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ABSTRACT: Across the world, nationalism and populism are on the rise and wrap up debates about immigra
tion, human rights, refugees, and moral responsibility. Whilst nationalism ascertains who is in and out of 
a community, populism relies on the emotional appeal that common people need to overcome the disinterested 
and corrupted elite. What is particularly disturbing is the tendency for nationalist and populist policies to introduce 
legislation that infringes human rights and curbs the independence of the judiciary and democratic institutions, 
pillars of the rule of law. In this regard, dystopian speculative fiction warns readers about the possible outcomes of 
the present world by extrapolating key features of populist right-wing rhetoric. This chapter examines two recent 
novels by Portuguese writers António Ladeira and Nuno Gomes Garcia to show how they operate within what 
Tom Moylan defined as a critical dystopian narrative. I argue that António Ladeira’s Montanha Distante (2020) 
and Nuno Gomes  Garcia’s Zalatune (2020) experiment the radical limits of the political and social practices of 
populist policies, showing their devastating result on the individual and his or her sense of community. I also con
tend that these dystopias offer a glimmer of hope by returning to the basic concept of empathy, the cornerstone of 
cohesive communities, able to face down the corrosive effect of cold and calculating populist policies. 
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This is the writer’s work: observe what is lived 
with a microscope in his hand and a telescope 
in the other. Being in and out. Dig, dig, dig, as 
if the skin was the soul and, sometimes, it is. 
(Mongino, 2008)1 

In 2016, Portuguese writer and public prosecutor 
Julieta Monginho was a volunteer at a refugee camp 
on Chios, the fifth largest of the Greek islands, situ
ated 8 km (5 miles) off the western coast of Turkey. 
Two years later, she published Um muro a meio do 
caminho [A wall halfway], a novel about the lives of 
Middle Eastern refugees who fled their countries, dev
astated by war and deprivation, and awaited at the 
camp on Chios to try to reach northern European 
countries. This is a novel that renders their lives in 
suspension, but it is mainly one that depicts the 
mental state, emotions, and inner struggles of 
a narrator who left her social bubble to become over
whelmed by her deep understanding of what is not 

1. Original: “Este é o trabalho do escritor: observar o que é 
vivido com um microscópio numa mão, um telescópio na 
outra. Estar dentro e fora. Escavar, escavar, escavar, como 
se a pele fosse a alma, e às vezes é”. In this chapter, transla
tions are the author’s unless otherwise mentioned. 

right in Europe and, particularly, of the actual effect 
of policies led by populist political leaders, such as 
Viktor Orbán and Donald Trump – just to mention 
two politicians briefly mentioned in Monginho’s 
novel. They entail a brutal and dehumanizing process 
of othering those who desperately seek better living 
conditions by building walls to protect “us” from 
“them” while imposing strict systems of surveillance 
intended to make any of us passive actors and follow
ers of the guidance of populist leaders, offering little 
or no resistance. While this novel offers the emotional 
response that emerges out of the interaction between 
two worlds, the western and familiar and the non-
western and alien, the news bulletins have been 
crammed full with reports on North American and 
European foreign and home political decisions aimed 
at reinforcing governmental powers for the sake of 
building strong nations, depicting immigrants as 
potential security danger and inclusion and solidarity 
as hurdles to the constitution of secure nations. In 
addition, present-day European conservative govern
ments and the ci-devant North American government 
headed by Trump have invested in populist measures 
and restorative nationalist narratives to bolster their 
leaders in such a way that praising them equates to 
preserving their strong nations. As political measures 
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are taken to secure leaders in their posts, the funda
mental rights of the common people become grad
ually fraught in peril. Measures are introduced so that 
the common people, like boiling frogs, will not see 
their lives steadily manipulated and their freedom 
restrained.2 

Hence, reading literature becomes critical; through 
reading, we learn how to empathize with a group of 
characters, and this is categorical and a necessary 
skill. Especially at times like this. This is a clear 
effect in the relation established between the narrator 
and the various refugees she interacted with and in 
the expected relation between Monginho’s novel and 
her readers, but it may also be a lesson to learn from 
dystopian novels that imagine alternate communities 
ruled by populist and totalitarian governments that 
convey an illusory direct popular participation and 
what should be done about them. This essay exam
ines Montanha Distante (2020) and Zalatune (2021), 
two recent dystopian novels written by two Portu
guese diaspora writers, António Ladeira and Nuno 
Gomes Garcia, respectively, to show how they oper
ate within what Tom Moylan (2018) defined as 
a critical dystopian narrative.3 This essay argues that 
despite these novels constituting two critically dys
topian visions of present-day populist rules whose 
popular support is nurtured through emotional 
manipulation, they also offer glimpses of hope when 
they show that empathy is the ultimate emotional 
response needed to overcome the effects of populism. 

