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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF A
PIONEERING
NOVEL

In the rich tapestry of
L a t i n  A m e r i c a n
literature,  few  works
hold as foundational a
place as El Periquillo
Sarniento,  the  first
novel ever written and
publ ished  in  Lat in
America.  Penned  by
the  Mexican  journalist
and writer José Joaquín
Fernández  de  Lizardi
and  first  published  in
1816,  this  picaresque
masterpiece  offers  a
biting,  humorous,  and

deeply  human portrait
of colonial society. For
m o d e r n  r e a d e r s
s e e k i n g  a  d e e p
unders tand ing  o f
Mexican cultural roots,
a  comprehensive  El
Periquillo  Sarniento
summary is more than
just a plot overview; it
is  a  gateway into  the
social,  political,  and
moral  struggles  of  a
nation on the brink of
independence.  This
article  provides  an
extensive look into the
n o v e l ' s  p l o t ,
characters,  themes,
a n d  l a s t i n g
significance,  ensuring
you  grasp  why  this
work remains essential
r ead ing  ove r  two
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centuries  later.

HISTORICAL AND
BIOGRAPHICAL
CONTEXT: THE
AUTHOR AND HIS
WORLD

To fully appreciate any
E l  P e r i q u i l l o
Sarniento  summary,
one  must  first
understand  the  man
behind  the  pen.  José
Joaquín  Fernández  de
Lizardi, often called "El
Pensador  Mexicano"
(The Mexican Thinker),
w a s  a  j o u r n a l i s t ,
pamphleteer ,  and
novelist  living  in  New
Spain  (modern-day
Mexico)  during  the
t w i l i g h t  y e a r s  o f
Spanish  colonial  rule.
He was a man of  the
Enlightenment,  heavily
influenced by the ideas
of reason, liberty,  and
social justice that were
s w e e p i n g  a c r o s s
E u r o p e  a n d  t h e
Americas. His work was

often censored by the
Inquisition  and  the
colonial  authorities,
w h i c h  m a d e  h i s
decision  to  write  a
novel  a  pol i t ical ly
charged  act.
Fernández  de  Lizardi
wrote  El  Periquillo
Sarniento  during  the
early  stages  of  the
M e x i c a n  W a r  o f
Independence.  The
novel  is  considered  a
picaresque,  a  genre
that originated in Spain
and  typically  follows
the  adventures  of  a
roguish,  low-born
p r o t a g o n i s t  w h o
survives  by  his  wits.
However ,  L i za rd i
infused  this  European
form  with  a  distinctly
Mexican  flavor  and  a
sharp,  satirical  edge.
T h e  n o v e l  w a s
originally  published  in
installments, making it
accessible to a broader
reading  publ ic.  I ts
p o p u l a r i t y  w a s
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immed ia te ,  even
though  the  Church
eventually  banned  it
for its critical portrayal
of  clergy  and  colonial
ins t i tu t ions .  Th is
historical  backdrop  is
crucial  for any serious
E l  P e r i q u i l l o
Sarniento  summary,
as the novel functions
as a social document of
its time.

PART ONE: THE
EARLY LIFE OF
PEDRO
SARMIENTO

A
Misguide
d
Upbringin

g
The novel  begins with
the birth and childhood
of  i ts  protagonist ,
Pedro  Sarmiento.  His
father  is  a  reasonably
prosperous barber and
surgeon  with  modest
ambitions  for  his  son.
His mother, however, is
a  woman  of  inflated
social pretensions. She
believes  her  son  is
destined for  greatness
and insists he receive a
formal  education  to
become a  priest  or  a
learned  man,  despite
lacking  the  fami ly
resources  to  support
such  a  pa th .  Th i s
central  conflict
between  rea l i s t ic
p r a c t i c a l i t y  a n d
delusional  ambition
sets  the  s tage  for
P e d r o ' s  f u t u r e
misfortunes.
This section of  any El
Periquillo  Sarniento
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summary  i s  v i ta l
because  it  establishes
the  protagonist's  fatal
flaws:  vanity,  laziness,
and a lack of direction.
Nicknamed  "Periquillo"
(which  translates  to
"Little  Parrot")  for  his
tendency to mimic the
speech and manners of
those  around  h im
w i t h o u t  t r u e
understanding,  and
"Sarniento"  (referring
to a mangy or scabby
condition),  Pedro  is
portrayed as a product
of poor parenting and a
flawed  social  system.
He  learns  to  value
appearances  over
substance  and  status
over virtue. His formal
education is a farce; he
m e m o r i z e s
meaningless  Latin
phrases and scholastic
arguments  without
truly  learning to  think
cr i t i ca l l y  o r  work
honestly.

