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Fiction, Nonfiction, and the Latinx Children’s Immigration Crisis in Valeria 

Luiselli’s Tell Me How It Ends and Lost Children Archive 

by Ana-Christina Acosta Gaspar de Alba 

 
In order to stitch together the story of the U.S.-Latin America immigration crisis, we must 

weave through history, geography, and politics, through fiction and nonfiction alike. The children 
of this crisis—who are the focus of Valeria Luiselli’s 2017 essay Tell Me How It Ends and 2019 
novel Lost Children Archive—are at the heart of contemporary Latinx imaginings. In applying the 
term Latinx to these children, we are linguistically acknowledging the complexity of their 
narrative. Claudia Milian references the term’s “range of possibilities, its myriad pathways, and 
its wilting of conformity” in encompassing the children of this crisis (Milian 11). She further 
explains: 

 
I steer towards LatinX in the context of unaccompanied Central American minors thrown 
into urgency, migration, detention, crises, questionnaires: the X of our actual moment in 
history. The X of the LatinX child sublimes many X’s: lest we forget, there is more than 
one LatinX child. The scattered LatinX child lives at the margins of the unknown, of the 
double uncertainty of the X’s of the Latino/a world and the American one. (Milian 11) 
 

In sharing their personal stories in Tell Me How It Ends, Luiselli humanizes the multiplicities of 
the Latinx immigrant child and drives the politically charged conversation through the personal. 
 In the context of the immigration crisis, the X in Latinx also represents the evolution in 
thinking in critical border studies. Where traditionally the border (and therefore notions of 
immigration) has been conceptualized as two sides of a line, Mark B. Salter proposes an 
alternative: the suture. He explains, “sutures are never always or completely successful, just as 
stitches in a wound may lead to healing but also leave a trace of their own through the scar” (Salter 
735). This is a clever update to Gloria Anzaldúa’s “herida abierta” border metaphor, as a place 
where the two sides of the border grate against each other and bleed (Anzaldúa 25). Salter’s suture 
offers a way to stem the bleeding that is suitable in its imperfection and incompletion; the journey 
across borders is complex and ongoing, the immigration crisis a developing story. Understanding 
it is likewise a process, a trek towards an X on an imaginary map that cannot be reached, much 
like the ones the boy and the girl in Lost Children Archive set out to find. 
 Nonfiction and fiction are part of the suture too, with the crisscrossing narratives of Tell 
Me How It Ends and Lost Children Archive filling in different and overlapping pieces of the larger 
narrative of the children’s immigration crisis. The two texts contextualize the crisis from different 
angles. Luiselli, in speaking on her writing of the two, says, “When I finally decided that I had to 
write Tell Me How It Ends as an essay, I was able to completely separate that from [the novel] and 
then go back to...fiction and think of the work and not allow my activist fibers get in the way” 
(Leblanc 44-5). By tackling the topic in both forms, she is able to paint a fuller picture, still 
politically committed without becoming propaganda, and engage a wider cross section of readers. 
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 How the Immigration Crisis Came to Be 
 
Over a century of shifting immigration policy in the United States of America led to the 

current immigration crisis. In the 1880s, the number of excluded classes grew to overtly attempt 
to keep out anyone deemed undesirable based on their profession, health, and race (Milian 15). 
Following mass migrations in the early 1900s, a national-origin quota system was implemented to 
favor certain white Europeans. In 1965, the Immigration and Nationality Act replaced the quota 
system with a system “that allocated residence visas according to a neutral preference system based 
on family reunification and labor force needs. The new system is widely credited with having 
sparked a shift in the composition of immigration away from Europe toward Asia and Latin 
America, along with a substantial increase in the number of immigrants” (Massey and Pren 1). 
This is an over-simplification however, as the quota system did not limit immigration numbers 
from Latin America or the Caribbean, only qualitative restrictions, whereas the 1965 amendments 
did, as did subsequent amendments in the 1970s and 1980s (1-2). U.S. interventionism in Latin 
America, various political and economic turmoils throughout Latin America, and U.S. reliance on 
Latin American labor all contributed to the huge surge in documented and undocumented 
immigration from Latin America to the U.S. in the latter half of the 1900s. 
 The most relevant piece of the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act was the citizenship 
exemption. Per Douglas S. Massey and Karen A. Pren, “the decision in 1965 to exempt close 
relatives of US citizens from the country quotas and a series of decisions from 1986 onward that 
systematically privileged US citizens, limited the rights and liberties of legally resident noncitizens 
(‘green card’ holders), and increased the vulnerability of noncitizens to deportation” created a 
relationship between naturalized citizenship and family reunification that led to a ballooning of 
documented immigration from Latin America (Massey and Pren 18). Additional restrictions and 
escalations in immigration law followed in the 1990s, and after the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 2001 
the Patriot Act was passed, ushering U.S. immigration into a national security era that has 
capitalized on the Latino threat narrative (Garcia-Avello 149).1 