POPULIST RULE AND ESTHESIA 

In his essay on the present-day popular support for 
various worldwide populist right-wing political lead
ers, Eric Landowski (2020) recognizes that this polit
ical ideology is powerfully seductive, especially in 
view of the negative impact of socio-economic condi
tions afflicting the West, and while taking a semiotic 
approach to its success, in particular as regards their 
leaders’ dramatic quality, he identifies three major 
factors that account for it: exacerbation of particular 
negative feelings, such as xenophobia and racism, to 
encourage an emotional response from the audience; 
planned use of body language, including voice pitch, 
posture, and gestures; and his emotional appeal to the 
need of direct democracy, grounding it, however, 
upon the emotional interaction between the leader 
and the population, namely through social media. In 

2. The boiling frog fable is generally offered as a metaphor 
cautioning people to be aware of even gradual change lest 
they suffer undesirable consequences. 
3. António Ladeira lives in Lubbock, Texas, and teaches 
Portuguese language and literature at Texas Tech Univer
sity, and Nuno Gomes Garcia lives in Paris and is an editor
ial consultant and promoter of Portuguese language and 
literature in the French media. 

their analysis of the emotional roots of right-wing 
political populism, Mikko Salmela and Christian von 
Scheve (2017) identified repressed shame as another 
critical emotion to account for the support for right-
wing populist leaders. This emotion emerges from 
intersubjective perceptions of threat and vulnerability 
experienced by those who have witnessed the down
falls of others and fear their own. It is the sense of 
being a “modernization loser” that generates 
repressed shame. What is striking about these two 
essays is that studies concur on the fact that the suc
cess of popular support for right-wing political lead
ers fundamentally lies on the populist leaders’ ability 
to create emotions. To sum up, a successful right-
wing political rhetoric is grounded on esthesia, 
a term I draw on Landowvski’s work, to describe the 
exacerbated incitement of feelings to generate an 
emotional response.4 

Montanha Distante and Zalatune are two dystopian 
novels that delve into the realms of esthesia-based 
populist political rule to show that it ultimately leads to 
an impossible society whose prevailing emotions gen
erated by fear and vulnerability hamper societal cohe
sion. Moreover, transparency of policymaking, 
a cherished democratic quality that inculcates in people 
the sense of belonging, is easily manipulated by popu
list leaders to constrain people’s individual freedom. 
Montanha Distante is a first-person narrative that tells 
the story of a talkative middle-aged taxi driver who 
takes a peculiarly quiet young man from Vila Ideal 
[Ideal Town] to Vila Real [Real Town], a six-hour ride 
used by the taxi driver to tell the story of his life as 
a man who, in his youth, moved from Vila Real to Vila 
Ideal. These are two towns in a larger country ruled by 
Dear Leader. Zalatune tells the story of the people of 
Ínsula, an independent island situated in the Mediterra
nean Sea, who live in an apparently strong direct dem
ocracy but whose political measures decided in 
nationwide referenda gradually close this society to the 
world to the point of making the existence of this 
island impracticable. As dystopian novels they are, 
Montanha Distante and Zalatune tell stories of alter
nate communities living in imaginary time references: 
while the former does not offer any time references at 
all, the latter describes events within a four-year time 
span ending in 2034. The strong resemblance between 
the description of governments in these narratives and 
some of present-day western politics is enough to 
make us shiver and wonder where our dystopian times 
will lead us in the near future. 

4. Another relevant academic project is led by researchers 
of the center for the History of Emotions, at Max Planck 
Institute, on emotional politics. It is entitled Emotional Citi
zens: Love, Loyalty, and Trust in Politics. Available at 
https://www.mpib-berlin.mpg.de/research/research-centers/ 
history-of-emotions/citizenship-and-nationbuilding/emo 
tional-citizens. 
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An ingrained neoliberal culture of capitalism is 
infused into the societies depicted in both novels. In 
Montanha Distante, the narrator’s family is far more 
concerned with saving production costs in their auto
mobile repair shop than with providing good service. 
In Zalatune, the Luddite movement sabotage manu
facturing plants because robot work has led thou
sands to live below the poverty line and commit 
suicide, while the government’s economic strategy is 
grounded upon radical extractivism that makes 
Ínsula an unbalanced ecosystem. The collapse of the 
wall under construction signals its fatal conse
quences. The plot is the outcome of the action devel
oped by national governments, and the literary 
strategies used in both novels suggest readers that 
they are in some way doomed to end: whereas the 
first and the last chapter of Montanha Distante cor
respond to the towns of departure and arrival of the 
taxi ride, thus, playing with the idea of a long ride 
from idealism towards reality, the idea of looming 
cataclysm pervades Zalatune’s first chapters of each 
of the three parts that compose this novel (O fim do  
começo [the end of the beginning]; O começo do fim 
[the beginning of the end]; and O fim do  fim [the end 
of the end]). Another common aspect of both novels 
is their catastrophic ending: the narrative of Mon
tanha Distante ends with a car crash, whilst Zalatune 
ends with the submersion of the entire island Ínsula. 
In the second part of this essay, I explore this aspect 
to tie it in with my discussion on these novels as crit
ical dystopias. 