The First
Adventur
es and
Mistakes
Upon  leaving  school,
P e d r o  d a b b l e s  i n
various  professions
without  committing  to
any.  He  attempts  to
study  theology  but
finds it boring. He tries
his  hand  at  being  a
pharmacist but causes
an accident that nearly
kills a patient. He then
briefly apprentices as a
barber-surgeon  with
his  father ,  but  h is
negligence and lack of
sk i l l  l ead  to  more
disasters.  Each  failure
is a direct result of his
unwillingness  to  work
d i l igent ly  and  h is
tendency  to  blame
o t h e r s  f o r  h i s
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problems.
These  early  episodes
are  rich  with  satire.
Lizardi  uses  Pedro's
misadventures  to
criticize  the  state  of
education  in  colonial
Mexico,  where  rote
memorizat ion  was
prized  over  genuine
knowledge, and where
professional  guilds
were often corrupt and
incompetent .  The
picaresque  structure
means  that  Pedro
learns nothing from his
mistakes;  he  simply
moves on to the next
c i t y  and  the  nex t
scheme. This pattern is
a key element to track
in  any  El  Periquillo
Sarniento  summary,
as  it  underscores  the
novel's  central  moral
lesson:  a  l i fe  l ived
without  principle  will
inev i tab ly  lead  to
suffering.

PART TWO: THE
PICARESQUE
JOURNEY
THROUGH SOCIETY

Life in
Mexico
City and
Beyond
After disappointing his
family,  Pedro  sets  off
for  Mexico  City,  the
vibrant  and  corrupt
h e a r t  o f  t h e
viceroyalty.  Here,  he
fa l l s  in  wi th  a  bad
c r o w d  a n d  i s
introduced to the world
of  gambling,  drinking,
and  petty  crime.  He
becomes a professional
gambler, using his wits
to cheat others, only to
be cheated in turn. He
learns the harsh rules
o f  t h e  u r b a n
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underworld,  where
survival  depends  on
c u n n i n g  a n d
ruthlessness.
This  section  of  a  El
Periquillo  Sarniento
summary  is  a guided
tour of colonial Mexico
City 's  underbel ly .
Lizardi  introduces  a
parade  of  colorfu l
characters:  corrupt
p r i e s t s ,  g r e e d y
merchants,  pompous
nobles,  and  desperate
beggars .  Through
Pedro's eyes, we see a
society  obsessed  with
l impieza  de  sangre
(purity  of  blood)  and
social  hierarchy,  yet
riddled  with  hypocrisy
and  injustice.  Pedro
himself takes on many
d i s g u i s e s  a n d
personas,  pretending
t o  b e  a  d o c t o r ,  a
lawyer, or a nobleman,
depend ing  on  the
s i t u a t i o n .  T h e s e
episodes  highlight  the
possibility—and  the

danger—of  soc ia l
mobility  in  a  rigidly
stratified  society.

Imprison
ment and
Hardship
Predictably,  Pedro's
luck  runs  out.  He  is
caught  cheating  at
cards and thrown into
prison.  The  pr ison
scenes are among the
m o s t  v i v i d  a n d
horrifying in the novel.
Lizardi spares no detail
in  describing  the  filth,
the  violence,  and  the
corruption of the penal
system.  Here,  Pedro
meets  a  var iety  of
hardened criminals and
learns the true cost of
h is  l i festy le .  Th is
experience, rather than
reforming  him,  simply
m a k e s  h i m  m o r e
desperate.
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After his release, Pedro
continues  his  journey
beyond  Mexico  City,
traveling  to  various
towns  and  provinces.
Each stop brings a new
adventure  and  a  new
l e s s o n  ( w h i c h  h e
promptly  ignores).  He
attempts to work as a
secretary for a wealthy
landowner  but  is  fired
for laziness. He joins a
theatr ical  t roupe,
where he learns about
the  pretensions  of
artists.  He  even  briefly
becomes a hermit, only
to  find  that  religious
hypocrisy  is  just  as
common  among  the
supposedly  devout.
These  episodes  form
the core of the novel's
picaresque  narrative
and are essential for a
complete El Periquillo
Sarniento summary.

PART THREE: THE
ISLAND AND THE

MORAL TURN

A Journey
to the
Philippine
s
In a desperate attempt
to  escape  his  past,
Pedro  signs  on  as  a
crew member of a ship
b o u n d  f o r  t h e
P h i l i p p i n e s .  T h e
journey  is  long  and
arduous,  but  it  is  not
the  destination  that
matters  most  in  this
s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  E l
Periquillo  Sarniento
summary.  Instead,  a
sh ipwreck  throws
Pedro onto a seemingly
deserted island in  the
Pacific.  This  island
represents  a  clean
slate, a world free from
the  corrupt ions  of
colonial  society.
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Here, the novel takes a
sharp turn.  The island
is  actually  a  utopian
community  governed
b y  a  w i s e  a n d
enlightened  leader.
Pedro  encounters  a
society built on reason,
coopera t ion ,  and
natural law. There is no
private  property,  no
rigid class system, and
no  organized  religion
based  on  superstition.
Justice is swift and fair.
This  "ideal  society"  is
clearly inspired by the
E n l i g h t e n m e n t
p h i l o s o p h i e s  o f
Rousseau and Voltaire,
and  i t  serves  as  a
direct  contrast  to  the
flawed world Pedro left
behind.