 From a contemporary lens, U.S. immigration has been in crisis for some time now. 
Changing the immigration system is a hotly debated issue by politicians and laypersons alike; the 
vast majority of Latinxs (82% in 2021) agree that the immigration system needs to be fixed 
(Krogstad and Lopez, “Most Latinos”). What that looks like though remains to be seen, and while 
debate rages on the crisis continues. 

Luiselli’s texts pick up the thread in 2014-2015, when more than 102 thousand 
unaccompanied children, primarily from Central America, were apprehended at the border. Their 
cases were prioritized in immigration courts and most of them were deported (Vásquez Enríquez 
78), a deportation made easy by a law passed in 2008 which allows for children that enter the U.S. 
via the border to be deported without formal immigration proceedings (Luiselli, Tell 53).2 These 
children are some of the lost children Luiselli refers to, the others being the countless that never 
made it to the border, or were lost in the deportation, or were lost to the process. The immigration 
crisis as Luiselli contextualizes it is a crisis that centers our most vulnerable, our future, Latinx 
immigrant children. 
 
Moving Beyond Abstractions 
 

Luiselli is the consummate migrant, having lived all around the world throughout her 
adolescence and young adulthood. It is perhaps this life experience, and her own struggles with 
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the U.S. immigration system at the time of her writing, that facilitates her exploration of the 
personal nature of the children’s immigration crisis. By giving not just faces and names but also 
stories to the children of this crisis, as well as tying their experiences to her own and those of her 
family, Luiselli presents the crisis in a way that statistics and news reports do not allow.3 Readers 
become emotionally invested, following up on their stories like Luiselli’s daughter does in Tell Me 
How It Ends, and devastated when their stories have the worst imaginable ending as is the case 
with Manuela’s daughters in Lost Children Archive, who are found dead in the desert (Luiselli 
Lost Children Archive 349).   
 Both texts play complementary roles in documenting the crisis. There is an argument to be 
made that there is as much fallacy in imaging a line between fiction and nonfiction as there is in 
imagining one between borders, an argument with which Luiselli would likely agree. She has 
admitted to a fascination with “the hybrid nature of writing,” and it shows in the masterful way 
she weaves reality into Lost Children Archive as well as Tell Me How It Ends and plays with form 
in both texts (Leblanc 47). However, Tell Me How It Ends is still subtitled as An Essay in Forty 
Questions, while Lost Children Archive presents itself as a novel. Luiselli also pulls from different 
literary traditions for each text, grounding Tell Me How It Ends in testimonio and framing Lost 
Children Archive as a travel narrative.  
 
Tell Me How It Ends  
 

Testimonio distinguishes itself from memoir in part with its politically committed nature. 
In its simplest sense, testimonio can be defined as “an account told in the first person by a narrator 
who is the real protagonist or witness of events...who seeks empowerment through voicing her or 
his experience” (Blackmer Reyes and Curry Rodríguez 527). Testimonio prioritizes a discourse of 
solidarity and has been recognized as a literary form since the 1970s, with deep roots in Latin 
American oral tradition and human rights movements (Blackmer Reyes and Curry Rodríguez 526; 
Bernal et al. 363). Luiselli’s writing about her personal experience as a volunteer translator for 
unaccompanied children immigrants in a federal immigration court certainly fits this bill, as she 
draws attention to the systems in place working against these children and seeks to empower them 
through translation and transcription alike. She describes Tell Me How It Ends as “a book with an 
intention”, saying, “It’s the only book I’ve written in which I wanted to report on a subject” 
(Leblanc 47). In true testimonio tradition, Luiselli balances that reporting with the intimacy of her 
lived experience and that of the children she meets, threading them together in her imagination 
and in her writing: 

During the interviews, I sometimes note the children’s answers in the first person and 
sometimes in the third: 