In Ladeira’s novel, the long ride through the 
memories of the middle-aged taxi driver shows 
that everything in this country – epitomized in 
the description of the daily routine in the two 
only towns where events unfold in this narrative – 
is organized to strengthen the legitimacy of Dear 
Leader (also known as the Supreme Guide) and, 
consequently, that of a nation. The subtle use of 
the term “kingdom” to refer to the nation con
veys the extent to which it is Dear Leader is the 
figure around which the concept of nation is 
legitimized. Dear Leader’s birthday is the 
National Day, and festivities follow a pre-defined 
script that includes praying to the glory of the 
Leader and a choreography of dances describing 
the country’s history from its foundation to the 
present (including the dance of the kingdom’s 
farmers, the dance of the kingdom’s fishers and 
the dance of the mysterious woods, a dance trib
ute to the kingdom’s conquerors) and, thus, legit
imize the Leader’s action as the guardian of the 
nation: 

This was used to symbolize the regenerating 
force of the Founders, the world’s reorganiza
tion (post-kingdom) following chaos’s disor-
ganization (pre-kingdom), thanks to the good 

fortune that meant counting on a Leader’s pro
tection. (Ladeira 2020, p. 49-50)5 

People live in closed communities, and those 
unmarried live on campuses where they are also 
employed. Behavioral rules are strict and militarized: 
men are separated from women; they all dress uni
forms on festive days (brown uniforms in Vila Ideal 
and blue uniforms in Vila Real), and coordinators 
thoroughly supervise their conduct. It is not difficult 
to compare the description of some of these rules 
with those of fascist governments in the past. Dating 
has to be approved of by a council whose members 
evaluate the match quality of the couple who also 
have to sign an official pre-matrimonial contract. The 
narrative conveys this system’s eugenic purposes to 
guarantee healthy offspring, and there are patriotic 
programs directed by exemplary married couples 
who prepare those engaged for their future life in 
common. Dear Leader speaks to his people standing 
on a high tower so that everyone can see him from 
the ground while guards inspect the crowd to prevent 
any kind of menace against the Leader’s life. People 
under suspicion of not possessing patriotic fervor are 
discreetly probed and, eventually, interrogated by 
special agents during a process that counts on the 
collaboration of informants among the population. 
The police interrogation corresponds to the “violent 
phase of the process” (Ladeira, 2020, p. 154). 

The plot of Garcia’s novel is centered on the 
entanglements of the power structure, represented by 
Tomazzo Bonavita, Prime Minister (PM), and Lam
berto Azzopardi, the Opposition Leader, particularly 
with Ínsula’s economic interests. The Azzopardi 
family has roots tracing to the establishment of this 
nation and built a fortune upon the control of the 
island’s natural resources (oil and natural gas), a fact 
that also gives them prominence in politics. Their 
ancient lineage makes Lamberto the ideal candidate 
of the Conservative Party who loses the municipal 
elections in 2029 to Bonavita, the Progressive Party 
leader. His background has no connections with local 
politics, but due to his remarkable communicative 
skills, Bonavita gets a massive landslide victory in 
the legislative elections against Azzopardi in 2031. In 
this year, these parties have their names changed into 
National League and Patriotic Front, respectively, and 
these decisions are announced as part of a strategy to 
put an end to “the corrupted parliamentarian system” 
and “remove the old parties from power” (Garcia, 
2021, p. 73). Ínsula’s politics gradually evolves 
towards direct democracy, founded on successive 
referenda and protectionist measures announced as 

5. Original: “Servia isto para simbolizar a força regen-
eradora dos Fundadores, a reorganização do mundo 
(pós- Reino) após a desorganização do caos (pré
Reino), graças à boa fortuna de se poder contar com 
a protecção de um Líder.” 
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essential for preserving the island and its inhabitants. 
The island is inexplicably spared to a devastating 
worldwide pandemic that leads  to  a massive incoming  
flow of refugees. The unprecedented refugee emer
gency exerts pressure on the island’s resources, and 
the government decides to build a wall to protect 
Ínsula inhabitants from them. This wall features the 
phrase “The Foreigner is the Virus” painted on it. As 
with all other governmental decisions, the decision to 
build the wall is taken upon a popular referendum. 
Ínsula’s government follows the model of direct dem
ocracy. However, the narrative also shows us that 
decisions are actually taken within the political arena, 
and the electorate is manipulated to vote as the politi
cians intend them to. Transparency is also manipu
lated: while the government members are 24-hour 
filmed and shown live on a popular mobile applica
tion, there are nooks beyond the reach of camera 
lenses where plans are taken in the hide so that voters 
will not witness real political maneuvers. After all, 

only a fool would believe it was possible to 
govern a country, even within direct democracy, 
leaving the curtains wide open twenty-four 
hours a day (Garcia 2021, p. 139)6 

