiny groups, they are still walking from whites from 

“Mestizos” (Llosa, 19.) from mountain people but they never give up their beliefs, their traditions and their way 

of life. D. Sommer writes in his book, Mario Vargas Llosa says himself: “It is tragic to destroy what is still 

living, still a driving cultural possibility, but I am afraid we shall have to make choice where there is such 

economic and social gap, modernization is possible only with the sacrifice of Indian cultures.” (31) 

Since the native cultures are inseparable from the society, but intervention of linguists and missionaries have 

displaced the native cultures for their professional reason. In terms of cultural hybridism, earlier Saul narrates 

the stories through compilation of legends, myths, fables all tightly woven together in a kind of stream of 

consciousness and pastiche. But with the course of time Saul incorporates the stories from the Bible and other 

modern books such as Kafka’s Metamorphosis. By incorporating the stories from the modern world into the 

thought process of Machiguenga, Saul unconsciously hybridizes them internally and his abandonment of the 

past identity arises the question of his cultural hybridism. 

 Saul’s birthmark on his face is a symbol but it still deals with the issue of cultural hybridism. The birthmark on 

the face of Saul is a constant reminder of Saul to his root. Since Saul happily accepts any insult given by the 

modern civilization because of a birthmark on his face. Once a drunken man insults Saul by calling him a 

monster and tells him to hide his face from the society because it is scary and Saul replies  If it is only one I 

have got, what would you suggest, I do.?(Llosa, 14.) Here the figure of Saul juxtaposes with the modern world 

and the preoccupation with the otherness of Saul is depicted in ethnic relations which highlights the essence of 

storytelling for the formation of identity politics. Saul is being indirectly cast out from the society because of the 

blemish and his physical disfigurement and his attempt to live with natives and abandon his past identity is only 

to find a home among The Machiguengas as a storyteller. 

The acceptance of Saul Zuratas by the native Amazonian tribe is again the indicative of cultural hybridism. 

Saul’s acceptance with his new ideas and new cultural beliefs symbolizes the native Amazonians unconscious 

welcome to the new ideas and beliefs which indeed lead them to cultural hybridism. The novel accurately deals 

with the investigation about the Machiguengas that had kept itself, away deliberately from the process of 

becoming acculturated so far, by moving away from the Incas, the Jesuits, the evangelists, the rubber planters, 

the tree cutters and the anthropologists and viracochas by keeping on the move, not running but walking. That is 

why Machiguengas are called the men who walk. And Saul the protagonist of the novel, a young half Jew and 

half monster from the University of Marcos become intrigued by these people and follow them farther and 

farther into the forests until he becomes one of them, the man who walk and assumes the most important role 

I.e., of the storyteller. 

Saul finds many of the customs of native tribe as self-destructive but he indeed does not get trapped. He finds 

their practices and patterns of world more close to that of the modern civilization. He finds that the women are 

worse used than among the modern civilization as they kill the babies born with least blemish with superstitious 

fear and his remarks on the killing of the babies becomes significant with the undergoing change in cultures. 

Certainly, the concerns of the novel are very much intellectual and brilliantly woven together with a strong 

thread. This is Mario Vargas Llosa’s most accessible book which deals with the cultural hybridization and 

cultural assimilation of this native Amazonian tribe of Peru by the fatal impact of the west. 

In this book, Mario Vargas Llosa with wider responsibility and authenticity names the evils of the day as rubber 

boom merchants, Mestizos and Biblical plague. By studying the Machiguengas, teaching them English 

language, developing them in the fields of socio-political and education, learning their language and teaching 

them religion by translating Bible into their language, one may easily argue that native Amazonians are being 
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saved from the extinction of the modern civilization and at the same time by the role of Viracochas one can 

easily argue that the linguists, ethnographers, catholic missionaries and other government agencies are just the 

tentacles of the American imperialism who are  under cover of doing scientific research for the neo-colonist 

penetration of the cultures of Amazonian tribe. 

At the end of the novel, the writer Mario Vargas Llosa gives a commentary on a television show to shed the 

light on the plight of the Machinguenga and convincing the public that the people are in better shape after the 

intervention of modern linguists and missionaries. He comments about the changes that have been taken place in 

the native tribe with the help of the firsthand experience of Schneils, the “New World” and the “New Light”. 

(Llosa, 62-70.) 

 Homi K Bhabha believes that the process of cultural hybridity gives rise to new and undefinable, a new era of 

negotiation and representation. The implications of the missionaries and linguistic ethnographers which had 

changed the cultural identity of the Machiguenga is central to this argument. The issue of cultural tradition and 

abomination are discussed which highlight the very concept of multi-cultural acceptance. The novel itself by 

implicitly or explicitly puts forth the argument which is concern with the impossibility of the avoidance of 

cultural hybridism in the interaction with other cultures. 

The human beings always long to get the world under their control, always tend to change the things in their 

own ways by making the people act just like they act in their lives.  Today’s world is the world of inequalities 

and much of the inequalities are created by the West. From last few centuries the westerners, colonizers and 

industrial powers found out how to change the world according to their own choice and only they became 

successful in making the people act just like them. 

 There is no culture in the world that has come in contact with the Western culture remained unchanged by it, 

and most of the cultures have got assimilated. Earlier the Machiguengas, the Indigenous tribe of native 

Amazonian were living a serene and peaceful life, following the obligations of the day to keep the world on 

going but with the advent of Catholic missionaries and linguistic anthropologies and their intervention which 

was put on them by the essentialist profits displaced most of the customs which resulted the cross-cutting of 

multi-cultures. However the most significant concern of the novel is the significance of the oral tradition and 

man’s compulsion to tell the enigmatic stories compiled with myths and legends but the missionaries and 

linguistic anthropologists have stolen this ancient tradition from the heart of the mankind. Even though these 

stories deal with the terror and despair of Machiguenga tribe but at the same time they are very much 

compelling because they describe the world that the listener recognize. 
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