 
 I crossed the border by foot. 
 She swam across the river. 
 He comes from San Pedro Sula. 
 She comes from Tegucigalpa. 
 She comes from Guatemala City. 
 He has not ever met his father. 
 Yes I have met my mother. (Tell 62) 
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Their stories become her stories, and the stand-in stories for thousands of others: a collective “we” 
in need of recognition and empowerment. 
 In the Latinx context, testimonio has been a tool of exposing racial, gender, and sexual 
inequities and expressing agency, building solidarity among minority woman as well as more 
recently among undocumented immigrant college students (Blackmer Reyes and Curry Rodríguez 
528; Bernal et al. 363). As undocumented minors, however, Latinx immigrant children are unable 
to exert such agency on their own, at least not in the immediacy as Luiselli was able to (Tell Me 
How It Ends was first published as a shorter essay in 2016, with the full version published the 
following year). She disrupts the silence as many before her have done,4 and leans in self-aware 
that she is a privileged witness as she anticipates the arrival of green cards for herself and her 
family (Tell 8).  
 Guided by the questions used to interview unaccompanied immigrant children in court, 
Tell Me How It Ends begins by asking “‘Why did you come to the United States?’” (7). The answer, 
as detailed in just over 100 pages, is almost always to escape gang violence. One of the stories 
woven throughout the text is that of Manu, the first Luiselli heard as a volunteer translator. Manu’s 
best friend was killed by a gang in Honduras, after which his aunt paid a coyote $4000 to facilitate 
his escape to the U.S. Manu traveled “from Tegucigalpa to Guatemala by bus, to the Mexican 
border, to Arriaga and then aboard La Bestia, to the U.S.-Mexico border...From there to the icebox, 
the shelter, the airplane to JFK, and finally to Long Island” (Luiselli Tell Me How It Ends 76). His 
journey is hardly atypical, but the specificity helps ground readers in his experience and reminds 
us that his story hardly ends upon arrival in Long Island. In terms of his legal situation, following 
his initial interview Manu’s case is taken pro bono by a large firm, thanks to the material evidence 
he provides: a copy of a police report he filed against gang members in Honduras. He is eventually 
granted special immigrant juvenile (SIJ) status, a rare best-case legal scenario. Yet at Hempstead 
High School (in Long Island) he encounters the very gangs he left Tegucigalpa to escape. He 
worries about his cousins, Patricia and Marta, who following his departure from Tegucigalpa were 
harassed by the same gang, and soon make the long journey from Tegucigalpa to Long Island 
themselves. While his story in Tell Me How It Ends has a hopeful ending—welcomed in a church, 
part of a mentorship program, learning English—his future remains uncertain. We leave Manu 
with a hopeful set of pictures, “practicing the art of flight in his front yard in Hempstead,” but he 
and his family are hardly free yet, of violence, of debt, of the fear of deportation (Luiselli Tell Me 
How It Ends 106). Their story, like so many others, is still ongoing.  
 The future is also unsettled for Luiselli, albeit in a different way. She begins to volunteer 
as an immigration court translator through the lawyer she hired to help track down her missing 
green card. She “filed more petitions, and spent endless hours on the customer service line for the 
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS)...[and] applied for temporary work permits, 
which came in the mail a few months later” (Luiselli Tell Me How It Ends 31). As a documented 
immigrant and a college professor who can afford a good lawyer and figure how to navigate USCIS 
customer service, her position is hardly as precarious as Manu’s, or any of the children’s, but it 
does connect her to the larger U.S.-Latin American immigration narrative, particularly after her 
temporary work permit expired and she was left in a liminal space. She reflects on her own answer  
to the question “Why did you come to the United States?” saying, “once you’re here, you’re ready 
to give everything, or almost everything, to stay and play a part in the greater theater of belonging. 
In the United States, to stay is an end in itself and not a means: to stay is the founding myth of this 
society” (Luiselli Tell Me How It Ends 98-9). Luiselli has her green card by the end of the book, 
but the greater geo-political unrest of the Trump and Peña-Nieto presidencies in the U.S. and 
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Mexico respectively leaves her future uncertain too. In a particularly poignant scene she describes 
how her young daughter played with face paint and “dug her finger into the miniature bucket of 
white paint, and as she spread it across her cheeks she said, ‘Look, Momma, now I’m getting ready 
for when Trump is president. So they won’t know we’re Mexicans’” (Luiselli Tell Me How It Ends  
101-2). Though her daughter is a documented immigrant, and undoubtedly safer than Manu, she 
is not spared from the open-ended questions about belonging which Tell Me How It Ends asks of 
its readers. Who gets to arrive, and who gets to stay? Who gets to be American? 
 Luiselli poses such questions to the students in the Advanced Conversation class she 
teaches at Hofstra University. In perhaps the most idealistic turn of events, the students become 
enthusiastically engaged in the discourse, and approach Luiselli about transforming “emotional 
capital—the rage, sadness, and frustration produced by certain social circumstances—into political 
capital” by creating a political student organization to offer simple and sustained relief to child 
migrants through “intensive English classes, college prep sessions, team sports, a radio program, 
and a civil rights and duties discussion group” (Luiselli Tell Me How It Ends 94-6). According to 
Dolores Delgado Bernal et al., “testimonio is pragmatic in that it engages the reader to understand 
and establish a sense of solidarity as a first step toward social change” (Bernal et al 364). The work 
of the group Luiselli’s students form, Teenage Immigrant Integration Association (TIIA), as well 
as other New York based organizations mentioned throughout the text such as The Door and 
S.T.R.O.N.G. provide templates for allyship, concrete ways to engage with the ongoing 
immigration crisis. Though not tied down to genre, this is one of the ways Tell Me How It Ends, 
as a nonfiction essay, is able to directly point readers towards political action, something that 
would be received negatively and as propaganda in fiction. 
 