Direct democracy is a form of democracy where 
bias determines the way decisions are taken, giving 
voters the inebriating illusion that they have real 
unlimited power in policymaking: 

The Professor of Ethics at the capital university 
contended that there were specific rights, some 
called them human and others universal, not 
liable of being decided upon referenda. The 
Prime Minister and the leader of the opposition 
labeled the idea of that Professor of Ethics “anti
democratic nonsense.” […] The government 
held that first referendum, and overwhelmingly 
voters decided that there is nothing in society 
that cannot be decided upon a referendum. That 
Professor went into exile following the result of 
the second referendum that reintroduced capital 
punishment on the island. (pp. 24-25)7 

6. Original: “Só um tolinho poderia acreditar ser possível 
governar um país, mesmo no contexto de uma democracia 
referendária, deixando as cortinas escancaradas vinte 
e quatro horas por dia.” 
7. Original: “O professor de Ética na universidade da cap
ital considerava existirem certos direitos, aos quais uns cha
mavam humanos e outros universais, não passíveis de ser 
sujeitos a voto popular. O primeiro ministro e o próprio 
líder da oposição rotularam como um “despautério antide
mocrático” essa ideia do professor de Ética. […] 
O Governo avançou com esse primeiro referendo e os elei
tores decidiram, por maioria avassaladora, não existir na 
sociedade nada que não fosse passível de ser referendado. 
O tal professor exilou-se após o resultado do segundo refer
endo, que reinstaurou a pena de morte na ilha.” 

Montanha Distante and Zalatune convey the 
extent to which populist autocracy relies upon the 
government’s skillful creation and management of 
various emotions to instill popular support to its pol
icies. Whereas Montanha Distante is centered on the 
role these emotions play in the building of citizen
ship, Zalatune focuses on the extent to which the 
process of othering those who were not born on 
Ínsula is also key to building citizenship. 

In Ladeira’s novel, exemplary citizenship is the 
sole life objective and ethics of all inhabitants. Self-
esteem only exists if it is combined with whole
hearted patriotism, and personal and professional 
accomplishments count insofar as they are patriotic. 
Thus, Dear Leader’s best wishes to his citizens are 
for them to achieve professional-patriotic and 
family-patriotic success (Ladeira 2020, p. 43). Soli
darity, mutual respect, and collaboration become sec
ondary values if patriotism is in the balance. 
Patriotism and exemplary citizenship have no con
nection to the concept of nation. In fact, the name of 
the country Vila Real and Vila Ideal belong to is 
never mentioned. Dear Leader’s overwhelming pres
ence makes it totally irrelevant as he is at one time 
the recipient and certifier of the inhabitants’ right 
values. Anecdotal details convey the absurdity of 
autocracy: billboards featuring the Leader and his 
family at the towns’ gates or an industry of 3-D car 
stickers with the leader’s image to give the impres
sion that he follows drivers all the way. The nation’s 
history is told to justify the Leader’s position, and 
he, as the patriarch of the nation, exists to guide his 
“flock” (Ladeira 2020, p. 40). Thus, he is the center 
of all extreme emotions (fervor, gratefulness, joy), 
the collective experiences in awe and, above all, the
atrically: “And so, like good actors, we pretended 
the emotions (joy and relief) we actually felt” 
(Ladeira 2020, p. 50).8 The narrative gives subtle 
indications about the extent to which the collective 
memory is appropriated to benefit the nationwide 
image of Leader. When the narrator decides to have 
a moment alone with the girl of his dreams and 
escapes surveillance to penetrate the rooms adjacent 
to the ballroom where festivities to honor the Leader 
take place, he finds out they are ramshackle and 
dirty replicates of the decorated ballroom: walls 
were painted so many times it became impossible to 
guess their original color whereas the furniture has 
layers of dust and is mostly broken. At the same 
time, in the ballroom, choreography and visual and 
sound effects of hypothetical dangers involving men
acing flora and fauna are shown to convey Dear 
Leader as the ultimate nation savior. Thus, a parallel 
between worn-out replicates and layers of accumu
lated collective memory emerges to show the extent 

8. Original: “E assim, como todos os bons actores, fingi
mos as emoções (alegria e alívio) que efectivamente 
sentíamos.” 
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to which truth and fantasy become entangled in the 
political discourse that is legitimized in the collect
ive memory to produce an emotional response. 

