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Alone at the end of the day
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Author Juan Jose Arreola, though born of Mexico, 1918, in the age of realism,
nevertheless stood as an iconoclast who broke with the traditional literary conventions
of his time and dared to entwine fantasy and symbolism, absurdity and allegory, in his
poignant short fiction depictions of the reality of the human situation. In his short story,

2]

translared *“ The Switchman

“El guardagujas™ he offers a contemporary
allegory: a foreigner goes to a train station to go to a place by the name of T, but to his
surprise and mortification he finds an old switchman who, through a series of dialogues,
unravel a ridiculous situation whereby all the passengers buy a ticket, any ticket, only to
wait for months and possibly yvears for a train that will not take them to their intended

destination, all under the so-called “system”.

- - I
m > 22> Christine Ma

“I am the Way, the Truth and the Life.” — Jesus Christ

In his short story, “El guardagujas,”Juan Jose Arreola presents a modern fable that
confronts the reader with the reality of his enslavement by *“‘the system™ in his attempt to
arrive at the unknown but impending destination, “ T"". On the surface, the story deals
with the railroad system: a foreigner arrives at the train station to board the wagon for **
T.” but, instead, he finds a guide that reveals to him that no one arrives where he intends
to go; all are slaves to the system. Behind the unraveling of events one finds that the
system deals not with the trains, but rather fallen humanity itself. The system that con-
trols the passengers is the same as the imperfect world that dominates the very indi-
vidual that created it. In both cases, the person becomes a puppet that lives with the
illusion of having its own free will when. in reality, it is a slave to the system that it itself
has constructed. the system that determines its destination in life. In the end, the trains
function as a symbol for the flawed and human universe, in such a way as to awaken the
reader to his own enslavement by such a system that he himself perpetuates within his
misguided but pressing search for = T,

The author begins the story abstractly with the foreigner’s search for the elusive T,
in order to relate the train system with the human condition. He establishes the journey
in non-concrete terms: the traveler looks for a destination without an specific name —
—only a letter, T—— only to find through the guide/switchman that the trains will not, or
cannot, arrive there. In the development of such a lost situation, the author does not give
any concrete identity to the flawed system or the frustrated characters. He only calls the

£}

train system “the system.” without mentioning any particular person within it with a

name. Even when he speaks of the passenger or the guide, he does not use names, but

rather he characterizes them by a title that refers to their position: * the foreigner™, * an
old man with a vague train-like aspect”. Therefore, it is a system that identifies the

86



individual, like the passenger, by what he does and not by who he is:
through the eyes of such a world, his value is based only in his position,
a characterization that is neither personal nor distinct.

Such is the human condition. The effect of such an abstract char-
acterization is that the system and the passengers do not simply reflect
the train system, but also the universal situation of all individuals,
each looking for the *“ T " through trains that cannot carry them there.
In the same way that the passenger wants, needs, but does not know

how to arrive at T, the individual spends his life on a perpetual search
for the Truth, an Unknown, something that he cannot name but some-
thing that he nevertheless cannot deny. The result of portraying the characters and the
destinations as abstractions in place of a particular cast of individuals and places of flesh
and blood, land and sea, is that the individual, like the passenger, is lost in an impersonal
and empty world, a system that does neither values him nor has the capacity to satisfy his
yearning for the destination * T”, for the unknown Truth.

Such a lost situation implies that both systems treat the individual as enslaved objects.
In the case of the trains, the passenger cannot decide his own itinerary. After embarking
the train, his life changes forever, but without his own participation. The system. which
makes all the decisions, deprives the traveler of his will; it does not matter to it that the
destination is not the intended one. The trains have their own agenda — to create new
villages— and the people have no option in determining their destination. They can buy
whatever ticket for whichever site they chose, but nevertheless, the train controls and
determines the arrival place. Without considering the obligations and preferences of the
passengers., the system deceives them: it commands the crew to stop the train and invite
the travelers to go outside in order to admire the site, but after they descend, the wagon
escapes and leaves them alone in order for them to establish new colonies. The new
friendships and villages that follow as a result— the products of the extended time passed
inside the train — do not exist by choice or preference of the people involved, but rather
by the manipulation of the train system. The system fabricates them without the volun-
tary compliance of the participants. Hence all the travelers are slaves. objects deprived of
their free will.