Lost Children Archive 
 

The travel narrative is, in its very nature, transnational and has enjoyed a long history and 
evolution throughout various world literatures. Latin American travel narratives distinguish 
themselves from their Euro-American counterparts “of conquest, expansion, or leisure…[with] a 
diverse range of models of transit including economic migration and political exile, as well as 
philosophical speculation regarding the continent’s very ‘ontology’ of travel” (Lindsay 3). Lost 
Children Archive is certainly preoccupied with the latter, as Luiselli juxtaposes the migration of 
Latinx immigrant children with a family’s trip throughout the American landscape. She describes 
it as “a descent into an inferno for the kids as they travel; it plays out on a different layer of 
consciousness, which is very much the Latin American tradition of thinking about journeying and 
traveling” (Leblanc 44). As the novel progresses, the journey of the family, more specifically the 
boy and the girl, blends with that of the migrant children to better tell their story as they are all lost 
in the desert. 
 Latinx travel writing draws heavily from the Latin American tradition, with immigration 
front and center. “We have a tradition of migration, a tradition of long walks,” Gloria Anzaldúa 
affirms, and these long walks often are centered in Latinx writing as much Latinx literature can, at 
least to some extent, be categorized as travel writing (Anzaldúa 33). Using the travel narrative as 
a jumping off point,5 there are a number of long walks in Luiselli’s novel: the emotional journey 
of the family as they navigate their last days as a singular family, the boy and the girl’s physical 
journey, the legal journey of Latinx immigrant children once they reach the U.S., and the imagined 
journey of the migrant children in the fabricated book within the book, Elegies for Lost Children. 
Luiselli threads these journeys together to paint a complex landscape of crisis. Whereas even the 
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earliest travel narratives in the U.S. “used exploration, travel, and the representation of landscape 
to help define themselves and their place in the world,” Luiselli pushes further, looking not only 
for her place in the world but that of the lost children (Stowe 26). 
 Presented as a little red book by fictional Italian writer Ella Camposanto, Elegies for Lost 
Children is Luiselli’s way of telling the stories of migrant children without retracing the same 
terrain of Tell Me How It Ends. The collection is imagined as inspired by the historical Children’s 
Crusade, except “in Camposanto’s version, the ‘crusade’ takes place in what seems like a not-so-
distant future in a region that can possibly be mapped back to North Africa, the Middle East, and 
southern Europe, or to Central and North America” (Lost Children Archive 139). Their journey is 
not dissimilar to Manu’s or other children’s in Tell Me How It Ends—they travel by train and on 
foot, along a wall, through the desert, across a river. The elegies open in overt parallel to the novel 
as a whole: 
 