In Zalatune, each chapter has an epigraph, and 
most epigraphs mention the referenda submitted that 
account for a gradual process of political extremism. 
Protectionist measures are intertwined with fear and 
the basic survival instinct: the fear of getting the dis
ease and the fear of not being able to eke out a living 
catalyze a nationwide rejection of a globalized world 
and the presence of foreigners in their territory; the 
wall, for example, is seen as a job opportunity for 
the many who are jobless at the same time it is 
announced as a measure that preserves the island’s 
self-identity. Widespread nationalism reinforces the 
idea of separation between Ínsula’s civilization from 
alien barbarism. The idea of civilization is grounded 
upon Ínsula’s racial supremacy that entails privil
eging physical traits, such as complexion tone, that 
distinguish Ínsula natives from foreigners. Misce
genation is, therefore, strongly discouraged inas
much as foreign physical traits are despised. When, 
as a child, Lamberto Azzopardi disappears with his 
Dalmatian dog mysteriously, and both return inex
plicably, the boy claiming he had been to Zalatune, 
his dark light complexion and light brown hair are 
white, and his dog has lost his black-colored spots. 
The dog is immediately put to death, and vitiligo is 
the disease publicly announced to account for the 
boy’s change; at the same time, his memories are 
erased through therapy to ensure that he will not be 
exposed to popular judgment and, thus, have the 
future of the family jeopardized. In addition, the 
story of the life of Kamaria Adrachi illustrates that 
although racial supremacy is not particular to Ínsula, 
it has fatal consequences. Adrachi is a refugee from 
the former Grácil Republic, in the continent, who 
has to eke out a living from prostitution when she 
ends up living on a refugee camp on Ínsula. The 
daughter of the Minister for Education, Adrachi 
belongs to the privileged minority who held colonial 
power over part of the adjacent territory primarily 
populated by the Robust ethnic group. Science was 
used to prove that racial segregation colonial power 
was justified when scientific expeditions showed that 
Gráceismand Robusts actually constituted two dis
tinct racial groups, having miscegenation been for
bidden. They live in designated areas separated by 
a wall. Grácil colonialism ends in bloodshed with 
the Robust liberation movement seizing power. As 
a refugee and sole survivor of the Grácil population, 
Adrachi experiences the misfortunes of a life as the 
exotic prostitute on a refugee camp. Furthermore, on 
an official visit to Ínsula, a delegation of foreign rep
resentatives is discreetly teased by Ínsula officials 
because of their accent. Othering entails depicting 
foreigners as historical aliens, “invaders,” and “bar
barians” (Garcia 2021, p. 59, 137). Refugee camps 
are equated to landfills, and migrant refugees who 

make their way to Ínsula beaches by boat are killed 
because beaches need to be clean from their 
unwanted presence and, ultimately, Ínsula inhabit
ants need to have their identity secured (Garcia 
2021, p .90, 114). As disposable workforce, refu
gees – particularly those highly qualified - are used 
to build the wall not without being publicly humili
ated when they are treated as prisoners forced to 
community service: 

Under the awning, aligned in two straight lines, 
arms extended along the body and watched by 
a handful of guards armed with gunshots, the 
thirty-two guest-assistant workers wore uniform 
with the national color, dark purple representing 
the blood poured out in the struggles against 
invaders of all centuries during more than one 
thousand years. (Garcia 2021, p. 119)9 

As in Montanha Distante, authority is strongly 
associated with masculine leadership. In political 
disputes that gradually rely on nationalist arguments, 
both PM Bonavita and Leader of the Opposition 
Azzopardi compete in rhetorical skills. In this 
regard, Bonavita stands out from early youth: 
“While talking with Tommaso, a fat man would feel 
himself slim, a mad person would believe he was 
sane, a dying man would expect to live forever” 
(Garcia 2021, p. 148).10 Azzopardi also shows 
exemplary talents, including that of using his body 
language appropriately to enhance his impassionate 
public speeches: “He dropped his shoulders and 
looked at the audience with a sad gaze, concluding 
with a sentence that became a national monument: 
And that is the major evidence of our ignominy” 
(Garcia 2021, p. 143).11 Hence when both organize 
a joint press conference to announce the building of 
the wall, they are widely cheered in what is, after all, 
“theatrical performance” and “a flawless strategy” 
(Garcia 2021, p. 135). 