In the same way, the very world that is constructed by man simultaneously subordi-
nates him. Within it the individual is alone, another commodity, an object that the system
employs to produce, just as the trains utilizes the passengers to create new villages. Al-
though the individual may pick whichever road in life he wishes, in the same sense that
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the traveler can buy whatever ticket he chooses. in the end, both are bound by the system,
the imperfect world. His freedom and choice are just another illusion, products of the
system, for man has no voice in history’s arbitrations that affect him and dominate him;
he can only obey its unwinding. as even the * best laid plans of mice and men (and the
unsuspecting traveler) often go awry™ @. The individual is the same as the passenger,
enslaved. delusioned and objectified.

Paradoxically, such passengers and individuals perpetuate their own enslavement
by their complacency and competition among themselves. Out of patriotism the inhabit-
ants— the travelers— of the country neither complain nor show their discontentment.
They do nothing to protest their oppressed situation; instead, they turn against the other
passengers. Due to the situation with many trains but only few passengers that can aboard
them even after an extended wait, the people dispute among themselves to obtain a seat.
They fight violently to enter the wagon. but this only obstructs the process of boarding.
The result is lost time spent hurling blows and insults instead of effectively seating the
train. They do not realize that the real enemy is the railroad system and not the other
passenger. Furthermore, they lose the unity and the strength needed to overcome such a
system. As a result, they perpetuate their own enslavement.

In the same manner, the individual maintains his oppression when he conforms and
turns against his fellow man. He searches for the desired destination in a world that does
not hold the answer. does not carry the solution. He pursues the various trains that pass
through his life in his attempt to find the “ T | without realizing that he cannot arrive
there neither by the railroad system nor by the fallen and flawed world. Instead of look-
ing for the destination behind the train tracks constructed by human and imperfect hands,
he becomes distracted by his fellow passengers who are blindly boarding the wrong
train, just like him. Due to their existences in a system, a world, where there are many
losers and few winners, each man stands alone and for himself; all become adversaries in
the battle over survival. Instead of daring to go beyond the boundaries of the system.,
they dispute over the same wanted but futile positions that cannot reveal or satisfy the
need for Truth. just like the passengers that plaster one another for the same seats that
cannot carry them to T. In both cases, the bondage continues due to themselves.

In the end. when the switchman asks the foreigner, once again, where he is headed.
he replies * X** . He himself does not know where he is going. The search for “ T ~ ends
in an unanswered conundrum, a variable, an X. Ultimately, * El guardagujas™ turns out
to be not a story of a foreign traveler and a train, but rather a fable about the individual
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and the search for a * T”, the destination that is not of this world. Both the passenger
and the individual find themselves in the same position within the system of railroads
and the human condition. Both live as slaves. Lost and objectified, both maintain their

respective systems while they sleep with the illusory dream of having their own will
and thereby perpetuate their own lost state and servitude. Confronted by the reality of
such a situation by the symbol of the trains for the flawed world, the reader can finally
awake from his bondage and begin to find the real * T”.

Jesus answered, * I am the Way, the Truth and the Life. No one reaches the Father

except through me.” John 14:6 F

@ line from Scottish poet Robert Burns® piece *“To a Mouse:On Turning Her Nest with a Plough."used by John Steinbeck in
his book O Mice and Men.where within the story about two ranch men searching for a place to call their own. he alludes to this
poem: a farmer.after having destroyed a mouse’s nest druring ploughing, writes a poem to his vietim apologizing for the unfortunate
incident and. in doing so, realizing that he himsell and animal share the same plight and the same fate: their best laid plans often go

awry.
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