Lost Children Archive 
Mouths open to the sun, they sleep. Boy and 
girl, foreheads pearled with sweat, cheeks red 
and streaked white with dry spit. They 
occupy the entire space in the back of the car, 
spread out, limbs offering, heavy and placid. 
From the copilot seat, I glance back to check 
on them every so often, then turn around 
again to study the map. We advance in the 
slow lava of traffic toward the city limits, 
across the GW Bridge, and merge onto the 
interstate. An airplane passes above us and 
leaves a straight long scar on the paolate of 
the cloudless sky. Behind the wheel, my 

husband adjusts his hat, dries his forehead 
with the back of his hand. (5) 
Elegies for Lost Children 
Mouths open to the sky, they sleep. Boys, 
girls: lips chapped, cheeks cracked, for the 
wind whips day and night. They occupy the 
entire space there, stiff but warm, lined up 
like new corpses along the metal roof of the 
train gondola. From behind the rim of his 
blue cap, the man in charge of them counts—
six children; seven minus one. The train 
advances slowly along tracks parallel to an 
iron wall. Beyond, on both sides of the wall, 
the desert stretches out, identical. Above, the 
swart night is still. (142)

 
The contrast draws attention to the poor conditions of the migrant children—whereas the boy and 
the girl are sunkissed and comfortably spread out, the lost children are dehydrated and scrunched 
together. The boy and girl have their parents looking after them; the lost children are reduced to 
numbers by the man in charge of them, seven minus one (the seventh being the oldest boy and a 
casualty, his story incomplete, lost in the missing tenth elegy). Though the paths of the two sets of 
children intersect as the boy and the girl wander off in the desert on an adventure, even the boy is 
cognizant of his own privilege, telling his sister, “you and I were with the lost children, too, though 
only for a little while...We met them, and were there with them, tried to be brave like them...for a 
while, I lost you and you lost me, but we found each other again” (Lost Children Archive 350). 
Unlike the migrant children, the boy and the girl do not remain lost, their separation from each 
other and from their parents finite. 
 Still, the boy and the girl of the family provide a gateway to trying to get closer to the 
perspective of Latinx immigrant children that the mother of the family would otherwise not have. 
After weeks of listening to her children play in the car, she says, “I realize now, perhaps too late, 
that my children's backseat games and reenactments were maybe the only way to record the 
soundmarks, traces and echoes that lost children left behind” (Luiselli Lost Children Archive 180). 
Just as Luiselli’s daughter, niece, and students allow her a different, perhaps closer, perspective on 
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Latinx immigrant children in Tell Me How It Ends, the boy and the girl and voice of children 
throughout Lost Children Archive allow Luiselli to imagine the story Latinx immigrant children 
will tell. She reflects, “‘I started asking myself how (the migrant) children of this generation were 
going to eventually tell this story, what were they going to say about this reality—that on one hand 
was very real but on the other seemingly implausible—about thousands of children in a migratory 
limbo’” (Torrens). Couching the seemingly implausible in childhood imagination, Luiselli tells a 
story of children being deported from New Mexico to Tegucigalpa as seen by the boy. “Tell me 
what you see, Ground Control,” the mother asks, and the boy describes a rocket launch, the migrant 
children as astronauts, the plane a spaceship (Lost Children Archive 184-5). Afterwards, the 
mother reflects that “it’s his version of the story that will outlive us; his version that will remain 
and be passed down. Not only his version of our story, of who we were as a family, but also his 
version of others’ stories, like those of the lost children” (Lost Children Archive 185). In this 
moment the story of the family is forever tied to that of Latinx immigrant children, as the family 
splits up at the end of the summer in parallel to the children being forcibly removed from the U.S., 
and the two are forever interlinked in the memory of the boy. 
 Though consciously avoiding a political agenda, Lost Children Archive still reflects 
Luiselli’s worldview and obvious horror at the treatment of Latinx immigrant children. In the 
tradition of travel writing, Luiselli has “combined natural and artificial features of the observed 
world with [her] own personal, social, ethical, and philosophical concerns to create literary 
landscapes that contribute to an understanding of American experience,” the particular and layered 
experience of Latinx immigrant children (Stowe 43). While the novel does not set out to tell readers 
how they can directly engage with the crisis, “it shows how fiction can enter into dialogue with its 
readers in fathoming the translatability of outraged witnessing into substantive action” (James 
393). The novel’s activist incentive is clearest in the nested narrative Elegies for Lost Children, 
while it is at its most empathetic in the sections told from the perspective of the boy. The boy 
directly addresses his narration to his sister, who presumably will not remember their adventure 
without proper documentation. “This is the story of us, and of the lost children, from beginning to 
end, and I’m gonna tell it to you, Memphis,” he promises (Lost Children Archives 191). As fiction, 
Lost Children Archive is also able to offer something Tell Me How It Ends cannot: an ending. The 
endings are double-edged, for the family who reunite only to separate again, and for the migrant 
children, some of whom are found, only for many of them to be found no longer alive or deported 
shortly after. In some ways, the open-ending of the Elegies for Lost Children offers the most hope, 
as they continue to walk towards the unknown. 
 