In both novels, the populist rhetoric used by auto
cratic leaders is effective in establishing wide con
sensus. At the same time, arguments are used as part 
of a political strategy to enforce discipline and, thus, 
avoid dissensus. Observing and being observed is 

9. Original: “Debaixo do toldo, alinhados em duas retas, 
de braços estendidos ao longo do corpo e vigiados por um 
punhado de guardas armados de metralhadoras, os trinta 
e dois trabalhadores-convidados assistentes envergavam 
uniformes com a cor nacional, uma púrpura carregada, 
representando o sangue derramado durante mais de mil 
anos nas lutas contra os invasores de todos os séculos.” 
10. Original: “Ao conversar com Tommaso, um gordo 
sentir-se-ia esbelto, um louco julgar-se-ia lúcido, um mori
bundo esperaria viver para sempre […]” 
11. Original: “Deixou cair os ombros e lançou um olhar 
triste à plateia, concluindo com uma frase que se tornou em 
monumento nacional: E é essa a prova maior da nossa 
ignomínia.” 
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critical for this strategy that places the leader as the 
center of all attention. In Montanha Distante, 
a panoptic structure is built to ensure that Dear 
Leader is seen and heard by everybody while the 
audience is severely filmed and watched to ensure 
that the leader’s life is not threatened. The act of 
speaking from a high tower satirizes what is at stake 
in populist leadership: the leader’s words and image 
are the centers of attention that force the audience to 
position their bodies properly – and painfully – to 
follow him. The leader is obsessed with persuasion 
and in this art, making himself listened and seen is 
what matters. In Zalatune, the panopticon structure 
is also at the service of the leader’s skills of persua
sion. Transparency is used as part of a rhetoric that 
uses technology as a resource to enhance discipline 
among citizens. It is a theatrical performance that 
per se does not make politics an honest art. In his 
Discipline & Punish, Foucault contends that the pan
opticon is central in a project of docility, which he 
traced its origin in the 18th century, aims at making 
the human body “manipulated, shaped, trained, 
which obeys, responds, becomes skillful and 
increases its forces” (Foucault 1995, p. 136). 
Ladeira’s and Garcia’s dystopian narratives convey 
that panoptic structures ensure that citizens are 
docile bodies, manipulated to obey, and in this pro
cess, the leaders’ words shape their emotions so that 
citizens respond automatically, as flocks they 
become in a planned scheme. 

Discipline based on panoptic surveillance sucks 
out the individual’s inner life and self-esteem. In 
both narratives, this disturbance starts in the family 
unit. There are no happy families. In Montanha Dis
tante, it is his family’s oppressive influence that 
motivates the narrator to move from Vila Real to 
Vila Ideal in the pursuit of freedom: 

A man free from having to be something but 
able – when traveling – to be what he would see 
and imagine. He wanted to be someone who 
would not have a sole obligation, not even that of 
being really a traveler. (Ladeira 2020, p. 24, 
author’s italics)12 

And it is also pre-determinism that makes him 
break with the blonde girl, turn down any engage
ments, but it is the inevitability inherent to the fact 
that in order to survive, he has to belong to the 
system that makes him ultimately accept that he will 
have to marry the daughter of the director of the 
campus. From a rebel to a submitted member of the 
community, the narrator gradually accumulates 

12. Original: “um homem livre de ter de ser o que quer 
que fosse, mas com a possibilidade – ao viajar – de poder 
ser o que fosse vendo e imaginando. Tencionava ser 
alguém que não tivesse uma única obrigação, sem sequer 
a de ser verdadeiramente um viajante.” 

frustration and low self-esteem, summed up in his 
self-image as a coward, a recurrent trope throughout 
the narrative. In Zalatune, PM Bonavita is both the 
foster son and the sexual partner of Lola Bonavita; 
the Azzopardi family craves for keeping appearances 
even if it entails curbing a potential happy childhood 
of the Leader of Opposition; and Pietra Grixti, the 
Director of the Geology Department, grew into 
a family of three mothers who forbade any male 
influence during her upbringing. In addition, in both 
narratives, a network of informants and agents 
instills widespread feelings of oppression and fear. 

Characters are solitary and have no close friends. 
In Montanha Distante, enjoyment means superficial 
moments of fun with colleagues at pubs, and self-
pleasure is an experience of frustration and melan
choly because “living should be saving energy, time 
and money; never waste energy, time and money in 
that delicious way” (Ladeira 2020, p. 91). In Zala
tune, sexual relations are mostly violence, lust, 
revenge, and pity sex. They constitute ways of exert
ing power, manipulating, and surviving. For 
example, Robust troops rape Adrachi and her mother 
to show their power over the Gráceis; Adrachi uses 
sex to survive on Ínsula; Virtu Bertu, the agent, uses 
the local brothel to explore his sexual fantasies and, 
thus, relieve his personal frustrations; Pietra Grixti 
believes men are disposable and uses them for her 
self-pleasure only. Drawing again on Foucault’s 
trope, in these narratives, characters grow as frus
trated docile bodies whose utility is explored through 
discipline and punishment in autocracy. 