The
Didactic

Purpose
The  island  episode  is
t h e  m o s t  o v e r t l y
didactic  part  of  the
novel.  The  leader  of
the community delivers
l ong  speeches  t o
Pedro,  explaining  the
pr inciples  of  good
governance, education,
and  morality.  Lizardi
uses  this  device  to
preach  his  reformist
message directly to the
r e a d e r .  F o r  t h e
protagonist,  however,
the  most  important
lesson comes from his
isolation.  Stripped  of
his  social  masks  and
his  abil ity  to  cheat
others, Pedro is forced
to  confront  his  own
emptiness.  He  begins
to understand, for  the
first  time,  the  value  of
honest  work,  sel f -
reliance,  and  genuine
virtue.
This  utopian  interlude
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is  unique  within  the
picaresque  tradition
because  it  offers  a
model  for  redemption.
I t  i s  no t  mere l y  a
critique of society but a
proposition for a better
one.  Therefore,  any
thorough El Periquillo
Sarniento  summary
must  highlight  this
s e c t i o n  a s  t h e
philosophical  heart  of
the  book.  Pedro  does
eventually  leave  the
island,  but  he  carries
its lessons with him.

PART FOUR:
RETURN,
REPENTANCE, AND
FINAL WISDOM

A
Changed
Man in a

Familiar
World
Pedro  eventua l l y
makes his way back to
Mexico.  He has grown
older, wiser, and (most
importantly)  humbler.
The world he returns to
is just as corrupt as he
l e f t  i t ,  b u t  h i s
p e r s p e c t i v e  h a s
changed. He no longer
f e e l s  t h e  u r g e  t o
participate in its vices.
Instead,  he  finds
h o n e s t  w o r k  a s  a
secretary  and  tries  to
live  a  quiet,  upright
life. This section of the
E l  P e r i q u i l l o
Sarniento  summary
i s  m a r k e d  b y  a
melancholic  tone,  as
Pedro  watches  his
former  fr iends  and
associates fall to ruin.
The  author  does  not
grant Pedro a fairy-tale
ending. He still  makes
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mistakes, and his past
reputation follows him.
However,  he  finally
demonstrates  genuine
g r o w t h .  H e  g e t s
married,  has  children,
and  str ives  to  be  a
responsible  husband
a n d  f a t h e r .  T h e
transformation  from
t h e  f r i v o l o u s
" P e r i q u i l l o "  t o  a
thoughtful,  penitent
man  is  complete.

The
Deathbed
Confessio
n
The novel is structured
a s  a  d e a t h b e d
confession.  The  older,
wiser  Pedro  is  writing
his  memoirs  for  his
chi ldren  as  he  l ies
dying.  This  framing
device gives the entire

s t o r y  a  s e n s e  o f
urgency  and  moral
weight.  In  the  final
c h a p t e r s ,  P e d r o
directly  addresses  his
sons  and  daughters,
offering them the hard-
won wisdom of his life.
This  is  the  climax  of
the  El  Per iqui l lo
Sarniento summary.
His  final  advice  is
simple  but  profound.
He  urges  his  children
to:

Value honest
work over social
status.
Seek genuine
education over
empty titles.
Avoid vanity
and the desire to
appear wealthier
or better than
they are.
Practice thrift
and self-
discipline.
Be cautious in
choosing friends
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and companions.
Respect others
regardless of
their social
standing.

He explicitly tells them
t o  l e a r n  f r o m  h i s
mistakes  rather  than
repeat them. The novel
c o n c l u d e s  w i t h  a
powerful  plea  for  a
better,  more  rational,
and more just society.
Pedro  dies  at  peace,
having  finally  found
meaning not in worldly
success, but in honest
l i v i n g  a n d  m o r a l
integrity.

MAJOR
CHARACTERS AND
THEIR SYMBOLIC
ROLES

A  d e t a i l e d  E l
Periquillo  Sarniento
summary  would  be
incomplete  without  an
examination of its key
characters,  who  often
serve as archetypes or

symbols  of  colonial
society.

Pedro
Sarmient
o (El
Periquillo
Sarniento
)
As the protagonist and
narrator,  Pedro  is  a
complex  figure.  He  is
not  a  traditional  hero.
He  is  flawed,  weak-
w i l l ed ,  and  o f ten
dishonest.  However,
his picaresque journey
makes him a relatable
and instructive lens for
viewing  society.  His
nickname,  "Periquillo"
(Little Parrot), suggests
his  chameleon-like
ability  to adapt to his
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surroundings,  while
"Sarniento"  (Mangy)
points to his moral and
physical  degradation.
His  transformation
from  a  foolish  youth
into a wise,  repentant
old man is the central
arc of the story.

The

Mother
(Doña
Antonia)
The  protagonist 's
mother  is  a  brilliantly
sat