Suturing the Stories of Latinx Immigrant Children 
 

Luiselli is cognizant of the limitations of writing in the contemporary moment, saying as   
much in Tell Me How It Ends, citing the need for retrospect and a true ending to gain a fuller 
understanding (Luiselli Tell Me How It Ends 96). But she is also aware that the story is too 
important to put off, and of her role as a present-day narrator. She writes, “In the meantime, while 
the story continues, the only thing to do is tell it over and over again as it develops, bifurcates, 
knots around itself. And it must be told, because before anything can be understood, it has to be 
narrated many times, in many different words and from many different angles, by many different 
minds” (Luiselli Tell Me How It Ends 96-7). Lost Children Archive is likewise deeply concerned 
with the power of story, who tells the story, and in what mode: documentarist or documentarian, 
recordings or pictures or writing, first or second or third person, singular or plural. In both texts 
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Luiselli reminds us that there are many different stories to tell, many migrant children, whose 
experiences should not be essentialized any more than any other Latinx experiences.6 

Contemporary critical border studies scholarship better equips us to think about the points 
of intersection and divergence in the Latinx immigrant children’s stories. Whereas the prevalent 
metaphor of the border was traditionally a fixed line, contemporary thinking sees “the border is at 
once a division and a knitting together of legal spheres, sovereignties, and authorities,” beyond a 
physical location, a step in the journey but not the final destination (Salter 750). Neither of 
Luiselli’s texts take place in the physical borderlands; Tell Me How It Ends takes place in New 
York, more than 200 miles from the physical border, and while the family in Lost Children Archive 
travels those 200+ miles south, they never actually reach the border. Yet they are both books heavy 
with border thinking, defining places and systems that are safe and unsafe, constantly in transition, 
inhabited by the prohibited and forbidden, Anzaldúa’s atravesados (Anzaldúa 25). The lost 
children Luiselli writes about are sutured “through camps, borders, or transit zones, spaces in 
which subjects hold no rights that are not mediated through the recognition or interpellation of a 
sovereign” (Salter 741). They mostly come from Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras, traveling 
by foot, train, plane. Many do not reach the U.S.; many that do are not allowed to stay.  

In 2016, Luiselli’s students correctly surmised, “if the immigration crisis started at the 
U.S.-Mexico border, in southern Arizona or Texas, and then moved up all the way to the NY 
immigration court, and now there are children and teenage migrants living in the most remote 
towns of Long Island, it’s not going to end there. The crisis will deepen and spread, and things 
will fall apart” (Luiselli Tell Me how It Ends 95). Following the 2016 elections, and an increase in 
overt anti-immigrant rhetoric, thousands of Latinx immigrant children were detained in chain-link 
cages in 2018 and 2019 (Vásquez Enríquez 78). Those that came with their parents were separated, 
and the federal government lost track of over a thousand children. The immigration crisis is far 
from over. 
 
Seeking Solutions 
 

In his final recording to his sister, the boy in Lost Children Archive explains that he 
“decided to be both a documentarian and a documentarist—so you could get at least two versions 
of everything and know things in different ways, which is always better than just one way. You’ll 
know everything, and slowly start to understand it” (Luicelli Lost Children Archive 349). In the 
same spirit, Luiselli presents the ongoing crisis in at least two versions with Tell Me How It Ends 
and Lost Children Archive, allowing readers of both to slowly start to understand the crisis, beyond 
statistics and abstractions. It is no accident that the Spanish-language title of Tell Me How It Ends 
is Los niños perdidos, The Lost Children. Both of Luiselli’s texts dwell in that loss, in “the suture 
[that] is the neglected limit of politics and international relations, the actual face of order and order, 
order and chaos, inside and frontier, inside and outside” (Salter 740). The children who undertake 
this migration do so because they and their families see no other choice, no other opportunity to 
survive. It is pointless to say “Do not come” without tracing back and addressing the cause of their 
migration. As Luiselli states: 