2 CRITICAL DYSTOPIA AND EMPATHY 

Tom Moylan defines critical dystopias as those texts 
that “in the midst of their pessimistic forays, they 
refuse to allow the utopian tendency to be over
shadowed by its anti-utopian nemesis” and “adopt 
a militant stance that is informed and empowered by 
a utopian horizon that appears in the text – or at least 
shimmers just beyond its pages” (2018, p. 196). The 
emergence of the critical dystopia as a new fictional 
development that interrogates both society and dys
topia in “ways that resemble the approach critical 
utopias took toward the utopian tradition” (Moylan 
2018, p. 188) was first elaborated by Lyman Tower 
Sargent (1994).13 Moylan contends that in view of 
the present-day historical conjuncture, critical dys
topias “refunction a larger, more totalizing critique 
of the political economy itself” and “inscribe a space 
for a new form of political opposition” and “find 

13. While Lyman Tower Sargent has coined the term “crit
ical dystopia” and Moylan has used it, it is worth mention
ing that, for example, Bülent Somay (1984) has used the 
term “open-ended utopia” to refer to the same 
phenomenon. 
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ways to transform” the present system (2018, 
p. 190). Montanha Distante and Zalatune share the 
fact that their endings do not convey definite closure; 
plots are unfolded to the point of a no return, but 
although both convey, in different ways, that the pre
sent is unsustainable, they also indicate that there 
might be a future if we read the signs. 

In Montanha Distante, the car crash that ends the 
13th chapter, the last of this narrative, is a replicate of 
another that nearly victimizes the narrator in the 10th 
chapter, when a black car crashes against the narra
tor’s car, and he loses consciousness. As the narrator 
recovers, he experiences a quasi-moment of rebirth: 

I felt inside a kind of uterus. I was sure I was 
protected from something indefinite, not 
imagining what that might be. I felt neither pain 
nor anguish for what might be happening. As if 
I was not entirely conscious of what was hap
pening; or, on the contrary, I was more con
scious than ever of everything that was 
happening. (Ladeira 2020, p. 123)14 

The idea of rebirth is present throughout the 
description of the consequences of the car crash: the 
narrator is forced to adopt a fetal position in order to 
be removed from the damaged car, and later, he feels 
like he has “rejuvenated” and “gained some of the 
wisdom usually experienced at old age” (Ladeira 
2020, p. 127). The description of the first accident 
constitutes a turning point in the narrator’s life, who  
decides to put an end to his unhappy marriage, and 
also another in the plot as readers learn that the narra
tor is actually an agent with the assigned mission to 
take the quiet passenger to Vila Real for a police quiz 
as he has been indicted of lack of patriotism. The 
decision to help the passenger flee from his prosecu
tors is generated out of the narrator’s experience of 
feelings of love and compassion for the passenger’s 
situation – his “first friend” (Ladeira 2020, p. 159) 
that makes him also feel love for his family and for 
all the persons he came across up to that point in his 
life and finds out that he is not actually a coward. The 
last scene is a furious getaway of both men from Vila 
Real towards distant mountains along the slippery 
road that causes their car to skid. As a replicate of the 
first car accident, the last crash is significantly 
a potential ultimate second chance to refuse to con
tinue living in a totalitarian society and to live in the 
pursuit of other ideals, metaphorized in the image of 
the “distant mountain” – the mountain whose peak 
pierces the clouds and looks like a donut – that may 

14. Original: “Sentia-me dentro de uma espécie de útero. 
Tinha a certeza de estar protegido por alguma coisa indefi
nida, sem imaginar o que pudesse ser. Não sentia dor 
alguma nem me sentia angustiado pelo que se estava 
a acontecer. Como se não estivesse inteiramente consciente 
do que se passava; ou como se, pelo contrário, estivesse 
mais consciente do que nunca de tudo o que se passava.” 

be reachable by experiencing empathy. Empathy hap
pens when subjects become available to each other. 
Landowski calls this relation “adjustment,” and it is 
the reverse of what happens in populist right-wing 
rhetoric whose emphasis is fundamentally placed on 
radical esthesia to manipulate the target (Landowski 
2020, p. 24). In adjustment-based interaction, reci
procity enhances friendship ideals. 