 
It would surely be a step forward for our government to officially acknowledge the 
hemispheric dimensions of the problem, acknowledge the connection between such 
phenomena as the drug wars, gangs in Central America and the United States, the 
trafficking of arms from the United States, the consumption of drugs, and the massive 
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migration of children from the Northern Triangle to the United States through Mexico. 
(Tell Me How It Ends 86) 
 

The problem is a transnational one, and requires transnational solutions, which in turn requires a 
more global thinking. Literature gives us a platform for such thinking, allows us to trace back and 
think through the geopolitical complexities both practically and humanely (Garcia-Avello 158). 
At the same time, we are able to look forward with an activist lens, and think about how to best 
serve the Latinx immigrant children that are already here, by being witnesses and allies, and also 
by providing concrete services to aid with their legal uncertainties and acculturation. There is no 
singular Latinx immigrant child, and there is no simple solution to the immigration crisis.  
 Justice Sotomayor, in her own professional life, frames empathy as “a necessary 
decisionmaking tool because it serves as a constant reminder of the human existences at stake in 
the case” (Couzo 414). This does not lead to bias as critics feared (as in fact in the majority of 
immigration cases that have come before her she has ruled based on neutral principles to uphold 
government actions denying relief to immigrants), but it does guide her analysis of the facts 
without overtaking her application of the law (Gilbert 7, 39). Likewise, literature does not change 
“our brains, hearts, souls, or political convictions, but...the practice of reading literature slows 
thought down…[and encourages us] to take advantage of the invitation to dwell in uncertainty and 
to explore the difficulties of knowing, acknowledging, and responding to” the complexities of 
something as multifaceted as the immigration crisis (Jurecic 24). Narratives, nonfiction and fiction, 
provide a way in, by asking the questions and inviting us to seek solutions. But it is up to us, as 
readers, whether or not we take that step.  
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Notes 
1 For a more thorough exploration of the post-1965 immigration surge from Latin America, including a review of 
policies and yearly migration trends, see Douglas S. Massey and Karen A. Pren’s 2012 article, “Unintended 
Consequences of US Immigration Policy.” 
 
2 Though the focus of this writing is on immigration policies in the U.S., immigration policies in Mexico also play a 
critical role in exacerbating the crisis. In 2014 the Mexican government launched the Programa Frontera Sur to attempt 
to stop Central American immigration through Mexico, leading to questionable mass deportations of their own 
(Luiselli, Tell 77-8). 
 
3 This is the difference between “surface-level, emotionally charged narratives [that] create less, or less enduring and 
effective, empathy [and] stories that cultivate a deep narrative understanding of another through a well-developed plot. 
We need stories that challenge readers not only to imaginatively reconstruct unfamiliar experiences but also to enlarge 
their horizon” if we are to cultivate lasting empathy and understanding (Ritivoi 72-3). 
 
4 The rich history of testimonio in Latin American and Latinx literature is one dominated by female writers. In Latin 
America this includes Domitila Chúngara, Rigoberta Menchú, Alicia Partnoy, and Elena Poniatowska and in the 
Latinx tradition collections curated by Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa and the Latina Feminist Group stand out. 
Luiselli slots in well among these women, with the way she critically approaches her subject matter and her resistance 
to a strict form. 
 
5 Among Latin American Boom Writers, Gabriel García Márquez and Juan Rulfo stand out as exemplary writers of 
reflective travel narratives. In the Latinx tradition, acclaimed writers Sandra Cisneros, Junot Diaz, and Luis Alberto 
Urrea are among those who have successfully navigated the travel narrative mode. Luiselli builds on their success and 
allows her characters to get hopelessly lost and reflect on what that means in the greater political landscape that 
surrounds her novel. 
 
6 We cannot lose sight of the individuality of every narrative. If “bringing in the faces of Latino history—stories of 
individual Latinos—is absolutely priceless in telling the story of a people”, then telling the individual stories of Latinx 
migrant children is imperative to conceptualizing the ongoing crisis, creating the same boundary-defying space for 
understanding the present reality that historical fiction creates for understanding the past (Burgos et al. 455). 
 