In Zalatune, the mysterious disappearance of 
thousands to Zalatune. While a child Lamberto 
Azzopardi tells his father about his trip to Zalatune, 
he explains that this is a distant planet whose 
resources are dying out and, thus, the majority of the 
population is doomed to disappear. He adds that 
a minority looks on Earth as the place they can 
inhabit, and he was ordered to return to Ínsula to 
make arrangements for those coming from Zalatune. 
As the narrative proceeds and there is news about 
a growing number of people mysteriously missing 
leaving a note that they went to Zalatune, a few char
acters, such as Lola Bonavita, Kamaria Adrachi, 
Pietra Grixti, and Lamberto Azzopardi, also dis
appear. Before these characters go missing, they all 
feel emotional empathy towards other characters: 
Lola disappears when she worries about Grixti, 
Adrachi disappears after being tortured by Bertu, 
who wants Grixti for himself; Grixti goes missing 
after shooting Virtu as revenge for what he did to 
Adrachi; and Lamberto goes missing a second time 
after he is resolved to tell the population about Zala
tune and, thus “save us all” (p. 169). Unlike these 
characters, Tommaso Bonavita is unable to save 
himself, even when he believes he knows how to go 
to Zalatune. Nevertheless, just before he drowns as 
Ínsula is submerged and thousands of those missing 
persons emerge from the sea, ready to return, he has 
a glimpse of his past errors: 

He regretted the vanity that made him do 
the second [Evil] much and do the first very 
little [Good] and deplored the hate trees he had 
planted everywhere on Ínsula and regretted he 
had dehumanized thousands of human beings 
he had expelled from that island sentenced to 
submersion. (p. 278)15 

Moylan interprets neo-liberalism as an anti
utopian project intended to exterminate and delegit
imize utopia. Hence, the critical dystopian narrative 
is a way to re-enter political discourse, offering 
glimpses of hope to the political activism of 
oppositionists: 

15. Original: “Lamentou a vaidade que o fizera praticar 
muito o segundo [Mal] e pouco o primeiro [Bem], 
e deplorou as árvores do ódio que havia semeado um pouco 
por toda a Ínsula, e penitenciou-se por transformar em ani
mais os milhares de seres humanos que expulsou daquela 
ilha condenada ao afundamento.” 
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Thus, they teach their readers not only about 
the world around them but also about the 
open-ended ways in which texts such as the 
ones in front of their eyes can both elucidate 
that world and help to develop the critical cap
acity of people to know, challenge, and change 
those aspects of it that deny or inhibit the fur
ther emancipation of humanity. (2018, p. 199). 

The representation of the disastrous end of both 
narratives is very close to that of the Apocalypse.16 

There is an ultimate revelation made clear to 
a particular individual – in Montanha Distante, it is  
the storyteller, whereas, in Zalatune, Prime Minis
ter Bonavita is the one whom truth is made clear – 
and revelation emerges along with feelings of 
remorse and penance. Nevertheless, and despite the 
final chaos, both narratives do not convey that noth
ing can be done to change the course of events. The 
glimpse of hope is metaphorically present in both 
titles: Montanha Distante [Distant Mountain] and 
Zalatune. These two images emerge as literary 
tropes that convey places, at the same time distant 
but pursuable, that constitute alternatives to the pre
sent through empathy as the creative and regenerat
ing emotional response that undermines the 
populist right-wing rhetoric grounded upon nega
tive emotions, such as xenophobia and racial 
supremacy, and restores self-esteem, contributing to 
better and more balanced societies in a globalized 
world. 

Returning to the beginning of this chapter, 
Julieta Monginho’s Um muro no meio do caminho 
is an exercise of empathy that deconstructs the 
arguments used by right-wing populism against the 
flows of immigration that attempt to cross the 
Mediterranean Sea and the Eastern European bor
ders to arrive in Europe. Montanha Distante and 
Zalatune show that empathy is the emotional 
response that rescues the humanity in us when soci
eties succumb to populist rhetoric manipulation by 
the few that pursue their maintenance in power. 
Populist rhetoric forces individuals to think about 

16. The Christian belief in divine superiority emerges as 
an alternative to the imposed totalitarian belief in Dear 
Leader in Montanha Distante. When the car crashes, the 
narrator shouts, “Oh, my God,” on both occasions, and his 
exclamation, he explains, is a protest against His non
existence and a way to demand His existence (Ladeira 
2020, p.122). 

themselves ahead of the community; empathy 
restores the sense of community and share. Finally, 
it is worth mention that António Ladeira and Nuno 
Gomes Garcia write as Portuguese diaspora writers 
living in countries where the populist right-wing 
rhetoric has reached considerable proportions with 
devastating consequences to the many immigrants 
who endure hard times to settle and restart their 
lives as well as to all those who go against the 
populist right-wing rhetoric. The fact that Portugal 
is not immune to this rhetoric should make us 
reflect on its radical consequences and focus on our 
innate humanity. 
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